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He cries to the sky: ‘Give me enough, and more than enough. My heart is bared to thee now, and I will not let thee go except thou bless me. Drown me if you like, but kill me not with caprices.’


Karen Blixen, Out of Africa




PROLOGUE


The day they released his wife’s murderer from the East Jutland State Prison, Thorkild Christensen was ready outside.


It was a September day in Denmark, blue but surprisingly cold. He was wearing an oilskin coat and had found a pair of mittens from last winter in its pockets. He could see his own white breath in the afternoon light, he had stood there for such a long time.


This was the day his wife’s murderer would be released. He’d been able to discover the date from the newspapers, but not the time. So he had brought food with him in the car, which lay untouched in the old ice-cream container he used as a lunchbox, and a thermos of strong coffee. He’d been parked at Enner Mark from eight o’clock in the morning, his eyes fixed on the prison which, he thought, looked like a typical Danish high school. It had, together with the harsh September sun, given him a violent headache.


A taxi pulled up in front of the main entrance at 16.12, and he knew that the moment had come. Hurrying across to it, he got in the back seat and asked the driver to wait. He registered the shadow of the person he was waiting for emerging from behind the prison doors. A black silhouette approaching. He was backlit. Thorkild Christensen squinted, focused, but had to give up and turn his eyes downwards. Damn headache.


When the man opened the door of the taxi, Thorkild noticed an almost imperceptible hesitation, a faltering in the elegant motion with which the man jumped in next to Thorkild. The man’s gaze was relaxed, with a hint of amusement.


And Thorkild was filled with regret. Regret that he now provided his wife’s killer with this pleasure. He cursed himself for not having anticipated precisely this reaction. But then he resigned himself to it – it could not be otherwise. He had waited a year for this. Finally it would happen.


Here they were. Two strangers, yet very connected.


There was a long pause, one that Thorkild Christensen deliberately prolonged. He would do anything, anything he could to make the man beside him lose his composure. He failed, with the exception of a small glimmer of impatience in the other’s voice.


‘Where to, Thorkild? I suppose it’s your taxi, even though I called for it. You sat here first.’


‘Århus. If that fits with a free person’s travel plans. I’ve something I want to show you.’


‘As long as it involves a cup of coffee. I need one.’


He’s not afraid, Thorkild thought. Not in the slightest. He’s not bothered about being in a car with me. The blood rushed to his brain, making the headache pound twice as hard. Nausea. He breathed deeply. It’s just provocation, he reminded himself. Nothing more. Everything this man says is calculated to provoke. I mustn’t rise to the bait. Maybe inwardly he’s trembling with anxiety.


The idea gave him strength. He handed the taxi driver his depleted credit card in advance. The man beside Thorkild shrugged his broad shoulders.


‘Suit yourself. It’s a long trip to Århus. I was only going to Horsens train station.’ He paused, then continued: ‘Aren’t you supposed to wave a Danish flag when you pick someone up from prison? I saw it in a film once.’


Thorkild turned his head and looked the man straight in the eye. ‘You find this amusing? Really?’


Again the man shrugged his shoulders. ‘Why not? As I said, it’s a long trip to Århus. You’re not looking too good, Thorkild.’


‘That’s quite possible. And I might say the same of you, by the way. A year in the shadows has leached some of the colour from you.’


The man chuckled. ‘There wasn’t much shadow, I’m afraid. The prison is divided into five living quarters they call villages. I mean, for God’s sake, the most beautiful green areas. Wonderful light in the textile workshop. Brand-new community centre – you could almost smell the wet paint. Not to mention the cultural events; there was a trio from the Århus Academy of Music who played Arvo Pärt every Thursday evening. It was positively ludicrous. Karen would have loved those concerts. It’s part of the Prison Service’s idea of a so-called normalisation principle. It’s a vision, a beautiful vision. Or mission, I can never tell the difference between such consultancy concepts. Can you? One is what you do. The other is what you dream about doing.’


‘I believe I’ve read,’ said Thorkild, suppressing his anger over hearing his wife’s name mentioned, ‘that you spent some time in the section that they use for the negative inmates. How was the light in isolation?’


The man’s face closed up. He looked regretful, his voice sounded almost disappointed: ‘I wanted to experience it, simple as that. That particular part of the world. It’s the first time I’ve been in prison. And it will be the last. This is what you have not quite accepted, Thorkild. I suppose that’s why we’re here.’


Thorkild thought it over, considered his options and decided that the truth and genuine, raw emotion would be the best strategy. He had spent each day of the long, hard year that had passed contemplating this meeting. He’d played the various scenarios out in his head, one by one, deciding on one and then rejecting it for an alternative. Formulated a game plan, staging what would happen. And somehow he had still wound up here, in the plush seat of a taxi with pounding heart and temples, speaking the truth that was right in front of him.


‘Yes. That’s why we’re here.’


He chose a café in the inner city, letting the taxi drive them straight to the door and signing the credit-card receipt without registering the staggering amount. Then they stood in front of the doors, both men staring at the tables inside, the steaming glasses of coffee, the candles in heavy, painted glass holders. There was soft jazz playing.


It felt like a date. Thorkild started giggling almost hysterically and for the first time he sensed uncertainty in the man next to him, emanating from his body. The discovery was like a soothing poultice on Thorkild’s sore head. It felt so good that he stopped with his hand on the door and took a deep breath, liberated.


The other man noticed and asserted control.


‘And if I don’t want to come?’


‘Then you don’t come. Then you get the hell out of here. Auf Wiedersehen.’


‘What is it that you think I owe you?’


‘Not a damn thing. Apart from the coffee. And half of the taxi fare, if we’re being fair. But fairness sure as hell doesn’t count when you are involved, does it?’


The glimmer of amusement returned to the man’s eyes.


‘Ah, the quest for justice – that’s the Thorkild I remember. When did you start to swear? You are still a vicar, aren’t you? So I owe you nothing, huh? But all of this is about debt, isn’t it? That’s what you want from me, right? Honestly, I can’t be bothered with an embarrassing scene—’


Thorkild stepped close to the man and hissed: ‘You are coming with me. And you are coming with me now. And you will do so because ten wild horses could not drag you from the pleasure of seeing me suffer and lose my temper. Because you have nothing better to do at this moment. Because you need a decent cup of coffee. And because I’m not about to sit here and plead with you. You think I’ve underestimated you. I have not. I know exactly what you are willing to give. And you are damn well going to give it to me. You are coming because it interests you. Because I interest you. And because it’s cold as hell out here.’


The man laughed. ‘OK, yes. But let’s get moving, eh? People are starting to stare. I bet there’s a reason why we have come here. What is it, Thorkild? Was it Karen’s favourite café?’


Thorkild nodded towards a table. ‘Even better. This was where I first met her. And this is where I proposed to her. I thought you would appreciate the pathetic irony in me bringing you here.’


The man looked at Thorkild as if seeing him in a new light. ‘Certainly, Thorkild. Certainly.’


The man drank his coffee, a full glass, revelling in long gulps of the boiling liquid. He gestured for another with a sigh of contentment. ‘Lovely. Really nice. You were right, Thorkild, I needed this. And to see people around me who are at the upper end of the normality scale. It would certainly make the good people in Prison Services happy to see their clientele here. Well chosen, I must say. And for courting, too! I can just picture you two back then, comely Karen and yourself in one of those velvet jackets people wear at the Divinity School. Did you get down on one knee?’


