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The pain cut into her wrists, and she couldn’t react because her hands were tied so tightly behind her back. Terrified, she turned her face toward him. The blow struck so hard that it hammered her head down into the bedding, rebounding back up for the next blow. She opened her mouth to scream; but before the sound could come out, her mouth was blocked by something hard. The duct tape he stuck over her mouth made her feel like she was wearing a mask.

The candles were still lit in the living room. The bottle of wine and the glasses were sitting on the coffee table. Blood trickled down along her nose as she stared at the glow from the candlelight, her head turned to the side, and she thought about the restaurant and their three-course meal just a few hours before.

He had ordered calvados to go with their coffee, without asking her if she liked it, so she hadn’t needed to admit that she didn’t know what it was. They had held hands over the table.

Pain shot through her as he cinched her ankles together tightly. Something hard chewed into the flesh right above her ankle bone.

Later they had danced in the living room. Very close. He had held her face in both his hands and kissed her.

Dear God in heaven, help me!

The blood kept flowing, and she struggled to get the air in through her nose. She concentrated on her aim as she lifted her bound legs and tried to kick him off the edge of the bed. He was sitting with his back to her but managed to turn around and parry her feet. Another blow from his fist bruised her cheek and temple.

‘Lie still now and nothing will happen.’

He held on to her firmly and angrily shoved her bound legs to the side.

His clothes were on the chair next to the wardrobe. Her own lay in a messy heap on the floor by the end of the bed. He had asked her to undress slowly, piece by piece.

The left side of her face throbbed. The quiet music played on in the living room. Her fear felt like an iron grip around her gut.

She cried from pain and shame. Buried her face and body down into the soft comforter and wished it would swallow her up. Her tears mixed with the blood as he pulled her out over the edge of the bed so that only her upper body was resting on the mattress. The world and reality exploded as he shoved himself into her with a violent thrust.

The tightly adhering tape held her scream back. She fought to keep her nose free of the bed and struggled to inhale calmly, but she kept getting thrown out of rhythm by the pain, which threatened to destroy her. Then her body began to relax as a fog slowly shrouded the pain and she lost consciousness.



2


[image: Image]

There was a slight click as she pressed the switch, and a second later the glass door to the emergency ward swung open. She walked quickly, her eyes trained on the floor. Out of the corner of one eye she noticed family members sitting and talking softly together. A lab technician wheeled a phlebotomy cart out of one of the exam rooms, and she only barely avoided crashing into him.

She said ‘Sorry’ in passing and hurried past the glass windows surrounding the nurses’ station, over to the reception desk.

‘Assistant Detective Louise Rick, Copenhagen P.D., Unit A,’ she said, introducing herself. ‘Who should I be talking to?’

A young nurse stood up and smiled at her. ‘Just a second I’ll page the doctor. Why don’t you take a seat for a minute.’ She pointed toward the white oval table covered in coffee-cup stains and crumbs from people’s afternoon snacks.

Louise removed her sunglasses from where they’d been perched atop her dark hair and set them on the table, watching the nurse page the doctor. Then she clasped her hands behind her head and exhaled heavily. She had grouchily struggled her way through rush-hour traffic along Kalvebod Wharf and Fole haven, swatting the steering wheel a number of times in frustration when traffic ground to a standstill. It had taken an unusually long time to drive just six miles from the Copenhagen police headquarters out to Hvidovre Hospital.

It had been nearly five o’clock when the head of the homicide division, Lieutenant Hans Suhr, came into her office. She was writing out her list of things she needed to buy at the store on the way home; but when she saw the look in Suhr’s eyes, she pushed her notepad aside and prepared to call Peter and ask him to pick up the groceries instead. Peter had suggested as much himself that morning as he drove her to work, but she had optimistically dismissed the idea, saying it would be no problem, she could run the errands for once.

‘There’s been a rape, and a brutal one at that. I want you to go check it out,’ Suhr said, sitting down on the hard wooden chair next to her desk.

Before he could continue, Louise pulled her notepad over again and tore off her shopping list. Lieutenant Suhr often called her in on rape cases; as it usually went over better to have a woman to take the victim’s statement, and as there weren’t that many women in the division, the cases generally landed on her desk.

‘The victim’s been taken to Hvidovre,’ he’d said after she had her ballpoint pen ready. ‘She’s a thirty-two-year-old woman from Valby. Her mother, who lives in the apartment upstairs, came down to her daughter’s place at dinnertime and found her in the bedroom, gagged, with her hands tied behind her back. There was blood on the bed, and the daughter was nearly unconscious from the ordeal.’

The lieutenant seemed to be considering whether or not there was anything else he ought to add. Then he said, ‘The mother took the duct tape off her mouth before calling the ambulance.’

Louise studied him as he spoke, trying to prepare herself for how ugly it would be, whatever she was going to see. The fact that the victim had been hogtied and gagged was enough for the central station to have contacted Unit A, and the victim’s condition automatically classified the rape as aggravated battery.

