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FATAL CROSSING
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The balding man looked like any other middle-aged, African schoolteacher. He wore light grey cords and a freshly ironed shirt. Calmly and methodically he poured Earl Grey tea into floral china cups. Nora caught a faint hint of almond oil and detergent as he leaned over the small, battered table with the tiled top and politely added milk to her tea. He dropped two lumps of sugar into his own cup and stirred it once. Then he started his account of executions, rapes, mutilations and murders.


The stories swirled around Nora's head, one atrocity overtaking the next. Schoolchildren witnessing the gang rape of their teacher before they themselves were hacked to death with machetes. Massacres of villagers that went on until the murderers were too tired to lift their arms and so they locked up the survivors with the corpses until the next day when the killing resumed. The man, who for his own security could only be referred to as ‘Mr Benn’, resumed his monotonous narrative.


Nora clutched her cup. The urge to throw hot tea into the face of the impassive man was overwhelming. To get a reaction, detect a hint of humanity in his expressionless face. Emotion. Regret.


And yet she controlled herself. Because that's how Nora Sand, foreign correspondent for the Danish weekly magazine Globalt, operates: she listens, she gathers information, and she writes. She's a pro.


‘I have one final question,’ she said in a neutral voice.


He gave her a look that had left humanity behind a long time ago.


‘Yes?’


‘Why? Why did you do it?’


He gave a light shrug. ‘Why not? It's what they deserved. They were nothing but cockroaches. All we did was clean out the kitchen.’


Nora shuddered. She fumbled with a button on her Dictaphone. Then she switched it off and got up, a little too abruptly.


Pete, who had been sitting in the corner, rose too, swapped lenses on his camera and got to work.


Shadowy photographs of the man who now called himself Mr Benn. Blurred pictures of his face. Close-ups of his dark hands. And although Mr Benn's hands were clean and his nails well manicured, Nora thought she could still see traces of blood.


They were the images of a man who had kept his liberty because he had chosen to inform on those higher up the chain of command. His evidence had enabled him to pass through the British asylum system and today he enjoyed a peaceful life in a southern English coastal town where the most exciting thing that ever happened was the annual fete. Nora wanted to throw up.
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Pete appeared outside. Nora dug out the car keys and tossed them to him. He caught them in mid-air.


‘You drive. I’m knackered,’ she said, getting into the passenger side of his battered Ford Mondeo.


He raised his eyebrows. ‘Tough?’


He was a man of few words, but when he did speak what he said was weighty and uttered in an unmistakable Australian accent.


Nora had a lot she wanted to get off her chest, but the words stuck in her throat.


‘There are limits to how much —’


Pete quietly stowed his equipment in the boot, got in and started the car. Instead of following the road that would take them back on to the motorway to London, he chose the coastal route.


Nora said nothing. They had worked together ever since she first came to London five years ago as a rookie journalist. After countless assignments and trips ranging from Africa to East European countries, they could practically read each other's minds.


The sun cast its last rays of pale daylight across the landscape, as they reached the small fishing village of Brine and parked behind a pub.


Nora shivered and pulled up her jacket collar around her ears.


They strolled down to the beach where the grey sea merged with the mother-of-pearl sky. The wind nipped at their cheeks, and half an hour later Nora could feel the poison slowly leaving her system. Or rather, it was encapsulated, reduced to a manageable size and stored in a dark place inside her on a shelf with stories of similar contents and calibre.


‘Come on, let's head back into the village. They do great fish — I’ve been here once before with Caroline,’ Pete said.


As always a touch of sadness crept into his voice when he mentioned the love of his life, who had long since gone back to Melbourne and married a surgeon.


They strolled up narrow lanes that felt eerily abandoned during the working week before the onslaught of the tourist season.


‘Hey, hang on.’


Nora had stopped outside a shop very different from the pastel-coloured motley of pottery shops and delis selling smoked fish that usually drew in the tourists. The paint on the front was peeling and the windows were filthy, but Nora could make out something behind the window pane: a scuffed, tan leather suitcase, the perfect addition to her collection at home.


She tried the door, which, much to her surprise, opened.


A smell of mould and dust wafted towards her from a room crammed full with so much stuff that the walls looked close to collapsing. Leather-bound books were stacked in tall piles along one wall, and against the other walls bookcases were laden down with crystal glasses and mismatched china.


The few gaps between the bookcases were taken up with paintings of varying quality. Nora surmised that ships were a favourite subject.


In a backroom a scratchy Glenn Miller record had just about finished being ‘In the Mood’. Behind the counter a man with a huge red beard was humming along to it while polishing a brass candlestick.


‘Welcome,’ he said with a smile.


Nora smiled back and had a quick look around the shop. She was briefly tempted by a scallop-shaped, silver plate butter dish, but her attention returned to the suitcase she had seen in the window.


‘May I have a closer look at that, please?’ she asked, pointing to it.


The man wiggled his way out from behind the counter. He was big, but moved with remarkable agility as he zigzagged between shabby second-hand furniture and tired-looking house clearance stock


He removed a tin box and a stack of LPs and eased out the suitcase from under the goods displayed in the window.


‘It came in only last week. Excellent condition,’ he said.


Nora reached out her hand to touch. Real leather. Dark brown, scratched. Just the right shabby appeal.


‘So, how much were you thinking?’ she said casually.


The man grunted and narrowed his eyes. ‘How about fifty pounds?’


Nora pulled a face. ‘I was thinking more like twenty.’


‘It's real leather,’ he countered.


Nora tried the lock. It didn’t open. She frowned. ‘Is it jammed?’


The man shrugged. ‘It's nothing that a hairpin and a bit of dexterity wouldn’t fix,’ he then said.


‘Yes, but there could be anything inside that suitcase. And it might be mouldy.’


The man took it from her and shook it. It made a low thud.


