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            Seal of Confession is the Catholic term for the priest’s unconditional duty of secrecy regarding the sacrament of confession. In other contexts, ‘the seal of confession’ is used as a requirement of absolute secrecy.
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            1
      

         

         He wasn’t afraid to die. It was the thought of how he was going to die that sometimes scared him. There were so many. Some with great pain and prolonged suffering, others you didn’t even sense. Human life is fragile, we are nothing but a lump of blood, bones and muscles wrapped in a thin layer of delicate skin that can barely stand the sunlight, he thought. Though he had heard it wasn’t that easy to put an end to it all. Both the heart and the brain had to stop functioning. Vital life functions that would stop the most important of all—breathing. Not all suicide candidates succeeded in taking their own lives. They didn’t cut deep enough to hit the carotid artery in the wrist or neck, they broke at most a few ribs if they threw themselves out of a high-rise, they didn’t take enough sleeping pills, or some ‘saviour’ rescued them at the last moment. Why had he succeeded? A rope around his neck and a jump from a great height. His father could go straight to the core. Grasp the root. Be a man. He just stopped breathing. He even did so in small spaces and would surely die if he were locked up in the dark simply because of the sensation of not being able to breathe. Not being able to breathe. Why did those thoughts come now? Maybe because right now he was having breathing problems that induced panic.

         He opened his eyes and looked up at a starry sky far above him. He stared up at the twinkling stars on the deep black background, the dark universe that never ends. How had he ended up here? It stank of iron, earth, diesel—and vomit. The moisture penetrated his trousers, but he no longer felt it. He was lying on his back in his own vomit. It stuck to his cheek and throat, but he had no strength to wipe it away. He wasn’t freezing, even though the night was still cold. He was wearing a jacket. The taste of blood filled his mouth. Once in a while, he heard the faint sound of car tyres on dry asphalt somewhere far above him. Otherwise, it was quiet. Was he hearing the sea, too, or was it his imagination? For he loved the sea. His breathing was slow and awkward, his muscles so heavy that it was impossible to move, his head hurt like in a migraine attack, and the nausea pressed against his throat. He couldn’t remember why he had lain down here, how he had come down here at all. Fell, maybe. On the way home from the city. That was where he had been. He remembered now. Weak flashes appeared when he closed his eyes. They had met at a bar somewhere. He didn’t know it. Walking around the city, getting drunk and having fun wasn’t him at all. It had just never done anything for him. The others knew that, too, maybe that was why they had lured him along. ‘It’s been nearly two years since we finished school, so we have to meet again,’ they had agreed. They had found each other on Facebook, except for him, because he didn’t use the internet for anything, hardly even a computer. But he and Bertram had kept up some level of contact as they lived in the same neighbourhood and could hardly avoid each other, so Bertram had made sure he had got an invitation, too. Why, he didn’t know. Nor why he had said yes. He was rarely entertaining. Actually had never been. Boring he was called. Quiet and dull. No self-confidence was the psychologist’s analysis, but he didn’t know everything either. He hadn’t revealed anything, because it wasn’t his choice to go and see the smiling, over-positive, bearded gentleman who probably just wanted to help. It was Trine who had persuaded him to do so. She had demanded a diagnosis of his deviant behaviour so it was easier to deal with—for her. Personally, he didn’t care. He was who he was. So was she. Was she his girlfriend? He didn’t know—when can you call yourself that?

         How the evening had gone, he couldn’t remember clearly. Foggy images flickered past without a firm point of reference he could focus on and analyse. Noisy music. Mouths that moved silently in shouts—an attempt to drown out and have a conversation. Laughing faces. Mocking glances. Yes, they were his classmates as he remembered them. They had mixed drinks for him. He had drunk them—out of duty. Maybe at some point, he’d had fun. He remembered laughing out loud. In fact, felt happy for a moment. Floating. Drunk. The intoxication was gone now, replaced by discouragement and paralysing lethargy. He surrendered to it and sank into a darkness without further thoughts.

          
      

         The noise penetrated and made him open his eyes. The sound was just above him. Roaring engines, the banging and grinding of iron against iron. Like waking up in the middle of a war zone with artillery and tanks. The stench of diesel stung his throat. It was bright now, the stars replaced by a bright blue May sky. His eyes were drawn towards it. He blinked in the bright light and tried to sit up, but his muscles were still heavy and wouldn’t listen. He shouted, but his voice was weak and hoarse and drowned by the noise. The shadow that suddenly covered the light and the sky incapacitated his vocal cords for a moment. The big mouth hung over him like the jaws of a dinosaur. Lumps of soil fell out between its teeth like saliva, hitting him hard in the face. It waited, as if staring at him. As if it could see him. And yet, it hesitated. He shouted again, louder, screamed almost, and struggled up to sitting at last. Then it decided and opened its maw. The earth fell on him heavily, filling the grave. The dust rose, causing the excavator operator to produce a hollow morning cough. He sleepily turned the bucket away so it could take a large new mouthful of soil.
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         The sweet musk-like scent of sandalwood increased the pressure in his chest. His heart grew heavy and sank to his stomach, or else it grew—the feeling was the same. Emotions poured out like the smoke of the altar boy’s incense. The priest’s voice sounded monotonous, and the words didn’t really penetrate as he was standing with his back to the congregation. The Y-cross on the back of the chasuble reminded him of the incision forensic pathologist Henry Leander made on the chest of the dead. The dead. He breathed heavily and shifted his gaze to the candles symbolising Jesus and the divine life. They barely fluttered in the stagnant air. Staring into the flames that flowed together and resembled a bonfire, his eyes found mesmerising calm. The burning thorn bush in which God manifested when he appeared to Moses. The fire was a symbol of both God’s cleansing of humans and his judgement on them.