‘Susanne Hansson lives alone; and when the police arrived at the scene, the mother said that her daughter did not have a boyfriend or any friends she would have been sleeping with voluntarily.’

Louise furrowed her brow. ‘What does the rape victim herself say?’ she asked.

Suhr shrugged his shoulders. ‘Nothing. The station detectives tried when they got to Hvidovre, but they didn’t get anything out of her. One of the female doctors has spoken with her a little since then, but I don’t know how much she found out. Other than that the victim wants to report the rape. You’ll have to talk to her, and then she’ll have to go to National Hospital and be examined.’

Louise nodded, satisfied that she would have a chance to build up some rapport with the woman before they arrived at the Centre for Victims of Sexual Assault in central Copenhagen. Her experiences with previous aggravated rape cases told her that if Susanne had been roughed up as much as Suhr suggested, it would probably just traumatise her more to have to undergo the coroner’s exam that same night. It would be good if they had an opportunity to establish a rapport before that, so the woman had a chance to feel at least a tiny bit secure again.

‘What’s her current condition?’

‘Go find out,’ Suhr said. ‘I’m sending Jørgensen out to the woman’s apartment on Lyshøj Allé. The crime-scene investigators are already there. Call once you have a rundown on what happened.’ He slapped his hand on her desk in closure, then got up and left her office.

Louise flung her denim jacket over her arm and glanced quickly at the stacks of paperwork on her desk. On her way to her lead investigator’s office, where the squad-car signout book was kept, she managed to get herself all worked up, worrying about what she would do if all the cars were already checked out and how then she’d have to go over to the garage and suck up to Svendsen. But no, thankfully there were two cars available. She grabbed a key and signed one out in the book. Silly to have worried about such a small thing, she thought as she headed down the stairs two at a time.

‘She’s on her way now,’ the nurse said as she hung up the phone.

Louise thanked her and stood up. She stuffed her sunglasses in her pocket and pulled out her lip balm.

‘Hi, I’m Anne-Birgitte,’ said a young doctor with gold-coloured wire-rimmed glasses. Her hand was cool and her handshake firm, her long hair worn up on the back of her head.

Louise felt sweaty and dishevelled compared to the doctor, and she compensated by making her voice sharper and more detached than necessary. ‘How much has she told you?’ she asked, instead of introducing herself, noting with chagrin the doctor’s reaction. The woman’s cooperative expression changed, but by then it was too late for Louise to backtrack.

‘Enough to know that it may be too soon to allow her to be questioned by the police.’

They stared into each other’s eyes, and Louise felt a little bubble of respect forming and making its way up through her body. She let it radiate from her eyes just long enough for the woman facing her to be able to tell she was backing down.

‘It’s great that you got her to report it,’ Louise said, flashing a smile as the tension eased.

‘If you have time, why don’t I just fill you in on what I’ve jotted down in her case notes?’

They sat down next to each other, and Anne-Birgitte skimmed the loose pages she had brought with her as she spoke.

‘Her hands and feet were tied behind her back with strong plastic straps,’ she said, then explained that they were the kind you would use to tie cables together or that the police used as disposable handcuffs.

‘The ambulance guys cut them off before they brought her in, and the mother had already removed the duct tape that was covering her mouth. Her blood pressure was low, and we were able to ascertain that she was also suffering from dehydration, so we started a glucose drip, which is already helping. She’s starting to come to.’

The doctor finished, pushed the chart aside, and sat expectantly, ready to answer the detective’s questions.

Louise nodded and tried to remember what else Lieutenant Suhr had said, and which other questions she still needed answers to.

‘There was blood,’ she began. ‘How badly hurt is she?’

‘Ms Hansson sustained some violent blows to the face, which have bled a fair amount, and it appears there was some abdominal bleeding, but that’s stopped. I haven’t done a pelvic exam; that won’t be done until she gets to National Hospital.’

‘How much has she told you?’

Anne-Birgitte spoke hesitantly. ‘Not so much. She’s quite distressed, and either she doesn’t want to say anything or she can’t remember what happened. To begin with, she wouldn’t even confirm that there had been a crime. But obviously there’s no doubt about that.’

Louise noticed the doctor purse her lips to show that in her opinion, there was no doubt that a crime had been committed. Louise wrote Crime? moving her hand over the paper to hide what she’d written. ‘Do you know if she knew her assailant?’ she asked.

‘She was too incoherent for me to get that far. But she nodded when I asked if she wanted to report the assault to the police, so I passed that message on to the two officers who had brought her in.’

Louise put her notepad back in her bag. The doctor didn’t seem to have anything else to tell her. She might as well go in and speak to Susanne herself.

She stood up and waited for Anne-Birgitte to do the same, but the doctor remained seated, staring at the cookie crumbs on the table.

‘The patient is distraught,’ Anne-Birgitte said, looking up. ‘She does not at all seem like a woman who would voluntarily consent to sex play that involved being gagged and having her hands and feet bound – and being beaten up.’

Louise was about to interrupt her, but the doctor kept going.

‘She has been physically and mentally abused, and I would urge you to keep that in mind.’

