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WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 8




PROLOGUE


The morning light swirled up dust from the heavy drapes. Gregers Hermansen sat in his recliner and watched the motes dance through the living room. Waking up took him so long these days that he almost didn’t see the point. He laid his hands on the smooth, polished armrests, tipped his head back, and closed his eyes to the flickering light until he heard the final sputters of the coffee maker in the kitchen.


After a brief countdown, he got up, found his slippers, and shuffled toward the linoleum floor of the kitchen. Always the same route: along the mahogany cabinet, past the green armchair and the damn handgrip on the wall that the aide had installed last year.


“I’ll do fine without it,” he had insisted. “Thanks anyway.”


So much for that.


In the kitchen he tossed the used coffee grounds from the machine into the trash bin under the sink. Full again. Gregers untied the bag and, supporting himself along the table as he moved across the kitchen, he managed to open the back door with his free hand. At least he could still take his own trash down. He looked askance at his upstairs neighbor’s collection of bottles on the landing. Esther de Laurenti. One hell of a drinker, who held loud dinner parties for her artist friends that lasted late into the night. But she owned the building, so it was no use complaining.


The steps groaned under him as he held on tight to the railing. It might be more sensible to move somewhere safe, to a place with fewer stairs, but he had lived his whole life in downtown Copenhagen and preferred to take his chances on these crooked stairs rather than rot away in some nursing home on the outskirts of town. On the second floor, he set down the trash bag and leaned against his downstairs neighbors’ doorframe. The two female college students who shared that unit were a constant source of irritation, but secretly they also stirred in him an awkward yearning. Their carefree smiles reawakened memories of summer nights by the canal and distant kisses. Back when life wasn’t yet winding down and everything was still possible.


Once he had recovered a little, he noticed the women’s door was ajar, bright light pouring out of the narrow opening. They were young and flighty but surely not foolish enough to sleep with their back door open! It was six thirty in the morning; they may have just come home from a night on the town—but still.


“Hello . . . ?” he called out. “Is anyone there?”


With the tip of his slipper, he cautiously nudged at the door, which easily opened. Gregers reflexively recoiled a little. After all he didn’t want to be accused of being a dirty old peeper. Better just pull the door shut and finish taking out the trash before his coffee grew stale and bitter upstairs.


He held the doorframe tightly and leaned forward to grasp the handle but underestimated the distance. For one horrible, eternal instant—like when a horse throws you until you hit the ground—he realized he wasn’t strong enough to hold his own body weight. His slippers slid on the smooth wood parquet, and he lost his balance. Gregers fought with all the strength he no longer had and fell helplessly into the women’s apartment, landing hard on the floor. Not with a bang but with a thud—the pathetic sound of an elderly man’s diminished body in a flannel bathrobe.


Gregers tried to calm himself with a deep breath. Had he broken his hip? What would people say? For the first time in many years he felt like crying. He shut his eyes and waited to be found.


The stairwell fell silent once again. He listened for yelling or footsteps, but nothing came. After a few minutes he opened his eyes and tried to get his bearings. A bare light bulb hung from the ceiling, blinding him, but he could vaguely make out a white wall; a shelf of pots and spices; against the wall leading to the door, a line of shoes and boots, one of which he was surely lying on. Carefully he turned his head from side to side to check if anything was broken. No, everything seemed intact. He clenched his fists. Yes, they felt okay, too. Ugh, that damned shoe! Gregers tried to push it out from under him, but it wouldn’t budge.


He looked down and tried to focus his eyes on it. The uneasy feeling in his stomach swelled into a suffocating paralysis that spread throughout his body. Sticking out of the shoe was a bare leg, half-hidden underneath his aching hips. The leg ended in a twisted body. It looked like a mannequin’s leg, but Gregers felt soft skin against his hand and knew better. He lifted his hand and saw the blood: on the skin, on the floor, on the walls. Blood everywhere.


Gregers’s heart fluttered like a canary trying to escape its cage. He couldn’t move, panic coursed through his impotent body. I’m going to die, he thought. He wanted to scream, but the strength to shout for help had left him many years ago.


Then he started to cry.




CHAPTER 1


Copenhagen Police investigator Jeppe Kørner splashed water on his face and looked at himself in the mirror on the tiled bathroom wall. This particular mirror was concave and stretched his face tall and thin, while the one over the next sink stretched it wide. He always forgot which mirror did what until he was washing his hands. Today it was the concave, making him resemble the figure in Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream. Suited him just fine.


He was looking tired and knew it wasn’t just because of the energy-saving bulbs used by police headquarters. The silly, peroxide-bleached hair didn’t help. He should never have let his friend Johannes talk him into it. Variety is the spice of life, ha! Maybe he should just shave it all off. Then at least he would look like a policeman again. Jeppe made a face at his own reflection. He was like every other newly divorced guy in the books. Classic. Next step would be to find himself a regular pub to hang out in, buy a sports car, and wear his pain on his chest like a badge of honor. Maybe even get himself a nice scar, a knife wound to match the scars he bore on the inside.


He dried his hands on the rough paper from the dispenser and looked for the trash can. Crumpled the paper towel and took a shot—it hit the floor with a limp, wet smack. Perfect, he thought, leaning to pick it up as nimbly as his sore back would allow. I’m one of those guys who misses the shot but is too duty-bound to leave a mess. He pushed open the bathroom door and headed down the hall toward his office, self-loathing flooding through his body.