         Roland Benito felt more doomed than saved. He got up and sat down automatically when the congregation did, the routine ingrained in him from childhood. When his mother died, he had stopped attending Mass and had asked himself whether he had only gone for her sake. In order for her to retain some of the normality of the life she had fled from. She had died several years ago, and he had followed her coffin back to Naples to be buried next to her husband, the martyred hero, carabiniere Adriano Benito. In death, no one could harm them. Not even the Camorra. Or perhaps he had given up believing there was a God who could protect vulnerable people from so much evil. Could he? At least he was trying. Murder was his everyday life, still he had never become immune. But why was yet another meaningless murder again driving him into the house of God? Death hit hardest when it took young lives. And family. God forgives everything, the priest had just said. But was that enough? He tried to get Irene to come to church with him, but she wasn’t a Catholic, so she dodged it. Was he? He knew she, too, was suffering from guilt, even though she didn’t say so. It was hard to hold her gaze like he used to. Such had been the case since returning from the funeral in Naples in early February. Three long months where he felt like they were slipping further and further apart without him knowing exactly why because they failed to talk about it. To talk at all.

         
            I believe in the Holy Spirit,
      

            the Holy Catholic Church,
      

            the communion of Saints,
      

            the forgiveness of sins,
      

            the resurrection of the body,
      

            and the life everlasting.
      

            Amen.
      

         

         The priest concluded the creed. For a brief moment, the scent of the church, the lights and the music sent him back to Naples and the Chiesa Santa Maria della Mercede on Via Chiaia, not far from the side street where Aunt Giovanna’s little antique shop was located. It had been her opinion that her son would take over it one day, despite antiques not exactly being one of Salvatore’s passions. But he could have opened another shop in the excellent premises, if not for… They had passed it as they carried the coffin high through the narrow streets. The aroma of espresso and croissants from the coffee bars and fruit and fish from the street vendors mingled with the stench of rubbish from stuffed bins with half-open bags. Naples’ landmark. Again with the Camorra as the executioner. The weight of Salvatore—only fifteen years old—paralysed his muscles. The cool wood of the coffin was heavy against his shoulder. Old men in the congregation moaned quietly along the way, and Olivia’s dark eyes looked accusingly at him when they accidentally made eye contact, which they had both tried to avoid. He was used to it from her and her Italian boyfriend, who had persuaded her to move to Rome when she was only nineteen years old, despite Roland’s many protests. She was more Italian than Rikke, who looked like her mother. Olivia was like him. They didn’t see or speak to each other much, for Giuseppe felt as little for Roland as he felt for him. Luckily the couple weren’t yet wed, so there was still hope Olivia would change her mind and move home to Denmark, even though the chances of that faded with the years along with the lack of opportunity to get through to her. Rikke took his hand in the church and held it in hers for the entire Mass. It helped that at least one of his daughters didn’t view him as a scapegoat. Marianna was being cared for by her grandfather and grandmother in Denmark; a seven-year-old girl wasn’t to be dragged to Naples to attend the funeral of a family member she hardly knew. He wasn’t going to put his only grandchild and the rest of the family through that, despite Marianna’s loud protests. The Requiem Mass in the church was beautiful, filled with hope and comfort in grief. The soul lives on, and instead of mourning the death of the body, the life and resurrection of the Saviour were celebrated. Death isn’t an end to life, but rather a beginning—from earth you will rise again. Saints were celebrated on the day of their death, not on their birthday.

         The mobile phone drummed in his trouser pocket. He had put it on silent and vibrate. As he discreetly picked it up to look at the screen, his rosary followed and fell on the floor. A woman with a colourful scarf beside him on the pew bent down and picked it up. She handed it to him with an intimate smile. His own became artificial. The rosary was from Giovanna. She had pressed it into his hand as they had said goodbye. It had been his father’s, and that she had given it to him then seemed almost symbolic. The call was from the police station. It was the first time he had gone to Mass during work hours, but he almost felt driven to it. The new case tore at the memories of Salvatore, of the long search before they found him, of the unrest, the anxiety, the grief, the anger. In Naples, a city of about a million inhabitants and without any kind of moral code among criminals, it was easy to disappear without a trace, but how could a young man just disappear after going for a walk in a small peaceful city like Aarhus?

          
      

         Outside the church, he was greeted by the bright sunlight, the bustle of shoppers on Ryesgade, and people jogging towards the train station to make the next train or a bus at the stop at Banegårdsplads. It was like stepping into a completely different world. He put on sunglasses and fleetingly recalled Horatio Caine from CSI Miami, but his thoughts moved on immediately. He called the station as he walked back.

         ‘Where’ve you been?’ DS Mikkel Jensen’s voice sounded more concerned than scolding.

         ‘Any news?’

         ‘Yes, I got a call from a journalist from TV2 East Jutland. She just wanted to tell us his friends are going on local TV tonight to appeal to people to look for him. She thought we might need to talk to them first.’

         ‘Very kind of this journalist. I thought they said he had no friends.’

         ‘This group say they’re his friends. They’re at Cross Café on the corner of Magasin. I’m heading there now.’

         Roland changed direction and continued along Strøget. ‘So am I. See you there.’
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         ‘Has Dad really gone all holy?’

         Rikke sat at the kitchen counter, watching Marianna through the window. She was swinging on the old, rusty, crooked swing set Rolando had set up for his daughters when they were little—and refused to take down again because grandchildren would probably come someday. Thankfully, he was right. Angolo ran back and forth barking after the swing and making the girl laugh out loud.

