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            "The instinct not to breathe underwater is so strong that it overcomes the agony of running out of air. No matter how desperate the drowning person is, he doesn't inhale until he's on the verge of losing consciousness. At that point there's so much carbon dioxide in the blood, and so little oxygen, that chemical sensors in the brain trigger an involuntary breath whether he's underwater or not. That is called the 'break point'; laboratory experiments have shown the break point to come after eighty-seven seconds. It's a sort of neurological optimism, as if the body were saying, Holding our breath is killing us, and breathing in might not kill us, so we might as well breathe in…”
      

            Sebastian Junger: The Perfect Storm, 1997
      

         

      
   





1. The Drowned



Georg Guldmann weighed the knife in his hand, trying to determine if it would do for the job in front of him. He caught sight of his reflection in the blade and concluded that he needed a shave and maybe a quick trim up top as well.

Then he swung the knife like an executioner who has no time to worry about what mess he might make.

Just when he found, to his delight, that he'd managed to conjure the most perfect soft-boiled egg, his phone rang.

“Guldmann here,” he said.

“A dead girl has been found. You're it,” said the duty officer.

Georg got up from the dinner table, found a pen in a drawer and wrote down the address in the margin of his newspaper, which he still hadn't opened.

Astrid came out of the bathroom in a steam that smelled of lemon and rosemary. Acqua di Parma.

“Work?”

“Yes,” was all Georg said.

She kissed him on the top of the head and tugged at the collar of his bathrobe – the pre-war one as she called it.

“Then you'd better get dressed. You can't solve a murder in this thing.”

Georg left the egg and called Trine Valentin to give her the Christianhavn address.

Astrid came out of the bedroom and started eating his breakfast.

“I put your clothes out for you,” she said.

Georg looked longingly at the egg but didn't say anything.

Some work habits die hard and Astrid's many years in the costume department of the Royal Danish Opera had taught her to put out the clothes before the wearer thinks to ask.

Ten minutes later Georg was on his way.

 

Harry Madsen's cousin was a train operator. Last year he'd hit someone who'd jumped in front of the train, and since then Harry had considered himself lucky to be working as a captain. To not wake up every night to the sound of bodies slamming into the machine.

But on this Saturday morning, the first trip of the day on the Red Route, the boat almost full, his luck ran out.

Carmen was the one who discovered her.

Without thinking and without removing the microphone from her mouth, she shouted:

“Stop, Harry! There's a dead girl under the bridge!”

She covered her mouth with her hand and turned off the microphone.

One of the passengers was shaking his head.

“That's not a girl. That's a sex doll,” he said.

But Carmen could tell that he didn't believe his own words.

Harry instantly pulled into back gear, but it took a few moments for the boat to react, and for a few eternal seconds, it seemed to be about to collide with the body, which was moving this way and that in the surface of the water, right by Sankt Annæ Street. Her arms were white, her dress blue and her hair, floating like seaweed, was blond.

Georg managed to get this story out of Harry Madsen little by little while the medics pulled the body out of the water, Oskar Hvid from the technical department photographing everything.

Trine had arrived a few minutes after her boss, a sports bag slung over her shoulder, and Georg guessed that she'd also had different plans for her Saturday. Was it CrossFit she did?

Georg vaguely remembered the lecture she'd given him when she first started working on his team, having been transferred from Frederikshavn. They'd been in the cafeteria, and just below her bangs, her blue eyes had shone with disgust at the many carbs on his plate. He remembered thinking that her twenty-eight was no age at all.

Trine jumped into the boat and collected the names of all the passengers. Something that had to be done but which Georg doubted would lead anywhere.

He turned towards Carmen who was surprisingly calm. She was skinny and dark-haired with a vague accent. Spanish or Italian probably.

“Are you okay? Do you need to talk to someone?” Georg asked.

She shook her head.

“No, I'm alright. I'd just like to get out of here.”

Georg took a good look at her.

“Alright. If you change your mind, let me know.”

Georg got her full name and address and asked her to go through what had gone down. She couldn't tell him much.

The boat had left at 9.03 AM, the delay caused by a married couple who came running at the last minute. Yes, Carmen had been the first to see the girl. Her back had been turned upwards, and she had been stuck under the bridge. It would've been around 9.30, but she hadn't checked her watch. Yes, the captain had called the main office, who'd then contacted the police.

One of the medics poked him on the shoulder, looking carefully at Carmen.

“She's out of the water now, want to take a look before we go?”

Georg pocketed his notebook and noticed Trine, who was jumping off the boat at that very moment.

“Anyone see anything?” he asked her.

She shook her head.

“Some idiot keeps repeating that it's a doll. He should probably speak to someone. Otherwise, nothing noteworthy. Only the ones in the first few rows actually saw the body.”

Georg walked over to the captain.

“You can leave now,” he told him. “Is someone waiting in the other end to receive everyone when you get back?”

Harry Madsen nodded. He looked pale.

“The main office is sending someone,” he said.

“Right. Well. Have a good trip back,” Georg said and nodded.