With its three-sided neoclassical structure, Copenhagen Police Headquarters lent authority to its neighborhood, situated just blocks from the ever-blooming Tivoli Gardens amusement park. The building’s exterior, cold and unapproachable, was a smug beacon of power and integrity in the heart of the Nordic countries’ liberalism and nonsense, a much-needed counterweight to free pornography and record-setting alcohol consumption. On the inside, the famed circular colonnade of the inner courtyard and nineteenth-century Italianate craftsmanship softened the impression a little. Beautiful mosaics and terrazzo flooring brightened up the work days of the police staff, lying under their harried footsteps as a reminder of times when the workplace had to reflect the authority of the police force. The Homicide Department had been left in its original, somber state, with vaulted ceilings and dark red walls lit up with sconces. Practical modern furnishings clashed with the walls’ flaking paint, giving an overall impression that was equal parts dilapidated and forced.


The office Jeppe shared with his colleague Anette Werner was no exception: filled with sad laminate and molded-birch furniture and lacking any ambition whatsoever to create a cheerful work environment. Anette, on the other hand, provided just that. As he walked in, she was reclining in her chair, feet up on the desk, laughing at something she was watching on her cell phone.


“Kørner, come see this!” she said. “It’s incredible.”


“Morning, Anette,” Jeppe said from the doorway. “I thought you had class today.”


“You just won’t give it a rest, will you? The DNA class isn’t until next Wednesday. Come look at this. This fat Lab is trying to catch a ball but rolls all the way down a hill and lands in the snow.” She restarted the video and waved him over, still chuckling.


Jeppe hesitated. Eight years sharing an office and working as partners had smoothed remarkably few edges. In spite of that, he and Anette usually ended up on the same team when the police superintendent put together investigative groups for current cases. Apparently the two of them complemented each other in a way they themselves failed to see. And then there was how their last names rhymed in Danish just enough to confuse people; an endless source of irritation to Jeppe whenever they introduced themselves to witnesses or relatives.


He thought Anette was a bit of a bulldozer; she called him sensitive and a wimp. On good days they harped on each other knowingly like an old married couple. On bad days, he just wanted to throw her into the sea.


Today was a bad day.


“No, thanks, I’ll pass,” he said. “Animal humor has never really done it for me.”


Jeppe sat down on his side of the double desk, ignoring his colleague’s rolling of her eyes as he turned on the computer and pulled his phone out of his windbreaker pocket. His mother had called. He turned the phone and lay it facedown. Since his father’s death last year and Jeppe’s divorce six months ago, his mother had grown uncharacteristically clingy. He was finding it hard explaining to her that pestering him with her care wasn’t helping anyone.


Anette suppressed a new laugh across the desk and wiped her eyes on her sleeves. Jeppe sighed audibly. He’d been looking forward to having the office to himself today. Just one day for him to get to the bottom of his stacks of paperwork, without constantly having Anette’s loudness in his ears.


Yet another belly laugh shook the air and the desk. As Jeppe was about to protest, the office door banged open, and the superintendent was standing in the doorway, her coat still on. She was an older woman with a friendly face and tremendous command. Right now, a deep worry line over her brown eyes put an immediate end to Anette’s laughter and made her swing her feet off the desk. Despite the relatively flat hierarchy within the Danish police—after the police reform, most investigators held the rank of detective and were, in principle, all equals—the superintendent’s discreet authority was unquestionable.


“We have a body, a young woman,” the superintendent began. “The address is Klosterstræde Twelve, signs of foul play. The on-duty investigations officer just called. It doesn’t look good.”


Jeppe got on his feet. He should have known it was going to be one of those days.


“Forensics?” he asked.


“Nyboe. He’s on his way. So are the crime scene technicians.”


“Any witnesses?” Anette asked, also standing.


“Werner, I thought you were in class all day today,” the superintendent said. Clearly she hadn’t noticed Anette in the room. “Well, great. Then you can go, too. Kørner, I’m putting together a team; you’ll lead the investigation.”


Jeppe nodded with a conviction he didn’t feel. He hadn’t led a team since returning from his sick leave. The official reason for the leave had been a slipped disc; the unofficial, his slipped marriage.


“An elderly man who discovered the body has been taken to the hospital, but there’s another resident at the property, an Esther de Laurenti. Start by talking to her so the technicians have a chance to get the crime scene squared away in the meantime.”


“Was her name DeLorean?” Anette asked with a subtle burp, breathing the air out the corner of her mouth. “Like the car?”


Jeppe walked to the gun locker in the corner, took out his Heckler & Koch, and fastened it in his hip holster.


“Yes, Werner, like the car,” the superintendent sighed. “Exactly like that.”


 


ESTHER DE LAURENTI reached for the alarm and tried to stop the infernal noise from exploding her skull. The transition from dream to reality was foggy, and she couldn’t comprehend the sound of the doorbell until it rang for the third time. Her two pugs, Epistéme and Dóxa, were barking hysterically, eager to defend their territory. Esther had fallen asleep on top of her comforter and still had deep pillow marks on her face. Since retiring from her professorship at the University of Copenhagen a little over a year ago, she had let her inner type B personality take over and rarely got up before ten. Her mother’s antique brass clock with the shepherd and shepherdess on top showed 8:35 a.m. If it was that goddamned mailman, she was going to throw something heavy at him. The brass shepherds, perhaps.


She wrapped the comforter around her and made her way to the front door, her head throbbing. Had she finished that whole bottle of red wine yesterday? She had definitely had more than the two glasses she allowed herself when she was writing. Esther glanced at the stack of her printed-out manuscript, experiencing the writer’s never-ending attraction to, and repulsion from, her work. Her body longed for its morning routine: stretches, breathing exercises, and oatmeal with raisins. Maybe a Tylenol in honor of the occasion. She shook her head to clear it and looked through the peephole in the front door.


On the landing stood a man and a woman Esther didn’t recognize, although she admittedly did have trouble remembering the hundreds of students who had passed through her classrooms during her thirty-nine years in the department. But she felt quite sure these two were not former students of comparative literature. They did not look like academics at all. The woman was tall with broad shoulders, wearing a slightly too-small polyester blazer, her lips thin and cherry pink. She had a blond ponytail and skin that appeared to have endured too many years of sunbathing. The man was slim with strikingly bright-yellow hair; he might even have been charming if he hadn’t looked so pale and sad. Mormons? Jehovah’s Witnesses?