         ‘Well, depends how you define holy. But if he feels going to church again is helping him, then there’s no harm.’

         Irene tossed the sliced mushrooms into the salad. Rikke snatched one of them, stuffed it in her mouth and chewed.

         ‘I remember he used to go a lot with Nonna. Do you think he’s suddenly doing it again because of Salvatore?’

         ‘Dad feels very guilty about what happened.’

         ‘Guilty! How? He can’t be blamed for the Mafia in Naples…’

         ‘No, but Giovanna gave him responsibility for Salvatore. It was his duty to get him out of a life of crime and persuade him not to work for the Mafia, even if the money was good. Driving the toxic chemicals to their landfills would have cost him his life…’ She stopped, and Rikke put her thoughts into words.

         ‘But he died brutally anyway.’

         She jumped down from the table. They could no longer see Marianna out in the garden. Rikke opened the window and leaned out until she caught sight of her again. Children of police officers were affected by the life, too, what with growing up with murders, kidnappings and accidents so close to home.

         ‘You can’t place such a big responsibility on someone else’s shoulders. Dad didn’t tell me where they found Salvatore. I don’t want to torment him even more by asking. Do you know, Mum?’

         Rikke closed the window. She had tears in her eyes; despite them not seeing the family in Italy that much, the murder of Salvatore touched them deeply.

         ‘Or maybe you don’t want to talk about it either?’ she asked when Irene didn’t immediately answer.

         ‘He was found in a car at a car breaker yard just outside Naples. Shot so many times with a machine gun that he was barely recognisable.’ She concentrated diligently on cutting an onion into slices. It stung her eyes, tears ran, and she wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. ‘They probably thought the car would be destroyed, packed into a small metal cube so he’d never have been found.’

         ‘Who discovered him?’

         ‘An attentive customer spotted blood running out from the car door and contacted the police…’

         ‘Is the car breaker in the Mafia, too?’

         ‘Who in Naples isn’t?!’ For the first time, she looked Rikke in the eye, but saw no agreement, only a shadow of reproach.

         ‘You can’t say that, Mum. There are many honest Neapolitans who’d rather see the Mafia gone. But is he?’

         ‘It’s being investigated—it’s not a reach given they use his scrapyard.’ She handed Rikke the bowl of salad and asked her to set the table.

         ‘Does Dad think the worst of his countrymen, too?’ asked Rikke after they had gone about their chores in silence for a while. ‘Sometimes I think he sees all Italians as corrupt. Just look at the situation with Giuseppe—his son-in-law—and he’s a lawyer.’

         ‘Yeah, but a defence lawyer. You know how Dad feels about them. And Olivia and Giuseppe aren’t married, so he’s not exactly a son-in-law…’

         ‘Still, though. And even though Olivia doesn’t show it, I think she’s sad Dad’s so stubborn.’

         ‘You know he was very opposed to Olivia moving to Rome. I was, too—she was so young. But I think it’s more about Giuseppe taking his daughter from him.’

         ‘Giuseppe hasn’t taken Olivia from Dad,’ protested Rikke. ‘If he’d just do something about his stubbornness and have some faith in him, then he’d have a good relationship with her again. Once upon a time, she was the apple of his eye. I was so jealous at times, but now he never talks about her—as if he has written her off.’

         ‘Of course he hasn’t, but he hopes she’ll change her mind and move home. Their biggest problem is probably that they’re too similar. They’re equally as stubborn.’

         ‘Do you not like Giuseppe either?’ Rikke leaned up against the kitchen counter and looked her directly in the eye.

         ‘We haven’t had the opportunity to get to know him that well,’ Irene deflected, wiping the countertop.

         Rikke took a tomato. ‘Hmm, that’s your fault… and… you’re just going to have to accept him,’ she said between mouthfuls.

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘I mean it, Mum. Olivia told me something after the funeral.’

         Irene looked questioningly at Rikke. Olivia punished both her and Rolando by not showing them any faith and only confiding in her sister. It tormented her, but Rolando wouldn’t give in and change his opinion of Giuseppe, even if it meant they were pushing their daughter away. He couldn’t accept she had chosen her boyfriend over her family. Irene wasn’t so sure. She had done the same thing when she had fallen in love with the handsome policeman, Rolando Benito, even though her parents had been very much against her relationship with, in their words, a ‘swarthy’ young man. Rolando refused to remember it.

         ‘Will you tell me what it was?’ She was trembling inside and her voice gave her away. She could see in Rikke’s eyes it was something important, and when that expression appeared, she couldn’t keep even the biggest secret.

         ‘Olivia doesn’t want me to tell you.’

         ‘No, that much I do know, but you started it and you want to.’ The onions sizzled and spurted as she poured them into the hot olive oil in the pan.

         ‘They’re expecting a child.’

         ‘When?’ she asked in surprise, and she was glad Rolando wasn’t there to hear the tone that made the question sound more of happy anticipation than worry.

         She jumped when the mobile rang. She dried her hands on a tea towel and answered it, her hand shaking slightly. She hoped Rikke hadn’t noticed. ‘Hello!… Hello!… Who is it?’ She waited anxiously and hung up.

         ‘That was brief. Who was it?’ Rikke asked, placing knives and forks next to the plates on the table.

         She cleared her throat, but her voice sounded hoarse anyway. ‘Probably a wrong number.’

         ‘Again? That’s the third time. Isn’t it a little strange…’

         ‘It’s nothing, Rikke. But Olivia’s news is great. How far is she?’

         ‘She’s due in November, she says. Giuseppe wants to get married before then, so we can probably expect a big Italian family wedding soon. I’m looking forward to it!’