Carmen jumped back into the boat, and Georg walked over to the ambulance, Trine at his heels. For two seconds he allowed himself to look towards the spiral of the Church of Our Saviour, glistening in the blue sky, the medics preparing the body for inspection somewhere on his periphery. Then he forced himself to look at the harsh reality.

Fortunately, the open doors of the ambulance covered the girl from view of the nice red and yellow houses close by. No one would choke on their morning coffee.

The girl had been put in a black body bag. Her hair was still wet as if she'd just returned from a little swim. Her eyes were only half-shut. The strapless light blue summer dress was tight around her body. She was beautiful. Objectively speaking. Even features and full lips. Georg estimated her to be in her mid-twenties.

She looked like a young woman who'd been out all night after drinking a little too much and who, anytime, would wake up with a hangover.

Georg noticed something and pushed the edge of the body bag down. On her right forearm was a red mark.

He showed it to Trine.

“Looks like a burn,” she said.

Georg muttered in agreement.

“We’ll consult the medical examiner.”

He waved over Oskar Hvid and pointed at the burn. Hvid took few shots with the camera.

“Kitchen accident if you ask me,” he mumbled.

The medic cleared his throat.

“If that's all, I'll take her to the forensic department now.”

“You didn't find anything nearby? A bag, a wallet or a phone?”

The medic shook his head.

“Nope.”

He pushed the girl into the ambulance, slammed the doors and got in.

Regardless of how the girl had gotten there, she was certainly leaving at a leisurely pace. No need for sirens when the damage was irreversible.

Georg never got used to this sight of a slowly driving ambulance.

Anyway. Next step was to find out the identity of the girl and afterwards to inform her loved ones that the worst thing possible had happened.

“Should we call the divers?” Trine asked.

“Let’s wait 15 minutes and see if we can find her purse or her phone,” Georg said and pointed towards the other side of the bridge.

He started walking, eyes on the cobblestone, no noticing all the tourists and locals who’d started filling up the street and who had no idea that a dead woman had recently been pulled out of the water a few meters from where they strolled.

He walked along the canal and stopped by a trashcan next to a bench. He put on a pair of gloves and searched the trash, but it didn’t result in much else than a hot dog tray, a bent black comb and a pitiful look from a woman with a stroller.

He pulled off the gloves and rolled them into a little ball, looking over at Trine who was searching a nearby flowerbed. She caught his eye and shook her head.

Georg’s thoughts led him to potentially having to contact the girl’s relatives through the media, really hoping that someone would file a missing person’s report before then. But the chances of that this early in the morning were not great.

He called Trine over.

“We don’t even know if this is where she fell into the water. She could’ve floated with the stream during the night.”

“Or have been killed somewhere else and thrown in here,” Trine suggested.

Georg looked around. Just one misstep and one could easily fall over the edge. Or one small push…

All around the bridge were houses with lots and lots of windows. Yesterday had been a bright June night. Someone must’ve seen something. If it had happened here, that is.

“Okay. Doorbell time. I’ll take the cafés.”

Trine sighed pointedly, but Georg pretended not to notice.

He ordered a cup of coffee at a café and in talking with employees it became clear after only a couple sips that they had only just started their shift. The two employees from last night wouldn’t be here for hours.

He asked the guests whether they’d been around yesterday, but most of them just shook their heads. A nursing mother stared at him with eyes emitting disbelief and tiredness in equal measure.

“What do you think?” she asked, and Georg hurried on to the next café.

But no one appeared to have seen a blond girl in a blue summer dress. Neither walking along the water’s edge or floating in the water.

After a bit of complaining about lack of resources on the part of the officers on the scene, they agreed to send for a couple of men to assist in the search for the girl’s purse or phone. Or just anything that could lead them to discover her identity.

With that, Georg left Christianshavn in the hands of Trine and the new arrivals and headed for The Forensic Institute.

 

Georg and Frederik Melvang went way back, and Georg had come to appreciate his accuracy.

Most of his colleagues heaved a sigh when they heard that Melvang was the one on duty. He was known as Denmark’s biggest pedant. Where other forensic pathologists would follow the regular procedure, Melvang triple checked.

Annoying or not, Georg believed that was exactly what made him the best in the country.

He didn’t disappoint this time either.

Any idiot would’ve noticed the burn on the woman’s forearm. But it took someone like Melvang to spot the one thing that set the woman apart from a regular victim of drowning.

He waved Georg over to the table on which the girl lay and pointed accusingly with his gloved finger.

Georg had to push the glasses on his forehead down to see it: a tiny prick from a needle on her right shoulder, somewhere she wouldn’t have been able to reach herself.

The forensic pathologist found his phone and called the laboratory, which had already received the blood tests.

“Melvang speaking. You have to run a test for me. ASAP.”

“What have you found?” Georg asked when Melvang hung up.

“A prick from a needle,” said Melvang.

“Yes, but what do you think it is?”

Melvang stared at Georg like he was deranged.

“Guldmann, how many years have we worked together?”

Georg was quiet for a bit, thinking.

