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			Prologue

			Saturday, November 18th, 1995

			She didn’t know how long she had been kicking the sticky, withered leaves, only that her bare arms were now cold and that the shouting up at the house had become shrill, sounding so harsh and angry that it hurt her chest. Only just now she had been about to cry, but that was something she really didn’t want to do.

			You’ll get lines on your cheeks and that’s ugly, Dorrit, her mother would say. She was good at reminding her of that sort of thing.

			Dorrit looked at the wide, dark tracks she had left in the foliage on the lawn, then once more counted the windows and doors of the house. She knew perfectly well how many there were; it was just a way to pass the time. Two doors for the wings, fourteen large windows and four rectangular ones in the basement, and if she counted every pane, there were one hundred and ­forty-­two.

			I can count really high, she thought proudly. She was the only one in her class who could.

			Then she heard the hinges of the basement door on the side wing squeak, which was rarely a good sign.

			“I’m not going in,” she whispered to herself when she saw the housemaid coming up from the basement stairwell, heading straight toward her.

			At the far end of the garden where it was dark among the bushes, she often crouched down and hid, sometimes for hours if necessary, but this time the housemaid was too quick, the grip on her wrist tight and hard.

			“You’re crazy trudging about out here with those fine shoes on, Dorrit. Mrs. Zimmermann will be fuming when she sees how mucky they are. You know that.”

			She stood in front of the sofas in her stocking feet, feeling uncomfortable because the two women just stared at her as if they had no idea what she was doing in the drawing room.

			Her grandmother’s face was stern and full of foreboding, while her mother’s was ­red-­eyed and unattractive. Just as wrinkled as she had said Dorrit’s would become.

			“Not now, Dorrit, darling. We’re speaking,” her mother said.

			She looked around. “Where’s Daddy?” she asked.

			The two women looked at each other. In a flash, her mother was like a scared little animal, cowering in a corner, and not for the first time.

			“Go to the dining room, Dorrit. There are some magazines you can flick through,” her grandmother dictated.

			“Where’s Daddy?” she asked again.

			“We’ll talk about that later. He’s gone,” answered her grandmother.

			Dorrit took a careful step backward, watching her grandmother’s gesticulations: Go now! they seemed to say.

			She could just as well have stayed out in the garden.

			In the dining room, plates with stale cauliflower stew and ­half-­eaten pork patties still lay on the heavy side table. The forks and knives lay on the tablecloth, which was stained with wine from two overturned crystal glasses. The room didn’t seem at all like it normally did, and it was certainly not somewhere Dorrit wanted to be.

			She turned around toward the hallway and its many gloomy and tall doors with worn handles. The large house was divided into several areas, and Dorrit thought she knew every corner. Up on the sec­ond floor, it smelled so strongly of her grandmother’s powders and perfumes that the scent clung to one’s clothes even after returning home. Up there, in the flickering light from the windows, there was nothing for Dorrit to do.

			On the other hand, she felt right at home in the wing at the back of the first floor.

			It had both a sour and sweet smell of tobacco from the drawn curtains, and heavy furniture of the sort one couldn’t see anywhere else in Dorrit’s world. Large, cushioned armchairs you could cuddle up in with your feet tucked under you, and sofas with decorated brown corduroy and carved black sides. That domain in the house was her grandfather’s.

			An hour ago, before her father had started arguing with her grandmother, all five of them had been happily sitting around the dining table, and Dorrit had thought that this day would softly wrap around her like a blanket.

			And then her father had said something or other really wrong that caused her grandmother to immediately raise her eyebrows and her grandfather to stand up from the table.

			“You’ll have to sort this out yourselves,” he had said, straightening his pants and sneaking away. That’s when they sent her out into the garden.

			Dorrit carefully pushed open the door to his study. Along one wall there was a pair of brown dressers with shoe samples in open boxes, while on the opposite wall was her grandfather’s carved desk, totally piled with papers covered with blue and red lines.

			It smelled even stronger of tobacco here, though her grandfather wasn’t in the gloomy room. It almost seemed as if the tobacco smoke came from over in the corner, from where a small shaft of light shone through a pair of bookshelves and rested across the writing chair.

			Dorrit moved closer to see where the light came from. It was exciting because the narrow crack between the bookshelves revealed unknown territory.

			“So are they gone, then?” she heard her grandfather grunt from somewhere behind the shelves.

			Dorrit pushed through the crack, entering a room she had never seen before, and there by a long table on an old leather chair with armrests sat her grandfather attentively leaning over something she couldn’t see.

			“Is that you, Rigmor?” he said in his distinctive voice. It was his German, which wouldn’t disappear, her mother often said with irritation, but Dorrit was very fond of it.

			The decor of the room was very different from that in the rest of the house. The walls in here were not bare but plastered with large and small photographs, and if one looked closely it became ­apparent that they were all of the same man in uniform in various situations.

			In spite of the thick tobacco smoke, the room seemed lighter than the study. Her grandfather was sitting contentedly with his sleeves rolled up; she noticed the long, thick veins that coiled up his bare forearms. His movements were calm and relaxed. Gentle hands leafing through photographs, his eyes fixed on them with a scrutinizing stare. He looked so content sitting there that it made Dorrit smile. But in the next moment, as he suddenly swung the office chair around to face her, she realized that the usually friendly smile was distorted and frozen as if he had swallowed something bitter.

			“Dorrit!” he said, standing halfway up with his arms outstretched, almost as if trying to hide what he had been perusing.

			“Sorry, Opa. I didn’t know where I was supposed to go.” She looked around at the photographs on the walls. “I think the man in these photos looks like you.”

			He looked at her for a long time, as if considering what to say, before suddenly taking her hand and pulling her over to him and up onto his lap.

			“Actually, you aren’t allowed to be in here because this is Opa’s secret room. But now that you’re here, you might as well stay.” He nodded toward the wall. “Och, ja, Dorrit, you’re right. It is me in the photographs. They are from when I was a young man and a soldier in the German army during the war.”

			Dorrit nodded. He looked handsome in his uniform. Black cap, black jacket, and black pants. Everything was black: belt, boots, holster, and gloves. Only the skull and crossbones and the smile with the pearly white teeth shone among all the black.

			“Then you were a soldier, Opa?”

			“Jawohl. You can see my pistol for yourself up there on the shelf. Parabellum 08, also known as a Luger. My best friend for many years.”

			Dorrit looked up at the shelf with fascination. The gun was ­grey-­black with a brown holster beside it. There was also a small knife in a sheath beside something she didn’t recognize but that resembled a softball bat, only with a black can at one end.

			“Does the gun really shoot?” she asked.

			“Ja, it has done so many times, Dorrit.”

			“So you were a real soldier, Opa?”

			He smiled. “Ja, your Opa was a very brave and talented soldier who did many things in World War II, so you can be proud of him.”

			“World war?”

			He nodded. As far as Dorrit knew, war could never be good. Not something that could make you smile.

			She sat up a little and looked over her grandfather’s shoulder so she could see what it was he had been looking at.

			“Nein, you mustn’t look at those pictures, Dorritchen,” he said, putting his hand on the back of her neck to pull her away. “Maybe another time when you are grown up; those pictures aren’t for children’s eyes.” She nodded but stretched forward a few centimeters more and this time wasn’t pulled back.

			When she saw a series of ­black-­and-­white photos in which a man with drooping shoulders was dragged over toward her grandfather, who in the following photos raised a gun and then shot the man in the back of the neck, she asked tentatively, “You were just playing, weren’t you, Opa?”

			He turned her face tenderly toward his and met her eyes.

			“War isn’t a game, Dorrit. You kill your enemies, or you’d be killed yourself. You understand, don’t you? If your Opa hadn’t done everything he could back then to defend himself, why then, you and I wouldn’t be sitting here today, would we?”

			She shook her head slowly and moved closer to the table.

			“And all these people wanted to kill you?”

			She glanced over the photos; she didn’t know what they were supposed to represent. They were horrifying. There were people falling down. Men and women hanging from ropes. There was a man being beaten on the back of the neck with a club. And in all of the pictures, there was her grandfather.

			“Yes, they were. They were evil and loathsome. But that’s nothing for you to worry about, Schatz. The war is over, and there won’t be another one. Trust your Opa. It all ended back then. Alles ist vorbei.” He turned toward the photographs on the table and smiled, almost as if he took pleasure in seeing them. It was probably because he no longer had to be scared or defend himself against his enemies, she thought.

			“That’s good, Opa,” she replied.

			They heard the footsteps from the adjoining room almost simultaneously, managing to push themselves up from the chair before Dorrit’s grandmother stood in the doorway between the shelves, staring at him.