         Irene wondered how she was going to break the news to Rolando. She looked at the clock; he would probably be home soon. She put on some water for the pasta. Imagine they were going to be grandparents again.

         ‘Grandma, Grandma! Look what I found!’

         Marianna came running into the kitchen with Angolo right on her heels. She was hiding something between her cupped hands and, in her eagerness, had forgotten to take her shoes off. Rikke led her out again determinedly with a hard grip on her arm. Irene received an apologetic smile. Marianna was missing a front tooth, lost one weekend when they had been looking after her. Irene had made sure the tooth fairy performed her duty. She stared out into the garden. Her hands were still shaking, and she took a deep breath to relax. The number was anonymous, and it was probably just someone who kept calling the wrong number, but there was something frightening and threatening about the silence and the soft breathing.

         ‘Look, it’s a caterpillar. Maybe it’s going to turn into a beautiful butterfly one day.’

         Marianna had returned in her ladybird-patterned socks, her dark eyes shining with pride at having captured the little black creature with white dots and short hairs crawling on her open hand. The German Shepherd’s muzzle vibrated around it, which made Marianna raise her hand as high as she could, but Angolo was a big dog, and Marianna had inherited her grandfather’s short stature. Irene chased the dog away, squatted down in front of her granddaughter and studied the caterpillar with interest. She had grown up in the countryside, and as a child, had been fascinated by butterflies and moths.

         ‘I think this is going to be a peacock butterfly one day. It’s the burgundy-red butterfly with a pattern on its wings that looks like the eyes on a peacock’s tail feathers. You’ve seen them—there are always loads of them in the buddleia in the summer.’

         Marianna nodded seriously, making her ponytail bob on her head. ‘May I keep it?’

         ‘No, I think you should put it out in the garden again, otherwise it won’t turn into a butterfly, will it?’

         The mobile rang again. She gasped for air, got up quickly and turned it off. She knew it was him again. Was certain it was a man for some inexplicable reason. Something to do with the breathing, maybe. Marianna ran out into the garden with the caterpillar, and Angolo greeted her with a playful dance. Rikke watched them and smiled, then she grew serious.

         ‘Was it the wrong number again? Mum, won’t you tell me what’s going on? Who’s calling all the time? I keep thinking about the murder of that social worker in Holstebro earlier this year. Your job’s nearly as dangerous as Dad’s, and…’

         ‘Rubbish!’ She turned her back to see to the pots so she didn’t have to look Rikke in the eye.

         ‘Have you said anything to Dad about it? I can tell there’s something wrong.’

         She turned towards her daughter and looked convincingly at her. ‘You don’t have to worry about anything, Rikke. And neither does your father—he has other things on his mind. It’s just someone ringing the wrong number. End of story! Did Olivia say anything about when they’re planning on getting married?’

         The pain of her youngest daughter’s silent punishment pushed Irene’s anxiety into the background a little; there were greater concerns than anonymous calls. Olivia should have told her mother and father about such important events in her life, not just passed them on, more or less involuntarily, through her sister. She decided to call Italy tomorrow. Hopefully Giuseppe wouldn’t pick up—he would hang up as soon as he heard her voice.
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         Roland caught sight of the table with Tobias Abrahamsen’s friends. They each had a draft beer. DS Mikkel Jensen and the journalist from TV2 East Jutland waved him over when he crossed the bridge at Immervad. The hands of the clock on the Magasin department store’s façade showed five minutes to six. Dinner time. Irene, Rikke and Marianna were waiting at home in the villa in Højbjerg. He unzipped his jacket, and his tie blew backwards over his shoulder. It was one of the first days with a foretaste of spring—welcome after a record-breaking and harsh winter. The café owners began to see hope for the coming lucrative outdoor service. Only a couple of guests were sitting at the outside tables. Some had taken off their jackets, but they hung ready over the backs of the chairs. A few weeks ago, the pavement slabs had been slippery with ice, and municipality workers had had trouble clearing the high snow drifts before new ones formed. It was hard to believe the sun and heat would come again.

         There were A4 flyers with a picture of a missing person on the table. He had also come across a couple of them on lampposts and walls on the shopping street Strøget. Have you seen Tobias? it said over a private photo of a fair-haired, pale young man with a gentle smile, a shy smile that wouldn’t emerge. Tobias didn’t look like an eighteen-year-old, he looked older. His mother had died three years earlier, and his father had committed suicide a year ago. It had taken a heavy toll on the son, and that much grief could age even the very young. After his father’s death, his grandmother had become his guardian. But he was no ordinary young man—no computer, no email, no mobile phone, and so no calls or text messages that could be traced. He had no interest in that kind of thing, had gone into carpentry like his father. Did his job and seemed like an all-round great kid. Roland didn’t think such young people existed anymore. Nowadays, their main influences seemed to be social media, ads and reality TV.

         He cast a quick look at Jensen and the journalist and sat down on a vacant chair. A girl moved hers a little so there was more space.

         ‘Have you found him?’ she asked, looking at him with shiny eyes. ‘I’m Tobias’ girlfriend, Trine.’

         ‘Unfortunately not, but we are, of course, following all leads. Maybe you can help. When was the last time you saw him?’

         ‘Saturday night, in front of the bar, Fatter Eskil. We’d partied all night, and he wanted to go to Park Allé and get the night bus home.’ The bald one who answered drank from his beer. He reminded Roland a little of Jensen, but his face shape didn’t carry the lack of hair quite as handsomely.

         ‘And you are?’

         ‘Bertram. I live near Tobias.’

         ‘And do you have a last name?’

         ‘Dinesen. Bertram Dinesen.’

