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To Laura Höger,
 beloved sister and ally


It was the noise that woke him, a throbbing rhythm like a locomotive moving at high speed. He tried to drift back to sleep, but the rumbling in his eardrums forced him to consciousness. He shifted restlessly and felt a sharp pain on the back of his head, struggled to open his eyes, but they were stuck shut. When he attempted to raise his hand to rub them, it wouldn’t obey.

I’m having a nightmare, he thought, one of those where I dream I’m awake. I’ll wake up fully in a minute, get up, and the day will begin. He repeated this sentence like a mantra, but even as he tried to regain control, he knew this wasn’t right.

He clenched his fists cautiously and noted, to his relief, that his fingers responded. But the relief was short-lived. A zip tie cut into his wrist. He was tied up.

He blinked and forced his eyes open. His field of vision was blurred, as if he were looking through a greasy camera lens; he was lying on his side and could only make out dim light and trees in the distance. Something that looked like a figure. Where was he?

The last thing he remembered was parking on a strip of dirt somewhere he hadn’t been before, walking through tall grass under a blue-black sky past the outlines of buildings and getting his trouser legs wet. He remembered that he had come here to find something. He had gone in the door of a big building, he remembered that much. And then?

Pain shot upward from the back of his head, making it hard to think. The noise sapped the last of his concentration. Had he been punched?

He mobilized all his strength and raised his head so he could look toward his feet. Not far from the soles of his shoes a light flickered in time with the noise, and in a lucid moment he realized what it was. An industrial saw. He was moving toward it.

A scream drowned out the noise. It took several seconds before he realized it was his own. He tugged at the zip ties, in vain. They wouldn’t break. He was hopelessly trapped, at the mercy of the blade, which was closing in on his feet. He threw himself from side to side, his shoulders bashing into whatever was underneath him, blood dripping from a wound on his head. There must be some way for him to twist one arm free.

If only he could see properly, maybe he could loosen the zip ties around his wrists and stop the saw. But he couldn’t do anything. This was the end of the line.

He screamed for help, a wild animal’s roar, but there was no response.



MONDAY, NOVEMBER 18


CHAPTER 1

At first glance the suitcase looked like something out of an old movie, a big, square travel bag with reinforced corners and a wide handle, attached with rusty metal clasps. It lay in some scraggly snowberry bushes, and the damp soil had discolored the leather and loosened the stickers, mementos from hotels in Trondheim and Hanover.

Violent Crimes Department detective Anette Werner gazed down at the playground in Østre Anlæg Park. On the top of the hill there was a plateau with a bench facing one lone tree, which drew a silhouette against the sky’s low-hanging clouds. The kids at the playground didn’t go up there much. The people who used the space often left hypodermic needles and condoms on the ground, and it was best not to go near those.

The on-duty investigations officer stood in the clearing, calling the crime scene technicians and the medical examiner. His shoulders were pulled well up around his ears so the woolen trench coat formed an arch over his back. On either side of the clearing, sets of stone steps led down the slope, both cordoned off with striped crime scene tape, which was fluttering in the wind. One of the two young officers who had called for backup stood by the farther staircase, keeping watch.

Anette turned back around to the suitcase, pushed aside a dripping branch, and squatted down in the bushes beside the other young officer. The muddy soil between the bushes revealed roots from the surrounding trees, and the branches’ yellow leaves hung limp.

“Who found it?” She nearly lost her balance and grabbed the officer’s shoulder.

“A first grader from Krebs’ School. They use the playground at recess and strayed up here even though they’re not allowed to. The suitcase was still covered with dirt, but one corner was sticking out.” The young officer pointed to the top right corner of the suitcase.

“A fox, maybe?”

“Probably. The kids got their teacher, and she was alarmed by the odor and called the police.”

The odor. Anette smelled wet soil and autumnal decay. The fallen leaves were already well on their way to becoming dirt, and mushrooms were starting to grow. There was a sweet, underlying note of spoiled meat behind the November scents.

