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It was dark and quiet. Nothing stirred – not even a mouse. Not because no one was there. A man lay on the floor, but he didn’t move. In fact, he wasn’t even breathing. When the night watchman made his rounds, he didn’t notice the man, as he was lying behind a display of various table settings, where the tablecloths reached the floor, out of sight when you just walked through the department with a casual glance around, pausing now and again to listen.


	The man on the floor was relatively young and looked as though he were asleep. He had short, fair hair and was dressed in a rather ordinary grey suit, a white shirt, a dark blue tie, and black shoes, not freshly polished. None of it new or fashionable. His head was resting on a serving platter, with a set of serving cutlery beside it, as though he were part of a table setting. There was blood on the platter.


	He lay between shelves of porcelain and tables of place-setting displays, where the porcelain had been arranged with glasses and cutlery from nearby shelves. Above hung a sign with an arrow pointing to the kitchenware department. If you followed the arrow, you would arrive at the section with pots and pans, and a little further on, a section with kitchen electricals, and beyond that, an area with lamps. Usually, a rather popular area in the Merkantia department store, which prided itself on having something for every taste and wallet.


	There were no signs of a struggle. No broken porcelain, nothing knocked over or out of place – though the murderer could, of course, have tidied up afterwards.


	It wasn’t the cleaners' favourite department. The porcelain had to be wiped down, stacks straightened, pot lids checked for fingerprints and possibly polished, and customers had a habit of picking things up and not putting them back in the right place. The staff did their best throughout the day and spent a fair amount of time realigning stacks of plates, but there was always something. This morning, that 'something' was a bit too much. One of them had actually bumped the man’s foot with a vacuum cleaner before she noticed him. And screamed. Someone else had to switch off the machine and take the tube from her hands before it fell into a shelf of coffee cups.


	Miss Halle had to spend more energy recovering from what a falling vacuum tube might have caused than from seeing the man on the floor. There was simply something fascinating about the way he lay there – with his head on a platter like a cold dish. 


	Miss Halle was not easily frightened. She had just returned from a few months as a missionary in Africa, where she had also seen death and unfamiliar customs, and she had come back with a firm conviction that neither Africa nor missionary work suited her temperament – a view her former colleagues at the mission station wholeheartedly shared. Cleaning wasn’t really for her either, but it would only last as long as her courses in typing and bookkeeping. Her lightning-fast reaction with the vacuum tube had been noticed and would later earn her a small token of appreciation for saving the department from a major porcelain disaster – which would have been far harder to clean up than a dead man whose blood had stayed on the platter.


	The head housekeeper, Mrs Kirsten Mikkelsen, was called and arrived looking miffed, cursing inwardly that apparently it couldn’t be Christmas – or at least nearly – without a murder somewhere in the store. She had seen a dead almost-Santa and a dead couturier, and now… but this man was neither someone she knew nor even recognised. She looked at the scene, sent the cleaners away – except for Miss Halle, whom she asked to stand guard – and returned to her office to call, yet again, for the in-house detective, Miss Adeline la Cour, to whom she left the task of contacting the police in the hope that Chief Inspector Strøm would be the one to respond. She might as well leave word with the manager’s secretary, Miss Jeppesen, who would then arrange breakfast for the detectives – Strøm alone could empty a tray, and his assistant probably could too. Miss la Cour didn’t have quite the same fondness for Danish pastries but appreciated the gesture.


It took only half an hour before Adeline la Cour’s heels could be heard clicking on the linoleum, and she was met by Miss Halle, who explained how the body was found. She didn't make it halfway before more footsteps were heard – Chief Inspector Strøm and Detective Michelsen, who – unusually – had stayed with Strøm for a few years now. They greeted Adeline with evident enthusiasm and turned to Miss Halle, who introduced herself and resumed her account. It was brief: they had come to clean, switched on the lights, begun their work, found the man in that position, and accidentally nudged his foot with the vacuum cleaner, but not enough to move it. They had notified Mrs Mikkelsen and were sent away; all except Miss Halle, who was standing guard. Nothing had been touched except the vacuum cleaner, which had been taken for use elsewhere.