‘Hmm. Could be paper. Listen, if you agree to forty quid, you’ll get the contents for free. Sold as seen. Who knows? You might find a winning lottery ticket. Chance of a lifetime!’


Three minutes later Nora emerged, thirty pounds poorer, but holding the suitcase.


‘You’re incorrigible,’ Pete said, rolling his eyes.


‘I know, I know. But you have to agree it’ll be perfect for that spot under the coffee table next to the cabin trunk.’


Pete shook his head and dragged her onwards up the hill.


They ate freshly fried plaice with mushy peas and hand cut chips. When they were finally back in the car and Pete had put The Eagles on the CD player and programmed the satnav to ‘home’, Nora had recovered enough to start composing the article about the schoolteacher from Rwanda in her mind.


When Pete dropped her off outside her flat in Belsize Park, she was bone tired and only just managed to drag herself through the door, clean her teeth and collapse into bed.
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The sound of Big Ben echoed through her flat. It was the special ringtone on her mobile she had assigned to her boss, Oscar Krebs. Among his staff he was known as the Crayfish because of his knack for spotting weaknesses in a story and snipping away at it with his claws until it fell apart, or the journalist came back with more convincing research. Or so he said. Others at the magazine claimed the name matched the colour of his face when he was stressed.


Nora respected his obsession with double- and sometimes triple-checking every story before it was published in Globalt. However, she was thoroughly fed up with the Crayfish's chronic inability to grasp the concept of Greenwich Mean Time. Forgetting she was one hour behind him in Copenhagen was bad enough. Insisting she was one hour ahead was even worse. Having tried repeatedly to explain it to him, Nora had come to accept that there are certain things in this world you’ll never teach your boss.


‘You’ve been up for hours, I imagine,’ the Crayfish said, sounding bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.


Nora squinted at the alarm clock on her bedside table. It was six thirty a.m. British time. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed.


‘Hmm.’


‘Excellent. When can you deliver Rwanda? We’ve scheduled you for page seven, and we go to print early this afternoon.’


She muttered something about two o’clock Danish time, rang off and staggered into the flat's only decent room which she had turned into a living room/study/library/kitchenette. Still half asleep she observed her usual morning ritual — she turned on her laptop, then the TV to BBC News 24, switched on the kettle — and plodded towards the tiny bathroom.


And that was where her routine was brought to an abrupt halt when suddenly she found herself sprawled on the hall floor, having tripped over the suitcase she had dumped there late last night. The lock had sprung open and a pile of Polaroids had spilled out of the gaping suitcase. Nora sat up on the floor and opened the suitcase fully.


She picked up the Polaroids and flicked through them. All were of young girls, teenagers. Lone girls standing up against walls, inside and out, in a pose with few variations. They all looked straight into the camera lens.


Some flirted openly with the camera, a smile on their lips. Others looked shy and awkward. Judging by their hair and clothes, Nora took the pictures to range from sometime in the 1980s, based on the MC Hammer trousers, hair gel and oversized sweatshirts, up until the 1990s, where there was one picture of a girl wearing a T-shirt with U2 on it.


The collection must be that of an amateur photographer; this much she had learned from working alongside Pete. It wasn’t a professional portfolio, rather a quirky little insight into a provincial photographer's tentative attempt to master the difficult art of photography. A man who was fascinated by young women, but who had clearly never learned anything about choosing a subject or lighting, and didn’t possess an ounce of artistic flair. She shrugged and was about to close the suitcase when her eyes were drawn to an image that stood out from the rest.


Two girls in the same picture. A smiling blonde, slightly chubby, but pretty. Next to her a petite, dark-haired girl scowled at the photographer. It must have been summer; they were wearing shorts and standing against a white background. She dated the faded ‘Feed the World’ T-shirt to one or two years after the Live Aid concert in 1985.


But it wasn’t the T-shirt that had caught her attention. It was the sign with the big red arrow behind the two girls and the caption, in Danish, that read: Car Deck 2.


She put the Polaroid to one side and went to the loo, cleaned her teeth and splashed water on her face. Made herself a cup of strong Nescafé, adjusted the colour with milk, sat down in front of the computer and turned on the Dictaphone.


Mr Benn's emotionless voice filled the room, and in the hours that followed there was nothing but him and his horrors in Nora's life. Her fingers flew across the keyboard.
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Nora had submitted her article and while she waited for feedback, she made a half-hearted attempt at tidying up the piles of paper on her desk. She checked the fridge and wondered if she had the energy for a trip to Whole Foods in Kensington. She could spend hours at their three floors stocked with exquisite foods and would always come home with an empty purse and her arms laden with Italian goat cheese, spelt crackers, organic blackcurrants or cheesecake from the bakery. But she could feel that today wasn’t one of those days.


Something about the picture from the car deck kept troubling her; it evoked the sadness you feel when looking at old photographs of soldiers, grinning young men who thought they were immortal, but today exist only as letters carved on a mossy war memorial in Normandy.


She tried to shake off the sense of tragedy. By now the two girls had probably been married and divorced several times over, and forgotten all about a ferry crossing made decades ago.


Yet Nora picked up the Polaroid of the two girls once more. One dark, the other fair. The gaze of the blonde girl was hard, as if challenging whoever had been behind the lens: What the hell do you want? The dark one looked shy. Her head was tilted and her gaze turned downwards, as if she dared only peer up indirectly at the spectator.


She turned over the picture. Nothing on the back.


The hiss of her entryphone interrupted her thoughts.


‘Yes?’ she answered tentatively.


‘Good afternoon — this is the police. Someone has reported a domestic disturbance,’ she heard in Danish spoken with a broad north Jutland accent.


Argh! It had completely slipped her mind that she was meant to be having lunch with Andreas today.


The two of them had been friends since Sixth Form, but at their leavers’ ball Andreas had too much to drink and declared her his undying love. When Nora had felt unable to reciprocate his feelings and asked if they could just stay friends, he had avoided her from that moment on.