“When we arrived, we carefully removed the dirt from around the suitcase, intending to open it, but . . .” The young officer cleared his throat awkwardly. “Well, it hasn’t been that long since I finished the academy here in Copenhagen, and you don’t forget the smell of a cadaver that fast.”

Anette glanced at him and said, “So it hasn’t been opened yet?”

“We just lifted the lid a little and then called you.”

“Right.”

They heard a child’s yell from the playground.

“We haven’t had time to cordon things off properly yet.” The officer squirmed uncomfortably. “There were only two of us here, you know, until you arrived.”

“I can hear the damn swish-swish sounds from the kids’ snowsuits; they’re that close.”

Anette pulled out a pair of latex gloves from her pocket. Her own daughter, Gudrun, had just gotten a new snowsuit for the winter, size 2T, sky blue with white clouds. Her golden curls got stuck in the zipper every time she insisted she could zip it up herself. At the moment, Gudrun, her snowsuit, and Svend were all off on a weeklong vacation with Svend’s sister in Kerteminde. Anette had started missing them as soon as the car drove down their residential street the previous day.

“I’m going to open the suitcase so we’re absolutely sure, just so we don’t set everything in motion for no reason.”

“Oh, I don’t have any doubts at all,” the officer protested, wiping his dripping nose with the back of his hand.

Anette slid her hands under the edge of the lid and felt the cold pinch her fingertips. They hadn’t had their first frost yet, not even at night, but the air was heavy with that typical Danish winter damp, the kind that penetrated deep into her bones and numbed her hands and feet.

The hinges creaked, and she heard the officer next to her gasp. In the open suitcase lay a body. Its skin was brownish purple with white moldy stains, and it took Anette a second to even recognize the shape as human. The body had only one arm and one leg; its head was squashed into one corner and had been sliced clean through.

Instinctively she lifted her eyes away from the body. The sky above her was gray and the air dense with fine little beads of water. The stench was overwhelming. A guttural sound escaped the young officer. Anette quickly closed the lid before he threw up.


“EARTH TO EARTH.” The pastor stuck his shovel into a pile of dirt and carefully threw it down onto the white coffin while pushing a pair of glasses farther up his nose with the index finger of his other hand. “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”

The small group clustered around the grave stood motionless in the drizzle, following the rites. Jeppe Kørner put his arm around Esther de Laurenti and felt her skinny body shaking under the fabric of her coat. His hand on her shoulder was still sore from carrying the casket. Jeppe surveyed the other burial guests, surprised at the absence of Gregers’s own relatives. Other than Esther and himself, only a few former colleagues and elderly acquaintances had shown up. The three adult children and who knows how many grandchildren and great-grandchildren hadn’t come, pushed away in an ugly divorce many years ago and never reconciled, not even for the final farewell.

Gregers had not left behind much of a mark on the world.

The pastor said the Lord’s Prayer and gave the benediction, and Jeppe felt a little choked up. His sadness was for both Gregers’s insignificance and his own, the fleeting presence of all beings here on this earth. The doctors had discovered the lung cancer in the spring and given up treatment at the peak of summer. Now they stood on the threshold of winter, burying Gregers Hermansen, retired typographer, Esther’s roommate, and father of three children he no longer knew.

Esther had tended him until the end and managed to keep him at home, so he didn’t have to go into hospice. Jeppe lacked the imagination to conceive of how hard that must have been, but he sensed that her previously slender figure had shrunk even more and saw more gray in her henna-dyed hair.

Fearless, when our path below,

Pleases God our Father . . .

The group’s voices sounded fragile among the headstones. Jeppe’s toes were numb inside his dress shoes as he shook hands and parted ways with the other mourners. Esther only made it a few yards before she turned to him. He folded his arms around her and let her cry against his chest until she was calm.

They continued together to the nearest cemetery exit, side by side on the paved paths along cypresses and stone angels.

“No wake?”