			“What’s going on here?” she said harshly, grabbing Dorrit while giving them a piece of her mind. “There is nothing for Dorrit in here, Fritzl, didn’t we agree on that?”

			“Alles in Ordnung, Liebling. Dorrit has only just come in and is on her way out again. Isn’t that right, little Dorrit?” he said calmly but with cold eyes. You’ll keep quiet if you don’t want a scene, she understood, so she nodded and followed obediently as her grandmother dragged her toward the study. Just as they were leaving the room she caught a glimpse of the wall around the doorway. It was also decorated. On one side of the door hung a large red flag with a large white circle in which a strange cross took up most of the space, and on the other side of the door there was a color photo of her grandfather, head held high and with his right arm raised toward the sky.

			I will never forget this, she thought for the first time in her life.

			“Take no notice of what your grandmother says, and forget what you saw in there with your grandfather. Promise me that, Dorrit; it is all just nonsense.”

			Dorrit’s mother pushed Dorrit’s arms into her jacket sleeves, bending down in front of her.

			“We’re going home now, and we’ll forget all about this, won’t we, my sweet?”

			“But, Mommy, why were you shouting like that in the sitting room? Is that why Daddy left? And where is he? Is he at home?”

			She shook her head with a serious expression on her face. “No, Daddy and I aren’t getting along at the moment, so he is somewhere else.”

			“But when is he coming back?”

			“I don’t know if he will, Dorrit. But you mustn’t be upset about it. We don’t need Daddy, because your grandfather and grandmother will look after us. You know that, don’t you?” She smiled and caressed her cheeks. Her breath smelled of something strong. Similar to the clear liquid her grandfather poured in small glasses from time to time.

			“Listen to me, Dorrit. You are so beautiful and wonderful. You’re better and more intelligent than any other little girl in the whole world, so we’ll manage just fine without Daddy, don’t you think?”

			She attempted a nod, but her head just wouldn’t budge.

			“I think we should head home right now so we can turn on the television and see all the exquisite dresses the ladies are wearing to the prince’s wedding with the beautiful Chinese girl, okay, Dorrit?”

			“Then Alexandra will be a princess, right?”

			“Yes, she will, just as soon as they are married. But until then she’s just a normal girl who has found a real prince, and you’ll also find your prince one day, sweetie. When you grow up, you’ll be rich and famous because you’re even better and prettier than Alexandra, and you can have whatever you want in the world. Just look at your blond hair and beautiful features. Does Alexandra have these things?”

			Dorrit smiled. “And you’ll always be there, won’t you, Mommy?” She simply loved it when she could make her mother look as touched as she did now.

			“Oh yes, my darling. And I would do anything for you.”
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			Tuesday, April 26th, 2016

			As always, her face bore traces of the night before. Her skin was dry, and the dark circles under her eyes were more pronounced than they’d been when she went to bed.

			Denise sneered at her reflection in the mirror. She had now spent an hour on damage control, but it was never good enough.

			“You look and smell like a hooker,” she said, mimicking her grandmother’s voice as she applied her eyeliner one more time.

			In the studio apartments around her, the noise signaled that the other tenants were waking up and that it would soon be evening again. It was a ­well-­known cacophony of sounds: the chinking of bottles, the knocking on doors to bum cigarettes, and the constant traffic to and from the ­run-­down toilet with shower that the contract described as exclusive.

			The small society of Danish outcasts from one of the darker streets of Frederiksstaden was now set in motion for yet another evening with no real purpose.

			After turning around a few times, she stepped toward the mirror to inspect her face close-up.

			“Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who’s the fairest of them all?” She laughed with an indulgent smile as she caressed her reflection with her fingertips. She puckered her lips, let her fingers slide up her hips, over her breasts, up to her neck, and into her hair. She picked some fluff from her angora blouse and dabbed a little foundation on a couple of insufficiently covered blemishes on her face before stepping back with satisfaction. Her plucked and painted eyebrows, together with ­NeuLash-­enhanced eyelashes, added to her overall appearance. The makeup, paired with the glow of her irises, gave her a more intense look, adding with ease an extra element of aloofness.

			In other words, she was ready to take on the world.

			“I’m Denise,” she practiced saying, tensing her throat. It was as deep as her voice could be.

			“Denise,” she whispered, slowly parting her lips and letting her chin drop toward her chest. The result was fantastic when she adopted this attitude. Some might interpret her look as submissive, but it was exactly the opposite. Wasn’t it precisely at this angle that the ­hotspots—­a woman’s eyelashes and ­pupils—­best caught the attention of those around her?

			Totally in control. She nodded, screwing the lid of her face cream back on and piling her arsenal of cosmetics back in the bathroom cabinet.

			After a quick look around the small room she realized that hours of hard work lay ahead of her: clearing away the laundry, making the bed, washing all the glasses, taking out the trash, and sorting all the bottles.

			Fuck it, she thought, grabbing the duvet and shaking it and plumping the pillow, convincing herself that when one of her sugar daddies had made it this far, he wouldn’t give a damn about the rest.

			She sat on the edge of the bed and checked that her handbag had all the essentials she would need.

			She nodded with satisfaction. She was ready to take on the world and all its desires.

			An unwelcome sound made her turn to face the door. Click, clack, click, clack, came the limping, loathsome sound.

			You’re far too early, Mother, she thought as the door outside between the stairs and the corridor was pushed open.

			It was almost eight o’clock, so why was she coming now? It was way past her dinnertime.

			She counted the seconds, already feeling irritated as she got up from the bed, when the knock came at the door.

			“Honey!” she heard her mother shouting from the other side. “Won’t you open the door?” Denise took deep breaths, remaining silent. If she didn’t answer, her mother would surely just go.

			“Denise, I know you’re in there. Open up just for a moment. I have something important to tell you.”

			Denise sighed. “And why should I do that? I don’t suppose you brought any dinner up with you?” she shouted.

			“Not today, no. Oh, won’t you come downstairs to eat, Denise? Just for today. Your grandmother is here!”

			Denise rolled her eyes. So her grandmother was downstairs. The mere thought was enough to make her heart race and cause her to break out in a sweat.

			“Grandmother can kiss my ass. I hate that bitch.”

			“Oh, Denise, you mustn’t talk like that. Won’t you just let me in for a moment? I really must speak with you.”

			“Not now. Just leave the dinner in front of the door, as usual.” Apart from the man with the flabby skin who lived a few doors down the corridor, who had already downed his first beer of the day and was now sobbing in despair over his miserable existence, it was suddenly totally quiet out in the corridor. It wouldn’t surprise her if ­everyone was pricking up their ears right at this moment, but what ­did she care? They could just ignore her mother like she did.

			Denise filtered out the sound of her mother’s pleas, concentrating instead on the whining coming from the loser down the hall. All the divorced men like him living in studio apartments were just so pathetic and laughable. How could they believe the future might be brighter given how they looked? They stank of unwashed clothes and drank themselves into oblivion in their pitiful loneliness. How could these cringeworthy idiots live with being so pathetic?

			Denise snorted. How often had they stood in front of her door in an effort to tempt her with their small talk and cheap wine from Aldi, their eyes betraying hope of something else and more?

			As if she would ever associate with men who lived in studio ­apartments.

			“She’s brought money with her for us, Denise,” her mother said insistently.

			Now she had Denise’s attention.

			“You simply have to come down with me because if you don’t she won’t give us anything for this month.”

			There was a pause before she spoke again.

			“And then we really won’t have anything, will we, Denise?” she said severely.

			“Can’t you shout a little louder so they can also hear you in the next building?” Denise retorted.

			“Denise!” Her mother’s voice was now quivering. “I’m warning you. If your grandmother doesn’t give us that money, you’ll have to go to the social services office because I haven’t paid your rent for this month. Or maybe you thought I had?”

			Denise took a deep breath, went over to the mirror, and put on her lipstick one final time. Ten minutes with the woman and then she was out of there. She had nothing but shit and confrontation coming her way. The bitch wouldn’t leave her in peace for a second. She would just come with demand after demand. And if there was something Denise couldn’t deal with, it was all the demands people put on her. It simply drained all the life and energy out of her.

			It depleted her.

			Down on the first floor in her mother’s apartment there was a not unexpected stench of tinned mock turtle soup. Once in a while it might be cutlets only just past their sell-by date or rice pudding in ­sausage-­shaped plastic packaging. There wasn’t exactly entrecôte on the menu when her mother attempted to put out a spread, which the blemished ­silver-­plated candlesticks with spluttering candles emphasized.

			In this flickering artificial ambience the vulture was already seated at the center of the table, scowling and ready to attack. Denise was almost knocked out from the stench of her cheap perfume and powder, which no shop with any ­self-­respect would demean itself to sell.