         ‘What time was this?’

         ‘Eh…’ Bertram looked at the others perplexed, and they spoke over each other as they said it was probably about half past one.

         ‘Was he drunk?’ asked Roland.

         The grandmother claimed her grandson never drank alcohol, but such a statement from close family wasn’t always to be believed. She obviously wasn’t aware he had friends he went out partying with either. His employer had reported him missing when he hadn’t shown up for work and he had met only Tobias’ confused guardian at home.

         ‘Yeah, he wasn’t quite steady on his legs,’ Trine replied, staring vacantly into her glass. She wrapped her padded jacket tighter around herself, even though she was sitting in the warm sun. Her mascara was smeared, and her nose was red. She sniffled.

         ‘Why didn’t you stay with him?’ A blonde girl around Trine’s age looked at her angrily.

         ‘We’ve talked about that, Miriam. Drop it, okay!’

         Bertram glared at the two girls as if it was something they had already discussed enough.

         The journalist stood with her back to them, scrutinising the water in the river as if searching for a corpse, while smoking a cigarette.

         ‘What connection do you each have to Tobias?’ Jensen was standing with his hands in his pockets; there was no room for him to sit at the round table either.

         ‘Well, I’m his girlfriend,’ Trine replied first. It wasn’t said with pride. Probably more that she was the one who should feel most sorry, Roland sensed.

         None of them seemed particularly affected by their friend’s disappearance, and no one said he would return soon either. It had been seen before with missing young men at that age. He might have just met another girl and gone home with her. He’d had exactly the same thought initially about Salvatore when he hadn’t returned home. The helicopter search and dog patrol had found nothing to bring them closer to explaining why Tobias had disappeared. If his friends couldn’t reveal anything, they wouldn’t get much further in the case, so the police would have to put the case on hold and hope for the best—or the worst. Roland’s eyes sought the river, too. The water ran quietly, filled with secrets like a silent witness. Tobias could easily have fallen in and drifted out to sea, so they could only wait for his body to show up at some point. If it did at all. Before long, the divers would have to go out, but it would be a rarity if they found anything.

         ‘And as I said, I’m a neighbour—I live a few streets away…’ Bertram continued.

         ‘But we all went to school together. We agreed to meet on Saturday and go out because it’s been two years since we left school,’ elaborated the young man with shoulder-length red hair. Roland would have taken him for a girl had it not been for the red stubble—and the fact he had introduced himself as Aksel Møller Lund.

         Miriam nodded and fiddled with a stain on her jacket sleeve.

         ‘So you just let him go out alone and drunk late at night?’ Jensen’s voice wasn’t without resentment. We quickly forget what it was like when we were young.

         ‘Yes, he did,’ Bertram replied.

         ‘We weren’t exactly any less drunk!’ added Aksel tonelessly.

         ‘We were going to go out on the town. It wasn’t late, but Tobias wanted to go home. He was never into clubs, so…’ Trine’s voice was hoarse. She cleared her throat and drank her draft beer.

         ‘I don’t understand how he could just disappear like that—he has to be somewhere,’ muttered Miriam. She looked towards the river, but with an empty and indifferent expression in her eyes.

         ‘We’ve taken time off to search. We’ve put these up all over the city centre to try to get help finding him.’ Bertram held up the A4 flyer with Tobias’ picture. ‘And we hope tonight’s broadcast will get people out to help, too…’

         ‘Yes, and I created a search group on Facebook,’ interrupted Trine. ‘There are already almost two thousand members.’

         The journalist came over to the table and threw the cigarette into the ashtray. ‘The camera team’s coming now, so we have to get ready. Would you like to participate?’ she asked, looking at Roland.

         He nodded. ‘We don’t have a lot of information, but it’s important we get a precise search and convey the things we know so far, so yes, of course.’

         Jensen looked at him in astonishment; Roland didn’t usually volunteer to work with the press. He preferred to leave it to Chief Superintendent Kurt Olsen, but Roland knew what it was like to be the relative of a missing person and have no idea where they were. The gnawing fear. The crumbling hope. It meant so much that people helped, did something. Perhaps the hope for Tobias hadn’t crumbled yet.
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         ‘Cleaning?!’

         She didn’t mean to sound quite so surprised, it just came out that way. Kamilla poured the coffee into the insulated coffee pot. It had been ages since she had seen Anne. In fact, only once since she had quit her job as a press photographer at the editorial office of The Daily News to work as an advertising photographer in Studio Pierre—luckily for her, as the newspaper had had to close a few months later, leaving everyone without a job. Anne had lost her job as a journalist and crime reporter, too.

         ‘At the police station, perhaps?’ she teased.

         ‘No, are you mad! You need approval to clean there. I’d never be able to get that. A journalist who used to stick her nose into police work and drove them mad. Benito wouldn’t let it go through.’

         ‘But are you the one doing the cleaning, Anne?’

         ‘I understand your surprise. I really wanted to go back to college, but I need a break after all the stuff with my mum and all. Why is a cleaning assistant not regarded as highly as a bank director? They both work. You can certainly debate who works hardest. In terms of salary, I have no doubt. Adomas made me realise a job doesn’t have to be highly paid with prestige; as long as you can earn enough for what you need, it’s fine. He got a job as a newspaper courier and could earn more doing that than in a job you need a degree for in Lithuania.’

         ‘Adomas? Your Lithuanian cousin—um, boyfriend.’ Kamilla poured coffee into Anne’s cup, not daring to look her in the eye. It was hard to hide her misgivings at Anne dating her cousin. But it was the first time she had seen her with a twinkle in her eye. So instead, she asked, ‘Have you heard from him?’