Soon afterwards Nora had gone Interrailing, then travelled to England for her gap year, and Andreas was accepted by the Police Academy. Since graduating he had worked his way up the ranks and was now with Violent Crimes. Nora had kept an eye on him from afar and now time appeared to have healed his wounded pride. He had found her on Facebook and sent her a message saying he would be in London for a couple of weeks as he was taking part in a Scotland Yard course on terror cells.


Nora checked her diary, which had ended up under an old copy of the Guardian, a WHO report on child poverty and an article about immigration torn from The Economist.


Quite right. It read: Lunch, Andreas 1.30 p.m.


‘So what's it to be?’ he said through the intercom.


She buzzed him in. ‘Come upstairs. I’ll be ready in a sec.’


The square shoulders and the corn-yellow hair over brown eyes were Andreas, just as she remembered him. And yet she could see that the years had left their mark on his face. He had grown up.


He opened his arms without a word and she disappeared into his enormous embrace.


‘Still as lovely as a mermaid,’ he said with that crooked smile of his.


Nora rolled her eyes.


‘At least you haven’t grown a walrus moustache like a cartoon copper. That would have been more than I could handle.’


She flung out her hand and invited him into her flat, which seemed even more microscopic with a towering, muscular policeman inside it.


‘I’ve been working since I got up this morning. I need a quick shower before we go anywhere. Would you like some coffee while you wait?’


‘Really? I thought you were taking me to lunch in your Kung Fu dressing gown. You’ve grown rather dull in your old age, haven’t you?’ Andreas grinned and had a good look around her flat.


Nora pretended to be affronted, pointed to the kettle and tossed her head.


‘Water. Coffee. Milk in the fridge. I’ll be in the bathroom.’


She let the warm water cascade over her body while she wondered where to take Andreas. There was the organic Honey Bee Café around the corner, or they could go to the tapas bar by the tube station. She dismissed the idea. Too exotic for the North Jute he still was. She decided on the little Turkish place behind the supermarket.


She dried her hair and quickly put on a nearly clean white T-shirt, a pair of black jeans and sandals. A line around her blue-green eyes and a dab of lip gloss later she was pretty much ready to have lunch in style.


When she returned to the living room, Andreas was sitting pensively with a mug of coffee in one hand and the Polaroid of the two girls in the other.


‘Is this a story you’re working on?’


Nora shook her head.


‘I bought an old suitcase yesterday and that picture was one of a bundle caught behind the lining,’ she explained, gesturing towards the suitcase still lying in the hall. ‘I don’t know what it is, but something about that photo bugs me. And I’m annoyed that I can’t place it. It feels as if I ought to know,’ she said.


Andreas narrowed his eyes. ‘It looks like one of the girls is wearing a bracelet. Do you have a magnifying glass?’


Nora rummaged around some drawers and found one under a pile of safety pins, coloured chalk and old chargers she had never got round to throwing out.


She took the Polaroid from Andreas. He was right; on the wrist of one of the girls she could make out a bracelet with individual letters on single beads. It was out of focus, but Nora thought she could read an ‘L’ ... and possibly an ‘E’ or an ‘I’.


Lene? Line? Lisette? Lea? None of those names brought her any closer to finding out what it was about the picture that intrigued her. Was there something familiar about the ferry where the picture had been taken?


Andreas interrupted her train of thought. ‘I don’t know about you, but I haven’t had any breakfast yet, so how about it? Am I going to get something to eat today or what?’
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Soon they were seated in Abdul's and Andreas had impressed Nora by ordering from the menu like a regular customer. Köfte, cacik and pide, and he even said Tesekkür to Abdul, who had put on his best smile in honour of the occasion.


Nora raised her eyebrows.


‘What?’ Andreas said archly. ‘Or maybe you don’t think Aalborg Airport has international departures?’


‘I’m sorry. Only I remember you as more of a meat and two veg kind of guy. I had to nag you for hours to get you to try lasagne,’ she said with a rather sheepish smile.


‘People change,’ he said with a light shrug.


Abdul fetched a jug of ice water and Nora's thoughts started circling the picture of the two girls once more.


‘Something about that photo keeps bothering me. It's as if I ought to know the girls,’ she began.


Andreas nodded. ‘Same here.’


‘OK. Two girls. One of them has a name starting with L. Or maybe she had a boyfriend whose name began with an L. On a ferry? Lise on the ferry? Line? Lis ...?’


And suddenly, just as Abdul placed a red plastic basket of warm Turkish bread on the table, the penny dropped.


‘Lisbeth!’ she said, slapping her forehead. ‘Christ Almighty, Andreas! It's Lisbeth. L for Lisbeth. Don’t you remember the case? The girls from the England ferry?’


It was one of those cases that sometimes featured in documentaries. Last Easter when she went back to Denmark and had lunch with Trine in her holiday cottage, Nora had caught the end of a programme which declared — yet again — that what had happened to Lisbeth and the other girl, whose name Nora couldn’t remember, was still a mystery.


Andreas nodded, tore off a chunk of bread and popped it into his mouth. ‘Yes. I remember that.’


Nora racked her brains to recall the case. ‘Something about them going missing from that ferry. And how they were never seen again.’


Andreas shrugged. ‘It's an old case. My guess is they ended up at the bottom of the sea. And they’ll never be found. Come to think of it, my Uncle Svend works with one of the guys who investigated the original case.’


Their food arrived, and they fell silent while they filled their plates. When they had been eating for some time, Nora could no longer restrain herself.


‘Please would you call your uncle? I have to know right now.’


Andreas leaned back and watched her through half-closed eyes.


‘You don’t think it can wait until we’ve finished our lunch?’


‘Please? I’ll get the coffee,’ she tempted him.


Andreas let out a small sigh and found his mobile.


Nora caught Abdul's eye and signalled ‘coffee’ while Andreas rang his uncle.