			Now her grandmother parted her dry, red, blotchy lips. Maybe the vulture was preparing to smile, but Denise was not so easily fooled. She attempted to count to ten but this time made it to only three before the woman’s verbal abuse began.

			“Well! The little princess could finally find time to come down and say hello.”

			A dark and disapproving look came over the grandmother’s face after a quick inspection of Denise’s seminude midriff.

			“Already plastered with makeup and I don’t know what. No one will miss you coming, because that really would be a catastrophe, wouldn’t it, Dorrit?”

			“Would you stop calling me that? It’s almost ten years since I changed my name.”

			“Since you ask so politely, yes, as it isn’t something one is accustomed to from you. Then you think that name becomes you better, do ­you . . . Denise? A little more French. It almost puts one in mind of the suggestively dressed ladies of the night, so, yes, maybe it is more fitting.” She looked her up and down. “Then congratulations with the camouflage work, is all I can say. You’ve prepared yourself for the hunt, I wouldn’t wonder.”

			Denise noticed how her mother tried to calm the mood with a slight touch of her hand on her grandmother’s arm, as if that had ever worked. Even in that area her mother had always been weak.

			“And what have you been up to, if one might inquire?” continued her grandmother. “There was something about a new course, or was it actually an internship?” She squinted. “Was it a job as a nail technician you wanted to try this time? I almost can’t keep up with all the excitement in your life, so you’ll have to help me. But wait, maybe you’re not actually doing anything at the moment? Could that be it?”

			Denise didn’t answer. She just tried to keep her lips sealed. Her grandmother raised her eyebrows. “Oh yes, you’re much too precious for work, aren’t you?”

			Why did she bother asking when she had all the answers? Why was she sitting there hiding behind her wiry grey hair in a mask of disgust? It made you want to spit at her. What stopped her from ­doing it?

			“Denise has decided to enroll in a course to learn how to coach people,” interjected her mother bravely.

			The metamorphosis was enormous. Her grandmother’s mouth was open, aghast; the wrinkles on her nose disappeared; and after a short pause the change was accompanied by a laugh that came so deep from within her rotten core that it made the hair on Denise’s neck stand on end.

			“Oh, that’s what she’s decided, is it? An interesting thought, Denise coaching other people. Just in what, exactly, if I might inquire? Is it actually possible to find anyone in this disturbed world who would want to be coached by someone who can do absolutely nothing besides dolling themselves up? In that case, the world must have come to a complete standstill.”

			“­Mother—” Denise’s mother attempted to interrupt.

			“Be quiet, Birgit. Let me finish.” She turned toward Denise. “I will be direct. I don’t know anyone as lazy, talentless, or with so little sense of reality as you, Denise. Shall we agree that you actually can’t do anything? Isn’t it high time that you tried to get a job to fit your modest talents?” She waited for an answer, but none was forthcoming. She shook her head, leaving Denise in no doubt as to what was coming next.

			“I have said it before and I have warned you, Denise. Maybe you think it is acceptable to just lie on your back? It’s downright shocking. You’re not as beautiful as you think, my dear, and certainly won’t be in five years, I’m afraid.”

			Denise inhaled deeply through her nose. Two more minutes and she’d be out of here.

			Now her grandmother turned to her mother with the same cold, contemptuous expression. “You were the same, Birgit. Thought only of yourself, never doing anything to get on in life. What would you have done without your father and me? If we hadn’t paid for everything while you squandered life away in your ­self-­obsessed megalomania?”

			“I have worked, Mother.” Her tone was pitiable. It was years since her ammunition of protests hadn’t fallen on deaf ears.

			It was now Denise’s turn again, as her grandmother turned her attention back toward her, shaking her head.

			“And as for you! You couldn’t even get a job folding clothes, if that’s what you think.”

			Denise turned around and disappeared into the kitchen with the poison from her grandmother trailing behind her.

			If it was possible to see what was inside her grandmother, the ingredients could be laid out in equal measure of intense hatred, vengeance, and unending images of how different she thought everything had once been. Denise had heard the same fake nonsense over and over, and it was irritatingly hurtful every time. About what a good family she and her mother came from; about the golden years when her grandfather had had his shoe shop in Rødovre and earned really good money.

			All a load of crap! Hadn’t the women in this family always stayed at home and done their duty? Hadn’t they been supported solely by their husbands, been meticulous about their appearance, and looked after the home?

			Hell yes!

			“Mother! You mustn’t be too hard on her. ­She—”

			“Denise is ­twenty-­seven and is good for exactly nothing, Birgit. Nothing!” shouted the witch. “How do you two propose to survive when I’m not here anymore, can you answer me that? Don’t for one second expect any significant inheritance from me. I have my own needs.”

			Something else they had heard a hundred times before. In a moment she would attack Denise’s mother again. She would call her shabby and a failure, before accusing her of passing on all her negative qualities to her granddaughter.

			Denise felt disgust and hatred right to the pit of her stomach. She hated the shrill voice, attacks, and demands. Hated her mother for being so weak and for not having been able to keep a man who could look after them all. Hated her grandmother precisely because that was what she had done.

			Why wouldn’t she just lie down and die?

			“I’m out of here,” said Denise coldly when she stepped back into the dining room.

			“Oh, are you, now? Well then, you won’t be having this.” Her grandmother pulled a bundle of notes from her handbag and held it in front of them. ­One-­thousand-­kroner notes.

			“Come and sit down now, Denise,” her mother implored.

			“Yes, come and sit down for a moment before you go out and sell yourself,” came the next tirade from her grandmother. “Eat your mother’s awful meal before you head out to find men to ply you with booze. But be careful, Denise, because the way you are, you’ll never find a decent man who’ll go for you! A cheap girl with fake hair and hair color, fake breasts, fake jewelry, and bad skin. Don’t you think they’ll see through you in a second, my dear? Or maybe you think a decent man can’t tell the difference between elegance and your cheap appearance? Maybe you don’t think that as soon as you open your bloodred mouth that he’ll immediately discover that you know absolutely nothing and have nothing to say? That you’re just a waste of space?”

			“You don’t know shit,” snapped Denise. Why wouldn’t she stop?

			“Ah! Then tell me what you intend to do about that before you’re out of here, as you so elegantly put it? Tell me, just so I know, because I’m dying to. What are your plans exactly? Perhaps to become a famous film star, like you rambled on about when you were young and much sweeter than now? Or perhaps you should become a ­world-­famous painter? Just for the sake of curiosity, tell me what your next fad will be. What have you convinced your caseworker of this time? Have you ­maybe—”

			“Just shut up!” shouted Denise as she leaned in over the table. “Shut up, you mean bitch. You’re no better yourself. Can you do anything else other than spit out poison?”

			If only it had worked. If only her grandmother had recoiled in silence, Denise would have been able to sit in peace for once and eat the abominable brown mess, but that wasn’t how things went.

			Her mother was shocked, digging her nails into the seat of her chair, but her grandmother was far from it.

			“Shut up, you say? Is that all your feeble brain can come up with? Maybe you are under the impression that your lies and vulgarity can shock me? Well, let me tell you this. I think you’ll both have to wait to receive my support until you offer me an explicit and unreserved apology.”

			Denise pushed herself away from the table so roughly that the ­tableware rattled. Should she give her grandmother the satisfaction of leaving them ­red-­faced and ­empty-­handed?

			“Give my mother the money or I’ll take it from you,” she hissed. “Hand it over or you’ll be sorry.”

			“Are you threatening me? Is that where we have ended up?” said her grandmother as she stood.

			“Won’t you two stop this? Just sit down,” her mother begged. But no one sat down.

			Denise could see all too clearly where this was leading. Her grandmother wouldn’t give her a moment’s peace. She had turned ­sixty-­seven last summer and could hang on until at least ninety, the way she was going. A future of eternal criticism and arguments flashed before her.

			Denise screwed her eyes tight shut. “Listen up, Grandma. I don’t see any great difference between you and us. You married a nasty, wrinkled Nazi thirty years your senior and allowed him to take care of you. Is that any better?”

			This gave her grandmother a jolt, causing her to take a step back as if she had been doused in something caustic.

			“Isn’t that the case?” screamed Denise, while her mother wailed and her grandmother walked over toward her jacket. “What is it we have to live up to? You? Give us the money, damn it!”

			She snatched at the money, but her grandmother pushed it under her armpit.

			Then Denise turned on her heel. She could hear the scene behind her when she slammed the door.

			She stood momentarily with her back to the wall in the hallway, gasping for breath, while her mother was inside crying and spewing forth pleas. It would be to no avail; experience told her that. There would be no money before Denise made an appearance in a boring suburb with imploring eyes, cap in hand. She didn’t intend to wait that long.