         Anne stirred sugar into the coffee listlessly as if not bothered with anything. ‘No. I’m scared something terrible has happened to him. It was strange how he disappeared.’

         ‘What happened?’

         Anne leaned back on the sofa and looked out into the garden through the patio door. The garden wasn’t as beautiful as it usually was in May. The severe frost that winter had stopped most things from growing. The lawn had withered in spots, and several small shrubs would never come alive again.

         ‘It was at the end of January. Adomas’ mobile phone rang several times that evening, and when he answered, he spoke Lithuanian. I figured it was his family—our family. But he became more and more uneasy with each conversation, and then he suddenly packed his bag and said he had to leave. I watched him from the window and saw him get into a car that drove away fast. As I was about to walk away from the window, I saw another car pull out from the kerb and follow. In the light from the streetlamp, I spotted Lithuanian number plates. I tried to call his mobile, but there was no connection. Either he had turned it off, or he was out of cover, or…’

         ‘Did you report it to the police?’

         ‘No, they don’t have time to look into it. Maybe it’s not what I fear either.’

         ‘Wasn’t there also something about him being involved in the case of the brutal home robbery in Trige this past winter?’

         ‘No, he had nothing to do with that!’ Anne looked at her angrily. ‘He just happened to know some of the people who did do it,’ she continued less vehemently. ‘The trial’s set to begin soon. He actually helped the police uncover an Eastern European cigarette smuggling ring, so they arrested the perps later.’

         ‘I read the article in the newspaper. Didn’t he reveal information? That was dangerous.’

         ‘I said that to him, too. But it almost seemed as if he didn’t believe anything could happen to him.’

         ‘And you didn’t ask the police for help?’

         ‘Are you mad?! How do you think Benito would react if they knew I had something to do with Adomas? He was questioned at the time, and they no doubt see him as a criminal.’

         ‘Then they wouldn’t have let him go, would they?’

         ‘He helped them. You scratch my back, you know. The small fish escape so they can catch the big ones. The police make those kinds of deals just like the politicians.’

         ‘It’s probably nothing, Anne. I’m sure there’s a good explanation for Adomas’ behaviour. You would have heard from the family in Lithuania if anything had happened to him.’

         She got milk from the fridge; the coffee was very strong—the way Anne preferred it.

         ‘If I could speak Lithuanian, I’d contact them. They don’t speak Danish or English.’

         ‘How about getting an interpreter and going on a family visit?’

         ‘Get an interpreter? Go to Lithuania? I’m unemployed, Kamilla!’

         ‘Well, yeah. But you’ve got a job now. When do you start?’

         ‘Tomorrow.’

         ‘That soon?! It’s going to be so different to what you’re used to. More hard physical work, but maybe that’s what you need?’

         Anne nodded.

         Tarzan suddenly trotted in through the cat flap in the utility room, knocking over Anne’s boots. She nearly dropped her coffee in fright. The obese male cat slipped into the kitchen and made for the food bowl as if nothing had happened. He had the ability to play innocent when he had little accidents.

         ‘Oh my God, Tarzan’s really grown,’ Anne exclaimed, laughing.

         ‘Yeah, I think he has a few different dining establishments. Sometimes he’s gone for several days at a time, and when he comes back, he smells of strange perfume.’

         ‘Typical bloody male, they’re always unfaithful.’ Anne sounded bitter, and the smile disappeared.

         ‘Do you think Adomas has found someone else?’

         ‘Who knows? I know nothing about him. Maybe he was married in Lithuania…’

         ‘Does your mother not know anything? She was the one who put you in touch with him after all.’

         ‘I haven’t told my mother about Adomas and me, so I daren’t ask too much. She thinks he just went back to Lithuania.’

         Tarzan jumped up on the couch, Anne stroked his black fur, and a comforting purr began. The cat lay down in its favourite corner up against a cushion and fell asleep.

         ‘There’s no place like home,’ smiled Anne. ‘If only men thought like that, too.’

         ‘How is your mother?’

         Anne stopped petting the cat and wiped her hands free of hair on the thighs of her jeans. ‘It was a shock—both her suddenly turning up here after thirteen years without a word from her, and then to find out she was a homeless alcoholic. Had I known that, I wouldn’t have thrown her out onto the street. But she’s doing well under the circumstances. She’s staying with me while she’s waiting to be housed.’

         Kamilla decided not to ask more; she knew Anne wanted to talk about her mother as little as she wanted to talk about her own. And ironically, she had talked more about her mother since her death than when she was alive.

         ‘Do you miss your mother?’

         ‘Not much. We didn’t have any contact, so…’

         ‘Still, it must be strange not to have either of your parents anymore. You were so quiet after the funeral, I thought…’

         Kamilla set down her cup. She suddenly felt like telling Anne the whole story. Confiding in her like they used to with each other.

         ‘It wasn’t because I was grieving for my mother. I was, of course, sorry she died, don’t get me wrong, but a conversation I had with my mother’s sister—my aunt, who I never really knew and who’d driven from Agger to attend the funeral—completely floored me.’

         ‘Your mother’s sister? And you didn’t know her?’

         ‘Nope, Mum never said anything about the family from Western Denmark. She ran away when she was young because she couldn’t live under their strict Inner-Mission upbringing—or so I thought.’

         ‘You thought?’

         Kamilla pulled her legs up under her and took a sofa cushion in her arms. She hugged it. Still didn’t want to talk about it. But she had brought it up now, and Anne’s curious journalist eyes were fixed on her.

         ‘Astrid—my aunt—told me that’s not what happened at all. My grandmother and grandfather threw her out. Mum was a little rebellious, according to my aunt.’