The coffee arrived in a small copper jug with tiny glasses and two pieces of Turkish Delight neatly arranged on a white paper doily.


Nora poured coffee for Andreas and herself, while he spoke to his uncle. She sipped the strong coffee and added a lump of sugar to take the edge off the extreme bitterness.


Andreas rounded off the call. ‘All right then, give my love to Annika.’


He took his time, drank some coffee, pulled a face and added sugar.


Nora looked daggers at him. ‘Right. Out with it.’


‘You were spot on. My uncle works with Karl Stark, who was a young sergeant in Esbjerg back when the girls disappeared. He has never been able to let the case go.’


‘So what happened?’


‘My uncle could only remember a few things: the two girls lived in a care home for troubled kids near Ringkøbing. Eight of the kids and three adults were on a three-day trip to London. But on the ferry Lisbeth and Lulu disappeared. Vanished into thin air. Or deep water, if you like. Never to be seen again. Lisbeth's black backpack was found on the sun deck, and that's the only clue.’


‘Ah, that was it. Her name was Lulu, the other one,’ Nora interjected.


‘A TV programme investigated the case last year, so I’m guessing that was the documentary you caught the end of,’ Andreas ventured.


Nora thought for a moment.


‘Hmm. Does your uncle still live in Esbjerg?’


‘No, he met the love of his life, Annika, and they’ve moved to Dragør. He works for the Copenhagen Homicide Unit now, as does Karl Stark. Do you want me to ask my uncle for his number?’


Nora nodded. ‘Yes, please.’


Without being asked Abdul brought more coffee. And winked at Nora when she sent him a puzzled look.


‘It's a special day, Miss Nora. Lovely to see you without your mobile, and not here just to get a takeaway to eat at your desk,’ he grinned.


Andreas shook his head and smiled. ‘Some things never change. Or maybe they do?’ he said.


And so began the inevitable conversation. About who was doing what. What had happened to Ole, Klaus and Red Rita; who had married, who was at home with the kids or wedded to their career.


‘And how about you?’ Nora asked lightly when Andreas had accounted for divorces, civil service careers and one twin birth among their former classmates.


She had checked his Facebook profile the moment he had contacted her, obviously, but information was sparse. He hadn’t listed his status as married or single. All she had been able to deduce from the groups he belonged to was that he continued to compete in tri-athlons, hadn’t lost his enthusiasm for Monty Python and was still a Chelsea supporter.


‘Yes, what about me?’ Andreas echoed.


At that moment her mobile rang. It was the Crayfish.


‘Hey, you. Not a bad article. But I want you to rewrite some sections. I think it might be possible to identify him from the geographical information, so disguise it. And shorten the third paragraph. He's repeating himself. I’m just sending it back to you now. Your deadline is in thirty minutes. Bye.’


He had rung off before she had time to reply.


Nora fished out a twenty-pound note from her purse and placed it on the table.


‘Sorry. Work,’ she explained.


Andreas's face was inscrutable.


Nora tried to placate him. ‘How long are you in town?’


She was rewarded with one of his crooked smiles. ‘Off you go. And let's keep in touch by email.’
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Nora woke up to a short trumpet fanfare announcing that the budget airline was congratulating itself on arriving yet again on time at Copenhagen Airport.


It was one of those red-eye flights, which meant she had to wake up before four a.m. to get to Stansted Airport, and she had gone straight back to sleep before the plane had even taxied down the runway.


The book she had been planning on reading — an ambitious tome about oil conflicts in Africa — lay unopened on her lap, and she stuffed it back into her handbag before she got up and headed for the arrivals hall.


There he was in all his glory, waving a Starbucks paper cup, as if she wouldn’t have spotted his dark green suit immediately. She knew no one else who wore a waistcoat. Especially not in June. Most of his beaming face was covered by a grey beard. Christian Sand was a prominent historian specialising in sixteenth-century Denmark and had named his daughter after the famous princess Leonora Christine.


‘Dad. There really was no need for you to pick me up.’


Always a pleasure. Anyway, I had some time on my hands before going to that conference in Stockholm next week. I’m working on a new theory about Leonora Christine and her husband's flight from imprisonment in Hammershus Castle,’ he explained in an animated voice as he grabbed Nora's suitcase.


They drove home to Bagsværd in the small, pea-green Fiat Punto that had ferried her father around for over a decade. The car had originally belonged to her mother, but after she left them, her father had kept it as a token of almost twenty years of largely happy marriage.


The house had an unmistakable smell of dad. Dusty books, pipe smoke, leather, and rye bread cold-proving in a big clay bowl in the utility room. He made them coffee in a cafetière in the kitchen, while Nora dumped her suitcase in her old bedroom on the first floor. Her stripped-pine bed was where it always had been; even her old Tintin posters were still on the walls. It was always possible that something might one day prompt Christian Sand to take an interest in interior design and update the house, but Nora couldn’t currently imagine what it might be.


She unpacked her party dress with the spots and put it on a hanger to give it time to straighten out before tomorrow evening.


‘The party starts at five. We’ll stop by Aunt Ellen's first to give her and Uncle Jens a lift to the hotel,’ her father explained. ‘David isn’t going. He's at the allotment. He can’t cope with all those people,’ he added with a small sigh.


It came as no surprise to her. Her highly intelligent older brother had never been officially diagnosed as autistic, but going by what Nora had read, that was pretty much what he was.


His job as an actuary with a leading insurance company made full use of his mathematics talent and also allowed him to work from home most of the time, and thus avoid contact with those baffling and frustrating human beings that peopled the world.


On a good day he was a bit introverted and shy. On bad ones he was out of reach. You dealt with David on his own terms, or not at all.


‘Never mind, I’m sure it’ll be a great party, Dad. Got your speech ready?’


Her father nodded.