‘Of course,’ Louise said, irritated. This wasn’t the first time she’d been told off because the police were forced, for professional reasons, to consider both sides whenever a rape was reported. ‘I’m assuming it’s all right for us to move her to National Hospital?’

‘That should be fine,’ the doctor replied. ‘It shouldn’t make her condition any worse. Shall we go in?’

Louise followed as the doctor led the way, but waited out in the hall while Anne-Birgitte went into the room to say that she was here. Shortly thereafter, the door was flung open and a woman in her mid-fifties rushed out and grabbed hold of Louise’s arm. Louise quickly figured that this must be the victim’s mother.

‘You have to understand – something dreadful has happened,’ the woman said.

Louise pulled back slightly, but that just made the woman tighten the grip on her arm.

‘I presume your daughter is the one I should be speaking to,’ Louise said, removing the mother’s hand before gesturing to the row of chairs along the wall. ‘Why don’t you wait out here while I go in and see her?’

She guided the mother over to the chairs before the woman was able to inhale enough to protest. Louise gave her a friendly push down onto a chair.

‘Once I’ve spoken with Susanne, she and I will drive over to National Hospital. At that time it will be best if you go back home and wait for her there. If you give me your phone number, I’ll give you a call when we’re done with the exams at National Hospital after I’ve taken her statement at police headquarters.’

She pulled her notepad out again and handed a blank page to the mother.

‘I’m coming with you,’ the mother said, ignoring the piece of paper.

Louise squatted down beside the chair. ‘I can’t keep you from doing that, but I want to prepare you. You’ll be sitting around waiting for many hours, and there really won’t be anyone who will have time to talk to you. Right now, this is first and foremost about your daughter, and of course you want to be there for her. But if we’re going to have any chance at working out who did this to her, we need to have an opportunity to talk to her, and there are a number of exams that have to be done.’

The woman looked as though she were starting to understand.

‘Well, I could go and tidy up her apartment a little,’ she said, mostly to herself.

Louise put her hand on the mother’s shoulder and explained: ‘The police are still in her apartment at the moment, so it will be a little while before you’ll be allowed in. I recommend that you go home. It must have been a big shock for you to come downstairs and find her like that.’

The mother nodded, but Louise could tell that she was about to protest again, so she hurriedly wrapped up the conversation. ‘I’ll call you later tonight,’ Louise said and scurried into the hospital room.

She’d been through this type of conversation many times before, and it hadn’t taken her long to determine whether it was going to be a help or a hindrance to have this particular mother present during Susanne’s medical exams and when her statement was taken: everything about the situation told her that it was hard to see what the benefit could be.

The hospital bed was near the window, the curtains fluttering a little in the light breeze coming into the room. Susanne was lying there, staring outside, and she didn’t turn her head until Louise was standing right next to the bed.

‘My name is Louise Rick. I’m an assistant detective with the Copenhagen Police Department,’ she said to introduce herself, trying to keep her voice calm and soothing. ‘Could we have a little chat?’

Susanne turned and stared right through her. She had withdrawn into her own world.

Sad, Louise thought. Things are much worse for you in there than they are out here.

‘You’ve just been through a terrifying experience,’ she said, looking down at the woman’s battered face. ‘I know that you’ve already been examined a little, and I can certainly understand if you would prefer to be left alone right now, but I would really like to take you to National Hospital, where the Centre for Victims of Sexual Assault is located. They’re the ones who will do the official exam necessary to report the rape.’

There was no response from the bed, so Louise continued:

‘If you’re able to walk on your own, I suggest that we take my car. But I could also get an ambulance to take you, if you’d prefer?’

Finally Susanne responded by letting her eye wander a tad closer to Louise’s face. Louise quickly assessed whether she would do better to take a seat and pretend they had all the time in the world to wait until Susanne felt like she was ready to talk to her, or whether she should pressure the woman and provoke a response.

She decided on a compromise between the two.

‘There’s a coroner waiting at the centre. He is going to examine you, and then the police will take your statement. And I was actually hoping that we could talk a little bit now, before the exam.’

Susanne interrupted her. Her voice was hoarse, and when the words came out Louise could barely see Susanne’s mouth move. She had sores at the corners of her mouth, and it was obvious that she felt like the duct tape was still there.

‘A coroner examines dead people. Why is he going to examine me?’

Louise leaned in to hear what Susanne was saying. She pulled her chair over to sit by the bedside.

‘Coroners do perform autopsies on dead people, but they also examine the living,’ she said, trying to play it down, regretting her choice of terminology, forgetting that most people don’t know the nuances of police lingo. ‘They are always called in whenever a rape victim is examined at the centre.’

The tears were starting to flow down Susanne’s cheeks. Louise reached over to hold her hand, careful to avoid the woman’s IV line. She reassuringly stroked her arm as she spoke.

‘We want to make sure that we secure the evidence that the perpetrator doubtlessly left on you …’

Susanne’s silent tears became deep sobs. Her body was like a cavernous well, supplying bucket after bucket of tears.