         ‘No way, that does not sound like her!’

         There was a mocking gleam in Anne’s eyes, and Kamilla doubted again whether she should continue.

         ‘She sailed out one evening in my grandfather’s boat, with a man. My mother’s little brother was there—he was seven years old.’ She spoke too fast and took a deep breath. ‘My mother wasn’t paying attention or keeping an eye on her brother. The man was her boyfriend, and while they were… erm, together, the boy fell over the railing and drowned.’

         ‘He drowned while they were…’

         ‘The North Sea took him. He was never found.’

         ‘Fucking hell, Kamilla. That’s why they threw her out?’

         ‘No, not exactly. Drowning accidents are normal in a fishing village by the North Sea. You’re prepared for them. Mum got pregnant, she was very young, and he was a lot older…’ She couldn’t find the words and looked at Anne, hoping she would make the connection. And she did—almost.

         ‘But they got married. Did your father follow your mother when she left?’

         ‘Yes, but that’s a whole other story. The man I always thought was my dad wasn’t my dad at all.’

         ‘So you have a biological father you have to find.’

         Kamilla knew Anne’s facial expressions when she got a nose for a good story. ‘I found him.’

         ‘Kamilla, that’s amazing.’ Anne looked at her, and the excited expression changed.

         Kamilla didn’t smile.

         ‘Who is it?’

         ‘His name’s Mogens Arnskov Aagaard. He’s a fisherman in Bønnerup Strand. He’s married with a son, Mathias, around Rasmus’ age. They’re so similar to each other.’ The smile returned spontaneously, but it quickly faded again.

         ‘So you’ve met him and—your half-brother. Bloody hell! So I’m not the only one who has a new-found family. But what’s wrong?’

         ‘It went well at first, until my father found out who I was. He doesn’t want to see me, and he doesn’t want anyone to know I’m his daughter. His wife isn’t to find out.’

         ‘Why not? Is their marriage so bad that an old fling would ruin it?’

         ‘No idea.’

         Anne scratched the cat behind the ear. The crease in her forehead always surfaced when she was thinking of solutions. ‘Something must have happened then. Something he doesn’t want to come out,’ she said after a while.

         ‘What do you mean, Anne?’

         ‘Well, what else could it be? Something happened that he wants to keep hidden at all costs. You have to find out what it is!’

         Kamilla threw the cushion away and went out into the kitchen to make more coffee. She knew no one who could guzzle it like Anne. From here, she could see the picture of Rasmus on the bookshelf in the living room. The sun hit the glass, making the eyes play in the light as they do on a happy ten-year-old boy. It was an accident. A tragic accident. Traffic accidents happen every day. Danny was innocent. That was how it was. That was how everyone said it was.

         ‘I mean it, Kamilla.’ Anne followed her eagerly out into the kitchen and stood behind her as she threw coffee powder into the filter. ‘It must be something serious if he doesn’t want to know his own daughter just to keep it hidden. Aren’t you also curious about what it is?’

         Kamilla threw the coffee spoon back into the can and switched on the coffee machine, then she turned to Anne. ‘Will you help me find out?’ she asked.
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     Roland looked for the car from the stairs. Marianna sat like a little princess in the back seat, waving in the manner of Queen Margrethe of Denmark. He smiled and waved back. He had made it home in time to have dinner with them, but only because they had waited for him. The car disappeared onto the residential road. He stood for a moment, taking a deep breath, enjoying the scent of spring in his nostrils, and the sight of Irene’s flower beds fighting for their lives after the exhausting ordeal of winter. Irene was cleaning up the kitchen. He could see her through the kitchen window. Despite her fifty-four years, two years younger than himself, it wasn’t wrinkles that dominated her heart-shaped face. She had always struggled with her weight, but Roland didn’t think she should lose an ounce. Women need round shapes. Her hair had no trace of grey—the hairdresser saw to that—and the strands were piled lightly on her head so her throat and neck were visible. He stood on the stairs, freezing a little and appreciating the sight. Rejoicing that she was his, and had been for so many years that they no longer counted them. Beautiful was how he always saw her, despite the somewhat unapproachable expression she’d had on her face of late. She hadn’t said much during the meal. Marianna had chatted away cheerfully as usual, and he had discussed a few everyday things and politics with Rikke. They seldom agreed as they belonged to their respective wings, but they never quarrelled; politics didn’t mean that much to either of them. Irene’s silence saddened him. He didn’t know how to help her. If they had only let Salvatore stay and not sent him home to the streets of Naples on which the Camorra’s violence reigned. Damn it! Irritated, he ran his hand through the dark dense hair. His hairdresser, who he only visited now and then, said the grey hairs on his temples made him more distinguished. Irene said the same. He went in to see her and put plates and glasses in the dishwasher.
    

    
     ‘Why did you turn off your mobile? I tried to call you to tell you I’d be late.’
    

    
     Irene jumped. ‘God, I forgot to turn it on again. I turned it off so I wouldn’t be disturbed when Rikke and Marianna were here. It’d been so long since, so…’ She turned her back on him and put something in the fridge.
    

    
     ‘Your phone doesn’t ring that much now,’ he muttered.
    

    
     ‘Sorry, Rolando…’
    

    
     ‘Well, never mind, it wasn’t anything serious…’
    

    
    

    
     The dishwasher was full. Its soft hum and splashing were the only sounds breaking the silence. The orange button lit up in the semi-darkness of the kitchen.
    

    
     Roland scowled at Irene. She tried to concentrate on reading, but he could clearly see it wasn’t succeeding. He caught himself watching her again. Analysing. As if she were a criminal withholding an important piece of information in an investigation. Angolo was tired after their granddaughter’s visit and lay stretched out on his blanket, glad his normal, quiet life had returned. His chest lifted and sank calmly in sleep.
    