Nora had been looking forward to seeing her favourite aunt, who lived in Kalundborg, and had made sure to take time off to go to her seventieth birthday party.


‘All right then, if you must, but make sure you pop into the office, seeing as you’re in Copenhagen anyway,’ the Crayfish had ordered her.


And she intended to do just that before having a late lunch with Louise at Danmarks Radio's Ørestad complex.


She took the S-train from Bagsvӕrd Station, got off at Nørreport and walked the rest of the way to Globalt's editorial offices which occupied two floors in a building with an antiquarian bookshop on the ground floor.


‘Heeey, Miss Sand,’ Anette in reception called out brightly.


In a long line of journalists, editors-in-chief, photographers, proofreaders and researchers worn out by working for a magazine as ambitious as Globalt, Anette was possibly the only constant presence at the office.


She had been there since Globalt published its first issue, and had assumed the role of mother hen for journalists and editors. She organised their dental appointments, sent flowers to their wives when they worked late and listened to major and minor grievances without ever repeating them to anyone else.


The Crayfish wasn’t the first editor to suggest adding her name to the colophon. Without her, he claimed, the magazine quite simply wouldn’t go out each week.


Nora produced a box of Liquorice Allsorts bought at the airport from her bag and placed it on the counter.


Anette wagged a finger at her. ‘Bad girl! You know very well they’re not good for me,’ she said with ill-disguised delight.


The box quickly disappeared into the top drawer where it would remain until the next emergency that required a spoonful of sugar.


‘The Crayfish is in the meeting room, they’ve just finished their one o’clock meeting. He's in a good mood today,’ she added.


The meeting room was hidden behind a kitchenette and could only be reached by navigating filing cabinets and piles of bound newspaper collections, whose raison d’être no one could remember.


‘Ah, our foreign correspondent, if I’m not mistaken,’ the Crayfish said with a smile and popped a piece of nicotine gum into his mouth.


It was a standing joke at the office that the Crayfish might have quit smoking two years ago, but since then he munched his way through a packet of nicotine gum a day. In the run-up to a deadline, it wasn’t uncommon to see him chuck three pieces into his mouth at once.


A collection of empty mugs had been left on the conference table. One was a pretentious Penguin mug with a Virginia Woolf quote that belonged to the cultural editor Viola Ponte. A mug the sports editor would nick every day, so Viola Ponte was forced to use a chipped Brøndby FC mug no one would own up to bringing into the building.


The noticeboard behind the Crayfish was covered in A4 sheets, draft magazine pages at varying stages of completion. Some already featured text and photographs. Others were glaringly empty with only a few keywords scribbled in haste.


‘Right, so tell me: What's keeping you busy these days?’ the Crayfish said, leaning back in his chair and interlacing his fingers behind his neck.


‘Well, I have a few ideas. Pete and I have talked about spending some time in Africa gathering stories. For example, we could —’


‘Sure, but we’ve just run the Rwanda story. Don’t you have something more ... local?’ the Crayfish sounded impatient.


‘The Middle East?’ she ventured tentatively.


‘Hmm ...’ the Crayfish sounded unconvinced.


Nora took a deep breath.


‘OK. I have something that might turn into a story. I don’t know if it has legs yet. Do you remember two girls going missing on the ferry to England?’


The Crayfish shook his head as if trying to retrieve a snippet of information from a brain used to processing the finer points of American foreign policy from the New York Times and the intricacies of the Frankfurt Stock Exchange.


‘Er. Not really.’


‘Like I said, I don’t know if it has legs. But I’ve come across a picture that might be linked to the case. It was huge at the time. Two teenage girls went missing from the ferry from Esbjerg to Harwich in the 1980s.’


‘Hmm. Isn’t that a bit ... historical? It sounds more suited to a woman's weekly, in my opinion. Just before the crosswords,’ the Crayfish said.


At that moment Anette entered with a stack of documents.


‘For signature. And preferably a bit quicker than the last time,’ she admonished him and turned on her heel.


‘Anette, you’re a very ordinary sort of person,’ the Crayfish intoned pompously.


Anette rolled her eyes.


‘Do you remember a story about two girls going missing from a ferry ... in — now when was it, Sand?’


Before Nora had time to answer, Anette burst out: ‘You bet I do! I was a teenager when it happened and I would read anything about it I could get my hands on. It was years before I dared to go on a ferry again.’


‘Really? So you would like to read more?’


‘Yes!’ Anette declared firmly and marched back to reception where the telephone had started ringing.


‘I see.’


The Crayfish stared out of the window for a while.


Nora cleared her throat discreetly.


‘OK, Sand. Let's give it a go. It's a bit outside our remit. But why not. Two weeks. And you’re not relieved of your usual duties while you’re busy solving mysteries. Understand?’


‘Yes. Thank you. However, I can’t promise you that -’ she began, before the Crayfish's mobile started beeping like a pacemaker in his shirt pocket. He took it out and frowned as he looked at the screen.


‘Hmm. A Russian number. I have to take this,’ he said with a wave, indicating her audience was over.


She did a tour of the office. Most staff had already left for their summer break, but in the picture section she found Magnus absorbed in editing photographs from his most recent trip to Afghanistan.


War photography didn’t usually appeal to her, but Magnus already had three international awards under his belt despite being only twenty-five years old, and he had surpassed himself yet again. He had caught in frozen moments the fear in their eyes, the dust, the despair, the boredom and the rush of victory.


He turned around when he sensed her looking over his shoulder.


‘Hi, Nora,’ he said casually before turning his attention back to the screen.


‘Magnus, what's the situation with our photo archive — is it accessible to us journalists?’


‘Of course it is. Just search the database. What are you looking for?’


‘A story from the mid-1980s.’


‘Then it won’t be in our archive, sweet pea. As you know Globalt didn’t see the light of day until 1998.’