“Hm. Around eleven years I would say?”

Melvang shook his head slightly like when one has to explain something very simple to someone very stupid.

“It has been exactly eleven years, three months and two days. But never mind. My point is: have I ever, in all that time, taking a guess at the results before I have them?

Georg looked down and shook his head no, remembering why his colleagues felt the way they did about Melvang.

“When do you think that’ll be?”

Melvang looked at him.

“Depends on how much you need it. I can call in colleagues over the weekend, but you know it’s going to cost you.”

That was the question every police officer had to ask themselves after the new reform came into place, the one stating that the work the forensic department did for them came out of the police department’s own pocket. How much does a dead person need it, indeed? Georg found the question uncomfortable, especially when the dead person in question was lying on a table in front of him. He scratched his neck.

Nothing so far pointed toward murder. The needle prick could be from a vaccination shot. If only he had her name, he could check with her doctor.

“How fast can you get me the results?”

Melvang calculated in his head.

“Monday if we work this weekend. After 11 a.m. but before 1 p.m.”

“Right. Let’s do that then.”

“Great,” Melvang said and returned his attention to the girl.

He looked at the burn through a magnifying glass and took a couple of photos, which he uploaded to his laptop. He compared them to a site with numerous pictures related to skin disease, none of which Georg would wish upon his worst enemy. But Melvang didn’t seem bothered and looked through seven or eight pages before suddenly exclaiming:

“Yes! I knew it.”

Georg put on his glasses as he stepped closer. Melvang pointed to a picture of a burn very similar to the one on the girl.

“I got this one from a conference in Chicago last year. My colleague, Miles Kowalski, collects burns, and this one was caused by steam. As in not from anything making direct contact with the skin.”

“And you think this is the same thing?”

“I’ll have to examine it more closely, but there’s a good chance,” Melvang said.

He bent over the girl’s forearm again.

“Interesting.”

“What?”

“There’s no blister yet so she must’ve gotten the burn shortly before she died.”

“Do you have any idea what could’ve done it? Was it an accident or did someone do it to her?”

Melvang shrugged.

“All I can do at present is guess. Could’ve been an accident. Maybe someone pushed her or forced her arm over a source of heat. I’ll have to examine her in a couple of days to look for bruises.”

There was nothing more for Georg to do than leave Melvang to it. Georg tried to ignore his irritation over not knowing who the girl was yet. Sooner or later, he’d be able to put a name on the young face and then things could start falling into place.

“A ring. White gold. Initials A.F,” Melvang said behind him.

That was something at least.

Georg’s phone vibrated. He always put it on silent when he was here. For some reason, he found it disrespectful to let a guitar riff ring out throughout this basement. The same feeling made him take the call in the hallway. It was Trine.

“What’s up? Did you find anything?”

“No. A woman in number 42 named Gerda Rasmussen heard some troublemakers, as she calls them, at around 2.30. She had looked out the window but couldn’t really describe them apart from them maybe wearing blue shirts. I’m trying to find out if there are any surveillance cameras around.”

Georg sighed.

“Is that all?”

“No. They want to talk to you down at the station. They know you’re at Melvang’s, but they asked you to call when you’re done.”

“Did they say what it was regarding?”

“No.”

 

George reached Malte Svendsen, the most recent hire, who was sitting by the phone today.

“I heard you were on the case about the girl in the canal.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not sure this is important, but I got a call from someone called Ann-Charlott Danielsen.”

“Aha?” George tried not to sound impatient.

“Well, the thing is, she called to report her missing friend. And she said something about a cell phone that I didn’t quite catch.”

“Okay. Did you get a description of the missing friend?”

“Yes. About 1.70 meters tall, normal build. Blond hair. Blue eyes.”

“Right. What was she wearing?”

“She didn’t know. She just hadn’t showed up when they were supposed to meet or something. The friend was very upset.”

“And how did you leave it?”

“Well, I told her she had to wait 24 hours before we could start an investigation, but that she was more than welcome to call back anytime.”

Malte has followed procedure, but it was stuff like this that made Georg lose faith in the young.

“Alright, Malte,” he said, forcing himself to sound calm. “Then we’ll just have to hope she calls back, won’t we?”

“Yes. Or you can call her. I got her number and address. She lives on Blegdamsvej. I’ll just text you the info.”

Suddenly, Georg got a bit of his faith back.

 

Georg decided to leave the car and walk to Ann-Charlott’s apartment right across from the Faculty of Health and Medical Sciences. He rang the doorbell and she buzzed him in without asking him to introduce himself.

Fourth floor, no elevator. He stopped on the third floor to catch his breath. It’s one thing to open the door to a strange man, quite another to open it to a strange, sweaty man who can’t catch his breath long enough to introduce himself.

The door was painted a light grey. She opened it immediately. Her eyes were red and swollen, and she was carrying a striped cat.

George introduced himself and showed her his badge.

“I didn’t think I could report her missing until tomorrow,” she said, confused, and showed him into a nice little kitchen with yellow walls and a vintage poster for oatmeal.
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