She opened the door. Epistéme and Dóxa barked, preparing for war behind her.


“You’d better have an unbeatable reason for waking me up at this hour!” Esther announced.


If they were offended by her greeting, they did not show it in any way.


“Esther de Laurenti?” the man asked in a serious voice. “We’re from the Copenhagen Police. My name is Jeppe Kørner, and this is my colleague, Detective Anette Werner. I’m afraid we have some bad news for you.”


Bad news. Esther’s stomach lurched.


“Come in,” she said with a frog in her throat, stepping back into the living room so the police officers could enter. Her dogs sensed the change in mood right away and jogged after her with disappointed whimpers.


“Please,” she said, sitting down on the chesterfield sofa and gesturing for the detectives to join her.


“Thank you,” the man said. He walked in a suspicious arc around the little pugs to sit down on the edge of the armchair. The woman remained in the doorway, looking around curiously.


“An hour ago, the owners of the café on the ground floor of your building found your downstairs neighbor, Gregers Hermansen, collapsed from a heart attack in the apartment on the second floor. Mr. Hermansen was taken to the hospital and is being treated now. Luckily, he was found quickly, and as far as we know, his condition is stabilizing.”


“Oh no! It was bound to happen,” Esther said, picking up the French press with yesterday’s coffee in it from the coffee table and setting it back down. “Gregers has been ailing for a long time. What was he doing down in the girls’ place?”


“That is actually what we were hoping you could help us shed some light on,” the detective said, folding his hands in his lap, regarding her neutrally.


Esther removed the comforter and laid it over the stacks of papers and discarded cardigans on the sofa. Those detectives would surely survive the sight of an old woman in her nightgown.


“Tell me,” Esther began, “do the police routinely go around asking questions every time an elderly man has a heart attack?”


The detectives exchanged a look that was hard to interpret. The man cautiously pushed a stack of books on the armchair aside and slid back more comfortably.


“Did you hear anything unusual last night or early this morning, Mrs. de Laurenti?”


Esther shook her head impatiently. First, she hated being addressed as Mrs. Second, she hadn’t heard anything other than the whale song meditation track that was her current sleep aid when the red wine didn’t cut it.


“What time did you go to bed last night?” the detective continued. “Has there been any unusual activity in the building the last couple of days, anything at all that you can think of?” His face was calm and insistent.


“You’ve chased me out of bed at the crack of dawn!” Esther replied, crossing her arms. “I’m in my nightgown and haven’t had any damn coffee. So before I answer your questions I want to know what this is about!” She pressed her lips together.


The detective hesitated but then nodded.


“Early this morning,” he began, “your downstairs neighbor Gregers Hermansen found the body of a young woman in the kitchen of the second-floor apartment. We’re still ID’ing the victim and establishing the cause of death, but we’re sure there was foul play. Mr. Hermansen is in shock and hasn’t been able to communicate with us yet. It would be helpful if you could tell us everything you know about the other residents in this building and what’s been going on for the last few days.”


Shock welled up in Esther, from her ankles, thighs, and pelvis to her chest, until she felt like she couldn’t breathe. Her scalp tightened, and the short, henna-dyed hair at the nape of her neck stood on end as a prolonged shiver ran over her back.


“Who is it?” she asked. “Is it one of the girls? That can’t be right. No one dies in my building.”


She realized what she must sound like—childish and out of control. The floor gave way beneath her, and she clung to the armrest to keep from falling.


The detective reached out and grabbed her arm.


“I think that coffee might just be a good idea, don’t you, Mrs. de Laurenti?”




CHAPTER 2


The thin handle of the dainty porcelain cup disappeared between Jeppe Kørner’s fingertips. Esther de Laurenti had put on a bathrobe and made coffee, and he and Anette were sitting on the cleared-off furniture waiting for her to rejoin them. The living room was full of color, knickknacks, and clutter. Jeppe felt ill at ease amid this feminine chaos. It reminded him of his mother’s apartment, where intellect and spirit were abundant but comfort pretty much completely absent. The walls were covered with floor-to-ceiling shelves loaded with books of all shapes and sizes. Faded leather spines, paperbacks, and brightly colored coffee-table books with food and flowers on their covers. Wooden figures and dusty bibelots from all over the world dotted every available space on the shelves and walls, and densely written redlined papers were stacked on every horizontal surface.


Sounds from the first news crews on site carried up from the street as they set up in front of the building’s ocher facade. The press couldn’t listen to the encrypted police radio anymore, so they monitored persistent sirens and updates on social media instead. It never took long before someone tweeted, texted, or tagged a police response, and the journalists usually arrived at crime scenes just minutes after the first emergency responders. Perky, well-rested newscasters were already speaking somberly into cameras that panned between their faces and the throng of white-clad crime scene technicians.


Esther de Laurenti cleared her throat tentatively.


“I own the property and live here myself on the top floor. I rent the ground floor to businesses, the second and third floors are residential. Gregers has lived here since he got divorced twenty years ago. The retail space on the street level changes tenants every couple of years—as you can see, it’s currently a café run by a couple of nice young men . . .”


Her words flowed calmly, but her darting eyes revealed a person in distress.


“Caroline Boutrup has lived on the first floor for a year and a half. I know her parents from the old days, before they moved west, to Jutland. We had a sort of arts club together back then.”


She spoke with clear diction, which contrasted the curse words that sometimes peppered her otherwise elegant language. Part theater actress, part sailor.


“Julie Stender moved in this spring. The two are old friends—know each other from school. Nice girls to have living here,” Esther continued, her eyes fixing on a blue fluted vase. “Which one of them is it?”


“No identification has been made yet,” Jeppe answered gently. “Unfortunately, it’s also too early to say anything about the cause of death.”