After a pause, which he used to adjust the colour contrast in a desert landscape, he said, ‘But you could always try ServiceMedia. They’ve collated most of the press photos ever issued by Danish media. You can use my password, if you keep quiet about it.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, sitting down at the nearest computer.


First she googled ‘disappearance England ferry’ and quickly found several articles about how Lulu Brandt and Lisbeth Mogensen had vanished without a trace.


By clicking back and forth she found out more about the story in the national newspapers, Ekstra Bladet and BT, as well as a large feature in a local newspaper, Ringkøbing Amts Dagblad, in which the journalist had stressed that the care home where the girls lived — a place called Vestergården — was only fifteen kilometres from the town of Ringkøbing. She printed out the pages so she could read them later.


She then made a note of the date of their disappearance — 4 August 1985 — and logged on to ServiceMedia's homepage and searched using Magnus's password, which turned out to be Hendrix78. She didn’t ask, but he explained it himself.


‘My dog,’ he said with a grin, pointing to a picture of a drooling boxer hanging above his desk.


There were eight pictures from the case. Ringkøbing Amts Dagblad had three. The first showed Vestergården, the second a broadly grinning man with a full beard described as Kurt Damtoft, warden of Vestergården, and she had a vague feeling that she had seen the third picture before. The two girls on it were part of a group of smiling teenagers standing in the port of Esbjerg, waiting to go on the trip of a lifetime. Lisbeth appeared to squint against the sun, and next to a gigantic ghetto blaster a dark-haired Lulu was smiling shyly at the camera.


She clicked on to Ekstra Bladet and BT. Both featured pictures from the court case against Kurt Damtoft and two of his colleagues. ‘Grievous neglect!’ Ekstra Bladet raged. Both newspapers had reprinted the pictures of the two girls at the port with the ferry in the background.


‘The last picture of the girls alive,’ read one of the captions accompanying an article, which went as far as concluding that ‘the two beauties from Jutland were murdered at sea’.


Nora rummaged around her handbag and found her diary where she was keeping the Polaroid of the two girls. She pulled it out and studied it again.


The picture in Ekstra Bladet clearly wasn’t the final picture taken of the girls while they were still alive. Someone had photographed Lisbeth and Lulu on board the ferry while they were apart from the other teenagers from Vestergården. The question now was who, and why no one had given it to the press when the investigation into the missing girls was at its peak. And what was it doing in a suitcase from Brine.


In return for a cup of coffee, Magnus agreed to scan her picture into the computer. She emailed it to herself, and got him to print out some paper copies. Then she printed out a couple of the group pictures and stuffed everything into her bag before she left to catch the train to Ørestaden.
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She had met Louise when they both sat the entrance exam to the School of Journalism. Something about the petite girl with the crewcut and the dangling earrings had piqued Nora's interest during the break. When they started talking, it soon became clear that they shared the same dry sense of humour, and that Louise had forgotten to bring food or money for a whole day of tests.


After a few detours via alternative, underground magazines, Louise had surprised everyone by landing a job with DR, the Danish state broadcasting corporation, where today she was a feared and respected producer on the news desk. Sources notorious for refusing to appear on TV could somehow never say no to Louise. She was a woman who made things happen.


Nora got off the train, walked up to the main reception and signed in. Three minutes later a beaming Louise came rushing down the stairs with a stack of papers under her arm.


‘Hello, gorgeous! Great to see you,’ she said, checking her wrist-watch in the same movement.


‘I have twenty-five minutes. I’m waiting for a call from Bertil Brask's people,’ she said, referring to the latest discredited CEO to run a company into the ground.


‘He's willing to go on TV?’ Nora was astonished.


‘They’re considering it, and that's good enough for me,’ Louise said, sounding optimistic.


They went to the canteen.


‘How is Tobias?’ Nora asked when they had sat down with their lunch.


Louise pulled a face. ‘He's already planning his confirmation next year. I don’t know how that happened. One moment I had a sweet, cuddly boy with dimples, now there's a surly teenager with white iPod earplugs permanently attached to him, moping around the house. That is, when he bothers to come home at all.’


At seventeen Louise had got pregnant by a bass player in a British band. She never saw the bass player again, but nine months after the group's triumphant farewell concert in Denmark, Tobias arrived. Somehow Louise had managed her studies and a baby while living on a grant, without any help from her disapproving parents.


They talked about men. About their bosses and about how a seemingly endless series of cuts had led to redundancies among several of their former colleagues, in print media as well as radio and television. When Louise finished her water and made to get up, Nora remembered the Polaroid in her bag.


‘I wonder if you could help me. I want to view a programme that was broadcast last year. An episode of Unsolved.’


Louise got up, took her tray and carried it to the stand.


‘No problem. The archive owes me a favour. I’ll call them now.’ She pulled out her mobile and made an appointment for her.


‘Just ask for Susanne,’ she said to Nora.


Her phone rang in the middle of their farewell hug.


‘Yes. Speaking,’ Louise said in her business voice. She waved to Nora and mouthed ‘Bertil Brask’.


Nora followed the signs and eventually found the archive, which was run by a smiling, slightly chubby, grey-haired woman in a canary yellow shirt, who was sitting behind a counter.


‘Are you Susanne?’


The woman nodded. ‘And you were sent by my friend Louise? How can I help you?’


Nora explained what she was looking for, and Susanne entered the information into her computer.


The answer appeared less than ten seconds after she hit ‘enter’.


‘Here we are. Unsolved. Repeated on the fifth of April last year,’ she said, writing down a long number on a piece of paper.


‘Wait here,’ Susanne ordered before getting up from her office chair, walking past Nora and through a door that required her to run the ID card dangling from a string around her neck through a card reader.


Nora sat down and studied the modern design of the room, which looked as if all evidence of humanity had been systematically erased. Everything was sharp angles and glass partitions.


She jumped when the door opened and Susanne reappeared holding a large, grey cassette.