Thorkild glared at the man, making no attempt to disguise his anger. ‘That’s too cheap. To make fun of the people we used to be? I didn’t expect that from you. Obviously I’ve overestimated you. You’re nothing but a sadist. Are you trying to provoke me into attacking you? Fine, say the word. But I’ll be damned if you get to sit here and make derogatory remarks about her. You took her life.’


Thorkild stood up. The man waved, a deprecating gesture.


‘You misunderstand. And I apologise. Listen to me, Thorkild, for it’s probably the only apology you’ll ever get from me. I meant it affectionately. With respect. I didn’t despise Karen. But I realise that it could be misunderstood. It was…’ he searched for the words, ‘badly put. Clumsy.’


Thorkild sat down again. They drank coffee in silence until the man started to fidget with his fingers, drumming on the white paper tablecloth.


‘You brought me here, Thorkild. What is it you want? Do you have more questions?’


‘More questions? Such as, why did my wife have to die? Why did they all have to die?’


‘Like that, yes.’


Thorkild shook his head. ‘I suppose it’s too much to expect, that a single year in the ambient surroundings of prison would give you the insight that you might owe me an explanation. That there are many explanations owed.’


‘That’s not fair. You were given ample explanation the last time you and I saw each other. So no. There is nothing more to add. If you cannot accept that, it’s your problem, not mine. Unfortunately.’ He opened his hands with a gesture of regret. His eyes seemed sincere. Thorkild held his gaze for a long moment, the other didn’t blink.


‘Aren’t you afraid that I’m going to kill you?’


‘No,’ replied the man.


‘But I will.’


‘No. You won’t. So I ask you again: what is it you want?’


Thorkild emptied his coffee cup. ‘I want to know what you’re going to do next. Where will you go? What are you going to work on? I want to know how your life will be from now on.’


The man looked surprised, then he laughed, heartily. ‘Is that so? My dear Thorkild, how sympathetic of you, even though your motives are hardly sympathetic. I probably don’t need to tell you that that’s not going to happen.’


‘A lifeline,’ whispered Thorkild, suddenly desperate. ‘Something. An address. A telephone number. You cannot simply disappear now.’


They looked at each other.


‘I don’t get it, Thorkild,’ the man said. ‘What I do has no meaning for you now. None whatsoever. Close your eyes and sleep tight.’


‘Are you leaving?’


‘Am I leaving? What difference does it make if I’m leaving?’


‘I want to know. I just want to know.’


‘Are you sure it is … wise, so to speak? Good for you? Move on with your life now. Forget me. I have received my punishment, I’ve served my time.’


‘Served your time? You should have served twenty years!’


‘Nothing I have done justifies that kind of punishment. I have the court’s word for it. The system you believe in so strongly. State of the evidence.’


‘That trial was a farce.’


‘I agree.’


‘But you don’t want to be forgotten,’ said Thorkild. ‘And you don’t want to disappear. You want me to know where you are. Don’t waste our time. Give me what I’m asking for.’


The man sat there for a while. Nodded slowly. Then he wrote a phone number down on a coffee-stained napkin.


‘And who do I get if I dial that number? Alcoholics Anonymous? A call girl? Your local pizzeria?’


The man looked put out. ‘You asked me not to waste time. Dial the number.’


Thorkild fished his worn, old-fashioned mobile phone out of his pocket and dialled laboriously. A chirping ring tone sounded from the man’s breast pocket. ‘There, you see? A lifeline. A strange choice of words, Thorkild. Preferably during normal office hours, OK? Can I go now?’


‘Yes. You know what I’m going to say.’


‘Probably. So don’t say it.’


There was a long pause during which all the café’s sounds concentrated around the two men. Then Thorkild spoke, slowly and distinctly, as to a child. ‘You must leave her alone. All the fear you have created. Don’t pursue her any more. Do you hear me?’


‘Her?’ the man said and got to his feet. ‘I will hunt her until I have her.’


He stood up, neither slowly nor quickly, put on his overcoat and disappeared into the darkness, an imposing silhouette against the glittering city.


Thorkild sat there for some time without moving, his head throbbing again. It dawned on him that his car was at the prison, way out in Enner Mark. It was a long way home.


Only when he got up and grabbed his jacket did he see the man’s mobile phone. He had left it on the table.




PART 1




1


It takes a while before the shooter approaches the woman on the ground.


It was quick. Fortunately.


The shooter’s eyes were closed when the shots were fired. Now they can see that they hit where they should. The woman on the ground is bleeding heavily from her chest. She’s already far away, barely breathing, her gaze distant.


The shooter comes up to her and breathes with a shiver, gives a wild shake of the head, knowing there’s no time to lose. It’s only half-light, but in theory someone could come walking down the trail at any minute. Panic and nausea lodge in the throat. This was not where it was supposed to happen. But this was where they had come face to face. The shooter and the woman who now lies on the ground.


The blood seeps into the dust on the trail, and the shooter hurriedly kicks a little gravel over it. But it is futile.


Away, away – hurry. The shooter grabs the woman’s army green jacket, which is open. Pulls. It is unreasonably heavy, heavier than the shooter could ever have imagined. This isn’t working. There are bubbles emerging from the woman’s chest and from her mouth, which is half open. Her eyes flicker. The shooter lets go of the coat, startled. But grabs it again, spins the woman around, into the reeds and the tall dewy grass beside the path.


The shooter lets the woman lie and runs, sweating with exertion. Returns with the car, which is too wide for the narrow path. Tows the body and hauls it into the car. When the woman is turned around, her eyes are closed.


The shooter plunges both hands into the blood-soaked soil, which is turning into ochre-coloured mud, scoops it up and throws into the car on top of the woman until there is no blood left on the ground.


The sun is almost up.


The construction site is abandoned, and the shooter brakes hard, gravel spraying from the tyres, and parks behind a bulldozer. In front lies the creek. Is it deep enough?


The shooter’s every fibre is taut with strain, listening for sounds, fighting the rising nausea, sick with fear. As the woman is hauled from the car, her head hits the sandy ground with a crunch that makes the shooter moan out loud before setting off down towards the river, the body trailing behind. Finally the body is rolled into the water. 


As she hits the water the woman opens her eyes again in a last breath. Her face trembles in a cramp. Then she closes her eyes again.


Shaking violently, the shooter puts a gloved hand on the woman’s shoulder and pushes. The body slips out into the water with a sigh. It’s supposed to be sinking. Why doesn’t it sink? Instead, it settles at the water’s edge, rocking gently in the current. The woman’s body is like a small dam; the water rises up along her belly. And now it flows over her with a delicate little trickle. The caking of blood and dust in the woman’s hair loosens and dissolves in wine-coloured swirls.


She rocks back and forth. Is she dead?


Not a breath of wind. Then, a wood pigeon cooing.


The shooter looks up and sees the figure, standing on the far side of the creek. Two pairs of eyes lock for a few endless seconds. Then the outline of this other person fades in the mist. Gone.


The shooter bites hard into their lip to keep from crying out loud. Their hands will not stop shaking.




2


At first it was just a feeling. A feeling and an image on the retina. An image formed before consciousness took over to give it a more sensible explanation. Maybe it was his holiday reading – crime fiction – that led him to see it that way. Maybe it was the Danish late summer’s heavy rain that clothed everything in gloom, causing the soil to send out fumes and odours, making things appear strange and full of foreboding.