Esther de Laurenti looked away. Her pale skin was without makeup, and the many fine wrinkles around her eyes and on her neck intensified the defeat on her face. Anette had squatted down to scratch one of the pugs’ golden bellies. The dog grunted contentedly.


“Has anything unusual happened in the building lately?” Jeppe asked. “New people coming to the girls’ apartment, a commotion on the street, arguments?”


“Oh, imagine hearing that question in real life!” Esther said, still looking away. “I feel like I’m in a book.”


The pug got tired of Anette’s petting. His claws clicked on the wooden floor as he headed to his bed.


“We’re not flitting in and out of each other’s homes every five minutes,” Esther finally explained. “Julie and Caroline are young women with busy lives. There’s often loud music and nighttime goings-on in their place, but I guess the same could be said for my place, too. Poor Gregers, to think that he can put up with us. It’s good he’s a bit hard of hearing.”


Esther’s voice dwindled, and she seemed lost in thought. Jeppe let her think in peace while he mentally swore at Anette’s restless drumming on the doorframe.


“Caroline has a boyfriend, what the hell is his name . . . Daniel! Daniel Fussing, nice young guy, also moved here from the Herning area in Jutland. But I haven’t seen him around in a while. I suppose Julie is . . . single.” She tasted the word as if its surface were rough and felt strange in her mouth.


Jeppe noted the names on his pad. A car alarm went off down on the street, and Anette sighed audibly from the doorway. There was a good reason why he preferred to do the questioning when they worked together—Anette wasn’t known for her tact.


“Caroline has been on a canoeing trip with a girlfriend of hers in Sweden since last week,” Esther continued. “I don’t think she’s back in Copenhagen yet. I last saw Julie the day before yesterday. She stopped by Monday night to borrow a light bulb. Seemed like her usual self, smiling and happy. Oh no, I just can’t believe we’re having this conversation!”


Jeppe nodded. Shock usually induced a sense of unreality.


“Couldn’t the victim be some friend of theirs?” she asked, with a desperate note in her voice.


He shrugged apologetically. “Unfortunately, we don’t know enough yet. Do you have the girls’ phone numbers?”


“They’re on a slip of paper on the fridge. You can just take it.”


“Thank you, Mrs. de Laurenti, that will be helpful.” Jeppe stood, signaling that the visit was over. Anette was already grabbing the slip of paper from its place under a pug-shaped refrigerator magnet. Jeppe heard something drop followed by Anette’s irritated groaning as she leaned down to retrieve the magnet. Christ, what was with this woman’s obsession with pugs? 


“We’re going to need to speak to you again,” he said, edging his way around the overloaded glass coffee table to avoid knocking papers and cups to the floor. “Could we meet with you later this afternoon?”


“I should visit Gregers at the hospital, but other than that I don’t have any plans. I’m an author . . . well, I’m trying to become one, so I work from home.” Esther de Laurenti put her hand over a gold locket hanging from her neck, as if it gave her protection.


“We’ll send a fingerprint technician up to dust for any prints in both the front and back stairwell. He’ll also collect your fingerprints when he’s here, if that’s all right? For elimination.”


She nodded from the sofa, looking miserable.


When Jeppe realized she wasn’t going to see them out, he backed into the front hall, where Anette was already waiting with one hand on the door handle. They said goodbye to the small woman on the sofa, Jeppe with a pang of inadequacy. Esther de Laurenti looked like someone who could use a hug.


 


“OH LORD, SAVE me from spinsters and their knickknacks!” Anette complained once they were on the landing and out of earshot. There was something about Esther de Laurenti that bugged her. Maybe it was the suspicion that she herself would end up living this way—alone with her dogs and way too much stuff—if it weren’t for Svend. Dear Svend, her wonderful husband of twenty years, who seemed to love her just the way she was and never grow tired of her.


“Would it be less annoying for you if she didn’t have knickknacks, or what?” Jeppe asked, pulling the door shut behind them.


“Yes! No question! The least a person can do—I mean, once you’ve made the decision to live alone and be eccentric—is to fucking clean up your place.” Anette smiled wryly to take the sting out of her words. “It was on the second floor, wasn’t it?”


They made their way down the old, creaking stairs. Jeppe pulled a package of antiseptic wet wipes out of his pocket and passed them tentatively to her. One of his many irritating quirks was an antipathy to dogs, which Anette, as a keen dog person, found hard to accept. Communing with animals on a daily basis meant everything to her and she had done so since she was a little girl. Back then she would ride her bike from her childhood home in the suburbs, south of Copenhagen, out to a nearby farm, where she was allowed to pet the cows, cats, and rabbits in cages. Anette viewed it as a serious character flaw that anyone might choose not to have a pet.


She raised her eyebrows at Jeppe and then shook her head resignedly. He held the wipes out to her again.


“Are you aware how many parasites can be found in dog fur?” Jeppe asked. “Not to mention all the bacteria, mites, and the fact that man’s best friend licks its rear end several times an hour.”


“You do realize your fear of bacteria borders on the pathological, don’t you?” she asked, stopping abruptly to face her colleague.


“We’re on our way into a crime scene,” he replied. “Just take one!”


He pulled out a wipe and passed it to her. Anette took it and proceeded down the stairs with a sigh.


“You’re nuts, Jeppe Kørner, you know that, right? And it’s called a butt, even on dogs.”


She wiped her hands and stuck the crumpled cloth into her pocket, shaking her head. With her bacteria-free fingers, she lifted the crime scene tape and opened the door to the first-floor apartment with a “Well, ladies? Where are we?”


“Hey, Werner, did you bring doughnuts?” someone called cheerfully from inside the apartment.


Anette tugged on the blue shoe covers and latex gloves. The crime scene was her domain: one of the few places she never felt clumsy. She tossed Jeppe a set of booties and walked in.