Louise changed tactics. She would give Susanne the time she needed now. Something was loosening inside the victim, and that was worth waiting for, she thought.

Finally the crying subsided.

‘I could ride with you,’ Susanne said, drying her eyes, ‘but I don’t have any clothes.’

She sounded apologetic, as if she was ashamed that she had been naked when she was brought to the hospital.

Louise smiled at her. ‘We’ll have the nurse find you a bathrobe and a pair of slippers.’

Susanne nodded, and Louise noticed that Susanne’s eyes followed her as she stood up and went out to find someone who could help them out with some clothes.
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In the car, Louise called Flemming Larsen’s extension. He was the coroner on duty, and she had already given him a heads-up from the car during her drive out to Hvidovre.

‘We’re on our way in now,’ she said when he picked up.

‘Good. What has she said?’

Louise avoided glancing over at Susanne Hansson, who was sitting in the passenger seat next to her. ‘Nothing.’

Flemming was silent for a second and then asked, ‘Do you want to take your statement before or after I examine her?’ he asked.

‘I’ll wait until you’re done. We’ll head straight up to the division, so we’ll see you there.’

They agreed that Flemming would wait for her to call before coming over to National Hospital from the Telium building in back, where the forensics unit was located.

Susanne sat staring out the window. Before they had left Hvidovre Hospital, the nurse had removed the glucose drip and given her a white bathrobe to wear over her hospital gown. She still looked quite dazed and battered. An aura of vulnerability and humiliation glowed around her, and it broke Louise’s heart a bit. Physically, Susanne would recover in a few weeks, but it would be a long time before that aura faded.

Louise wondered whether it would help to start their conversation while they were in the car. There wasn’t any reason to pressure her or force her to remember the events of the night until she had made it through her examination. She needs peace and quiet, Louise decided, thinking about the standard uncomfortable questions that were part of taking a statement from a rape victim. Are you sure that this was rape? That was the last thing she needed to hear right now.

She stopped at a red light and looked again at the slumped-over shape in the passenger seat. She was having a hard time judging how Susanne would respond psychologically to what awaited her during the next few hours. Right now it looked as though everything had been taken from her. The quiet in the car was conspicuous and awkward, but hard to do anything about.

Louise pulled in and parked in front of Stairwell 5, and she called the forensics unit once she had locked the car. They took the elevator up to Gynecology and continued down the corridor until they came to the small section that housed the sexual assault centre.

Louise went up to the desk to say they had arrived.

The nurse at reception came out and gave Susanne her hand. ‘Do you have any family members with you?’ she enquired.

‘No,’ Louise said, avoiding looking at Susanne.

The nurse clearly understood that Louise had seen to this, and that she and Susanne had come alone because Louise needed to get Susanne’s statement. Despite the practicality involved, the nurse did not try to hide her disapproval of Louise’s seemingly callous action.

Louise was irritated at being yet again cast in the ‘bad cop’ role, but she bit her tongue. She still found it inconceivable that people who dealt with these kinds of serious assaults professionally didn’t fully appreciate how important the medical examination and the victim’s statement were. If they were to have any hope of catching the perpetrator, having a mother sitting on the sidelines possibly dissuading her daughter from giving the police a full statement was not going to help.

‘The doctor will be by soon to take a look at you,’ the nurse told Susanne.

She avoided using the term ‘coroner’. Louise had not been as tactful, but she just didn’t think there was any reason to hide from Susanne exactly who would be performing the examination.

‘If you want it, we’ve got a bed where you can lie down until he comes,’ the nurse continued, glancing at her watch. ‘I’m sure he’s probably on his way up now. You could also wait out here, or go on into the examining room.’

That last part was directed at Louise.

At that very moment, Flemming Larsen walked in, wearing a white lab coat that fluttered around his legs. He introduced himself to Susanne and asked her to follow him.

‘You wait here,’ he told Louise, as the two of them went over into the little office that served as the examining room.

Louise wanted to go with them, but she knew that Flemming would not be happy about having so many people there as he performed his portion of the exam. A gynecologist and a nurse would also be present, so the room would be crowded, to say the least.

So she nodded and watched Flemming, who was almost six foot six, gently guide Susanne Hansson in, letting the door slide shut behind them.

If it had been any of the other doctors, she would have put up a fight. Eavesdropping on the examination could be a gold mine. Sometimes the victim would include information that would be much more valuable now than later on when it eventually showed up in some report. But she had a good working relationship with Flemming and knew that she could count on him to give her a proper account of whatever information Susanne provided.

She went into the little conference room and sat down to wait. When the coroner was done, the staff from the sexual assault centre would take over and offer Susanne a chance to take a shower and meet with their psychologist before proceeding to police headquarters to give her statement. In the meantime, Flemming would have time to fill Louise in.

Louise pulled out her phone. She wasn’t quite sure which sections of the large hospital were exempt from the mobile-phone ban, but she decided that phones would surely be allowed in the conference room.