‘Here you are. You can’t take it with you, but you can watch it in there,’ she said, pointing to a door with a sign that read Meeting Room 2.


Nora took the tape, entered the room, turned on the video player and sat at the empty conference table.


Unsolved's red logo rolled across the screen to the sound of the ominous signature tune that had introduced the programme for the last ten years.


The host, Jens Blindkilde, appeared wearing a trench coat in front of what must surely be Esbjerg Ferry Terminal. As always, his face assumed a grave expression.


‘Tonight we investigate a case that has haunted Danish and British police for years. The case of two young women who vanished without a trace on a ferry going from Denmark to England. The case of the girls from the England ferry,’ he said in a portentous voice.


Nora rummaged around her bag and found a pen and a notepad with some blank pages. Half an hour later the credits rolled across the screen, and Nora reviewed her notes.


Lulu and Lisbeth had last been seen about half an hour after the ferry departed from Esbjerg. A female passenger, whom Blindkilde and his researchers had managed to track down, believed she had seen them in the company of a man, but couldn’t after all these years remember whether he was dark or blond, tall or short. Despite the presenter using the term ‘sensational’ three times during the programme to describe the witness, Nora was unconvinced. It looked like a dead end. They had tracked down Lulu's biological father, but he had declined to take part. He hadn’t seen his daughter since she was taken into care at the age of ten.


In a written statement he had said that ‘not a day goes by when I don’t think about what could have happened to my sweet little Lulu’.


There was a short extract of an interview with a man called Karl Stark, who after serving as a police officer in Esbjerg, went on to become a detective inspector in Copenhagen. A few short minutes which showed a tortured, grey-haired man who didn’t seem to have much to add.


In one shot he looked straight at the camera. ‘Those girls deserve justice. Somebody out there must know what happened to them,’ he appealed.


Nora pressed to eject the tape, popped it back in the cassette case, went out to Susanne and returned it to her with thanks.


She walked outside into the sunshine, took her mobile from her pocket, searched www.krak.dk for a telephone number and called Andreas's uncle, Svend Jansson, who lived in nearby Dragør. He remembered her well and would be happy to ask Karl Stark if he had time to discuss the case with her. Two minutes after she had rung off, she received a text message with an address in Dragør and an invitation to morning coffee the following day.


X


There was a loaf of freshly baked rye bread in the kitchen when she got up the next morning. She carved off a chunk, added some cheese and went out on the terrace to catch the early light.


Her father was absorbed by a column in Weekendavisen, but grunted amicably under the parasol when he noticed her.


‘Please may I borrow the car today?’ she said with her mouth full of rye bread.


‘Yes. As long as you’re back in time for us to drive to Kalundborg,’ he replied and continued without further introduction: ‘How is your mother?’


‘Fine, I think. Last time I spoke to her she was on her way to a mosaic course in Tuscany. Patrick is still nagging her to move to Devon. But she's staying in London,’ Nora said.


‘Is that right? Then again, what on earth would she do with herself down there?’ Her father wondered out loud.


‘There's no risk of that happening. She needs to live within walking distance of the British Library, the British Museum and her beloved papers. Otherwise she’ll start climbing the walls,’ Nora said. ‘The question is, can Patrick stick it long term.’


‘Well, she just happens to be the country's foremost Cromwell expert. In my opinion, he's the one who has to up sticks and move. Devon!’ he snorted.


Nora went to shower and left him to his newspaper. The truth was she loathed talking about Patrick and the past because it ripped open old wounds that were better left to heal. She hated reliving the day she had come back early from her morning swim with Andreas and found her mother on the drive with a small, purple, wheeled suitcase, waiting for a taxi.


‘Mum, where are you going? Have you been crying?’


Without answering her question, her mother had said: ‘Nora — why are you back so soon?’


Before Nora had time to say anything else, the taxi arrived. And Elizabeth was gone.


Nora had walked slowly inside the house. To the remains of a man she called dad. A man who had just lost the love of his life and would never understand how it had happened.


What had happened was an apple grower by the name of Patrick from Devon, and Nora had refused to exchange a single word with him or her mother for the next five years.


She shook off the thought while she dried her hair.


Half an hour later she was ready to go to Dragør.


She drove around the old fishing village for a while before she found the small yellow house on Skippervænget.


A shirtless Jansson was sitting in the front garden drinking cold water from a thick-bottomed glass. It was clear that he had just finished cutting the lawn. On the table in front of him were a small, turquoise Thermos flask, two coffee cups and a copy of Søndag open on the crossword pages. There was a pair of red women's spectacles on top of the magazine.


He looked up quizzically when she stopped outside the white picket fence.


‘Nora?’


She nodded.


‘Come in,’ he said as he sized her up. ‘Yes, I do remember you. You used to go swimming with Andreas, didn’t you?’


Nora confirmed it, and Svend Jansson went inside to fetch extra coffee cups for Nora and Karl Stark. When he reappeared, he nodded in the direction of the magazine and the spectacles.


‘Annika has just popped next door. Something about a new fish recipe she wants to try this evening,’ he explained. ‘But I don’t suppose that's why you’re here. Karl's coming in a minute. He doesn’t have all that much time. I believe he's off to watch his grandchild play volleyball.’


‘I saw him on Unsolved.’


‘Yes. He thought that we owed it to the girls to keep looking, I guess. What if there was someone out there who could remember something after all these years? A tiny detail that could give us a break into what really happened,’ he said sadly, and shook his head.


At that moment the garden gate opened and the grey-haired man Nora had seen on the TV strode towards the garden table.


His gaze was as firm as his handshake.


‘Nora Sand,’ he said, glancing quickly at his wristwatch. ‘I have less than twenty minutes to spare, and I’m doing this as a favour to Svend.’


Nora appreciated his frankness.


‘OK. Then let's get started. I saw you on Unsolved. Did you get any leads from it?’


Karl Stark shook his head.