She shook her head and said, “I called Jakob, his eldest son, but the family doesn’t wish to participate. And I don’t know any of Gregers’s former colleagues, so I didn’t have anyone to arrange it for.”

“Isn’t there a café right out here on Tagensvej? Could I buy you lunch?” He smiled at her.

She had dressed colorfully, as she usually did, in a blue wool coat and orange silk blouse, but her face was set to black.

“Or we could just have coffee, whatever we’d like.”

“What I’d like is a glass of wine, even if it’s early.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do.”

The café was high-ceilinged and bright with big windows facing the street and bentwood chairs around crowded marble tables. Apart from a sleepy waitperson, the place was empty. They sat down by the window. The server stretched and started rooting around for menus.

“I haven’t been out since Gregers got sick, you know. And now . . .”

Jeppe was about to say something about how life goes on but stopped himself. The last thing a grieving person needs is to be reminded that the world keeps going unaffected, indifferent to their misfortune.

The server placed menus on their table and began describing the day’s specials. Jeppe interrupted him.

“We’re going to start with a bottle of the house red and some water, thanks. Then maybe we’ll take a look at lunch afterward.” Jeppe let the server disappear behind the bar before he took Esther’s hand. “It must have been hard on you, taking care of him all on your own.”

“A home health aide came every day,” she said with a smile, “so I had breaks. It was much harder for Gregers than it was for me, having to depend on someone else for help.”

“But still . . .”

“Do you know what was hard?” Her gaze wandered out to the street and back again. “When there wasn’t any hope left. After that scan they did at Herlev Hospital, where they saw that the cancer had metastasized to his brain, and it was only a matter of weeks. I think I was really good at fighting and keeping Gregers’s spirits up until then, even when he couldn’t eat or sleep. But that scan broke us both. How do you keep your spirits up when there’s no hope of improvement?”

The server unscrewed a metal cap and poured wine into their glasses, set the bottle on the table with a clunk, and hurried off before they could remind him of the water he had forgotten.

Jeppe pulled out a blister pack of ibuprofen and washed down two with a sip of lukewarm, mediocre red wine. Esther did not seem to have any objections to it.

“In reality, we’re all dying,” he attempted.

“Yes, but we think we’re immortal. That’s what gets us through all the meaningless things: we somehow think that we’re impervious to death. As soon as there’s an end date, life becomes completely absurd. Especially when you’re in pain.”

Her voice faltered on those last words.

“Was he in a lot of pain?”

Esther drank and set her glass down carefully, as if she was afraid she might knock it over.

“Let’s talk about something else, Jeppe. The beard suits you.”

“You think?” He touched his unaccustomed facial hair self-consciously. “It’s mostly laziness, actually. I’ve never let it grow out before.”

“So, tell me,” she said, cocking her head to the side and studying him. “Are you enjoying your leave of absence?”

“Yes, I think so . . . I haven’t missed the police or Copenhagen so far.”

Jeppe contemplated whether that was actually true. He was getting so used to giving that same answer without really thinking about it. He had been on an unpaid leave from his job as a detective in the Violent Crimes Department since June, and in August he had sublet his apartment to a sweet, elderly couple who routinely sent him messages about how much they were enjoying city life and the view of Nyhavn.

“But a lumberjack? Isn’t that . . . That just seems like such a drastic step for a talented detective, to sort of run off to an island and go chop down trees because of a broken heart. Almost a little . . .”

“Cliché? Maybe, yeah. It was my mother’s suggestion. She knows the neighbor of the guy who runs the logging company, otherwise it would never have occurred to me. But when you’re sick of things, nothing helps more than hard physical labor. It gets you out of your own head. Plus it pays well, so I’ll be able to afford to travel afterward. And it’s only temporary after all.”

Esther drank a sip of her wine and looked sadly at the bottom of her glass, which was approaching.

“Are you and Sara in touch at all?”

“No . . .” Jeppe was about to explain but realized that her name still hurt in his mouth. “I’ve shut down contact with my coworkers in general. I don’t need to know what’s going on in their new super-police-headquarters.”