    
    

    
     ‘You don’t usually appear willingly on TV. What does Kurt Olsen have to say to that?’ said Irene when they had watched his performance on the late evening news. She returned to her book, which had been lying on the table with a bookmark roughly in the middle.
    

    
     ‘The question is more what he’ll have to say to me about being involved in the case. It reminds me so much of…’
    

    
     ‘Salvatore,’ Irene completed the sentence without looking up from the book.
    

    
     It could have been an ordinary lovely evening, but again it was weighed down by what remained unspoken between them. Maybe he needed to make the first move, whatever that might lead to. He cleared his throat.
    

    
     ‘I spoke to Giovanna today.’
    

    
     Irene looked up from the book. Waiting.
    

    
     ‘She doesn’t blame us, Irene. She understands well that Salvatore couldn’t keep living here. He was here for months. How long was it supposed to last? Would it have spared his life had he stayed for the rest of the year? The Mafia never forget.’
    

    
     ‘I know, Rolando. But that doesn’t stop the thought that if… It was me who didn’t…’
    

    
     ‘You can’t think like that. It wasn’t our fault.’ Maybe it was more himself than Irene he was trying to convince.
    

    
     Her gaze returned to the book again. She ignored him, and that hurt, but he also knew he had to try to control himself if he wanted to get through to her.
    

    
     ‘What are you reading?’
    

    
     She turned the book over and looked at the front cover as if she didn’t know herself. ‘It’s a book on social policy,’ she replied.
    

    
     ‘For work,’ he smiled.
    

    
     She nodded.
    

    
     ‘Irene, look. I’m not blaming you either, we…’
    

    
     ‘Who says I think you’re blaming me? Who says I think Giovanna does?’
    

    
     Her voice was harsh. He hadn’t heard it like that since he had tried to sell the house, her childhood home, behind her back. Angolo raised his head.
    

    
     ‘We need to talk about this. You’ve been so quiet since the funeral. What’s wrong?’
    

    
     Irene closed the book, her thumb preventing it from shutting completely so she would know where she had got to. ‘It was a horrible experience for all of us. Salvatore was far too young to die. And the way it happened. So pointless. Of course it changed us.’
    

    
     ‘Does that mean this is how we’re going to live out the rest of our days?’
    

    
     ‘What do you mean?’
    

    
     ‘You saying nothing. You avoiding my gaze. I can tell something’s wrong.’
    

    
     ‘Ah, the policeman again.’ A scornful tone hit him.
    

    
     ‘Yes, of course I notice something like that. It’s part of my job to analyse behaviour—and it’s supposed to be part of yours, too.’
    

    
     ‘What do you know about my job?’
    

    
     Was that what was wrong? Was he not interested enough in what she did? Perhaps she was right. They talked about his cases, but only because she asked and seemed interested.
    

    
     ‘Well, then, tell me about it, Irene. You never say anything about your job.’
    

    
     ‘I think we should talk about our family instead.’
    

    
     ‘Oh, great! Olivia again. Of course! Why didn’t I think of that? But she’s the one who doesn’t want to know her father, not the other way around, so you’d better talk to her about it.’
    

    
     ‘I will. I’ll call them tomorrow.’
    

    
     ‘You can tell her if she drops that waster and comes home, I’ll forgive her for running away.’
    

    
     ‘She didn’t run away, Rolando. And Giuseppe isn’t a waster, he’s a respected and well-educated young man.’
    

    
     ‘Do you call defence lawyers respected and well-educated?! They release criminals as soon as the police have worked hard to arrest them. I’m sure you remember he got a 
     
      businessman
     in Rome acquitted, right? He was a
     
      Mafioso
     , no one doubted that. He probably accepts bribes—how else could he afford the expensive apartment and the car?’
    

    
     ‘Rolando, calm down. You’re frightening Angolo. Everyone has the right to prove their innocence. That’s how it should be in a democratic society. You have no evidence to support your claims. Obviously Olivia gets upset when you say such things about her boyfriend.’
    

    
     ‘Boyfriend!’ He snorted, feeling the need for a cigarette. The packet of Nicotinell was in his jacket pocket out in the hall. ‘We should have made her study something else in college, then she’d never have met him.’
    

    
     ‘It landed her a great job at the Danish Embassy. She’s doing well in Rome. You should be proud of your daughter.’
    

    
     ‘I’ll be proud the day she sees through that swindler and leaves him.’
    

    
     ‘That’s not going to happen, Rolando.’ She put the book down, sighed loudly and looked at him as if she felt sorry for him. ‘Do you want a coffee and a cognac?’
    

    
     ‘Yes, that’d be lovely.’
    

    
     She was his Irene again. He got two cups and set them on the coffee table while she made coffee. He took the bottle from the bar as well as the cognac glasses and slipped out to fetch the nicotine chewing gum from his jacket. As if he knew he was going to need it soon.
    

    
     Irene poured for them. The smell of coffee and cognac calmed his nerves. So that was all Irene was up to. She had been reminded of his strained relationship with Olivia at the funeral, but he would never give in on that point. He knew he was right about Giuseppe. He could always pick out the wolf in sheep’s clothing.
    

    
     ‘What do you mean, that’s not going to happen? Can’t you reason with Olivia when you call her tomorrow? And say hello—but only to her.’
    

    
     Irene thoughtfully swirled the cognac around in the glass. ‘When I call her tomorrow, it’s to say congratulations. Rikke told me some good news this afternoon…’
    

    
     Roland froze and put the
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