Just inside the front door it began. Bloodstains covered the walls and the floor, labeled with white arrows on small black stickers indicating the direction of the spatter. In a doorway a police officer was taking close-ups of a pile of bloody clothes. Anette inhaled the hot smell of fresh slaughter and tried to breathe through her mouth. Above her right eye, a vein started throbbing overtime. It was only like this the first few minutes; then she got used to it.


A canine officer passed her on his way out, leading his German shepherd to the stairs. She resisted the impulse to pet the dog, knowing the interruption wouldn’t be welcome. The canine unit was apparently done in the apartment and would now start searching the courtyard and street for a human scent that could potentially lead them to a murderer.


The front door opened straight into what seemed to be a multipurpose room. There was a heavy wooden dining table with folding chairs around it, a sofa, an old-fashioned steamer trunk serving as a coffee table, and a corner desk holding an open laptop. Despite the warm summer morning, the three windows facing onto Klosterstræde were hermetically sealed. The stench of blood was oppressive and thick.


A dactyloscopy technician—as the fingerprint experts insisted on being called—was on his knees in his white-paper getup, brushing the smooth paneling on the walls.


“Any hits?” Anette asked, nodding toward the brush.


The dactyloscopy technician scooted back on his knees along the wall without answering. He was one of the civilian fingerprint experts; Anette didn’t know him that well. They didn’t normally dispatch civilians on murder cases, but since so many people were away on summer vacation, the rules were probably different this time of year.


“Well, how about it, man?” she said, raising her voice. “Finding anything?”


He finally looked up, visibly irritated at the interruption.


“Prints on bottles and glasses, a few papers, and the laptop keyboard. Several good ones around the body. But this place hasn’t been cleaned in a long time, so they could be old.”


He bent over the paneling again, carefully pressing what looked like a clear sticker against the wood and then lifting the print onto a small transparent disc. He worked at an unbelievably slow pace—it was practically meditative.


Anette tore herself away and continued into the living room. Squatting next to a worn rag rug was Clausen, crime scene investigator par excellence, spraying clear fluid onto the fabric. A handful of unmistakable, almost-purple blood-spatter marks appeared, and he started collecting samples with a cotton swab, each of which he painstakingly placed into its own brown paper bag.


Clausen was a small, nimble man in his late fifties who, for almost ten years, had headed the National Criminal Technology Center, NCTC for short. He had served on the team investigating the Blekinge Street Gang, collected evidence of Kosovo’s mass graves, and helped in Thailand after the tsunami. Despite his underwhelming appearance, Clausen was on his fourth marriage with a rumored divinely beautiful violinist for the Royal Danish Orchestra. And once you saw him in action, you understood how he could attract such a woman. He tackled the monstrosity of his job by confronting it with indefatigably high spirits, his face normally lit up in a network of animated smile lines. Today, however, he was not smiling.


“Hi, Werner, good to see you,” Clausen said. “Be really careful you don’t touch anything. The apartment is full of blood, and we’re far from done collecting evidence. At least there’s no doubt the discovery site and crime scene are identical in this case.” Clausen snipped a tuft of the rug with a box cutter and placed the bloodied fibers into yet another brown bag. “Cataloging all of this is going to be quite a production once we get back. It’s going to take several days. We already have more than sixty exhibits from the blood spatter alone.”


“Fuck!” Anette said, hearing how loud she sounded in the oppressive atmosphere of the apartment. She cleared her throat and spoke more quietly. “Do we have a murder weapon?”


“Maybe,” Clausen replied. “We’re not sure yet what killed her. But a knife was used, and we have a good hunch which one. She was stabbed with a sharp, narrow blade, which appears to fit nicely with this guy here.” Clausen got up and carefully lifted a shiny, opened folding knife out of a bag to show Anette.


“Has it been wiped off?” she asked. “It looks very clean.”


“Yes, the perpetrator wiped it thoroughly, maybe even washed it. But there has been blood on it. Let me show you.” Clausen pulled a little strip of paper from a sterile bag in his well-organized toolbox and rubbed a yellow cotton swab over the knife blade. The cotton swab immediately turned green. “It’s reacting to red blood cells,” he explained.


“Then why isn’t that our murder weapon?” Anette asked, leaning forward to take a closer look at the knife.


“I didn’t say it wasn’t. But the pathologists are asking us to be on the lookout for a heavy blunt object as well. We haven’t found anything like that in the apartment, though. Not yet at least.”


“Speaking of evidence,” she said, “we told the upstairs neighbor that you’d be sending a guy up to take her fingerprints later.”


“Good. Bovin can do that.”


“He’s civilian, right?” Anette looked askance at the figure still crawling along the paneling.


“If you have any complaints, you should call the finance ministry and request better staffing,” Clausen snapped, pulling off his latex gloves to wipe sweat from his forehead with an embroidered handkerchief. “Until then, maybe you should focus on your own work and let the rest of us do ours.” He straightened his back so his eyes were at the height of Anette’s chin.


“No harm meant, Clausen,” she said, holding up her hands.


He nodded mercifully and got back down on his knees to return to his cotton swabs. Anette walked farther into the apartment. How incredibly irritable everybody was today! It must be the heat.


 


FORENSIC PATHOLOGIST NYBOE held court in the kitchen. Jeppe nodded to him and received a grim face in return. The dead girl lay with her head pressed up against the wall, abandoned like a piece of lost property on yet another multicolored rag rug. She was wearing cutoff jeans, a white lace bra, and sneakers. Her long hair lay in sticky tentacles, like a child’s drawing of the sun around her head.


Momentarily stifled, Jeppe leaned against the wall, peered at the floor, and pretended to be pensive. Stood for a moment and breathed until the onset of nausea passed and his heart rate came down. Tried not to listen to the rhythm of his racing pulse, tried not to fear the anxiety.