‘Well, so much for grocery shopping,’ she said when Peter answered. She had already sent him a text message while she waited for the doctor out at Hvidovre, so he was prepared.

‘You were really holding out hope, eh?’ he said with an audible grin, adding he could swing by Føtex and pick up what they needed on his way home.

‘Thanks,’ she said with an exaggerated sigh. ‘I might be quite late after all. I promise to call when I know vaguely how long it’ll take.’

‘I’ll make some dinner and put it in the fridge for you,’ he said, and she sent him a kiss over the phone, hoping that it wouldn’t be drowned out by the weak connection, which was making the line between them crackle.

Drunk on champagne on New Year’s Eve, Peter had made a solemn resolution to be more understanding and accommodating whenever Louise called to say she couldn’t make it home as planned.

The image of him holding the glass in his hand flashed before her eyes. It had irritated her a little when he’d made the promise, because he had already said the same thing when she’d agreed to let him move in with her after he returned from nine months working in Scotland. He had originally accepted a job that required him to move to Aberdeen for six months to launch a new product for the international pharmaceutical company he worked for, but then somehow it had become another three months, and ultimately he hadn’t returned to Denmark until just before Christmas.

‘Right back at you,’ he said, and she smiled at the phone as she hung up and put it back in her bag. She browsed a little through an old magazine and read an article about a young woman with leukaemia who needed a bone-marrow transplant to survive. The problem was that the worldwide donor registry didn’t have a single donor with the exact same tissue type as this girl. Hardly the mood-lifting reading material she was hoping for.

After an hour, Louise guessed that they were probably finishing up with the examination and went out to the corridor to see if she could find a pot of coffee and a couple of cups somewhere nearby.

‘Good thinking,’ Flemming said ten minutes later, as he sat down across from her.

She poured coffee into a cup and pushed it toward him. ‘How is she?’ she asked.

‘She went through something pretty violent,’ he said.

Louise had already set a notepad and pen out on the table. She pulled them toward her and looked at him expectantly as he blew on his coffee.

‘There was both vaginal and anal penetration,’ he said, setting his cup down in front of him.

She started taking notes.

‘There are fresh bleeding tears in the posterior wall of the entry to the vagina, and three tears in the skin radiating outward from the anus.’

‘Did you find any semen?’

The words and tone made it sound as if this were the kind of stuff ordinary people talked about, day in and day out, but without this seemingly cavalier handling of the grim medical aspects of assault, it would have been impossible for them both to keep doing this, day in and day out.

‘Nothing immediately visible, but she had some fluorescent stains on her back that may have come from semen, so I secured samples of those.’

Louise looked up from her notepad and asked, ‘Was there any in her pubic hair?’

Flemming shook his head and said, ‘He could hardly have penetrated her from the front the way her legs were lashed together. I think he penetrated her only from behind.’ Then he added, smiling dryly, ‘But in this case, if he had approached her from the front, we would probably have found some evidence.’

To Flemming’s great annoyance, it no longer seemed to be fashionable for women to have any pubic hair at all. That information made Louise chuckle in spite of herself, and made her feel extremely old-fashioned.

‘What about the rest of her body?’ Louise sketched a human body, ready to mark the locations where Susanne had been assaulted.

‘There are bleeding erosions from the gag that he stuffed into her mouth,’ he said.

Louise marked this on her sketch before he continued.

‘Its ends were jammed against both corners of her mouth and cut their way into her skin. I’m assuming that the gag was left in the apartment and that it’s already been brought in to forensics,’ he added.

Louise had seen the forensic unit’s impressive collection of gags, and the mere sight of all the horrible things perpetrators had come up with to stuff into their victims’ mouths to keep them from screaming made Louise’s cheeks burn as if she had been gagged as well. There was everything from wooden blocks in socks to various heavy wires wrapped in duct tape or bandages.

‘And then there are two small blisters in the rectangular area where the duct tape had been – a hypersensitivity response, I’m assuming,’ Flemming said. He continued: ‘In addition, she took some powerful blows to the face.’

‘Was it someone she knew?’ Louise asked, setting her pen down in front of her.

‘His name is Jesper Bjergholdt,’ the coroner said, glancing down at his notes, which he had stashed in the pocket of his lab coat, ‘and he lives on H. C. Ørstedsvej.’

Louise pulled out her phone and dialled Lars Jørgensen. Obviously, she should have asked Susanne herself while they were in the car. While she waited for her partner to answer, she urged Flemming to keep talking.

‘They went out to dinner last night, Monday night, but I wasn’t able to really find out whether they had known each other for a long time or whether they had just met,’ he said, a little apologetically. ‘She made a big point of explaining that they had had a nice evening and that she doesn’t understand what suddenly happened.’

Louise nodded to indicate that she was still listening.

‘As we were finishing up, she started hinting that it may not actually have been him at all,’ the coroner continued, gesturing with one hand to signal his doubt, ‘but she can’t explain what became of him and how another person could have got into the apartment.’

He paused to weigh his words.

‘She’s pretty upset, though; there’s no doubt about that. She’s talking with the psychologist right now.’