The creek in Roslinge, which was normally emerald green with pondweed, glittering and friendly, suddenly came sliding out of the mist all quiet and pale. The raindrops were scattered but heavy, making holes in the grey surface. It looked deeper than it was.


Thorkild Christensen saw something in the water. He’d popped out of the house to get a breath of morning air, clearing his thoughts for Sunday’s sermon. And what he saw reminded him of a human arm. A summer-brown arm with the elbow sticking out of the water, the ends bent downward. He quickly dropped the image. Decided that it was probably one of the brown PVC pipes used in sanitary installations, the sort of thing that sometimes landed down here with other debris from the construction site up on the hill. Thorkild shrugged, inwardly at least, and went inside to resume his writing. It was only six a.m., he was a morning person. The vicarage was silent.


It was not until some time later that he noticed the conspicuous silence. Not that she ever made much noise. But this was a new silence. He called out for Karen. Unconcerned at first. And then, with the process that we all follow when we find that we’re missing something important: keys, wallet, sunglasses. We look in the obvious places. We abandon the search, deciding that the item will probably turn up, and then we go back later when we think of a place where it might be. As the possibilities are exhausted, we become worried. Maybe we will save the most obvious place for last in order to maintain hope. And so it can take a long time before we admit to having lost something.


And that is what happened to the vicar, Thorkild Christensen, on the fourth weekend in August. It was not until Sunday afternoon that he allowed himself to feel fear.


The last place he checked before he systematically began to make phone calls to friends and acquaintances in the town was the bathroom that had been hers since the children had grown up. Went in there, feeling lost, and looked at the small signs of her. A space of understated femininity, much like Karen herself. Her favourite, practical soap, which she always rinsed after use to get rid of leftover foam. It used to amuse him. The room was tidy. A jar of hair accessories, a small woven basket with a single mascara, lip balm with only a hint of colour. Crisp and clean white towels neatly hung up, so unlike his own, always scattered over the floor.


It was ridiculous to suppose that she would have stayed here for that long, but he had avoided the room in order to have a place for hope, a place that would keep the creeping sense of anxiety away. Reluctantly he phoned Michael and Nadia, trying to sound casual. Instead, his voice was stiff and his words clumsy. They hadn’t seen their mother, and it was pretty much the one thing Thorkild had been almost sure of from the start. The trips to Copenhagen to visit their grown-up children were one of the few things he and Karen had continued doing together, enjoying together.


The last person he called was the local police officer.


When a death is suspicious, it is always a noisy affair. Detective Thea Krogh stood on the sidelines and took in the scene. A few technicians were helping the local police officer, Bjørn Devantier, to retrieve the corpse from the water. They had done their best to cordon the area off. The entire marsh area surrounding the creek, which was a continuation of the parsonage garden, was surrounded by red-and-white plastic tape. No wonder people are drawn like flies when crime-scene tape is the same colour as sales signs, she thought. It seemed a shame. Because even when death resulted from a crime, it was still a person who had passed away, a life abruptly ended, and that should call for silence and respect.


She lay on a white tarpaulin beside the creek.


The local police officer’s latex-clad hand lifted the woman’s arm.


‘Look,’ he said, his face colourless.


Thea was one step away. The body had been distorted by the lukewarm river water. Everything expanded into a slightly larger version, bloated yet without being grotesque. Eyes, fingers, toes, skin characteristics. The bullet wounds, jagged flesh around tissue, were white at the edges and decay was already working its way inside.


Bjørn Devantier let the arm fall with a thud on the tarpaulin. ‘Shot. Three times, as far as I can see. And the bullets have gone through. Where did your technician go? I suppose she wants access? She’s strong as an ox, that one, I doubt I could have hauled the body ashore without her. What’s her name?’


Thea nodded. ‘Alice Caspersen.’


The crime technician approached with her little suitcase. She stopped and pulled something from her inside pocket. Only then did Thea register the smell.


The woman’s unruly hair, stained with mud from the river bed, gripped like fingers on the white plastic. Her skin’s summer tan had been transformed by death to a white transparency, cold and distant, round and voluminous from the water penetrating every pore. Limbs like a rag doll, painfully bent and twisted. The policeman shook his head.


‘Where is the vicar?’ Thea said.


‘He hasn’t shown himself since I arrived. He’s up in the parsonage, I expect. He … I don’t think he came too close, fortunately. Good Lord, it stinks.’


‘Yes,’ said Thea. ‘It’s probably better that way.’ She looked down at the broken remains.


The local policeman sighed. ‘It’s not clear-cut, I can assure you – the vicar’s wife. I have nothing on the family, and water is the worst. It washes everything away. The techs say they hate water bodies. But then again, who doesn’t?’


Alice Caspersen stood up and blew a red strand of hair away from her mouth with a snort.


‘No bullets in her. So you know at least that. For starters.’


Bjørn Devantier rose from the tarpaulin and walked up the hill.


The slope down towards the river was the perfect arena. The stage at the bottom, then the stalls filled with curious people – mostly women – from the village, and at the top behind the fence, as if in a theatre box, the vicar suddenly appeared. Thea looked at him and felt sorry for him.


He stood there in isolation. He, who had probably taken part in quite a few people’s grief, standing all alone. Once the body was taken away, the crowd would dissolve and turn around. And it would only make him feel even more alone, Thea predicted.


She sighed. Before long, it would be her job as lead investigator to cast aside pity and approach him as a possible suspect. Most murders are committed by those who are closest. Spouses kill each other, enemies and lovers kill each other, we’re all capable of killing when whatever had existed between us is killed. And that Karen Simonsen was killed was beyond doubt. Three shots had penetrated the torso.


Thea squinted to get a better look at the vicar. Greyish hair, deep furrows in his face that indicated not only had he passed fifty but he’d endured another kind of life experience that went beyond mere age. Black clothes that resembled neither mourning apparel or pastoral everyday wear. It was smart black. Urban trendy. He stood out, in one way or another. Deviating from the small town’s standard repertoire of cheap jeans, fleece gilets, overalls, Icelandic sweaters, mouse-grey old women’s coats, scarves over grey hair. In the midst of all this stood the black-clad vicar, looking out over the field with eyes that sparkled, Thea could tell it from a distance. His shoulders drooped, he looked lost. As if that way of carrying himself was ingrained in him, as if he was a man who throughout life had felt too high in relation to the surroundings.


She lowered her eyes and began to systematically memorise the various individuals who had been standing along the cordon. This was her workplace for the forseeable future, here in Roslinge. There was probably no other setting that would cause the villagers to gather in the same way and offer her the same overview. Not the church. Possibly the local grocery shop on a Saturday morning. There didn’t appear to be any other significant institutions. But she probably wouldn’t even make it to Saturday morning before the crime was solved. On the contrary, these things were usually concluded quickly. Reality is not as fancy as the novel’s twisted universe. Reality is full of men who go down to the local post office in clogs with a toy gun in hand and rob 550 kroner and a toy mailbox made of tin for their grandsons, only to be caught twenty minutes later, at home, on the couch. This would probably turn out to be the case here, too. The easiest way to kill is with a gun. It’s not difficult, requires no muscle or special expertise. You can almost look away while you do it, and thus it is the easiest way to get yourself to do it if you’re not an experienced killer. One who aims for the torso is probably an inexperienced shooter who chooses the safe bet. Three shots is security. One or two shots in the head is the work of a professional. Four or five shots or more, distributed over the body, is an act of aggression. Three shots in the torso is the first-time killer who needs to be sure that he will succeed. The trickiest part is obtaining the gun. And for the same reason, shootings are the easiest to solve, because it really is all about finding the gun.