Ten years in Homicide had long since taught him to handle mutilated bodies without being sick, but he was never fully relaxed at a crime scene. Maybe it had to do with the sensitivity that emerges in us with age. The awareness that death is a fundamental fact of life. Or maybe it was just the cocktail of pills he had taken in the car on his way, to take the edge off his back pain. The doctors had long since ruled out a slipped disc, more than insinuating that his pain was psychosomatic, but what did they know?


He let go of the wall and approached the body. The second we die, we become someone’s job. In some ways a crime scene is reminiscent of a theater production. A web of silent agreements that, taken altogether, makes up a whole. On cue. Jeppe had a secret, shameful affinity for the dynamics of the crime scene and its intimate rhythms. But this one was different. Worse. Who was she, the young woman who was being dabbed up and put into bags? Why had she, specifically, been robbed of a career, marriage, children?


He thought uncomfortably of the family he would have to inform once they had identified her. The fear that would fill their eyes when he introduced himself, the hope that came right after—an uncle, we can certainly spare an uncle. And then, when it turned out it was someone far too close to them: tears, screaming—or worse yet, silent acceptance. He had never gotten used to that part of the job.


Jeppe squatted down beside the forensic pathologist.


“Hey, Nyboe. What’ve we got?”


Nyboe was a distinguished, modern gentleman. Like most medical professionals, he presumed everyone understood what he was talking about, leaving the layperson in the dark in just a few sentences. He was the chief medical examiner and highly respected, but Jeppe didn’t especially like him. The feeling seemed mutual.


“This is pretty bad,” Nyboe said, for once not snootily. “The victim is a woman in her early twenties. She has been subjected to serious violence and received multiple deep stab wounds. There are lesions on her head from blunt-force trauma with a heavy object. Her tympanic temperature was eighty-two point four degrees, and rigor mortis was well underway when I arrived scarcely an hour ago. The death thus likely occurred sometime between ten o’clock last night and four this morning. But as you know, I can’t say anything with certainty yet. No immediate signs of sexual assault. The lacerations on her hands and arms suggest she defended herself, but there were also some . . . well . . . cuts inflicted before death.”


“You’re saying she was cut before she died?” Jeppe asked.


Nyboe nodded seriously as they both fell silent. This would obviously cause an uproar in the media and instill a general state of panic, not to mention the reaction of the poor next of kin.


“Her face is quite battered, but luckily she has a tattoo, which will make identification easier. Well, you should probably take a look at the carvings.”


“Carvings?” Jeppe caught Nyboe’s eye.


“The perpetrator cut lines in the victim’s face. I’m no art expert, but it looks to me like a kind of paper cutting.” Nyboe sighed resignedly.


“Paper cutting? What’s that supposed to mean?” Jeppe said, furrowing his brow.


“It appears our perpetrator has carved us a little gækkebrev.”


Nyboe took hold of the body’s chin and carefully tilted the bloody face up into the kitchen’s sharp light. The pattern cut into the face resembled the traditional paper cuttings that Danish children make for Easter.


Jeppe’s expectations for the day went from bad to worse.




CHAPTER 3


Esther buttoned her vintage Halston blazer in front of her full-length mirror, carefully smoothing it. Wearing thin wool slacks and a silk blouse, she felt almost too nicely dressed, too formal, but she needed an outfit that would sustain her today.


Her mind was reeling, and a headache weighed behind her eyes. Julie or Caroline? It couldn’t be Julie, mustn’t be her. But it couldn’t be Caroline, either. Little Caroline, whom she had known since she was born. How likely was it that the victim could have been someone else? One of the girls’ friends, maybe, who had borrowed the apartment, spent the night and invited some suspicious character in?


Kristoffer had let himself in and was making noise in the kitchen. She wished he would be quiet. He had been her singing teacher for almost four years, but over time their relationship had evolved. They had a lot in common: their enjoyment of music, art, and all the beautiful things in life. He taught her vocal techniques, she taught him how to cook; they routinely went to operas and museums together. Kristoffer even had a key to her apartment and helped himself to money from her purse when going grocery shopping. She was three times his age, but still he had become a close friend. In some ways the son she had never had, although neither of them would have been comfortable phrasing it that way.


“Kristoffer, dear,” she called. “Are you making coffee?”


Esther walked into the living room to find him already pouring from the French press at the table. She smiled at him, delighted as always by his handsome face, which told tales of a distant Asian ancestry. His eyes were brown, his hair jet-black, and his body lanky. He always wore clothes several sizes too big: a hoodie with his T-shirt sticking out, jeans with the crotch down near his knees, a beanie, and a leather jacket. The clothes made him look even younger than he was, like a homeless teenager.


Kristoffer had given up on a promising singing career in exchange for random gigs and teaching. She didn’t really know why. But he seemed content with his current primary employment as a dresser at the Royal Danish Theatre, which allowed him to stay up at night to work on his odd electronic music and also fit in lessons with his select few singing students.


Esther slouched into the peach-colored wing-back armchair, putting her feet up on the matching pouf. She actually understood him well. Now that she had retired, she too intended to do only what she really wanted, for the rest of her life. Sing, write, and cook. No more exams or faculty meetings ever again! Esther had been waiting a long time to finally return to the love of her youth—the murder mystery, so maligned in academic circles. If she was going to become her generation’s Dorothy L. Sayers, time was of the essence. She eyed the stack of freshly printed manuscript pages that she was supposed to have gone through already, and sighed. It definitely wasn’t happening today.


Kristoffer brought over her coffee cup and sat down on a Moroccan floor pillow facing her. Epistéme and Dóxa immediately climbed onto his lap.


“What happened downstairs?” he asked with the innocence of another universe. It made it even harder for her to answer.


“A . . . a body was discovered on the first floor. A young woman—they don’t know who. But it sounds serious. Foul play.” Her throat felt tight and she took a sip of her coffee. “And Gregers is in the hospital with a stroke or something. The whole world seems to be falling apart today.”