			Not anymore.

			There was a bottle of red Lambrusco in the freezer of her minifridge, she recalled. There normally weren’t any facilities in these sorts of studio apartments besides a sink, a mirror, a bed, and a wardrobe made of laminated chipboard, but she couldn’t live without her fridge. After all, it was after a couple of glasses of chilled wine that her sugar daddies were at their most generous.

			She took the bottle from the freezer and noticed how heavy it was. As expected, the Lambrusco was completely frozen, but the cork was still intact, and the beautiful bottle hid a myriad of interesting uses.
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			Friday, May 13th, 2016

			Rose braked the scooter two hundred meters before the red light.

			She suddenly couldn’t remember the way. Even though she had taken the same route for so many years, it didn’t look like it normally did today.

			She looked around. Only ten minutes ago in Ballerup it had been the same, and now it was happening again. The coordination between her senses and her brain momentarily cut off. Her memory was playing tricks on her. Of course she knew that she couldn’t drive through the viaduct and up onto Bispeengbuen on a scooter, which was allowed to travel at only thirty kilometers an hour. So where was it she was meant to turn? Was there a road a little farther along that went down toward Borups Allé? Maybe to the right?

			In desperation, she rested the tips of her toes on the tarmac and pressed her lips together. “What’s going on with you, Rose?” she said aloud, causing a passerby to shake her head before hurrying away.

			She coughed a couple of times in frustration, feeling like she was about to throw up. She stared in bewilderment at the traffic, which resembled an endless chaos of playing pieces at war with one another. The deep humming of dozens of engines and even just the variety of colors of the vehicles caused her to break out in a cold sweat.

			She closed her eyes and tried to remember what she could usually do blindfolded. For a moment, she considered turning around and driving home, but then she would have to cross the road, and how would she manage to do that? When it came to it, could she even remember the way home? She shook her head. Why on earth should she turn around when she was closer to the police headquarters than she was to home? It didn’t make any sense.

			Rose had been in this state of confusion for several days now, and suddenly it felt as if her body had become too small for everything it was carrying. As if all the thoughts swarming in her head that she couldn’t cope with couldn’t even be contained in several heads. If she didn’t break down when she was feeling like this, coming up instead with all sorts of strange ideas to avoid it, she’d probably slowly burn out.

			Rose bit her cheek until it bled. Maybe the ward in Glostrup had discharged her too early last time. One of her sisters had certainly implied it, and there was no mistaking Assad’s worried looks. Could she really rule out that her sister might have been right? Maybe it wasn’t an alarming mix of depression and personality disorder that was at the root of her breakdown. Was she basically just ­ins—?

			“Stop these thoughts, Rose!” she blurted out, and once again a passerby turned around and stared at her.

			She looked at him apologetically. It had been impressed upon her that she could call the psychiatrist if she feared a relapse. But was that what was happening? Wasn’t she just under a lot of pressure with work, and wasn’t she failing to get enough sleep? Wasn’t it simply stress?

			Rose looked straight ahead and immediately recognized the broad steps of Bellahøj Swimming Stadium and the ­high-­rise buildings in the background. A mild sense of relief came over her that she hadn’t completely lost control, causing her to sigh and start the scooter.

			Everything seemed to have fallen into place, but after a few minutes she was overtaken by a bike in low gear.

			Rose looked down at the speedometer. She was doing only nineteen kilometers an hour; apparently she hadn’t even had the composure to keep her hand on the throttle.

			She wasn’t really in control after all.

			I really need to be careful today, she thought. Keep to myself and try to calm my nerves.

			She dried her forehead with shaky hands, looking about attentively. Above all, she needed to make sure she didn’t faint in traffic and find herself made into mincemeat by a turning truck. Surely she could manage that.

			On good days, police HQ looked immensely appealing, with its light facade and imposing architecture, but today the innocent white appearance had taken on a greyish hue, the gaps between the columns more frightening and blacker than usual, almost as if they could swallow her whole.

			She didn’t say hello to the security guard like she normally did and only half registered the sweet look the secretary, Lis, gave her in the stairwell. It was one of those days.

			It was quiet down in the basement, where Department Q was located: no stench from Assad’s mint tea, no blabbering from TV2 News on Carl’s oversize ­flat-­screen, no puzzled Gordon.

			Thank God they haven’t turned up yet, she thought, staggering into her office.

			She slumped in front of her desk, pressing her diaphragm hard against it; it sometimes helped when she was feeling like this. It lessened the feeling of not being in control, and sometimes she also felt the benefit of pressing her clenched fist against her solar plexus.

			It wasn’t working just now. Friday the thirteenth, what else could she expect?

			Rose stood up and closed the door to the hallway. If it was shut, the others would probably think she hadn’t arrived.

			Peace at last.

			For now.
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			Monday, May 2nd, 2016

			From the moment she walked into the social security office, Michelle’s pulse quickened. The name alone had that effect despite being fairly neutral. In her opinion, names like Agony Office, Beggars’ Institution, or Humiliation Center were much more fitting, but who in the public sector ever called things what they really are?

			Michelle had been pushed from pillar to post in this demeaning system for years. First in Matthæusgade, then as far out as Gammel Køge Landevej, and now back to Vesterbro. Wherever she was sent, she was met with the same demands and wretched atmosphere, and nothing could erase this feeling. As far as she was concerned, they could put up as many new, polished counters with large numbers as they wanted, and provide computers so you could sit there and do their work for ­them—­if you could figure out how to use them, that is.

			The majority of people who came to this center were people she wasn’t overly keen on. People who stared at her as if she was one of them. As if she would have anything to do with them in their shabby and unsightly clothes! They couldn’t even manage to put an outfit together. Had she ever gone out without making an effort with her appearance? Without washing her hair or thinking about what jewelry went best together? No, she hadn’t, and no matter what happened, she wouldn’t dream of it.

			If she hadn’t had Patrick with her today, she would have just turned around at the entrance, even though she was well aware that she had to go in, partly because she needed to ask permission to go on vacation. Patrick had also reminded her about that.

			Patrick was an apprentice electrician and Michelle’s best trophy. If anyone doubted what sort of person she was, all they had to do was look at him, because he afforded her a certain status. Few were taller, broader, more muscular, or more stylishly tattooed than Patrick. No one she knew had darker or shinier hair. And it suited him to wear ­slim-­fitting shirts. It really showed off how proud he was of his body and why he had good reason to feel that way.

			Now she was sitting next to him in front of the useless caseworker, who like a ghost had followed her no matter what office Michelle was registered at. Someone in the waiting room had once said that she’d won a large sum of money. But if that was the case, why the hell didn’t she just disappear from Michelle’s life?

			Her name was ­Anne-­Line. A ridiculous name that only someone like her would have, so there her name was, ­Anne-­Line Svendsen, on one of the typical metal signs on the edge of the table, and at which Michelle had been staring for the past twenty minutes. She hadn’t even heard a word they were saying for the past five minutes.

			“Do you agree with what Patrick has just said, Michelle?” ­Anne-­Line Svendsen asked her now and then.

			Michelle responded with a robotic nod. Would there be any reason not to? She and Patrick agreed on almost everything.

			“Fine, Michelle. So you’ve said yes to being assigned a job at Berendsen?”

			Michelle frowned. That wasn’t why they’d come here. They’d come to make this woman understand that she simply couldn’t cope with the stress of working and to get permission to take two weeks’ vacation from her job search. Hadn’t they explained a hundred times how much pressure and stress the system was putting her under? Didn’t she understand what they were saying? Not everyone had had the same good fortune as this idiotic caseworker. If Michelle had been the one who had won the lottery, or whatever, would she be sitting here? Not a chance.

			“Berendsen? Er, no, I don’t think so,” she answered.

			Michelle looked imploringly at Patrick, but he was just glaring at her.

			“What exactly is Berendsen?” she asked. “Is it a clothes store?”

			­Anne-­Line smiled, and it didn’t look good with her ­wine-­stained teeth. Hadn’t she ever heard of whitening?

			“Well, yes. In some way it is clothes they are handling,” she answered. Was she being patronizing?

			“Berendsen is a ­well-­reputed company that works primarily with washing bed linens for large companies and public institutions.”

			Michelle shook her head. She hadn’t agreed to anything like this with Patrick; he knew that.

			­Anne-­Line Svendsen knitted her unkempt eyebrows. “You don’t seem to understand the seriousness of the situation, do you, Michelle?”

			The woman turned her attention to Patrick. “You two do live together, so I assume, Patrick, that you’re aware that Michelle has been illegally claiming benefits for almost six months. That’s what we call fraud and it’s a serious matter. Have you thought about that?”

			Patrick pulled his sleeves up. The swelling from his new tattoos still hadn’t gone down, which was probably why he seemed irritated.