Thea Krogh had a plan ready in her head. The technicians would search the area for the murder weapon, the doctor would do the autopsy, her investigators, together with local officers, would question most of the town’s inhabitants, while she herself would interview the vicar. Wednesday morning they would meet and paint the picture together, and the same afternoon hopefully – no reason to believe otherwise – arrest the vicar’s wife’s murderer.




3


The first thought that occurred as the calm fell over him was that Karen would be sad to see what they had done to the garden and the house.


The second thought was that he felt lonely.


It was only in his third thought that he registered that Karen had died. Thorkild Christensen stood at the window in the living room, gazing out over the garden. He stood there for a long time. And saw nothing.


There was enough to see, though. An uproar of voices shouting and calling out foreign names. Squeaking voices in mobile phones, voices shouting out of windows, in through doors and up and down the stairs. Voices that searched, agreed and coordinated. Voices that changed the house. And because the heavy hall carpet had been rolled up to make room for equipment and dirty shoes and dusty suitcases, there were new sounds, harder sounds, long sounds. Humans and the stuff they brought with them. Machinery and bodies moved around each other in a subtle choreography, making discoveries, conclusions, establishing facts for the investigation, finding traces of anything. Outside and inside, the garden and the house had been invaded. Nooks that were not used to seeing sunlight were bathed in the cameras’ flashes. Garden paths that Karen had recently raked were torn up by busy boot heels. Corners that had never seen dust filled up with gravel and sand that was hauled in but not removed.


Then, once again, calm spread its wide blanket over the vicarage. At the end of the day it lay messy and disturbed, but silent. Only the red-and-white police tape that stretched across the garden was still somehow noisy.


It was Sunday night. The same day they had found Karen in the water.


Thorkild stood there. Dizzy, confused and with an inferno of sounds and impressions that violated his senses. But without a single thought in his head. All day, he had been asked to find things, move, explain himself. Not questioned outright – they had avoided that until now. He’d stood there, like an immovable tower, seeing it all. His body had sensed and recorded it, the distance to reality dulled by death itself.


Slowly he began to move. He moved around the house with heavy, laboured movements. Gradually he regained his ability to think, his mobility, the pull of his emotions. And while the heaviness lay upon him, Thorkild tried to comprehend.


The mobile phone in his pocket rang. He dug it out and refused the call, then fiddled with it for a while to put it on silent; he was not great with technical stuff. One rash push of a button and he managed to open a list of his outgoing calls. He wondered about the latest – Michael. He could not quite recall their conversation, but the display showed that it had taken him just four minutes and forty-three seconds to inform his son of his mother’s death.


Michael had offered to call Nadia, his sister, himself.


Throughout the evening Thorkild wandered around the house. He didn’t eat or drink. He walked around a lifetime’s collection of things that appeared both animated, when he thought of the living Karen, and as treasures in a museum, when Karen’s death in small incomprehensible bits invaded and claimed him.


He held in his hand the flowered vase they had been given as a wedding present and which had stood on the dining table for twenty-two years. More often than not it was filled with the flowers that Karen bought. Always too expensive, finished bouquets. Thorkild spilled the flower water as he stood with the vase between his hands. He didn’t notice the water that formed a lake on the table runner but wondered why it held no flowers just now.


He sat at the desk. Looked at letters and envelopes and floral cards from Outer Mission, which Karen had intended for family or some of their few friends on birthdays and other special occasions. He opened the small pearl-studded box of stamps. Inside the lid was a damp pad to moisten stamps. Karen had bought it during their first real holiday, a vacation in Mallorca with the two children while they were still very young.


He opened her little calendar. Thorkild, it said somewhere in the month of April. Thorkild considered the sober message. Their wedding day. No red heart, no pet name. Just like Karen had always been. Matter-of-fact. Thorkild looked up the month of August, added Karen’s name and entered the date of her death. It occurred to him that it was a strange thing to do. But it felt good. Like a small ritual.


An angry buzz made him flinch. The mobile phone was dancing furiously on the coffee table. He grabbed it and read the text message from Michael:


N and I on the train now. Get in at 00:22. Will take a taxi.


His children were on their way from Copenhagen. He smiled. Michael was very practical, he had without a doubt arranged for pre-printed tickets for both of them and remembered to bring water bottles for the train journey. His son didn’t happily part with his money, would not dream of paying the extortionate train menu prices. It was hardly a coincidence that he had informed his father of the train’s exact arrival time.


Should he go and pick them up from Århus? Yes, he should. But the thought of it made him squint with incomprehension. A scene at the station? Was he expected to cry and hug both children? And the ride home, Nadia in the back seat. What should he say to them?


No. Everything had changed, and the kids would simply have to take a taxi. He could pay for it.


The absurdity of his thoughts made him groan and bury his head in his hands.


Then the urge to do something struck him.


He opened all the cupboards and drawers, turned on all the lights in the kitchen and let the porcelain and pots bask in it. He took his time, looked at every single item in what was actually Karen’s domain, and solemnly assigned each thing time and attention. When he had finished dwelling on each item and trying to summon Karen from each of the cake forks she had painstakingly collected, and each of the dishes she had stacked by size, he left the kitchen with the lights on and cabinets open.


He congratulated himself on having done something. It was probably healthy.


Moving on! He looked at the frames in the hall where Karen’s fabric prints were exhibited, from a brief period in her life when she attempted such projects. She’d referred, with a touch of humour, to these periods in her life as the textile-printing period, the calligraphy period, the origami period. He’d always liked her introspective quest for something to devote her time to. It struck him that he didn’t actually know what she was doing at the moment, or what she would call this current period, if she could. In fact, he could not remember having properly noticed anything since the era of the fabric prints. He looked at the date in the corner of one of them. They were three years old now. Strange and abstract, bright colours.


Later, Thorkild woke up in the rocking chair by the garden window. Apathetic and weary in every muscle in his body. He didn’t remember how, but he had fallen asleep. It was the middle of the night and he was suddenly wide awake. He remained seated. It was as if the night hours allowed him to rest. Karen had never been part of his nights when he meditatively paced around and tried to dig a sermon out of his head, or when he read and tried to keep pace with the latest research in the dialectical theology which had been his thesis topic at the theological faculty. As he sat there, he was in a familiar world where Karen didn’t belong.


For the first time he took her with him into his night. He wondered about Karen. What had she done all those hours when he was buried in his work?


He pictured her, always introspective and busy, working in the house and garden, preparing food, tending to weeds, polishing the old brass handles on the doors – she was obsessed with making them shine – or tidying the bathroom where she changed the towels every day. Or reading, or every now and then writing at her desk. Content.


But was this really how she’d spent her time when Thorkild worked? He wondered. Struggling to override the feelings and think clearly instead, he pursued clues. Wondered who she actually considered to be friends and who she socialised with. Were there others, besides the few from the parish that they occasionally saw? He knew a few. Asger, with whom she discussed the fiction she read. Isabella, her childhood friend. He tried to see connections. Make sense of it all. There was a certain satisfaction in thinking this way, but nothing revealed itself. Nothing suspicious, nothing unusual, nothing that could explain anything. Nevertheless he kept wondering as he stood up, walked into the hall, opened the bedroom door and fell asleep on the bed with all his clothes on.
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‘When your children have left home, does that make you old?’ she asked into the darkness and felt his lanky body respond to her voice. He turned towards her and Thea enjoyed the comfort of knowing that even now, after so many years, he always woke up and listened when she said something.


