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         The blow landed with such violent force that he was slammed against the wall and momentarily lost his balance.

         John Lind had been heading toward the printer to get his article. He had noticed that the door to the editorial office was open, but he had not heard any footsteps.

         The club hit him again, and this time he felt his own blood dripping as pain exploded in the right side of his head. He instinctually attempted to protect himself with his hands, but they were knocked out of the way by the next blows.

         Is it money you…

         He didn’t have time to finish the question before he was kicked hard from behind, knocking him down. Then a barrage of punches and kicks hailed down on him, until his consciousness withdrew in a fog.

         He made one last attempt to get up before the club came down on him again, connecting with his skull with a crunching sound. Then, the light faded.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As the smoke twisted lazily toward the ceiling, Camilla Lind let her gaze follow it while she emptied her beer. The Friday bar at the Danish daily Morgenavisen had evolved into an actual party when the sub-editor put out more beer and wine and the youngest intern in the newsroom connected a pair of loudspeakers to his computer, turning up the volume of the music.

         Camilla glanced at her wristwatch and noted that it was almost nine o’clock. The alcohol had drawn out little beads of sweat on her upper lip, and by now it was several hours since she and a couple of the other “mid-forties journalists” from the culture section had decided to stop going to the yard every time they wanted a smoke. That had provoked some tart comments—mostly from some of the younger female journalists, who still exchanged glances every time a lighter was drawn.

         Taking in the position of the hands of her watch, she realized that she’d lost track of time. She had said she would be home an hour ago, but one beer had led to another, and suddenly she’d forgotten all about David, who was back in the apartment with her son, Markus. Her boyfriend had even offered to go shopping and have dinner ready when she got home.

         Camilla heaved a sigh while rummaging through her bag for her cell phone, thinking about a plausible excuse.

         The others were discussing Bruce Springsteen and his upcoming performance as the main attraction at the Roskilde Festival.

         “There’s a bottle of cognac in it for you, if you assign me to it,” Balder tried, draining his beer while straining to focus on the editor of the culture section.

         “I’d rather spend an extended weekend with a mummy than forty-five minutes with the Boss,” the younger colleague assigned to cover the concert quipped.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Shut up, kiddo,” Camilla interrupted. She was about to defend her old idol when she spotted the eight missed calls from David on her phone. And another four from Markus. She couldn’t deal with calling them and explaining. Instead, she sent a couple of short text messages and was about to turn off the phone when it rang in her palm.

         She nodded when her colleagues asked if she wanted another beer and was fumbling around to reject the call when she noticed the area code on the screen. It wasn’t like her stepmom to call this late on a Friday night, so Camilla answered it, pushing past the others who were packed around the oblong editorial table.

         “It’s your dad,” Eva Lind said as Camilla came out into the hallway. “He’s been assaulted. It’s very serious; it happened down at the paper.”

         The words hurtled along without pause. Camilla’s parents had divorced when she was eight years old, but she’d been mature enough to decide that she wanted to live with her dad and stay in Skagen. The last time she’d seen him had been four months ago, when she was home and visiting him and the stepfamily. During her childhood years, they’d grown to feel almost like her own mom and siblings.

         “He’s just been scanned at the hospital in Frederikshavn, and now they’re moving him to the neurosurgical ward in Aalborg. It’s his skull. They don’t know if he’ll survive.”

         While Eva talked, Camilla let herself slide onto the floor. It hadn’t been more than a couple of hours since she’d spoken to her dad, and now she visualized him. John Lind, editor-in-chief, and owner of the small independent weekly SkagensPosten and, furthermore, proprietor of a reputable printing house specializing in exclusive art books.

         “He was unconscious when the ambulance arrived,” Camilla heard her stepmom say. The beer was beginning to surge up her throat. She leaned her head against the wall in an attempt to regain some measure of control over herself.

         “They think he was hit with a club or a bat. There was blood; a lot of blood. Michael is down there now.”

         Michael Eskildsen had been the love of Camilla’s youth; they’d gone to school together. Now he was a detective at the small police station in Skagen. It was a long time since she had seen him. Visits to her childhood home were few and far between.

         “You’d better come home. Michael has already booked a ticket for you on the late flight. He’ll make sure you’re picked up in Aalborg.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The flight was scheduled to depart at 10:50 p.m. She asked the cab to wait while she hurried up to her apartment to pack a bag.