‘I spent the whole evening manning the phone lines that people were invited to call. We received fourteen calls. All pranksters or false confessions. A man from Greve believed he had seen Lisbeth alive and well at his local fitness centre, where she taught spinning every Wednesday evening. A medium from Herning swore that Lulu's earthly remains were near water. Which, all things being equal, shouldn’t really surprise anyone.’


‘What do you think happened?’ Nora asked.


Karl Stark took his time before replying. Poured coffee, added a spoonful of sugar and stirred.


‘I genuinely don’t know. I’ve pondered it for years. It was one of my first cases after coming to Esbjerg. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve reviewed the file, asking myself what more we could have done, what we failed to check. People don’t just vanish into thin air. Could they have jumped overboard in a suicide pact? I don’t believe it,’ he said and then he lowered his voice.


‘The press were never told this, but we found a cutting in the backpack Lisbeth left behind. It was from a teen magazine and was about how to become a model in London. Why would she jump overboard, if she had dreams for her future?’


He raked his fingers through his hair, and shook his head.


‘I’m an old fool. When I moved to Copenhagen, I brought a copy of the file with me. The first few years I took it out whenever I had time. I would stare at it, look for non-existent links until I nearly went mad. It's like when the dentist has drilled a tooth. The tongue keeps probing it. But now ... when the TV programme produced no new leads, I think I just gave up. Nor did we have grieving relatives calling us to ask about the investigation. It's so many years ago and there are always new cases to investigate.’


Nora took out the printouts from Ekstra Bladet and placed them on the table.


‘Is it correct that this is the last picture of the girls?’


Karl Stark looked at her, then down at the article with the picture of the group from Vestergården waiting to embark. He nodded.


‘There are no others in the file, nor have any witnesses come to you with any pictures?’


He shook his head briefly.


Nora produced her diary from her bag, took out the Polaroid and placed it on top of the headlines.


‘I’m hoping you could tell me about this,’ she said.


Karl Stark snatched the Polaroid and narrowed his eyes to study it more closely. Seconds later he dropped it as if he had been burned.


‘Christ Almighty, girl! Where's that picture from? I’ve never seen it before.’


He tore a page out of Annika's magazine and folded it around the photograph.


‘Who has touched it?’


‘Eh. Me ... Andreas. No one else, I think. Not since I found it, certainly,’ Nora said.


Stark took a deep breath. ‘This is the first new evidence we’ve received since shelving the investigation,’ he said. ‘Tell me right now how you got that picture. I want to know everything.’


Nora helped herself to coffee and told him the story of the small fishing village of Brine and the suitcase filled with Polaroids of young women.


While she spoke, Svend Jansson went inside and came back with a pair of tweezers and a white envelope into which he eased the picture. Afterwards he handed the envelope to his old colleague.


‘I hope you don’t mind if I keep this,’ Karl Stark said, but he wasn’t asking for permission.


‘We’ll see if Forensics can come up with anything. I doubt it, but at least it’ll give them something to do,’ he quipped. ‘I’ll chase it up myself. There may be nothing to it. But I have to know,’ he added gravely.


‘Hiiii ...’ a bright, female voice called out.


Annika came walking up the garden path, her arms laden with fresh rhubarb.


‘Look what Flemming gave us!’ she exclaimed happily before turning to the guests. ‘Did he offer you coffee?’


Karl Stark nodded, emptied his cup and shook hands with Nora and Annika before disappearing down the garden path on his way to the volleyball game.


Nora stayed another half an hour and wasn’t allowed to leave until she had accepted a jar of home-made strawberry jam.


Back in the car she rang her brother on impulse. It rang four times before going to voicemail, which invited her to leave a message.


‘Hi, it's sis. I’m in town.’ Nothing more was needed. If he wanted to meet up, he would get in touch.


She reversed the car out of the drive and drove back to Bagsværd.


X


The birthday party exceeded all expectation. Aunt Ellen could liven up any occasion with her floral dresses and her belly laughter, and her gregariousness was only heightened when surrounded by her beloved family and friends. There had been toasts, songs and a long walk by the sea in the evening sunset.


The next morning Nora had the rare pleasure of a phone call from David and she drove to the allotments on Amager with fresh crusty rolls and one of those cinnamon Danish pastries she knew he couldn’t resist.


They spent a couple of hours together, and David seemed to be in a good mood as he showed her around his collection of peonies — one of his few interests to rival his passion for algorithms. Not once did he ask her about her life in London.


Nevertheless, she told him. About Andreas, who was in London, and how the week before last she had been out driving with Pete and how the ‘photo mobile’, as they had christened Pete's Ford Mondeo, had nearly conked out on the motorway. Nora smiled fondly when remembering the photographer's impressive arsenal of Aussie swear words. Rather than laugh at the comic tale about a panicking Pete, David declared gravely that it was very important to always check the engine oil before embarking on a long drive.


‘I think he's learned his lesson,’ Nora assured her brother before driving back to Bagsværd.


Her father wasn’t at home, so Nora wolfed down a quick sandwich before packing her things and catching the train to the airport.
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An hour later, Nora was checking the departure board in the transit area. It was still too early to go to the gate. She pottered around the bookshop and scanned the bestseller lists without getting her hopes up. There was no point in buying anything in English; books were much cheaper in London, but every now and then she felt the need to sink her teeth into a good Danish novel.


She wasn’t tempted by any of the fiction though, and carried on past the travel literature to a small, non-fiction section with books on the quickest way to succeed in business, and how the Soviets endured the siege of Leningrad. In the crime section, however, she found a blood-curdling bestseller promising accounts of the most macabre British murders in recent history, called Murders of the Century.


The notorious British child killer Yvonne Loft stared maliciously from the cover with a smile on her lips, as if the ten young lives she had been convicted of taking were nothing but a cruel joke understood only by her and her accomplice lover.
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