‘Could this Bjergholdt have slipped something into her drink?’ Louise asked.

‘That is obviously a possibility, but at the moment I don’t think so. We took a blood sample to send to the lab.’

‘This will just take a sec,’ she said into the phone when her partner finally answered from Susanne’s apartment. ‘The suspect’s name is Jesper Bjergholdt, he lives on H. C. Ørstedsvej, and they had been out to eat.’

She looked at Flemming and asked ‘Where?’

He shrugged and shook his head.

‘I don’t know where,’ she said to Jørgensen, ‘but I’ll call you once I’ve talked to her. See you later.’

She was about to hang up when it occurred to her that Susanne would probably appreciate leaving the sexual assault centre in something other than a bathrobe. She added, ‘Do you think you could find some clothes in her closet and make sure they get over here? Then I’ll bring her back to headquarters.’

She put the phone in her bag and looked at her notepad to remind herself of how far they had got. Then she asked Flemming to continue.

‘There are skin abrasions around her wrists and ankles, all the way around, about one centimetre wide, consistent with her hands having been bound behind her back with cable ties.’

Louise took notes in the same clinical language.

‘There are also ligature marks from the cable ties because he had pulled them so tight. My guess is that her hands were dark purple and swollen when the paramedics cut her out of the bands, but by the time I examined her the swelling had gone down and the colour was normal.’

Once everything had been written down, they sat and talked a little about the summer vacation Flemming was planning to take with his kids. It was the first time they would be going on vacation alone without his former wife since the separation, and the kids were excited about the idea of spending it in a covered wagon that would drive them through the forests of central Jutland.

‘They really want to sleep in tents and cook their meals over a campfire,’ he said, shaking his head before standing up and following her back out into the corridor.

They had just said goodbye when one of the psychologists called down the corridor after Louise.

‘Right now she’s suppressing what happened,’ the psychologist said when she caught up with Louise. ‘She’s clear on most of the evening; but once they reach the bedroom, the chain of events gets foggy. I’ve referred her to a private-practice psychologist and recommended that she contact him in the next couple of days.’

Louise nodded and prepared herself for what could be a long victim’s statement if they were first going to have to make their way through a layer of repressed memories. Maybe we’re not going to get anywhere.

She knocked on the door as she entered the small examining room where Susanne was lying.

‘Some of your clothes are on their way over here,’ she said, coming closer to her. ‘Once you’re dressed, we’ll drive over to police headquarters.’

Susanne closed both eyes. The whole left side of her face had swollen up so severely that Louise was surprised she could open that eye at all. The skin on her cheekbone was a mess.

‘I know you’re tired and aren’t feeling particularly well, but it’s important for us to talk about what happened,’ she said, feeling sorry for Susanne and sorry for herself, too, that she had to keep pushing her. ‘It’s important because we’d really like to get the guy that did this. But it’s also important for you to get everything you’ve got pent up and eating away at your insides out in the open. It helps to talk about it.’

She hoped that her words were making their way in past Susanne’s closed eyes. As she finished talking, someone knocked on the door, and Louise stepped over to open it. Outside stood a uniformed officer with a bag in his hand.

‘Thank you so much,’ Louise said, smiling and taking the bag, deciding not to let him into the room. She stepped back over to Susanne.

‘Holler if you need help getting dressed,’ she said, setting the bag on the foot of the bed.

Susanne had accepted the offer of a shower once Flemming had finished his examination. Now her short dark hair was plastered against her face. ‘I can do it,’ she said, carefully opening her one good eye as she slowly pushed herself up onto her elbow.

‘I’ll be right outside,’ Louise as she stepped out and closed the door behind her.
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‘Are you hungry?’ Louise asked. They were in the car on their way to police headquarters, and it had occurred to her that it might have been more than twenty-four hours since Susanne had eaten. She knew that the most they would find in the break room would be a box of crackers, so she didn’t mind stopping to pick something up, but Susanne shook her head.

When they got to the office that Louise and her partner Lars Jørgensen shared, Louise asked Susanne to take a seat and went out to check whether anyone else was still there at this late hour, but the place was totally deserted. Lieutenant Suhr’s door was locked, and the lights were off in Henny Heilmann’s office, although the lead investigator had left Louise a message that she could be reached at home after eight. Louise looked at her watch. It was almost eleven. She would wait and update Heilmann in the morning.

She got two bottles of mineral water from the little kitchenette behind the break room and returned to her office. In the hallway she heard footsteps in the stairwell and waited to see who was coming up before she went back to Susanne. She smiled when Lars walked through the revolving doors.

‘Did you find him?’ she asked out of curiosity before he’d even made it all the way over to her, since the force had had an hour to locate Jesper Bjergholdt.

‘There’s no listing for a Bjergholdt on H. C. Ørstedsvej – or anywhere else in Copenhagen, for that matter.’

‘Fuck,’ Louise grumbled. ‘Are you guys done at Susanne’s apartment?’ she asked, hoping in vain that maybe something promising had turned up there at the very least.