			“There must be a misunderstanding, because we don’t live together. Not really. Michelle has a room out in Vanløse.”

			This information certainly didn’t faze the caseworker. “I’ve spoken this morning with the family at Holmestien who rented out a room to Michelle. They inform me that Michelle hasn’t paid her rent for the past five months, so she lives with you, shall we agree on that? We’ll be deducting the benefits for the entire period from your wages, you must realize that, Patrick, and there will probably also be legal consequences. But presumably you’re aware of the new rules.”

			Patrick slowly turned to direct a menacing look toward Michelle. There was something in his expression that she didn’t like the look of.

			“­But . . .” Michelle frowned, even though it didn’t look flattering. “We only came today to get permission to go on vacation. We’ve seen a really cheap ­last-­minute deal leaving in two weeks, and Patrick can get the time off, ­so . . .” Michelle paused and bit her lip.

			It was a mistake that she’d handed in the notice on the room. Or at least a mistake that she hadn’t told Patrick about it, and this wouldn’t be the last she’d hear of it; that was for sure. Up until now, Patrick had never laid a finger on her, which was one of the reasons she stayed with him, but just now it seemed like that situation might change.

			“I see, but I don’t think that’s going to happen, Michelle. From Patrick’s expression, it seems to me that you might have forgotten to tell him about the room. Isn’t that right?” the hag continued.

			Michelle nodded almost unnoticeably. Patrick suddenly stood up in front of the window, almost entirely blocking out the light. “There must be a mistake,” he protested with a frown. “I’ll drive out to see the family and find out why they’re saying this.”

			He turned to face Michelle. What he said to her next wasn’t to be understood as a suggestion but an order; that much was clear.

			“Stay here, Michelle. Your caseworker has offered you a job, so I think you should have a chat with her about it, okay?”

			She pressed her lips together as he angrily slammed the door behind him. How mean of him to abandon her in this situation. If she had had any inkling that the woman would check up on her living situation like this, she would never have given up the room. What on earth was she supposed to do now? They couldn’t afford to lose that money, and especially not if there was going to be a fine on top of it.

			If only Patrick could talk the family around, maybe she could rent the room again; they couldn’t have any objection to that. As long as the rent was less than her benefits, it would still leave something, even if eighteen hundred kroner in rent was money she wouldn’t have in her pocket.

			She’d actually thought she could use that money on herself; that’s why she’d done it. Wasn’t Patrick happy with her appearance when she’d been to the hairdresser? Did he complain when she was wearing sexy new lingerie?

			Ten minutes later, Michelle was sitting in the waiting room to compose herself and take in what had just happened. There would definitely be an investigation into the benefit ­fraud—­the woman in the office had said as ­much—­and they’d have to pay back a lot of money. She simply hadn’t been able to deal with listening to how much it actually was. It made her feel queasy. But why did ­Anne-­Line have to be like that? Was it because she wouldn’t take that job at the laundry?

			No way! Michelle shook her head, it was so depressing. She certainly wasn’t going to get up at four every morning and take the S-train all the way to Helsingør to handle other people’s ­shit-­stained sheets. Much of it came directly from hospitals, where sick people had been using the linens. Who knew what they had wrong with them. It could be contagious, maybe even deadly. Hepatitis or Ebola or something like that. Just the thought made her nauseous.

			No, they couldn’t demand that of her. Not that.

			“What did you expect, Michelle?” the woman had asked her caustically. “You haven’t been able to handle a single job we’ve offered you. Neither have you completed any of the courses we’ve enrolled you in. Are you aware what a girl like you who doesn’t contribute anything actually costs society? And on top of all that, now you want to go on vacation with the money you’ve fraudulently claimed? It can’t go on like this, can it, now, Michelle?”

			But why was she like this? What had Michelle ever done to her? Didn’t she understand the ­mind-­set of people like Michelle?

			She was really good at looking after the apartment she shared with Patrick, making sure it was always clean and tidy. She did the laundry for both of them and could even turn her hand to a bit of cooking, and it was also she who did the shopping. Wasn’t that worth anything?

			“The social isn’t going to pay for that, Michelle,” Patrick had said, as if she didn’t know that. But her mother and sister had always been homemakers, so why not her?

			She looked down at her smart red suede boots, which she had bought to look good for precisely this meeting, and to what avail? Michelle took a deep breath. This was all just too much to take in at once.

			She scratched a little mark off her pants with her polished nails and smoothed down the sleeves of her blouse. She always did that when she couldn’t keep up with what was going on.

			Damn that snotty woman, ­Anne-­Line Svendsen. If only she’d walk in front of a car and die.

			Michelle looked around forlornly. Screw all the people sitting here, hanging about wearing ­worn-­out shoes and hoods pulled down over their ears, looking like shit. It was their fault that there wasn’t enough money to keep someone like Michelle on benefits. Good people like herself who didn’t hurt anyone or drink or get so fat that they had to be hospitalized, who didn’t stick needles in their arms or go around stealing from others. Who out of all the others sitting here could say that? She smiled at the thought, it was so stupid. Did any of these people do what they were supposed to do? Were any of them even respectable? Certainly not many.

			She looked over at a pair of young women standing in the queue waiting for a number. They both appeared to be around her age, and she thought that in contrast to everyone else, they might be all right. At least the sort it was easier to identify with due to their ­super-­nice clothes and attractive makeup.

			When the two women had taken their numbers, they looked around, catching sight of the two empty seats in the corner by Michelle, and sat down.

			They exchanged respectful and knowing looks.

			“Are you waiting too?” one of them asked, and five minutes later all three of them were chatting together as if they were old friends.

			It was funny how much they had in common. The corner in the waiting room where they were sitting quickly became the center of good taste. Tight, light jeans and tops from Føtex or H&M, earrings, necklaces, rings, and bracelets from Tiger or somewhat dubious shops on the side streets. All three of them had carefully styled hair extensions and ­high-­heeled boots, but, as one of them said, once in a while you could also wear moon boots with fake fur. Yes, it was funny how alike they all were.

			They had one further thing in common, much to Michelle’s surprise. They were all fed up with being pushed around by the system and having all sorts of demands put upon them. And as if that wasn’t enough, God help them, they all had the same caseworker: ­Anne-­Line Svendsen.

			Michelle laughed, throwing her head back. There was another girl sitting directly opposite them. Her face was furrowed and she had punk hair and eye makeup that was far too black: ugly through and through. She was staring at them in a tense and uncomfortable way, almost as if she were jealous. Michelle smiled to herself because that girl had every reason to be, with her weird fashion and odd mannerisms. She was tapping her feet as if she were hitting a drum pedal, and she looked like she was on speed or something, her glare becoming slowly more and more intense. Maybe she just needed a cigarette. Michelle knew the feeling well enough.

			“Freaking weird that anyone here would want to associate with you three wet blankets,” came the sudden tirade obviously directed at Michelle and the other two. “Shit is gold in comparison to people like you.”

			The girl next to Michelle seemed taken aback as she turned to face the punk. It was the one who had said her name was Jazmine and who was otherwise pretty cool, just not right now. But the second of the two girls, the one called Denise, reacted ice cool, giving the punk the finger, even though Jazmine tried to stop her.

			“Where you come from, they probably haven’t learned to tell the difference!” hissed Denise. “But shit sticks together, they say, and the first land the Nazis invaded was their own. Did you know that, you idiotic punk?”

			Michelle shook her head. That was a weird thing to say.

			In a split second, the mood changed; you could have cut the air with a knife. The punk girl clenched her fists. She looked like she was capable of doing anything at that moment. Michelle didn’t like it one bit.

			Then a number was called and the Jazmine girl breathed a sigh of relief when the punk gave in and stood up. But the look she sent their way as she walked over to the caseworker’s office didn’t bode well.

			“Who the hell was that? It looked like you knew her,” Denise asked Jazmine.

			“Not someone you should give the finger to, I can tell you. She lives a few streets away from me and comes from Iceland. Her name’s Birna, and she’s totally sick in the head. I mean, really screwed up.”
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			Friday, May 13th, 2016

			“Yes, it was me who did it. I bashed her head in with an iron rod. She really screamed, but I didn’t care, just kept hitting her.”

			Carl tapped the cigarette on the back of his hand, bringing it up to his lips a couple of times before putting it back down.

			With his eyes screwed almost shut, he looked at the ID the man who sat opposite had handed him without being asked. ­Forty-­two years old, but he looked at least fifteen years older.

			“You hit her and she screamed, you say. But how hard did you hit her, Mogens? Can you show me? Stand up for a minute and demonstrate.”

			The slender man stood up. “You mean you want me to hit the air and pretend I’m holding the iron bar?”