         Markus had fallen asleep on the couch, and David was waiting for her in the hallway with the door open and a worried look on his face. Camilla had called him on the way from the paper. For a minute, she’d been relieved to have such a dramatic excuse to trump all of his reproaches and accusations. But none came. Instead, he helped her pack and watched as she went into the living room and kissed Markus on the cheek and pulled her fingers through his hair.

         “I can move in here for a couple of days,” David suggested as they went down the stairs.

         Camilla gratefully accepted the offer. She hadn’t even thought about what she was going to do with her son, and there was no one else to take care of him. After the cabdriver had taken her bag, she and David hastily kissed good-bye.

         “Promise to call?” David wanted to hold her hand, but she withdrew it and got into the cab. She saw him wave but leaned her head back against the headrest. Right now, she couldn’t cope with anything but getting to Aalborg in a hell of a hurry. Before it was too late.

         As she sat in the plane, more flashes of memory emerged. The last time she’d seen her dad, he had been full of energy. On Easter Saturday, he had arranged a special exhibition at Klitgaarden; he’d rounded up numerous Skagen paintings that were privately owned and had therefore never before been accessible to the public. It was typical of her dad to get access to things like that, Camilla thought. When he put his mind to something, there was no holding him back. She drank a cup of coffee on the plane and thought about the latest story that had attracted her father’s attention. It was about Danish straw men who bought up houses in Skagen for rich Norwegians, who then rented them out, making a killing.

         Camilla had helped him confirm it, and she had several Norwegian sources who’d candidly admitted to owning houses in Skagen, even though it was illegal for foreigners to own and rent out property. Her dad had enough exposing articles to run a whole series and had carefully planned to run it now, at the verge of peak season. The first one had just been printed and outraged letters to the editor were pouring in, but maybe the whole thing would quiet down if the rest of the series didn’t see print.

         It was half past midnight when she arrived at the hospital. The ambience in the deserted hallways felt heavy with the night and the muted lighting. They were all there: her stepmother and her two stepsiblings. Tina was the first to get up when Camilla came through the revolving doors to the neurosurgical ward, and without words, the two embraced. Just then, a doctor and a nurse emerged from the bay where John Lind lay.

         “He’s sustained a serious skull fracture. During the brain scan, hemorrhage in the cerebral cortex was localized. We’ll put him on a respirator while we determine if he’ll need surgery. Tomorrow we’ll be able to tell you a bit more.”

         Tomorrow, Camilla thought. So the doctor assumes that he’ll still be alive then.

         “If he makes it through the night, that is,” the doctor said with a worried expression on his face before allowing them to enter the bay one at a time.

         “You go first,” Eva said, giving Camilla a gentle push in the back.

         She saw her dad lying there with his eyes closed. His face was grotesquely swollen and was a blackish-violet color from the blows. The left side of his head was covered by a big gauze bandage.

         She gingerly sat down at the edge of the bed and took his hand.

         “Bloody fucking hell,” she mumbled, while stifled sobs made her throat constrict. Then she felt a small squeeze in her hand. He still had both his eyes closed when she squeezed back.

         She sat for a while, stroking his hand and gazing at its back, where the veins protruded. Then she leaned forward.

         “I’m going down to the paper tomorrow to sort out the readers’ letters and make sure the best ones are picked for printing, and then I’ll publish the next straw man article, to keep the readers’ attention.”

         She paused briefly.

         “But you have to promise not to go dying on me during the night. Or tomorrow, for that matter. Deal?”

         She stopped and reflected that maybe this was not the time for their usual tones of voice. On the other hand, neither of them would be better off if she broke down sobbing. It would only serve to make her father even more aware that this might be the last time they were together. If indeed he were conscious enough to perceive that. Camilla felt another squeeze in her hand and assumed that the deal was done. She bent down and kissed his palm; she didn’t dare get close to his battered face.

         “See you tomorrow,” she said, getting up. She lingered briefly before she left the bay.

         
            *  *  *

         

         That night, Eva made a bed for Camilla in the living room. Now she lay on the couch with a cigarette in one hand and her cell phone in the other. She was speaking to her boss at Morgenavisen and repeating, somewhat annoyed, that he didn’t have to transfer somebody else to her assignments.