‘The investigators are still out there.’

Louise nodded toward the door to their office.

‘She’s in there,’ she whispered. ‘I think it’s best if I speak with her alone.’

‘Of course. I have her computer and mobile. I’ll get a warrant tomorrow so we can copy her hard drive and get a printout of the calls on her mobile and landline.’

Louise nodded and turned to go back into the office with the two bottles of water.

‘Could you just ask her if she has a phone number for him?’ he called after her. ‘I’ll be sitting at Toft’s desk, running some more searches on the name.’

‘Sure,’ she said and then walked into the room.

If anyone had asked her a year ago, she would have had a hard time imagining that she would appreciate Lars as much as she now did. She had been full of reservations when he had been assigned as a temporary replacement for her previous partner, Søren Velin, who was taking some time off from the team. But she had forgot about her aversion to the change with remarkable speed, and since then it had been business as usual when Lars officially replaced Søren after he was transferred ‘on loan’ to an elite national police task force, Unit One, away from the Copenhagen team.

‘I’d like to ask you to tell me about Jesper Bjergholdt,’ Louise said after she set the water and a glass on the table in front of Susanne. ‘Did you talk to each other on the phone?’

If we could get a phone number that Lars could use to track him down tonight, that would be undeniable progress, Louise thought.

‘No, I never had his number.’

Well, that was that. Louise turned on her computer, and her screen flickered a little before it slowly made up its mind to work. ‘I’m just going to tell my partner that,’ she said, picking up the phone.

A shadow slid over Susanne’s face, and she seemed to deflate a little. It struck Louise that it hadn’t even occurred to Susanne that at that very moment there was a whole team of people working on her case, probing into her entire life, shattering what little remained of her privacy.

When Louise hung up, she tried to strike up a conversation before starting the actual questioning. A lot would be riding on whether or not she would be able to establish a trust-based relationship with Susanne.

‘First I need to ask if you would like to have a victim services counsellor present when you give your statement.’

It took a little while before Susanne reacted. ‘No, I don’t want anyone else here,’ she finally concluded.

‘You might be grateful for it some day when the case goes to trial,’ Louise said, just to make sure that Susanne knew the implications of her decision.

Susanne shook her head again, staring stiffly at one of the piles of paper on Louise’s desk. ‘No, thank you,’ she repeated.

‘Okay,’ Louise said. She was having a hard time penetrating the apathetic expression on the woman’s face. They were past the tears and the sobbing, but there was still pain several layers down, and in brief flashes Louise got the sense that Susanne wasn’t withdrawing from the present, from reality, just because of the physical assault and her battered face. The expression Louise glimpsed every so often in those matte-blue eyes was more of a person who had trusted someone and been brutally betrayed, and she could not understand why.

‘So, who is Jesper Bjergholdt?’ Louise asked, once she’d given up on getting a regular conversation going.

Susanne kept her eyes trained on the desk, sitting absolutely motionless. She squinted her one open eye dramatically. It made for a grotesque grimace with her swollen face, as her other eye was now completely swollen shut and purplish red.

Louise tried again. ‘You knew him. You went out to eat. How well did you know him?’

Finally, a response. ‘We had known each other for over a month.’ Susanne stared at the wall as she did the calculation. ‘A month and a half,’ she corrected herself. She looked at Louise with her one good eye.

But he didn’t seem like the type of guy who would … Louise thought, continuing the next sentence in her head and keeping a straight face when the words came out of Susanne’s mouth a second later.

‘No, of course not,’ Louise responded. ‘Otherwise you would never have invited him home.’ Louise’s voice did not contain even a hint of sarcasm. She leaned over her desk and tried to catch Susanne’s eye. ‘But we agree that he raped you?’

No reaction.

‘There aren’t many women who, of their own free will, go in for being subjected to what you have just been through. Obviously he wasn’t like that when you went out with him.’ She let her statement hang for a moment before continuing. ‘And the worst thing is that there was no way anyone could have predicted he could be like that.’ Louise very intentionally used anyone to make clear that it wasn’t just Susanne who hadn’t seen it coming.

‘No,’ Susanne admitted softly. ‘I certainly didn’t see that in him. I don’t know what I did wrong.’

‘Did he rape you?’ Louise asked again, letting Susanne’s last comment go for now.

Again, a long pause before Susanne finally nodded.

Louise’s patience was starting to fray around the edges, but she kept her voice under control, as if Susanne was a horse being led around a dressage arena. Slow, steady, deliberate. ‘Could you please try to describe what Jesper Bjergholdt looks like, and then describe for me how you two got to know each other?’ She smiled, extremely aware that her tone of voice could also come across as too controlled if she kept this up. ‘First, tell me how you met,’ she suggested a little more pointedly.

‘He has dark hair, and his eyes are deep …’

They were talking at each other and not really getting anywhere, but it was better than nothing.

Susanne looked at her, her eyes filled with sadness and shame. ‘I can’t remember what he looks like,’ she continued unhappily. She started to cry. Tears streamed from her good eye. She hid her face in her hands. ‘It’s like it didn’t happen, as if it was just my body that was there. I can’t picture him.’