“Surely you have to admit that Sara’s more than a coworker?”

“Hmm.” Jeppe refilled Esther’s glass. His own was still full. “Are you still coming out to the island this afternoon? I’m catching the four-thirty ferry.”

Esther nodded.

“Remind me again why you’re going?” Jeppe screwed the lid back onto the wine bottle and set it down.

“Do you remember that biography I was working on in the spring? Margrethe Dybris, award-winning anthropologist and somewhat of an icon. She actually got in touch with me a few years ago through a mutual connection at the university, and I was very honored that she took an interest. Unfortunately nothing really came of our contact; I’m not really sure why. And then she died before I ever really got the chance to know her. But I tell myself she wanted me to write her biography.”

Esther smiled, looking calmer now, her forehead smoother, and the corners of her eyes less tense.

“Margrethe researched death rituals all over the world and was a pioneering feminist. She lived alone but had several friends and adopted two children on her own. She moved to Bornholm back in the 1970s, then died two years ago. I’ve been corresponding with her adult daughter about coming over to see the house in Bølshavn.”

“Are you sure it’s a good idea to do it right now?”

Esther raised one shoulder up toward her ear and then let it fall again in an indecisive gesture.

“Gregers’s kids are coming to empty out his rooms tomorrow. I don’t particularly want to be home for that.”

“Ah, okay.” Jeppe looked at his watch. “Listen, I have an errand in the city, but I can swing by and pick you up at your place around two o’clock?”

“Great, thank you. That will be perfect. I’ll go pack a bag and bring Dóxa upstairs to the neighbor. They’ve promised to dog-sit her while I’m away, probably just until the end of the week.”

The server appeared at their table with a plate of vanilla butter cookies. They smelled freshly baked.

“On the house. The chef is practicing his Christmas baking. You look like someone who could use a little pampering.”

He set down the plate and disappeared again. The scent of cookies fresh from the oven wafted up and spread through the room. Jeppe took a cookie and smiled across the table. Esther looked down, avoiding his eyes.


CHAPTER 2

“Tell me again—what are we waiting for?”

Anette tugged irritably at the elastic holding the surgical scrub hat in place over her hair. On the stainless steel table in front of her sat the leather suitcase containing half a body waiting to be autopsied. Bright lights seemed to make the corpse’s darkly mottled skin smolder like coals in a campfire.

On the other side of the table stood crime scene investigator J. H. Clausen holding a single-lens reflex camera, with which he had already taken at least a hundred pictures, next to forensic pathologist and professor Nyboe, who had just finished collecting samples of the skin and now flashed her an annoyed look over his mask.

“As I said, we need to fingerprint the deceased before we can lift the body out and proceed with the examination,” he said. “The dactylographer’s on his way. That’s how it is when we rush autopsies, the whole process ends up being a little harried. We wouldn’t normally do the exam before tomorrow.”

“So, to what do owe the honor?” Anette glanced indiscreetly at her watch.

“Tomorrow wasn’t convenient for me,” Nyboe replied, and then pulled his face mask down below his chin. “My wife and I are celebrating our silver wedding anniversary and are expecting sixty-five guests for brunch.”

“Congratulations!”

“Thanks.”

Anette peered down into the suitcase, impatient to get started. In her ten years as a detective, she had encountered body parts and dismemberment several times, but she’d never seen half a person before. In an investigation she was leading, no less.

“What’s the white stuff?”

“The swollen section?” Nyboe pointed to the corpse’s thigh. “The skin has become pasty from putrefaction, moisture, and temperature fluctuations. The deceased must have been in the suitcase for quite a while, not long enough for the flesh to disappear but for several weeks, maybe even months.”

A younger man in a green lab coat and scrub hat joined them at the table. He wrinkled up his nose before pulling up his face mask to cover his stubble.

“Whoa, what the fuck? That reeks! Can I get right to it?”

“Language!” Nyboe eyed the newly arrived dactylographer sternly. “And yes, we were only waiting for you. But be careful, the skin is loose!”