Kristoffer stroked Dóxa’s belly without looking up. Others would have asked panicky questions, overwhelmed by shock, but not Kristoffer. After a minute he merely asked, “What can I do?”


“The dogs need to be walked.” Esther felt gratitude wash through her, making everything a little easier to bear. “And if would you fix us some food for tonight?”


“Okay.” He nodded, still looking down. “I’ll take the dogs for a walk and shop for dinner. Maybe fish. I’ll see what they have down at the good fishmonger on Frederiksborggade.”


“Thank you, dear. Just take money from the purse in the hallway. You know where.” Esther leaned back in the chair, closed her eyes, and tried some breathing exercises to relax.


She could hear Kristoffer clinking in the hallway with dog collars and keys. He opened the door and gently ushered the dogs out into the stairwell. They immediately started barking.


“Is this where the owner of the building lives?” an unfamiliar voice asked.


Esther sat up and peered into the front hall. Kristoffer stood surrounded by the barking pugs, facing a man dressed in white.


“Yes, that’s right,” she yelled.


With some difficulty she got up from the deep chair and walked out to the front hall to greet the man. One of the crime scene technicians she had seen going in and out of the building the whole morning was standing in her doorway. He had unzipped his protective white suit, and a red line on his forehead revealed that he must have recently taken off his hood.


“I’m here to take your fingerprints,” he said, edging his way past Kristoffer and into the small foyer.


“Lovely,” Esther said, extending her hand. “They told me to expect someone. Esther de Laurenti, hello.”


The man set a heavy-looking briefcase on the floor without accepting the offered handshake. It had to be a tough job collecting evidence at a crime scene like this. Esther’s stomach clenched at the thought of what lay down on the first floor of her building.


“How do we do this?” she asked. “What do you need?”


“A table and your hands, that’s all. It’ll only take a second.” Esther rolled up her sleeves and led the way to her desk. To her surprise she saw Kristoffer still standing in the doorway, and she stopped to give him a warm smile. He looked stricken. Clearly he was just as shocked as she.


The wasp finally buzzes away from the jam-covered crumbs on the little plate and settles on a pile of books. A firm smack with the tape dispenser, and the crushed insect’s body is flung on its final flight out the open window.


She breathes in the city’s summer fragrance and decides to step out into the sunshine. Runs down the crooked stairs, hops on her bike, and zips through downtown Copenhagen. She rides down the narrow one-way streets, enjoying how the wind makes her eyes water. Buys a cup of coffee she can’t afford, and sits in the sun outside the café.


In her hometown there were no cafés. Chest tightening, she recalls the cold nights of her early youth—wearing a thin denim jacket, restlessly hanging out alternately at gas stations and soccer fields. The kids would all roam around in the dark, none of them wanting to be home. As if their aimless walking could take them anywhere. As if sipping Polish vodka from old Coke bottles could obliterate the boredom. When they tired of walking, they would hang out at the transit stop, watching buses drive by.


She lifts her face to the sun and enjoys her new life. The life. She doesn’t notice the man watching her a little way off. She doesn’t know the life she has just started enjoying is about to end.




CHAPTER 4


Back at the office, Jeppe and Anette sat down at their adjustable-height desk to come up with a battle plan. Jeppe fetched two mugs of coffee from the break room, his with creamer, Anette’s black with sugar. They had the same rank, but when they worked as a team he always fetched the coffee, and she drove the car. Those were pretty much the only things never up for debate—an old-married-couple refuge within their odd-couple partnership.


“Are we sure about the identification?” Anette began.


Now that they were seated across from each other, he noticed, much to his annoyance, how vigorous she looked compared to him. Her eyelids sported a fresh layer of blue, and she looked like someone who had had sex, a hearty meal, and eight hours of undisturbed sleep within the last twenty-four hours. It made him want to walk around the desk and tip her out of her chair.


Her question was rhetorical. They had compared the dead body’s general appearance and tattoo—two stars and some cursive text on the right wrist—with the many pictures they had found on the laptop from the crime scene. The victim was Julie Stender, one of Esther de Laurenti’s two young tenants on the first floor. If they’d have tried to ID the body based solely on its battered face, they probably wouldn’t have been able to.


“It’s clearly Julie,” Jeppe said. “Let’s see . . . her family lives in . . .” He flipped through his notepad. “Her parents live in a small town called Sørvad, in Jutland somewhere near the town of Herning. Can you look them up?”


Anette typed on her computer and then called the Central and West Jutland Police to get the ball rolling. This was not a call the Jutland police would be pleased to field. Jeppe turned a page in his notepad. When he was younger, he used to write everything in his notepads—ideas, thoughts, and plans for the future. Travel journals and love letters. Now he only logged work stuff in them.


He printed KNIFE PATTERN using ornate capital letters.


MALE ACQUAINTANCES


CAROLINE! he added.


TENANTS IN THE BUILDING


“Stender!” Anette barked into the phone. “S-T-E-N-D-E-R, got it? Christian and Ulla Stender. They live outside Sørvad on a street called Skovvej. Just inform them; don’t question—got it? We are coming out from Copenhagen to do that. Call us back after you’ve been there.”


She hung up without saying goodbye.


“There, you can cross that off your list, Jepsen!” she said standing up abruptly so that her slacks creased in unbecoming folds high on her broad thighs. “Should we get going with that briefing? We’ve got a shitload of work to divvy up.”


She marched off without waiting for a response. Jepsen! He hated it when she called him that. It made him feel like an insecure teenager being chastised by his older sister.


Jeppe’s heart sank thinking how the next few days were likely to go. This case would shut down Copenhagen once the media hit on it. He could already picture the headlines: “Young Woman Murdered, Abused, and Battered. Murderer Still at Large.” This was a case the police would normally brush off as wildly exaggerated—a woman-on-the-forest-floor case, meaning unlikely, happening mainly in crime fiction. Cases like this, where the perpetrator was not stooping over the victim when the police arrived, were in fact extremely rare. But they existed. And this was one.