Louise stood up and went over to her, sat down next to the chair, and put an arm around Susanne’s shoulders. ‘It will help when you stop blaming yourself. It’s completely understandable that your mind is repressing what happened. It was a very traumatic experience. But you need to try to help by telling us what you can.’ She took a deep breath. ‘When we file a rape report, it is important that we close in on the perpetrator as quickly as possible. And the best way to do that is with your help.’ She stood up and went to get a box of tissues, which she set in front of Susanne, and then continued: ‘We can’t find a Jesper Bjergholdt on H. C. Ørstedsvej. Have you been to his place there?’

Susanne blew her nose and looked around for a bin. Louise pushed it over to her with her foot.

‘I’ve never been to his place, but he said that he had an apartment there.’

‘Ah,’ Louise said. She was starting to get a sense of where this story was going. ‘Did you meet him on the internet?’

It took a little while for Susanne to answer, and the words came out reluctantly and hesitantly. ‘No … we met each other … at a café.’

‘At which café? When? And how did you end up talking to each other?’

Susanne stared at her. ‘I can’t remember that, but he came over to my table.’

Louise looked at Susanne for a long time, then excused herself, stood up and walked out. As the door closed behind her, she walked over to the only other office with a light on and asked Lars if he wanted a cup of coffee.

He gave her a questioning look.

‘I need a break,’ she said. ‘I’m just going to go put on a fresh pot of coffee.’

She slowly walked out to the kitchenette behind the break room. She opened a bag and measured, then she pressed the little button on the side of the coffee maker, stood by the wall, and leaned her head back with her eyes closed while the machine started gurgling.

Peace and quiet, she thought, trying to figure out what feelings were creating the roadblock in Susanne’s mind. She thought about ways to penetrate the walls the woman had set up to protect herself from what had happened.

Over the years, Louise had struggled to avoid empathising too much with other people’s sorrows and emotions. Being involved in the aftermath of other people’s tragedies had affected her terribly, but over time she’d learned to deal with it. Perhaps a little too well, she thought. It could also be a strength, the ability to recognise the feelings people were struggling with. But there was something about Susanne that she couldn’t put her finger on.

‘What’s going on in there?’ Lars was standing in the doorway looking at her.

She opened her eyes, still leaning against the wall. ‘She may need to talk to a psychologist before I proceed. She’s really completely blocked.’

‘So we have to wait until she can get in to see Jakobsen?’ Lars asked.

Jakobsen was Unit A’s standard crisis psychologist at National Hospital.

Louise shrugged her shoulders. ‘That might be best.’

She pulled three dirty mugs out of the dishwasher and washed them by hand before pouring Lars a cup. Then she poured the rest of the coffee into a thermos flask and went back to her office.

Susanne was still sitting there, staring at the desk.

Louise put down the flask and the cups. ‘I think you need to talk a little more with a psychologist before we can proceed,’ she said. She knew full well that a visit to Jakobsen would cost them time, but it seemed to be the only solution if they were to get some concrete answers. She poured a cup for herself, held the flask over the second cup, and gave Susanne a questioning look.

‘Thanks,’ Susanne said with a nod.

‘I suppose we could put the rest off until tomorrow, if you’d prefer,’ Louise suggested after tasting her coffee.

‘I don’t want to go home,’ Susanne burst out. ‘I’d rather talk now.’

Finally the words were coming out more or less coherently, without the guarded hesitation. Louise took that as a good sign.

‘I did meet him on the internet. There’s no reason to hide it,’ Susanne said. ‘He’s the first person I’ve met that way and gone out with.’ She was practically radiating shame. The whole story of the café and their first meeting had been a lie, one more layer of protection.

What a terrific introduction to the world of online dating, Louise thought. She looked Susanne over, from her short dark hair that always fell to the one side, to her slightly rough facial features that were battered and swollen. It struck her that Susanne didn’t look like the kind of woman who hung out in bars. She was pretty. Louise could see that, even through the bruises. Still, she wondered why Susanne was having such a hard time admitting she had met a man online, because it seemed obvious that that had something to do with it having ended so badly. Instead, it seemed as though Susanne considered it a defeat to meet a potential boyfriend that way, even though Louise thought that online dating had lost much of its previous stigma, of being taboo.

In fact, it had been only a couple of weeks previously that Louise’s friend Camilla Lind was telling Louise about her profound respect for people who put their profiles up on the internet.

‘I mean, you have to be really creative just to come up with a profile name that isn’t already taken,’ Camilla had said over the phone, sounding impressed, after the lifestyle editor at the Danish daily Morgenavisen had asked her to write a series of articles about online dating. ‘The people who are putting themselves out there in that world really aren’t the fresh off the turnip truck type.’

Camilla had compiled a series of happily-ever-after dating stories that she’d shared with her readers, so perhaps she had inspired some people to give online dating a try. Maybe Susanne was one of them.
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One by one, he lures them to their deaths ...
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