			Carl nodded, hiding a yawn as the man stood up. “Hit out just as you did at the time.”

			The man opened his mouth and screwed up his face in concentration: a pitiful sight. Sallow skin, shirt buttoned up incorrectly, pants hanging off his hips, the man grabbed his imaginary weapon and raised his arms, ready to strike.

			When he let rip, his eyes opened wide with a perverse pleasure, as if he could see the body falling. He quivered momentarily, as if he had cum in his pants.

			“That’s how I did it,” he said, smiling with relief.

			“Thanks, Mogens,” said Carl. “That was exactly how you killed the young substitute teacher from Bolman’s Independent School in Østre Anlæg, right? And then she fell forward facedown?”

			He nodded, looking at him remorsefully, like a naughty child.

			“Assad, can you come in here?” Carl shouted out to the basement hallway.

			There was a sound of huffing and puffing from the corridor.

			“And bring your Mexican coffee with you, Assad!” shouted Carl. “I think Mogens Iversen is a bit thirsty.” He looked at the man, whose face switched mechanically between friendly and subdued gratitude.

			“But check first what information we have concerning the murder of Stephanie Gundersen in 2004!” he shouted again.

			He nodded to the man, who smiled and squinted with confidence. His expression seemed to suggest that in this moment they were almost colleagues. Two souls working together successfully to clear up an old murder case. Nothing less.

			“And then you hit her again while she was lying on the grass, is that right, Mogens?”

			“Yes. She screamed, but I hit her three or four times more, and then she just stopped. I don’t remember exactly. It was twelve years ago, after all.”

			“Tell me, Mogens, why are you making this confession? And why now?”

			His gaze faltered. His mouth hung open, quivering, revealing a set of hideous teeth in his lower jaw, which much to Carl’s irritation reminded him that his own dentist had unsuccessfully tried to get ahold of him three times to remind him of his yearly checkup.

			It was obvious from the way the guy’s diaphragm was shaking that he was fighting bravely with himself. It wouldn’t surprise Carl if he suddenly started crying.

			“I just couldn’t keep it to myself any longer,” he said, his jaw ­quivering.

			Carl nodded while typing the man’s social security number into their system. “I understand you, Mogens. A murder like that is an awful burden to carry alone, isn’t it?”

			He nodded gratefully.

			“I can see here that you live in Næstved. That’s quite a distance from ­Copenhagen—­and from the scene of the crime in Østre Anlæg, I might add.”

			“I haven’t always lived in Næstved,” he said almost defensively. “I used to live in Copenhagen.”

			“But why have you come all the way here? You could just as easily have reported this gruesome crime at the local station.”

			“Because you’re the ones who deal with the old cases. Even though it’s a while ago since I read about you in the papers, it is still you lot, isn’t it?”

			Carl frowned. “Do you read many newspapers, Mogens?”

			He tried to appear more serious than he was. “Isn’t it our duty to keep up with the news and preserve the freedom of the press?” he asked.

			“The woman you ­murdered . . . why did you do it? Did you know her? I can’t imagine you’ve had any connection to Bolman’s Independent School.”

			He dried his eyes. “She just walked past when it came over me.”

			“Came over you? Does that happen often, Mogens? Because if you’ve killed anyone else, now is the time to get it off your chest.”

			He shook his head without batting an eye.

			Carl looked down over the screen. They had quite a bit of information on the man, so there was little doubt what he might come up with next.

			Assad entered, placing a slim case file in front of him. He didn’t look happy.

			“That’s four more shelves that’ve collapsed out in the hallway, Carl. We need to get more shelf space; they get too heavy otherwise.”

			Carl nodded. All this damn paperwork. They could burn the lot for all he cared.

			He opened the case file. They hadn’t received much down here in the basement concerning the Stephanie Gundersen case. So it was presumably still in the spotlight up with homicide.

			He turned to the last page, read the last few lines, and nodded to himself.

			“You forgot the coffee, Assad,” he said, still looking at the file.

			Assad nodded. “For him?”

			Carl winked. “So make it ­extra ­extra ­good. He needs it.”

			He turned toward the man while Assad disappeared out into the hallway.

			“I can see you’ve been down here at headquarters before to make a confession in other cases, Mogens.”

			He nodded guiltily.

			“And each time you’ve had such a flimsy knowledge of the nature of the case that you’ve been sent home, encouraged to seek psychological help and never come back again.”

			“Yes, that’s true. But this time it is me who did it. You can trust me on that.”

			“And you couldn’t just go up to homicide and tell them because they’d send you straight home with the same advice as before, am I right?”

			He seemed thrilled that someone understood. “Yes, that’s exactly what they’d do.”

			“Have you been to see a psychologist in the meantime, Mogens?”

			“Yes, many times. And I’ve been admitted to the psychiatric ward at Dronninglund and the lot.”

			“The lot?”

			“Yes, medication and so on.” He looked almost proud.

			“Right. Well, I can tell you that you’re getting the same answer from me as you got upstairs in homicide. You’re a sick man, Mogens, and if you come down here again with these false confessions, we’ll have to detain you. I’m sure another stay in psychiatric would help you, but it’s up to you.”

			Mogens frowned. Crazy thoughts rushed through his ­mind—­that much was clear.

			Lies seasoned with real remorse and a pinch of the facts he could have sneakily obtained were now mixed with desperation. But why? Carl had never understood people like Mogens.

			“Don’t say another word, Mogens. If you thought we wouldn’t know about all this down here in the basement, you were mistaken. And I also know that everything you’ve told us about the attack on this poor woman is downright wrong. The direction of the blow to the head, the angle the blow came from, how she fell after the attack, how many blows there were. You had nothing to do with this murder, and now it’s time you went back home to Næstved, okay?!”

			“Hi, here’s that little Mexican coffee in a fancy cup à la Señor Assad,” trolled Assad as he placed it in front of the man. “Sugar?” he asked.

			Mogens nodded in silence, resembling a man robbed of his release just as he was about to orgasm.

			“It’s a good drink to send you off on your way, but you need to down it in one,” Assad said smilingly. “It will be so good for you.”

			A hint of suspicion came over the man’s face.

			“If you don’t do it, we’ll arrest you for making a false statement, Mogens, so drink,” Carl said harshly.

			They both leaned in toward him, watching his reluctant grip on the cup as he brought it up toward his mouth.

			“In one gulp!” Assad threatened.

			His Adam’s apple went up and down a couple of times as the coffee went down. It was just a question of time. Poor man.

			“How much chili did you actually put in that cup, Assad?” asked Carl when they had cleaned up the remaining vomit from the table.

			He shrugged his shoulders. “Not that much, but it was a fresh Carolina Reaper.”

			“And that’s strong?”

			“Yes, Carl. You saw him.”

			“Can it kill him?”

			“Unlikely.”

			Carl smiled. Mogens Iversen would definitely not be bothering Department Q with that sort of nonsense again.

			“Should I write the man’s ‘confession’ in the report, Carl?”

			He shook his head as he flicked through the paperwork. “I can see that it was one of Marcus Jacobsen’s cases. It was too bad for him that he never managed to solve the case.”

			Assad nodded. “Did they ever find out what weapon was used to kill the woman?”

			“Not as far as I can see. With some kind of blunt object, it says. We’ve heard that before.”

			Carl closed the case file. When the time came for homicide to archive the case, it would be their job to get to the bottom of it.

			They would deal with that when the time came.
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			Monday, May 2nd, 2016

			­Anne-­Line Svendsen wasn’t exactly one of the happiest people you could meet, and there were plenty of reasons for this. As far as looks went, she’d been well enough endowed. A good head, an attractive enough appearance, and a body that in its day had turned men’s heads. But she’d never learned to make the best of what she had, and as time went by, she’d also begun to doubt the usefulness of her physical ­attributes.

			­Anne-­Line, or Anneli, as she liked to call herself, had never really managed to navigate life, as her father used to put it. When men walked by, she seemed to be looking left when they were standing on the right. When she bought clothes, she listened to what she wanted to hear rather than what the mirror showed her. When she chose what to study, she considered ­short-­term over ­long-­term financial gains. As time went on, she ended up in a situation she couldn’t have imagined and certainly hadn’t wished for.