Because of course, time had left its mark. It was no different for them than for others who are in a relationship. Even secret lovers.


All the times they had left and returned to each other through the years, rediscovering the intensity and sinking back into the safety of their old habits. The first year, she would sleep with her lips pressed against his shoulder, which was sweaty and salty. A taste she could recall at any time and took with her into all the beds she slept in. They rarely did that now, when they had a night together. Now, they tore themselves loose from each other’s grip, settled in, wrapped themselves into their own blankets, trying to get a good night’s sleep.


In a way this was almost better, the homeliness of it. And Kristian still made an effort to answer her, even in the middle of the night, if she asked him something.


She let him wake up, knowing that the answer would come. The street lamp outside showed the contours of his face in the dark. It had taken him a long time to get used to the light at her place. She had bought blackout curtains, he had put them up.


And although he never complained about it, she knew that the city’s constant mumbling annoyed him. He was never fully rested when he was with her. Even on those rare Sunday mornings when she liked to sleep in, Kristian woke early and looked tired, so she wondered if he was wishing he was back at the house in Brabrand. A thought that she was reconciled with.


You can put up curtains, she thought. Keep the light out. But some things never change, like the sounds. They penetrate everything.


Then he was there. Placing a warm hand on her back and stroking her blonde hair.


‘I guess you are.’


Kristian Videbæk was forty-two years old, married to a woman named Mette, who was a high school teacher when she wasn’t on sick leave. He had a Peugeot 405 station wagon in the garage and two car seats in the back for their dark-haired girls, Emma and Victoria. Both times Kristian had become a father, Thea had been surprised with their choice of names.


‘Beautiful,’ he whispered. ‘You are far away. Are you in Roslinge?’


‘Yes, I suppose I am.’


‘Don’t you think you should get some sleep? You came back late yesterday. And we have to get up soon.’


Kristian also worked for the Århus Police. They had known each other a lifetime, long before Mette came into the picture. They’d attended the same class at the police academy. He had been two years her senior at Samsøgade Elementary, had hit her in the eye with a caramel on his last day of school. In a way he had always been there, near her.


‘Kristian. Are you asleep?’


‘Yes. In a minute. Shall I fetch some water for you?’


‘I’m going to question the vicar in Roslinge today.’


‘Do you want me to go with you?’


‘No, that’s not necessary. But I was watching him yesterday at the scene, where we found his wife. It really is a beautiful place.’


‘It is.’


‘He’s fifty-one, he has two grown children who have left home. He’s old, right?’ She turned towards him and cuddled up, rested her head under his chin. ‘Someone who has finished a major part of his life. Children and all that.’


He smiled in the darkness, she could feel it on his chin.


‘All that,’ he said.


‘Kristian, do you think I’m getting old?’


He kissed her bright hair.


‘Thea, I think you’re just as pretty and youthful and incredibly wise as you have always been in all the years I’ve known you. You aren’t the least bit old.’


‘Youthful. What a way to put it.’


He chuckled and yawned.


‘I never had all that.’


Her voice, as always when they discussed the topic, matter-of-fact, devoid of emotion. And as always, his was filled with tenderness.


‘Again, sweetheart?’


‘Again.’


‘OK. You made the choice many years ago that it wasn’t what you wanted. I wanted children. But you didn’t. No way.’


Kristian laughed.


‘You’ve always been like that. Then and now. Stood by your choices and fought for what you believed in. You wanted to be free, Thea. Bury yourself in work, do whatever the hell suited you. Work your way up.’


She always listened intently at this point, although she knew his words by heart. They had been said so many times between them.


‘And you succeeded. Already a seasoned detective, everyone I know in the force has great respect for you. And you’re still only thirty-nine. And youthful.’


‘You feel sorry for me. It’s so obvious.’


‘Yes. Maybe I do.’


She nodded in the dark.


‘I can’t have children.’


‘I know.’


‘I couldn’t then.’


‘I know that, too.’


‘I guess I’m just—’


‘—Telling yourself. Yes. I know, Thea, I know it all. For the millionth time: You don’t need to explain yourself to me.’


She turned, squeezed herself into his arms.


‘You’re the one who’s doing the explaining. Because I asked you to.’


He waited for the tears that always came at this stage of their shared narrative. It never failed. Three little shivers, his arm turned damp against her cheek, which rested on it. It was always quick, over before it had begun.


‘You didn’t want to go the long way the doctors recommended. You mourned over it for a while. But I was so proud of you. You never allowed it to become a negative story about you. You discovered the positive possibilities of your life instead. Without all that.’


‘Without all that. And without you, Kristian.’


‘I had to do something else.’


‘Yes.’


Thea looked up at him and kissed him.


‘I wonder who I am these days,’ she said and stood up, walked into the bathroom while he looked after her. The semi-long blonde hair fell to her shoulders. Her pale body, strong and slender, neither tall nor short. The way she walked, strangely stout, always focused. And yet so feminine, he had always thought so. Her breasts, he knew them so well. At meetings at work, he could picture them behind the light blue shirts and black jackets. Large without being heavy, always firm and yet soft when he held them in his hands.


In all the years he had known her, Thea had never talked about dieting, exercise and fitness, and he found this very attractive. Never the feminine way of picking on herself. She did that so rarely, even now when she was pushing forty. She had one of those bodies that stay in shape with everyday activity. She was not overly active, although she had a little red carbon-fibre kayak that she took out into the bay in summer, and she enjoyed skiing in winter.


Kristian and Mette had taken her with them on a Swedish farm holiday one summer. Thea had Victoria and Emma out fishing and canoeing, sleeping in tents, while Kristian and Mette had been able to relax and read books. It suited Thea, Kristian thought. Sweden was just like her. Beautiful without being showy, natural without being foot-shaped. Neither flat like Denmark or steep like Norway.


She brought him a glass of water when she came back. Gave it to him without a word.


‘Do you remember the personality tests those consultants made us take a few years ago?’ he whispered as she lay down again and wrapped the quilt around her. The street lamp was switched off, the grey dawn came creeping. He pressed himself against her.


‘Yes?’


‘We all had our quirks. Fluctuations here and there. Some were at one end of the scales, some were at the other.’


‘Yes.’


‘But you – you were bang in the middle of it all. A great balance. As common as any of us.’


‘Is that supposed to be a compliment?’


‘It’s who you are. My dream realm. Swedish, in fact.’


As if that was enough of an answer, she relaxed in his arms.


When he had gone, she drifted around the apartment. Drank the rest of the coffee. Watered the peace lilies she thought belonged in any home. Dressed and packed a bag with clothes, enough for a couple of days.


Before she zipped her toilet bag she applied mascara to her eyelashes. Just a hint. Not too much.
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She looked around, breathed in the gritty air and turned towards the local police officer, who stood on the stairs looking sceptical.


‘It’s fine. Absolutely fine, Devantier.’


It was Monday morning.