	The man was examined.


	- Revenge or humour?


	- In any case, the last course.


	- And without a carving knife.


	Michelsen had grown used to Strøm’s dry wit and knew Miss la Cour from previous cases. Their sense of humour overlapped, and that often coloured their work conversations.


	Adeline took out her camera and snapped photos from every angle she could manage. Michelsen followed, doing the same – each kept their own archive. They continued photographing the shelves, the floor, the display… until the pathologist arrived and drew everyone’s attention.


	- Killed after closing time last night?


	The pathologist looked at Adeline, smiled, pulled on gloves, and carefully lifted the man’s head. He held it steady while first Adeline, then Michelsen, photographed it up close. They were all surprised. They had expected a blow to the back of the head, but instead, there were two puncture wounds at the nape.


	Adeline took out her magnifying glass and gently lifted an eyelid. There were tiny red spots. She closed the eye again, examined the skin around his nose and mouth, then knelt down and sniffed his face.


	The pathologist laid the head back down gently and took hold of one of the man’s hands. He looked at Adeline questioningly.


	- Petechiae, and he smells of chloroform. The skin looks odd. I think a cloth was held over his nose and mouth. Perhaps not just until he was unconscious but until he was dead.


	The doctor nodded. That would explain the lack of blood, and how it had been possible to make two puncture wounds in his neck without disturbing the entire display. But why, if he was already dead? And with what?


	Adeline, Strøm and the pathologist all looked at the serving cutlery next to the platter. The carving fork was exactly the right size.


	- Someone’s forked him?


	- So it seems.


	Miss Halle suppressed a giggle, and Strøm used a handkerchief to gingerly lift the serving fork by its prongs near the handle. He turned it over, examining it with Adeline.


	- Must’ve been wiped clean. No traces of blood, no fingerprints either.


	- My mother might still find something, if there’s anything at all.


	Strøm agreed and nodded at Adeline.


	Adeline photographed the fork while Strøm held it.
Michelsen pulled a piece of chalk from his pocket and looked hopefully at Strøm, who chuckled and nodded. Michelsen outlined the body. Once the man, the cutlery and the platter were removed, there would be no trace of where he had been. That, in itself, was unusual.


	- Pockets?


	Strøm expertly checked the man’s pockets looking for a wallet or anything to reveal his identity. There was nothing. Not even lint in his trousers or jacket.


	- Lend a hand?


	The pathologist knew exactly what Miss la Cour meant and lifted one of the man’s hands, which was then photographed up close. Adeline put her camera aside and took out what looked like a wooden nail-cleaner from a case. She gently scraped under a nail. There was something there. She put the stick into a sample vial, sealed it with a cork, took another one and tried the next nail. Again, a tiny trace. She sniffed it, hesitated, frowned, sniffed again. She placed the stick into a fresh vial, then bent over and sniffed the entire hand. Strøm watched with interest, and when Adeline moved aside, he went over and sniffed too. He looked at her.


	- Onion?


	- Not just that. But definitely onion.


	Adeline sniffed the jacket sleeve.


	- And smoke. Old smoke.


	She looked at his hand again. No yellow stains.


	They glanced at Miss Halle, who was watching with such rapt curiosity she looked ready to burst. She certainly wasn’t squeamish about standing close to a dead man. Adeline turned to her.


	- Have you seen him before?


	Miss Halle shook her head.


	- No. But we're not here at the same time as the rest of the staff or the customers, so he could easily work here without me ever having seen him.


	-You’re not a customer in this department?


	- I stay at a boarding house.


	There was something about Miss Halle that made Strøm certain she’d had a good look when she'd been alone with the body.


	- Was the light on when you arrived?


	Miss Halle thought for a moment.


	- No. Mrs Madsen switched it on when we came in.


	- Does anything look or feel different compared to yesterday?


	Miss Halle looked around.


	- Nothing I can see. Nothing extra, nothing missing. But it feels… as if we’ve already been here, if you know what I mean.
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