The dactylographer lifted the body’s left hand and started rolling the fingers one by one first on the ink plate, then on paper.

“Is there just one hand?”

“Yes, you got off easy today. Done?” Nyboe took a step toward the table.

The dactylographer nodded and left the room. Nyboe tied his plastic apron and put on a fresh pair of gloves.

“Come on, let’s lift!”

The forensic pathologist stepped up, and they carefully lifted the half corpse out of the suitcase and onto the metal table, positioning it so it lay on its back. Crime scene investigator Clausen sealed the suitcase in white plastic and then started photographing again while Nyboe measured the body with a measuring tape while dictating the results into his Dictaphone. At regular intervals the technician turned the deceased so Clausen could take pictures from all sides. Nyboe walked back and forth, muttering observations about possible stab wounds, skull fractures, or bullet holes.

Anette stayed back a couple of paces so as not to get in the way and had to crane her neck to catch everything. Even though the body was far along in the putrefaction process, and its muscles and organs had long since turned soft and gray, it still looked like an anatomy drawing. The face was split down the nasal bone, the rib cage open, and the pelvis halved. The remnants of a scrotum revealed the victim’s sex as male, but beyond that it was hard to get an impression of the person from his earthly remains. The eye sockets were empty, and in the mouth, behind the teeth, there was only a stump of what had once been a tongue.

“He’s been there for a minimum of six weeks and a maximum of twelve. I’ll be able to narrow that down more once we’ve looked at the organs. But we’re in the ballpark.” Nyboe nodded to the crime scene technician. “Let’s prepare for the internal exams.”

The pathologist loosened the skin on the face with a snip behind the ear and opened the skullcap so the half brain could be lifted and transferred into a stainless steel bowl without being damaged any further. Or to be more precise: poured. To Anette’s untrained eye, it looked liquid. The pathologist proceeded to remove the heart, spleen, and other organs out of the body and weigh them in stainless steel bowls.

“How will we identify him if his fingerprint isn’t in the registry?” Anette asked. “His teeth? Is half a mouth enough?”

“I’m not sure.” Nyboe spoke without raising his face from the body’s nose, on which he was pointing a small and very bright flashlight. “We’ll need to hear from the forensic dentists how far they can get with an X-ray and CT scan. We’re also taking a DNA sample from the femur for our forensic geneticists. It’ll take them a few days. But no matter what, their results will have to be compared to something before they can be of use.”

“We’ll check up on missing people, men, from the last three months. That will give us something to work with. Can you say anything about his age?”

Nyboe straightened up and snorted.

“Right now I can barely establish the fundamentals such as skin and hair color, because the putrefaction is so advanced. But based on his general physique, I would think we’re talking about a full-grown man, who does not yet show serious signs of wear and tear. You know: arthritis, prolapses, hip surgery . . . My conservative estimate would be somewhere between thirty and fifty.”

“Oh, come on, that’s no help.”

“Sorry.” Nyboe bent back down over the body and poked the half nose with a small metal pin. “On the other hand, he has a nice hole here in the bridge of his nose, which could well indicate excessive cocaine use. If that’s the case, we’ll be able to confirm it from the organs once we get them under the microscope.”

Nyboe went to stand next to the technician, who was still weighing organs, and started writing on a whiteboard in black and red dry-erase markers.

Anette approached the body. Normal-size head, strong jaw, average build, as far as she could assess. Just halved.

“What did he die of?” she asked.

Nyboe stopped with the pen in midair and gave her a look.

“He was sawed in half.”

“Come on, Nyboe! Are you telling me that’s what he died of?”

He sighed.

“At least so far, there is no indication of other trauma, although it’s too early to say anything definitive.”

“Wait a minute!” Anette pointed to the body. “Are you telling me that he was alive when he was sawed over?”

“Yes, Werner, I’m afraid I am.”