‘Well, there you have it. Again – I apologise for the state it’s in. I don’t really use this room. And cleaning … I’m divorced. It’s only women who clean the rooms they’re not using. If I’d known you were coming, I would have tidied up the place. But everything’s moving so quickly – as you well know. Yesterday, I have my first-ever murder in Roslinge. Today, I have twenty-odd police officers running all over town. And a house guest.’


The room was small and had been used for storage. There was a shelf with old children’s books, a small laminate table and an old-fashioned ship couch. A strip of dusty golden sunshine came in through the skylight and gave the room a peaceful colour.


Thea Krogh smiled at him, already comfortable with the thought of the hours she could spend in this room. Which was on the first floor of Bjørn Devantier’s residence in Roslinge.


This was how she preferred to do it. To go and live in the environment that she would investigate. Just for a few days. Usually it was a hostel or hotel, a couple of occasions she’d had an acquaintance in the area, and other times it was private accommodation with local police. As in this case, the local police station generally had a guest room available upon request.


It was easy for her. There was no one she needed to notify except for her colleagues at the station. No pets to be cared for. And the bag lay ready in her apartment, filled with everything she would need for a few days when, as in this case, she was summoned by her boss Anne-Grethe Schalborg with no time to prepare. Eight years at Århus Police, blessed with never having to feel guilty about letting anyone down.


The first time Thea had taken up residence in one of the towns during an investigation, it had been by accident. She’d sent Kristian home with the car while she stayed behind processing data at the makeshift workplace they had established in the no-frills local hotel. She’d offered to take a bus home, since Kristian was already running late and suffering an attack of bad conscience. That was when Emma, his eldest, was quite small and Mette was constantly on the phone to him; Thea remembered it clearly.


She’d lost track of time and place and of course the bus schedule, and had to stay at the hotel. She ended up staying there for five nights until they had finished their work. It was her first real case, and she’d been praised for her efforts, as she’d worked hard and set aside personal needs in the interest of solving the case.


Since then, she had made a virtue out of necessity.


Not because of the somewhat undeserved praise. But because she believed it made her think in a different way. That even in anonymous hotel rooms, the town came creeping, covering her like a layer of sounds and smells. In many of the villages she visited, it was probably a bit optimistic to talk of a pulse. But a breath. A certain mood or tension in the air. Perceiving that breath made her better, sharper. Of that she was sure.


Thea had always been fascinated by people. She devoured novels as a child, and as an adult she found herself studying literary history at university, simply because she loved the stories, the tragedies, the great epics with heroes, victims and villains. When, many years later and mostly by chance, she found herself in the police homicide department, she was very aware of that fascination and went out of her way to nurture it. In the course of her work, she gained access to all the personal stories that were interwoven in whatever crime they might be investigating. On returning to her room each night, she would sit thinking about the people she’d met.


As did most of her colleagues. Reviewing statements and drawing conclusions was part of the job.


But Thea reckoned her working conditions were more conducive, because she’d spend her evenings in a room where she was free to think without distractions from the TV, other people, laundry and chores. It was a method her mother drily referred to as never taking time off.


The appeal of living in whatever random places an investigation might take her had long since faded, and yet she carried on doing it. No sooner had she returned from one expedition than she’d pack a bag with toiletries, two sets of practical clothes, something warm and something rainproof, and a more stylish outfit for special occasions, so as to be ready for the next. And always there was the familiar, fundamental pang of relief when she took in her new quarters for the first time.


As she shoved her bag under the bed, Thea heard a rattling of cups and a coffee maker in action downstairs. She’d arranged a short meeting with the local officer, Bjørn Devantier, so he could give her an overview of the town.


She should have sat down and written the preliminary report on the case to Anne-Grethe, but she didn’t have the energy. Writing reports had never been a favourite task of hers, especially since her boss subjected them to such close scrutiny that a lot of time and thought had to go into every line. For the time being Anne-Grethe would have to settle for a text message. They were settling in and everything had gone according to plan thus far. That was all there was to say, really. She dug out her phone and browsed through a considerable number of missed calls. She checked her voicemail and heard her boss’s familiar, matter-of-fact voice inviting her to call as soon as possible. Three journalists, one local, one from a larger newspaper and one from the Danish news agency Ritzau, all of whom had good sources within the police, had left messages asking for a statement. Hungry as always on a Monday morning. And then a message from Anne-Grethe yet again, instructing her to refer all calls from journalists to the relatively new department of communications. And to call said department at her earliest convenience.


Instead, she called Kristian and heard his hurried voice amidst a clamour of background noise.


‘I’m at the shop. It’s Victoria’s birthday party tomorrow, I have a massive shopping list. Can I call you later?’


‘Sure, but it’s nothing important. I didn’t call for a reason. Just wanted to let you know that I’m all settled in Roslinge. I’ve got a room at the local station.’


‘There’s no hotel?’


‘No, there isn’t. There’s hardly anything here.’


‘Didn’t we once look at a house in Roslinge? That old dairy – needed at least a million kroner worth of restoration? You thought it would be so lovely.’


Kristian tutted, the beeping grew louder, he was probably approaching the checkout.


‘God, yes. No, wait – that was in Vilå. But it’s pretty close to Roslinge.’


Kristian snorted at the other end of the line.


‘Good lord, look at that line! I have to make pizza for sixteen kids, can you believe it? Is it cheating if I buy them ready-made?’


She smiled, picturing him there.




6


Thea Krogh would rather have gone alone. It went against proper procedure, but there were many situations where she believed that she would get further by speaking in confidence, establishing an understanding with the individual. And that was best done person to person and without the mp3 recorder’s red eye, which served as a constant reminder to the interviewee that they should choose their words very carefully.


Fortunately, her current rank meant that the officers who accompanied her on assignments remained in the background, leaving her to steer the conversation. It was a tacit agreement, honouring the strict hierarchy that exists in every workplace. She could not, however, escape the mp3 recorder, but eventually she’d learned to appreciate it. More often than not she would invite a colleague to listen to the tape before drawing her own conclusions. Usually it was Kristian, who was always willing to help, although he’d recently been assigned to the new task force dealing with biker-gangs.


He was her preferred source for a second opinion. Nine times out of ten he had no comment to offer, but when he did it was worth hearing. Moreover she enjoyed their time together in his office, with him perching on the edge of the desk and listening. As if this was the real police work: listening intently to what had been said, picking up on subtle nuances. Kristian’s ear was so finely tuned that he could make out the person’s body language from shifts in their tone of voice, an ability that was all the more admirable given that his keen hearing was usually wasted on Pop FM.


Refusing to carry out the interrogation at the local police station, Thea had summoned Bjørn Devantier to accompany her to the vicarage on Monday afternoon. A person’s home said more than a thousand words. On the drive over, she pictured the process. She would mix standard questions with the questions she thought were needed to open up this particular man. Her approach was, she realised, based on some very stereotypical views of villagers, vicars, men, black-clad fifty-year-olds. Then again Thea’s homespun psychology generally proved accurate. It was depressingly rare for one of these stereotypes to surprise her, for the outcome to be anything other than the one she’d predicted.