			Following a string of pitiable relationships, she was one of the 37 percent of Danes who lived alone; as a result, over the past few years, she had eaten too much and more often than not of the wrong sort of food, ending in a permanent state of disappointment about her amorphous body and almost unbearable tiredness. But the worst of all these miscalculations in life was the job she had ended up with. When she was younger, a sort of idealism had convinced her that working in the public benefits sector would aid society and also give her personal satisfaction. How could she have known back then that in the wake of the millennium there would be a series of reckless and badly thought through political decisions that now resulted in her being caught in a so-called collaboration between incompetent middle management and just as equally unrealistic political decision makers lacking in solidarity? Neither she nor her colleagues had had a chance to keep up with all the memos, directives, and analytical measures that had been thrust on them, leaving her working in a social security system that was totally misgoverned, often administered contrary to the law, and with a system for distributing social security benefits that could never work in practice. Many of her colleagues were suffering from stress, just like Anneli. She had had two months off work, lying under her duvet with dark, depressing thoughts and a total inability to concentrate on a single objective. When she finally returned to work, it was almost worse than before.

			In this morass of political mismanagement, she not only was supposed to take care of the usual clients but had also been put in charge of what she regarded as a ticking time bomb in the system: a group of mostly young women who had never learned anything and who in all likelihood never would.

			When Anneli went home from work she was dead tired and irritated. Not because she had been doing useful work but precisely because she hadn’t. And today had been no different. In other words, it had been a terrible day.

			She was shortly due to attend a routine mammogram at Copenhagen University Hospital, following which she intended to buy a couple of cakes to take home, put her feet up, and snuggle under a blanket before heading out to meet the girls from the office for their weekly yoga class at eight o’clock.

			The truth was that Anneli hated any form of physical exercise and especially yoga. Her body ached all over afterward, so why on earth did she do it? When it came to it, she didn’t even like her colleagues and knew for certain that the feeling was mutual. The only reason they didn’t leave her out was that she could help with anything they were unsure about at work.

			That was another side to Anneli.

			“Have you ever experienced any discomfort in this area lately, ­Anne-­Line?” the doctor asked as she examined the scan.

			Anneli attempted a smile. She had taken part in this research project for ten years now, and the answer had never really changed.

			“Only when you flatten my breast out like a pancake to take the scan,” she answered dryly.

			The doctor turned around. The normally expressionless face looked worried, sending an unexpected shiver down Anneli’s spine.

			“There’s actually a lump in your right breast, ­Anne-­Line.”

			Anneli held her breath. Bad joke, she thought in a moment of confusion.

			Then the doctor turned back to face the screen. “Look here.” She outlined a large mark with her pen before quickly typing something on the computer to bring up a new image.

			“This scan is from last year, and there was nothing there then, ­Anne-­Line. I’m afraid we’ll have to escalate this from a routine check to treating it as an acute situation.”

			She didn’t understand. The word “cancer” seemed to float past her. Such a shitty word.

			“How come you’re late?”

			The four women smiled condescendingly, but she was used to it.

			“Where on earth have you been? We’ve been twisting our bodies into all sorts of impossible positions.”

			She sat down at their regular table in the coffee shop and attempted a smile. “I just had so much to do today. I’m totally exhausted.”

			“Have a cake; that’ll put a smile back on your face,” said Ruth. She was the one who had worked at the social security office for ­twenty-­two years before finally giving in and had now been working as an office assistant for a taxi company for six months. In many ways she was a bit peculiar, but she was certainly more competent than most.

			Anneli wavered for a moment. Should she take this band of irrelevant people into her confidence and explain why she hadn’t been able to find the energy to stretch toward the sun and free her mind to the sound of so-called world music? If she blurted it out, would she be able to control her feelings? She definitely wasn’t going to start crying while the others were watching.

			“Jesus, you don’t seem well. Is anything wrong, ­Anne-­Line?” asked Klara, the most approachable one.

			She looked around at her colleagues, sitting there without makeup, their cake forks in full swing. What damn good would it do her if she ruined this lovely harmony with the harsh reality of her news? She didn’t even know what sort of bloody lump she had.

			“It’s just those awful girls,” she said.

			“Oh, them again!” One of them nodded, looking bored. As if Anneli didn’t know that no one should waste their energy on that subject, but what the hell else was she meant to talk about? She didn’t have a husband at home she could complain about. No children she could boast about. No new exclusive ­curry-­colored sofa she could show everyone a photo of and tell them just how expensive it had been.

			“Yes, I know it’s my problem, but it still makes me feel sick, okay? There are those in need and then there are those who are just full of it, sitting there blowing hot air, all dolled up in their boots, makeup, and hair extensions. You just can’t find fault with those girls. Everything matches: bags, shoes, clothes. It’s all bling, bling, bling!”

			The description made the youngest of the group smile, but the rest of them just shrugged their shoulders. They were the diametrical opposite of the girls: the grey public servants who, when they finally did let their hair down, did no more than apply a little henna to their hair or wear black ankle boots with neat little studs. Of course they didn’t care. Why would they? No one cared in this society anymore. They just turned a blind eye when it was time to act. How else could everything have gone so wrong?

			“Don’t take any notice of them, ­Anne-­Line,” said Ruth.

			Don’t take any notice? Easy enough for her to say now that she’d managed to escape that crap.

			Anneli moved her hand slowly up to her breast. It suddenly felt as if the lump was huge. How hadn’t she noticed it before? It was hopefully just a side effect of the checkup.

			Say something, anything. You just need to think about something else, she thought as her pulse raced.

			“My brother’s daughter, Jeanette, is the same,” Klara said, saving her. “I can’t tell you how often I’ve had to listen to my sister-in-law and brother talking about how beautiful, fantastic, and talented she was.” She smiled wryly. “What talents? If she had any, she certainly never developed them. They fussed over her for years, and now she’s exactly like you described, ­Anne-­Line.”

			The feeling in her breast subsided a little, replaced by a strange warm sensation that brought forth her anger. Why couldn’t this disease take one of these useless wenches instead of her?

			“So I assume Jeanette is now on benefits and has been given a long list of job offers and apprenticeships?” Anneli forced herself to ask.

			Klara nodded. “She begged for a work placement at a hairdresser’s for years, and when she finally got it she only lasted half a day.”

			A few of the others looked up. Clearly they were interested in what Klara had to say.

			“Jeanette was told to clean up during her lunch break, which she protested and said was totally unfair, but that wasn’t the excuse she came back home with!”

			“What did she have to say for herself?” one of them asked.

			“She said that she became so depressed listening to all the clients’ problems. Simply couldn’t deal with it!”

			Anneli looked around. They sat there frowning, but this was Anneli’s daily life. How often had she and the job center tried to find work placements and jobs for girls like Jeanette who couldn’t cope with them when it came to it?

			Why hadn’t she just studied economics like her father had recommended? She could have been sitting with all the crooks in the parliament, enjoying the perks of the job instead of being burdened with this mismatch of dysfunctional girls and women. They were like dirty water in a bath, and Anneli wanted to pull the plug!

			She had called four very ­well-­dressed girls into a meeting today, all of whom had been unemployed for a long time. But instead of humility and basic ideas about how they might improve their situation, she was met with shameless demands for handouts from the public purse. It was really annoying, but, as always, Anneli had tried to lure them into her trap. If they didn’t want to learn anything and couldn’t hold down a placement, they’d have to accept the consequences. The law could help her that far.

			Anneli’s experience told her that these four harpies would be back before long with sick notes declaring them unfit for work, and the reasons would be myriad; when it came to that area there was no limit to their initiative: depression, dodgy knees, bad falls against the radiator with subsequent concussion, irritable bowel syndrome, and a long list of other ailments that could be neither observed nor checked. She had tried to get her line manager to take a stand against the doctors’ ridiculous diagnoses, but the subject was strangely too sensitive, so the doctors continued writing undocumented sick notes, as if that was all they were good for.

			One of the girls had turned up today without having extended her sick note because she had arrived too late at the doctor’s office. And when Anneli had asked why, stressing how important it was to keep one’s appointments, the bimbo had answered that she had been at a café with some friends and lost track of time. They were so socially inept and incompetent that they didn’t even know when they should lie.

			Anneli should have been shocked by the answer, but she was used to it. The worst of it was that it was girls like Amalie, Jazmine, whatever their names were, who were going to look after people like herself when she ended up in a nursing home one day.

			Jesus Christ.

			Anneli looked blankly into space.

			When she ended up in a nursing home, she had thought, but who was to say that she would live that long? Hadn’t the doctor implied that breast cancer of this sort should be taken very seriously? That even if they ended up removing the breast that the cancer might already have spread? That they didn’t know yet?

			“Why don’t you just stop working as a caseworker?” said Ruth, dragging her back from her own thoughts. “You’ve got the money.”

			It was a really awkward question to answer. For almost ten years now, Anneli’s circle had been under the impression that she had won a large sum of money on a ­scratch-­off card, a delusion she had done nothing to stop. All at once she had unrightfully obtained a certain status that would have been impossible for her to achieve any other way. People still saw her as a small, boring, surly grey mouse. That was the reality of it. Only now, she was a grey mouse shrouded in mystery.