         “I’ll be back Monday morning,” she said, reaching for the ashtray a second before the ashes fell onto the carpet. “I’ll fly home Sunday. I’ll have enough time to iron my shirts before I go,” she added, promising that she would be well prepared and presentable for the ceremony, when Denmark turned over the EU Presidency to Cyprus. Actually, it was mostly the prospect of a couple of days in the sun that had made her push for the assignment, but now she regretted it.

         She squashed out the cigarette and thought intensely with her eyes closed. Maybe she was away from Markus too much? But she hadn’t planned to go to Skagen when she’d made the deal about going to Cyprus.

         Camilla had been raising him alone since he was a year-and-a -half, and now David was struggling to take on the role of Markus’s dad. She was torn from her quiet thoughts when the kitchen door was ripped open and she heard her childhood boyfriend, Detective Michael Eskildsen, shout:

         “There’s a fire down at the editorial office. Camilla, you’d better come with me.”
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         Three fire trucks were parked in front and the flames were licking up the walls and eating through the roof as dense smoke wafted toward the sky.

         Michael parked right outside of SkagensPosten. Camilla got out of the car, shaken, and trailed him as he went over to talk to the inspector.

         “It was started deliberately, no doubt about that,” an elderly fire chief said, nodding gravely toward a shattered window. “Looks like there was gasoline in the bottles that were thrown through the windows.”

         “Was anybody in there?” Camilla asked, stepping closer. “What about H.C.?”

         Hans Christian was SkagensPosten’s only full-time journalist, and he had worked at the paper for as long as Camilla could remember.

         The inspector shook his head. “Nobody was there. We’re trying to get the fire under control before it spreads further.”

         The soot had blackened the white wall and the water formed small pools, but the fire was still too violent for Camilla to get close enough to view the extent of the damages.

         “What in the world is going on?” Camilla exclaimed, and she put her hands in front of her face to shield it from the heat of the flames. She shook her head uncomprehendingly as Michael began pulling her away from the fire. “It must be the same people who beat up my dad.”

         She glanced once more at the flames before turning her back to the fire trucks and the men who still struggled to get the fire under control. Her chest buzzing with impotence and disquiet, she slowly started walking while Michael told her that the police had found no traces of the perpetrators of the assault, except for a married couple who thought they had seen two people leaving the paper’s small parking lot on a moped.

         Camilla crossed the street and began walking home.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was almost a week since John Lind had been put on a respirator in the neurosurgical ward. According to the doctors, it was a small miracle that he survived, but it was hard for Camilla to reconcile herself with the hospital’s latest announcement.

         “His speech center is damaged and there’s a high risk of partial paralysis,” the consultant had said that morning. “Sadly, it’s likely that he’ll have trouble moving around and reduced strength in the entire right side of his body.”

         Aphasia was the next word that got through to her.

         “He’s suffering from aphasia, has lost his language skills, and will have trouble expressing himself,” the doctor continued, then tried to soothe Camilla by saying that John might be able to express himself in writing. Before they left the hospital, he had been taken off the respirator, so his body could begin to heal on its own.

         Her thoughts were blocking each other. Assault and then fire. Everything was whirling around in her head. Brakes screeched, and a horn was pressed with a vengeance when she absentmindedly stepped off the curb to cross Sct. Laurentii Street.

         “Bitch!” a man shouted after her, and she flipped him off while trying to focus her thoughts on Cyprus and her assignment. But in the middle of her personal chaos, it was hard to muster the appropriate enthusiasm about the turning over of the EU Presidency and the official celebratory ceremony that would follow. Camilla gave up, as her thoughts kept returning to SkagensPosten anyway.

         On her way back from the hospital earlier in the day, she had stopped by the paper. H.C. had been sitting at his monitor with a grim look on his face, and she guessed that he had already been informed of the grievous prospects for his longtime boss and friend.

         After the assault, he took over the daily management of the paper, and when Camilla had said that she would continue her dad’s series of articles about the Danish straw men acquiring properties for wealthy Norwegians, he had initially turned her down and promised that he would run it himself. She had insisted until he’d accepted, admitting that he could probably use the extra manpower. The second article in the series had just been published.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was almost half past ten when Camilla awoke the next morning. She missed Markus down to the bone, and David, too, at least a little bit, and she needed a cigarette and a strong cup of coffee. She felt like she had been dragged from one nightmarish dream to the next during the night.