She discovered that she was looking forward to seeing Thorkild Christensen again with the same avid anticipation usually reserved for the latest episode of one of her favourite TV series. The next chapter of this man. She wondered where in the grief process he found himself. In shock, reacting, or already going into the repair phase? How far along the arduous path towards reorientation that awaits mourners like an oasis on the horizon? Visiting the bereaved usually made her stomach clench, knowing what she was about to put them through, her questions forcing them to confront the very things that are the most painful to recall. Not the drama – what happened – but the mundane. The everyday routines that she always asked about. Those were things that made relatives sob with longing, recalling the one who used to walk the dog, the one who brought flowers home every payday, the one who remembered the Christmas gift for grandma, the one who was absolutely impossible when she was having her period. For some reason she had a feeling that the visit to the vicar would be different. Perhaps because grief and misery and furious demands for justice and reason were hardly new to him. In his line of work, he must have been bombarded with desperate appeals from people demanding to know why.


She parked the car, a nondescript black Ford Mondeo, at the kerb. It was a pretty vicarage, an old building made from red brick, worn but well kept. A large house that sprawled over the plot and probably contained numerous rooms, garrets and crawl spaces. The yard was gravelled, two big pots of evergreen topiary stood by the front door. And behind the house she could just make out the garden that sloped down towards the meadow and creek, glittering in the bright sun. There were people at work, probably the forensic techs, squatting by the creek as if they were collecting mud samples. It was windy, and the large apple trees that surrounded the vicarage whistled majestically. Bjørn Devantier was already there, standing on the pavement, smoking.


‘You just missed the kids,’ he said. ‘Michael and Nadia. They’ve driven up to Randers to see their grandmother. She lives in a nursing home there, she hasn’t heard yet. Apparently they’re not sure whether they should tell her. She suffers from dementia.’


‘Are they coming back? We need to talk to them as well. Today. You should have stopped them.’


‘I’m sure they will,’ said Devantier, looking as if it hadn’t occurred to him that the children might do otherwise. ‘I’m sorry, but their mother just died and they wanted to go tell a relative. They’ll probably want to be with their father.’


At that precise moment, the vicar opened the door.


Thea shook Thorkild Christensen’s warm hand, sat down in the deep burgundy sofa in the living room. She set up the recorder without thinking, it was a routine task. She tried to take in the room without being too obvious. The most obvious thing was the smell, she thought. An aroma of sweetness and spice and something strangely artificial – like a squirt from a can of ant poison in the middle of a rainforest. That was often the way. The other senses generated so many words, they would quickly settle into certain patterns. This was not the case with smells. She remembered reading once that infatuation is mostly brought on by odours, because we have no defence against those particular sensory impressions.


The vicar emerged from the kitchen with teacups and a steaming pot on a tray. He looked directly at her with a smile, as if he was amused by her judgmental eyes, and with a certain confidence, as if he meant to impart some truth with that. Again, he was dressed in black; or at least the shirt was black but softened by a pair of loose-fitting jeans, which struck her as suitable for a vicar on his day off. He looked clean-shaven and plausible, his hair was damp and displayed the furrows of a comb that had recently passed through. The eyes were tired, but alive and kicking.


‘Here you go, have some coffee.’ And then, in the same breath: ‘Much as I enjoy impaling worshippers on Sundays, I’m not a killer.’


He looked down, was silent for a while. Bjørn Devantier’s eyebrows rose disapprovingly, he found the comment inappropriate. Thea suddenly felt acutely alive and present. She ignored the buzzing phone in her pocket.


Thorkild looked up again. The lines in his face were very deep, the eyes glistening from their sockets. I wonder if it’s fire or tears in there, she wondered.


‘Pardon my sarcasm. I’ve seen so much sorrow, I know so much about grief. But it’s as if I have trouble dealing with it now. I keep judging myself. What am I doing, what am I feeling? Do I miss her? Do I miss Karen?’


He looked into the room, facing the well-kept garden’s sturdy trees.


‘Do you?’ she asked him, her voice neutral.


Thorkild Christensen considered his answer.


‘In moments, she’s present. There are sounds, sensations, moments where I forget everything and think it’s just a dream. And then there are times when the horror of it all is abundantly clear to me. I’m so confused. I would like to have loved her. But do you know when I am most aware of the fact that she’s gone? It’s when I notice that some of the things she does – or did – are no longer there to annoy me.’


Thorkild looked up: ‘So. Did I love her?’


He looked at Thea, as if she had the answer to that very question. She understood him, and she didn’t. Is it always so simple that you can simply respond to that after a whole lifetime of ups and downs? Listen, Vicar, did you love your wife? She followed his gaze out to the elm trees and the empty clothes-line. The idea of the hardworking, brave little vicar’s wife wearing wellies and a scarf over her hair flickered past her mind’s eye. This was a place where industrious, brave wives hung their wet clothes out to dry.


The vicar smiled wryly.


‘Thorkild,’ Devantier broke in impatiently, ‘what the hell happened here?’


‘You’re probably going to ask me whether she had enemies or anything like that, right?’


‘Yes. Well, not in those words,’ said Thea. ‘We usually ask if anyone might have had reason to do her harm. There can be many reasons. More than you would imagine.’


Bjørn Devantier nodded, poured some coffee.


The vicar was still smiling. ‘You’d really like me to say no, right? Everybody loved her. Everybody loves me. Everyone loves us. But we’re so damn alone. As human beings, that is. You make a point of being your true self, and then people don’t like you. You come together to escape the loneliness, but then you forget yourself.’


There was smouldering passion in Thorkild Christensen’s voice, but he stopped himself. Caught Thea’s eye.


‘There were many who didn’t like her,’ he said soberly. ‘But I think I loved her because she did things her own way. As if she was liberated from the constant preoccupation with whether others liked her. People don’t care for that. Not needing the company of others is like poison – especially in a small place such as this. Nor am I free of it myself. She was so introverted that I would often ask myself what I meant to her. Do we ever know whether others truly love us?’ Thorkild looked up with the last word. ‘We just have to trust it. Then suddenly someone kills her, and what is left to trust any more? Except for the fact that she must have mattered enough to another human being to be worth killing.’


‘Was she? Worth killing,’ said Thea, surprised to realise that she’d never put that question so directly to a spouse during an interrogation.


Thorkild laughed in a way that Thea believed contained both an element of bitterness and genuine warmth.


‘I don’t suppose she mattered to me to the extent that I would ever do anything … so violent. When she did something nice for me, I was happy and bought her flowers. The last time was in February. Hyacinths, actually. I thought we were the ones who meant the most to each other. But suddenly it turns out there’s someone who considered her worth killing.’


‘Do you suspect anyone?’ Thea had to clear her throat. The vicar looked remote.


‘When some of the women wouldn’t say hello to her in the supermarket, she said that they were hurting her. She’d talk about it calmly, as if it was irrelevant, yet I always knew that this was indeed how she felt. So who could have killed her, if not everyone?’


‘Who did she socialise with here?’


‘Not many. Some through my work, of course, but nothing significant. More like courtesy visits. Asger Jørgensen – she met up with him to discuss literature.’


Thea took note of the name.


Suddenly overcome by emotion, he got up and threw open the patio door, letting cold air in. For a while he stood there in the doorway, then he took off, striding away into the garden.


‘Excuse me, but we need to get moving,’ Devantier said to Thea. ‘Bring him in later, you can go over his love life in all the detail you want. Right now, we need something to go on here, something to work with. My phone won’t stop ringing.’


‘Neither will mine,’ said Thea, annoyed at his criticism, but also aware of the legitimacy of it. ‘I realise the urgency of the situation, believe me. But this is crucial. Letting him set the pace here might help me win his trust, convince him that we’re not looking for easy answers.’