 


THE STAFF ROOM was uncharacteristically quiet when Jeppe walked in. Normally it echoed with conversations and a cheerful hum, but serious investigations always sunk the mood. Jokes about sawed-off heads serving as soccer balls were a crude daily staple of the job. Certain other topics were totally off-limits, such as anything to do with children, or cases where the perpetrator got off due to shoddy work by investigators, or technicalities. And cases like this one. Violent criminals and murderers don’t normally cut into their victims while they’re alive. It was too early to guess whether they were dealing with a sadistic ex-lover or something even worse, but nonetheless, an oppressive silence hung over the staff.


Sitting beside Detective Thomas Larsen was the superintendent, her arms folded over her uniformed chest. She was probably dressed for the imminent press conference. Even though they hadn’t discussed it, Jeppe knew she would try to keep the knife-work pattern on the victim’s face secret from the public for as long as possible. Any details that suggested a seriously deranged perpetrator would be kept in-house for the time being.


How long would that give them?


One day, max two, but that was better than nothing. Jeppe’s eyes met the superintendent’s, and instantly he felt both reassured and nervous about her presence. After ten years of working together, they knew each other well. She understood his strengths but also his weaknesses. They both knew she was taking a chance by entrusting him with a case of this magnitude right now.


He looked his team over.


Torben Falck was one of the older detectives, who had grown round and complacent with the years. He took zealous care of his impressive, graying mustache, wore brightly colored suspenders, and excelled in making bad puns. If Homicide were a baseball team, Falck would be an indispensable outfielder. Maybe not the fastest, but a solid and thorough investigator.


Sara Saidani, next to Falck, was a bit of an enigma on Homicide. The superintendent had brought her over from the station in Helsingør a year ago for her coding expertise and her general ability to maneuver online—skills that made her far more useful in Copenhagen than elsewhere. But Saidani hadn’t yet found her place among her new colleagues. She had a certain charm with her dark curls and aquiline nose, but she seemed aloof, saying only what she needed, and never with a smile. Her hair was generally up in an untidy ponytail, her face makeup-free. She was a single mother of two daughters, and because she had no man in her life, Anette insisted Saidani must be a lesbian.


It didn’t matter to Jeppe. Both Saidani and Falck were good at their jobs and responsive; they fit in well enough. The one he did have a problem with was Thomas Larsen. He was a young detective, notorious for looking like a model from a jeans ad. His university degree was from Copenhagen Business School, and he had been an investigator at HQ for only six months. Even so, he seemed poised to advance at interstellar speed. There was something shameless about Larsen’s ambition, a provocative faith in his own infallibility that Jeppe could barely stand. He had tried and tried to get the nickname Butterfinger to stick to Larsen, but his otherwise-mischievous colleagues hadn’t taken the bait. And unfortunately, peanut butter appeared to be the superintendent’s favorite flavor.


Anette cleared her throat encouragingly from her regular spot by the wall.


The detectives’ eyes hit Jeppe like spotlights from a dark auditorium, and he felt a pang of stage fright. Now it was up to him to bring justice to a brutally murdered young woman.


“Okay, then,” he began from the front of the staff room. “Everyone is aware that the body found at Klosterstræde Twelve has been identified as a Julie Stender. We are in the process of locating her next of kin. Until further notice, we will be meeting here daily right after the end of each duty shift, eight o’clock in the morning and four in the afternoon, plus additional times as needed. We’ll all brief one another on developments. Let’s gather all the paperwork and photos in Anette’s and my office. I’ll have one of the secretaries prepare a bulletin board for us. At the video briefing, we will request backup from the other stations for door-to-door and street-level questioning along Klosterstræde so that we can take any witness statements while they’re fresh in people’s minds.”


Jeppe raised his voice over the sounds of rustling paper and clacks on keyboards. “Falck,” he continued, “you go back to the hospital and talk to Gregers Hermansen, if he’s up to it. Afterward, visit the owners of the café at Klosterstræde Twelve. They’re two young guys, the secretary has their names. They were the ones who found Gregers Hermansen lying on top of Stender’s body this morning, and they’re also currently at the national hospital under observation for shock. As far as I understand, they’re okay.”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
They share
a house

TLLH E R o

secrets.

W






OEBPS/Text/toc.xhtml


  The Tenant



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 8



			PROLOGUE



			CHAPTER 1



			CHAPTER 2



			CHAPTER 3



			CHAPTER 4



			CHAPTER 5



			CHAPTER 6



			CHAPTER 7



			CHAPTER 8



			CHAPTER 9



			THURSDAY, AUGUST 9



			CHAPTER 10



			CHAPTER 11



			CHAPTER 12



			CHAPTER 13



			CHAPTER 14



			CHAPTER 15



			CHAPTER 16



			CHAPTER 17



			FRIDAY, AUGUST 10



			CHAPTER 18



			CHAPTER 19



			CHAPTER 20



			CHAPTER 21



			CHAPTER 22



			CHAPTER 23



			SATURDAY, AUGUST 11



			CHAPTER 24



			CHAPTER 25



			CHAPTER 26



			CHAPTER 27



			CHAPTER 28



			CHAPTER 29



			SUNDAY, AUGUST 12



			CHAPTER 30



			CHAPTER 31



			CHAPTER 32



			CHAPTER 33



			CHAPTER 34



			MONDAY, AUGUST 13



			CHAPTER 35



			CHAPTER 36



			CHAPTER 37



			CHAPTER 38



			TUESDAY, AUGUST 14



			CHAPTER 39



			THANK YOU!



			Endmatter page 1











  



OEBPS/Images/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HopDER G
sty