ESTHER CLOSED THE door of her apartment on Peblinge Dossering, ignoring the nameplate like she had for the past six months. It had been too painful to read, because she had known it would soon be out of date.

Esther de Laurenti & Gregers Hermansen

Now diminished by a dizzying 50 percent. A whole home with only half its population of residents. How would that ever work?

Dóxa came clicking across the parquet flooring and greeted her with a lazy growl, before retiring to her bed in the kitchen. The days when the pug had barked and jumped around every time Esther came home were long gone.

“It’s only you and me now, sweetie.”

Esther tried to let those words sink in. Death was as hard to fathom as the end of the universe. From now on Gregers would no longer pick up rolls for their Saturday breakfast or steal her crossword puzzle from the weekend paper; he would never again complain that the frying pan smelled of garlic or that the volume of her Puccini was too high.

She packed toiletries and clothes for a few days into a bag and set it in the front hall, ready to go, then opened the fridge but was forced to admit that she didn’t have any appetite. There was still an hour to kill before Jeppe came to pick her up, she might as well have another glass of wine.

It had been a long time since she had last cut loose. When you’re taking care of a helpless patient, you don’t get drunk. But she didn’t have anyone to stay sober for anymore. The cork let go of the bottle neck with a sympathetic sigh.

Gregers would have made fun of her and accused her of being a part-time alcoholic if he had been home.

“Ah, but you’re not here, my friend. So I’ll drink what I want.” Esther tilted her head back and gulped down big mouthfuls of Ripasso. It was also a relief that he was dead. Was it okay to admit that?

A relief to be done with the bedpan and the blood pressure cuff, the oxygen machine, keeping track of pills, and the hospital bed, which the health aide had set up in Gregers’s room. She also wouldn’t miss the fits of pain, the swollen legs, the constipation that compelled him to move around the apartment because he couldn’t bear being in his own body, and she definitely wouldn’t miss his nightly panic attacks, when he thought his death was imminent and fear kept them both awake. She could still see his unfocused eyes in the dark and hear his gasping breaths, as far from being ready to meet his end as anyone could be.

No, Esther wouldn’t miss the sickness and death. But Gregers . . . was it Bukowski who had said something like solitude can be one of the most beautiful things on earth?

Maybe if you were young and agile and could be alone on a mountaintop or in a Scottish fishing village, but not when you were a seventy-one-year-old woman, who had lost all the people you were closest to.

“Who do I have left?” she asked Dóxa in her dog bed. “Who’ll take care of me if I get sick?”

That question hovered like an echo between the white walls. Once upon a time she had had colleagues, lovers, dinner guests, a social circle of people she saw regularly and could depend on. But so much had imperceptibly slipped away, evaporated into the layers that make up the busy routines of everyday life. But busy with what? What could be more important than the people you love?

She finished her glass and saw the kitchen counter tilting. When had she last seen Frank and Lisbeth, for example? Or good old Bertil?

Esther put her hand over the medallion that hung around her neck, resting against her breastbone as a constant reminder of the greatest loss of them all. A gold pendant with a date engraved on it, March 18, 1966, in remembrance of the baby she had carried, given birth to, and then given up when she was seventeen. Heavily pressured by her parents, forced, even, to give the illegitimate child up for adoption. Should she have defied her parents? Could she have done anything?

She had asked herself that question countless times in an attempt to keep regrets at bay. The answer wasn’t clear. What remained was the consequence, the painful truth:

Esther had no one.

She had never had more children and never married. Her closest friends were either dead or forgotten.

“I have you,” she said to the dog bed and realized her speech sounded a little slurred, “plus I have Jeppe and my book.”

She walked over to the petroleum-colored desk and looked at the stacks of papers, printed articles, and pictures from Margrethe Dybris’s anthropological field studies in Indonesia and Central Africa. A fine layer of dust had settled over it all since Gregers got sick last spring, and she was forced to stop working on the book. The thought of getting back to research and writing seemed pointless right now. Why write a book no one is waiting for when your best friend is dead?

Because work was the only thing keeping her going.
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