She struggled to find the right words to explain. ‘This man either knows something or he doesn’t. But look at what he’s told us in a matter of minutes, at the very beginning of our interrogation. He goes straight to love, their love for each other, their relationship. What we decide to reveal to others is just as important as the things we try to hide. Every choice he makes tell us something. Trust me: the extra minutes we spend with him now could well pay off later on.’


Devantier pointed towards her buzzing pocket. ‘Not everybody agrees with you on that.’


Thea ignored him. Began to look around instead.


It’s so easy to see the conformity. What fits and confirms everything. The heavy bookcases with heavyweight literature, tables and chairs arranged so it seems that people are expected to engage in conversation when they’re in the same room. Paintings and art posters that speak of tradition, history and modern religious art.


Thea always tried to see the things that were slightly out of kilter. It didn’t take her long to identify them. A coloured sculpture of a French clown. Some children’s drawings. A book entitled The History of Pornography. A festive picture of revellers with drinks, caught in the glare of a flashbulb. A giant television, its screen the same size as a modern flat-screen, but with a cathode sticking three feet out the back and with a collection of Quentin Tarantino videos scattered across the tiled table. A star chart for astrologers. A primitive calendar hanging on the wall, homemade on a computer with two columns – one for Thorkild Christensen, and one for Karen. Most entries had been done on the computer, but in Karen’s column a few things had been written by hand: ‘K out’ every Tuesday evening and ‘B’ every Thursday. Thea noticed it automatically, she had a gift for memorising weekdays, dates and times.


She stood up, went across to examine the grainy celebratory shot. Two women, three men, smiling from a café table with raised mojito cocktails. She didn’t recognise the men, but one of the women was definitely Karen Simonsen. Her dark hair was longer than the pageboy hair she’d seen on the dead woman, and tied into a bun at the back of her head. Her cheeks were flushed, the blue eyes looking in an excited, almost reverent way at the photographer. She was wearing a sleeveless but very becoming top. The café table hid the rest of the relatively slender body. The other woman was laughing at the camera, her eyes closed from the flashlight. One of the three men had red, drunken eyes, the other was laughing at the third, whose neck was the only part of him that was visible, filling most of the foreground. It was not a good photo in any sense: overexposed, badly composed. Why was it on the wall?


Thorkild Christensen materialised behind her, apparently reading her thoughts.


‘Who are the mysterious people in the picture?’ he asked, then continued: ‘These are some of Karen’s classmates from Århus. It’s from before I knew her. I found it in a drawer of her old pictures, back when we moved to Roslinge. I’m the one who put it up. Karen couldn’t for the life of her understand why I would want it on the wall.’


He stood there for a while.


‘I think it’s a great picture,’ he said, rocking indecisively on his feet as if waiting for Thea’s next move. She waved her arm and invited him to sit again. A faint shadow of fatigue slid over the vicar’s face.


Thea pointed to the wall calendar, but Thorkild was way ahead of her.


‘Yes, I thought you would ask. “K out” means Karen out. She always put it like that. Even when she got a mobile phone a few years back and learned to text. If I wrote and asked where she was, she always replied Out. But on Tuesday nights she would usually attend something. She sang in a choir for a while. Then it was the gym – they have different things on. Karen went there sometimes. She also went to night school in Århus a while back.’


‘Are you sure? That she actually went to those places,’ said Bjørn Devantier. The vicar fixed him with his gaze.


‘No, I suppose I’m not. I’ve never checked, if that’s what you mean. Never had a reason to. Besides I think it’s important that people have some space. That it isn’t always anybody else’s business what you’re doing. But I’ve no idea what “B” is every Thursday. She drove to Århus on Thursdays. She said. Drank coffee, took a walk in the pedestrian precinct. She loves Århus.’


Bjørn Devantier’s phone rang again; he got up and went outside. They sat quietly for a while.


‘I studied astronomy, back in the day.’ Thea pointed at the star chart. ‘It was the first thing I studied. But it didn’t stick.’


‘Why not?’ Thorkild asked.


‘Natural science seemed too remote. There was no room for interpretation, only logical proof. It never really engaged me, because every time I tried to understand the meaning of it all, I was told that I was going beyond the boundaries of my field.’


Thorkild nodded, suddenly alert and encouraging. ‘Logical proof. It sounds remarkably like police work.’


She smiled. ‘So I switched to literature. From one extreme to another. With fiction, nothing was ever carved in stone. Everything was up for discussion and individual viewpoints.’


‘What happened, then?’


‘It was coincidence that led me to the police academy. I saw an advertisement in the cinema, and I had a friend who spoke well of it. It’s a long way from the academic disciplines. But I soon found out that it suited me. You know…’


She looked up enquiringly, decided to continue.


‘…detective work is a mixture of positivism and hermeneutics. Things are as they are once you’ve finally proved them, but to get there you go through many interpretations of the same events.’


Thorkild Christensen smiled at her. A bright smile and, she thought, relieved. He offered her more coffee. Bjørn Devantier came back in, wiping his feet carefully on the mat in front of the terrace door.


‘We need to go now, Thea. As in right now. Anne-Grethe Schalborg would like you to call her back immediately.’


‘A breakthrough?’ the vicar asked.


Bjørn Devantier sent him a look, not unkind. ‘When I know, you’ll know, Thorkild.’


‘I suppose,’ said the vicar slowly, ‘it’s a matter of everybody else working this case wanting to know what I’ve told you. Whether you think I did it. How best to investigate. I expect you’d better go tell them, then.’


Afterwards, in the dry heat of the Mondeo, Thea couldn’t help wondering what had happened. She didn’t know what kind of conversation they had had, but she felt wiser. They had actually talked. In some ways, though it hadn’t fit with her preconceived notions, it hadn’t offered up any new stereotypes either. It had been strange.


Thea shook her head. This had indeed taken longer than planned. And time was crucial, everybody needed to start ringing doorbells and piecing things together.


She hurriedly made arrangements with Devantier concerning the rest of the day’s work and grabbed her phone.
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It was Tuesday afternoon, just two days after Karen Simonsen’s body was pulled from the river. Thea Krogh was wearing her uniform jacket over the blue shirt.


She’d called a meeting of the investigation team so that they could hopefully draw preliminary conclusions. The conference room belonged to Bjørn Devantier and was located in the basement of the A-shaped villa that housed Roslinge’s local police station as well as Devantier’s private residence on the ground floor, and the first-floor guest room where Thea was staying.


The conference room was cramped and showed obvious signs of Devantier’s hasty efforts to clear up five minutes before his colleagues arrived. Piles of paper had become one big pile, two foam mattresses had been hurled out into the hall, a damp cloth had left tracks in the dust on the heavy wooden table, made from lacquered beech. The chairs had been ripped from a stack and looked unmistakably like old classroom chairs: uncomfortable and worn. There was a bulletin board with outdated phone numbers for the Emergency Room and doctor in attendance, as well as an impressive collection of framed certificates and newspaper clippings with pictures of Devantier and a German shepherd.


Fortunately, his first priority had been to put the coffee on, and the aroma went some way to alleviate the claustrophobic atmosphere in the room. Colleagues shook hands as they arrived, and the roll of plastic cups was passed round with a clacking sound. The dog could be heard barking furiously from the upper floor until Bjørn Devantier, embarrassed, ran up the stairs and shouted a command so the animal went silent. Thea sent him a measured nod.


‘OK, good morning, everyone. It’s good to see you. We have quite a task ahead of us.’
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