			Why did she use so little of the fortune on herself, they would ask? Why did she still go around in cheap rags? Why didn’t she buy expensive perfume or exotic vacations? Why, why, why? they asked.

			She had cheered completely spontaneously when she scratched the card at work in the middle of the day; five hundred kroner was her record win. Her victory cry brought Ruth hurrying from the neighboring office to hear what all the commotion was about.

			“I’ve won five hundred! Can you believe it? Five hundred!” Anneli had cheered.

			Ruth was speechless. It was perhaps the first time she had seen Anneli smile.

			“Have you heard? ­Anne-­Line’s won five hundred thousand!” the woman had suddenly screamed, resulting in the news spreading like wildfire throughout the entire office. Afterward, Anneli had bought cakes for everyone, thinking that she had nothing against the misunderstanding under which they were all living. It elevated her status, made her a little more visible. That she couldn’t escape the lie and would later be teased for her persistence was another matter. Anneli weighed the situation and found the balance to be in favor of recognition rather than her alleged stinginess.

			And now here was Ruth asking why she didn’t just quit her job. What on earth could she answer? Maybe it was just a matter of time before the question answered itself. Before she was no longer in the land of the living.

			“Stop working? And who would replace me?” she answered seriously. “A girl of Jeanette’s age? A fat lot of good that would be.”

			“The first generation to be less educated than our parents!” agreed one of the others, who persisted in her belief that the bob was a fashionable haircut. “And who would employ someone who can do nothing?”

			“Paradise Hotel, Big Brother, and Survivor!” one of them answered in jest.

			But it was hard to see the funny side.

			Anneli’s cocktail of gin and tonic, mixed with negative thoughts, left her in a state where she could neither sleep nor stay awake.

			If she had to leave this world, she was sure as hell not going to go alone. The thought of Michelle, Jazmine, Denise, or the violent punk Birna walking around laughing while she was rotting in her grave was just too depressing. The worst of it was that while she was trying to help them as best she could, she knew that they were sneering at her behind her back. Only today she had gone to call in one of her favorite clients, an elderly man who was unsteady on his feet and who had been unfit for work for almost six months, when she saw them sitting there comfortably and talking about her while the other clients laughed along. They said she was a miserable cow and that the only thing that could help a bitch like her was a couple of bottles of sleeping pills. Yes, they stopped when someone warned them that she had entered the waiting room, but they didn’t wipe the smirks off their faces. The episode left her seething inside.

			“Those damn scroungers need to be exterminated,” she drawled listlessly.

			One day she would head down to the side streets of Vesterbro and get her hands on a really heavy gun. And when bimbos like them were sitting waiting, she would walk out and shoot them one by one right in the middle of their powdered foreheads.

			She laughed at the thought, staggering over to the display cabinet and grabbing the bottle of port. When the first four girls were down, writhing in their own blood, she would print out the client list and drive around to find and liquidate the rest of them until there were no more girls of that sort left in town.

			Anneli smiled, taking another swig. It would certainly save little old Denmark a lot more money than it would lose keeping her on bread and water for the rest of her life. Especially if her life was to be as short as it seemed at the moment.

			She burst out laughing at the thought. It would leave her yoga friends gawping when they read about it in the newspaper for sure.

			The question was, how many of them would actually visit her in prison?

			Probably none.

			She momentarily imagined the empty chair in the prison visiting room. Not exactly an appealing scene. Maybe it would be a better idea if she concentrated on eradicating the girls in a slightly more discreet way than simply gunning them down.

			Anneli fluffed up the sofa cushion, making herself comfortable, with her glass resting on her chest.
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			Friday, May 13th, 2016

			“Rose!” Carl gauged her blurred expression. She had appeared tired for some time now, but was this tiredness, or was she just being contrary?

			“Yeah, you probably don’t want to hear this, but my patience has finally run out asking you to complete the report for the Habersaat case. I’ve begged you for it at least ­twenty-­five times, and I can’t be bothered reminding you about it anymore, okay? It will be exactly two years ago tomorrow that we cleared up the case of June Habersaat’s death. Two years, Rose! Get with the program!”

			She shrugged her shoulders. It was one of those days again when she puttered around in her own world doing her own thing.

			“If you think it’s so important, you can write it yourself, Mr. Mørck,” she said.

			Carl lowered his head. “You know full well that whoever starts a report in Department Q is the one who finishes it. How often do we need to discuss this? You’ve got all the notes in there, so just get it finished, Rose.”

			“Or what, Carl? You’ll fire me?”

			Their eyes met. “Listen here, missy! It’s reports like this that justify the existence of Department Q. Or should I be equally ridiculous and ask if you’re out to ruin the department?”

			Rose responded again with the same provocative shrugging of her shoulders. “What do we need this report for? I don’t get it. The murderer confessed and also happens to be dead. No one reads the reports, anyway.”

			“Very likely, Rose, but they’re registered. And unfortunately, even though June Habersaat confessed to the murder of Alberte to Assad and myself just before she drew her last breath, it hasn’t exactly been documented, has it? It’s her word against the unmistakable fact that she didn’t make a written statement to that effect. Of course she was the murderer, but we don’t have hard evidence to back that up, so the case is still open in principle. That’s how the system works, however idiotic it might sound.”

			“Right! Well then, maybe I can just report that we never solved the case.”

			“Damn it, Rose. Just get that shit finished before I lose my temper with you. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Finish that report so it makes our internal statistics look better. It’s the only thing left in the case, now that we’ve cleared the basement of all the material concerning it. Then we can put it behind us and move on with some of the other awful cases we’ve been boring ourselves with over the past few weeks.”

			“Put it behind us? That’s easy for you to say, but what about me?”

			“Stop, Rose! I want that report on my desk first thing tomorrow, got it?” He slammed his hand on the table so hard it hurt. He certainly hadn’t needed to go that far.

			She stood there fuming for a moment before rushing to her office, swearing as she went.

			As expected, less than thirty seconds later Assad stood in front of him, eyes agog and resembling a question mark.

			“I know, I know,” said Carl, exhausted. “It’s a complete mess with Rose, but there are always new cases waiting to be solved and archived. She’s the one who always hounds us about that. We need to be on top of things with the old cases and keep up-to-date with the new ones. It’s an important part of our work, so don’t look at me like that. Rose just needs to do what’s expected of her.”

			“Yeah, but it still wasn’t very clever, Carl. I can scent that she’s not happy.”

			Carl looked at him with confusion. “Scent! You mean ‘sense,’ don’t you, Assad? Scent is something else.”

			“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say. But keep in mind how much the Habersaat case affected her. It was due to that case that she had a breakdown and decided to have herself admitted to the psychiatric ­ward—­and she’s still under observation. Why else would it take her so long to write that report?”

			Carl sighed. “As if I don’t know that. The similarity between Christian Habersaat and her dad triggered something in her.”

			“Yeah, and then the hypnosis, Carl. Maybe she remembered everything about her dad too clearly after that. He was killed right in front of her.”

			Carl nodded. The hypnosis hadn’t been good for any of them. Memories of events they’d rather forget had come to the surface. Carl had had sleepless nights and weird dreams for a long time after, and it was much the same for Assad. So it was reasonable to assume that memories of the terrible accident at the steel plant that cost Rose’s dad his life had resurfaced during the hypnosis and plagued her ever since, even if she would never admit it.

			“I think that report is going to take her back to a dark place, Carl. Do you think it’s such a good idea? Can’t I write it for her?”

			Carl looked worried. He could imagine the result. Only Assad had ever understood what his reports actually contained.

			“Assad, that’s good of you, and of course we need to keep an eye out for Rose, but she needs to be able to cope with that assignment. I’m afraid I don’t have time to discuss it further.”

			He looked at the clock. The witness statement in the district court was scheduled to start in twenty minutes, so he needed to get going. It was the final hearing before sentencing in one of their cases, and who was going to write up the report for that? Him, who else? Carl, who hated every form of routine except smoking and taking a nap with his feet up on the table.

			He had just made it to the hallway when Rose, looking as white as a sheet, appeared in front of him and made it clear that if he pushed her to have anything to do with that report, she’d go home sick.

			Maybe he mouthed off a few unchoice words, but blackmail wasn’t going to cut it with him; and then he left.

			The last thing he heard on his way up the stairs was Rose’s shaky voice shouting that she’d do what he expected but that he would damn well have to live with the consequences.
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			Wednesday, May 11th, 2016

			“Haven’t you got anything in the fridge, Denise?”

			He sprawled himself on the mattress without covering anything. His skin was glistening, his eyes wet, and he was still out of breath. “I’m dying of hunger here. You know how to drain a man of energy, honey.”
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