         She was completely worn out and a little dizzy when she sat up. She was already fed up with sleeping on a makeshift bed in her old room.

         She put on a pair of sweatpants and pulled the T-shirt from the day before over her head before she began the descent down the narrow stairway, but she stopped abruptly and listened when she heard men’s voices coming from the kitchen.

         “We’re terribly sorry to hear what happened to your husband, and it’s entirely understandable if our call is a bit inconvenient.”

         Camilla raced down the last steps and peered into the kitchen. Two men stood with their backs against the door, explaining that they came from The Media House in Aarhus. She concluded it was the executive vice president and the financial manager of the group and withdrew to the living room. She just couldn’t deal with any more strangers stopping by to express their grief, so she flopped onto the couch with her laptop as her stepmother invited them in for coffee.

         “We’re talking millions…in the three digits,” one of the men said.

         Camilla was torn from her thoughts of moneyed Norwegians who apparently didn’t care at all that SkagensPosten was continuing its series of articles about the illegal property purchases.

         Now curious, she got up and headed into the kitchen, where the coffeepot was waiting. She introduced herself and listened attentively as they presented their offer.

         “We could make the takeover happen pretty quickly,” the executive vice president said, looking at them from one to the other.

         “But what would a possible takeover mean for the future of the paper?” Eva asked when he had finished. And Camilla began shaking her head as soon as the somewhat younger financial manager explained that SkagensPosten would become part of a chain along with seventeen other local papers, sharing common editorial guidelines as well as photo archives. They didn’t mention the printing works, but reading between the lines, she could clearly see that there was no future for exclusive art books.

         The two men left their cards on the kitchen table, and silence filled the room. Camilla grabbed the sugar bowl as Eva poured coffee in their cups.

         “It’s hard to think straight,” Eva exclaimed as she sat down. She fumbled for one of the little handkerchiefs in her apron pocket and dabbed at her watery eyes.

         Camilla reached across the table and put her hand on her stepmother’s arm.

         “Don’t even think about stuff like this right now,” she said, trying to sound soothing. “We’ve got more than enough on our plates. H.C. will see to it that everything is tidied up and squared away after the fire, and as far as I understand, Michael has arranged for some guys from the National Guard to cover up the places where the flames went through the roof. Luckily, nothing happened to the editorial office.”

         Eva nodded, acknowledging this as some minor comfort, at least. Someone knocked at the door and she looked toward it. For a moment, Camilla was afraid it was the two guys from the papers returning, so she was relieved to find Michael there, telling her that the cleanup at the newspaper offices had gone well.

         “A glazier will come around later today,” he said.

         “Coffee?” Eva asked mechanically, rising.

         “I’d love some, but I’m really here to tell you about a new development in our investigation. A new witness has come forward in connection with the assault.”

         “What about the fire? Has anybody seen anything?” Camilla asked.

         The detective shook his head.

         “Unfortunately, it seems that most of the neighbors near the offices sat glued to their televisions, engrossed by Tour de France,” he replied apologetically. “But right now, we’re looking for two young people who have been rumored to hang out at a nearby campsite. I just came back from there. Our dogs found a bloody baseball bat near the edge of the wood. We’re sure that’s what was used. On Monday it will be sent to the CSI techs.”

         “On Monday! Helloooo, it’s Saturday. How about today?” Camilla exclaimed, eyeing her old flame testily.

         “It’s the weekend, you know, and when it’s not a homicide, things don’t always move along so quickly,” Michael said, sounding defensive. But she had already turned away from him.

         A shadow crossed Eva’s face as she hushed her stepdaughter.

         “I assumed you’d like to be kept up to date when something new happened,” Michael added as an awkward silence descended.

         Camilla heaved a sigh and breathed in deeply.

         “And we do. But I don’t give a shit if it’s the weekend or if the moronic neighbors are watching a bicycle race, so the whole town can burn down around them without them even noticing. And you’d better come up with something better than wasting your time on two punks from the campsite.”

         She took a deep breath.

         “First, my dad is almost killed, but apparently ‘almost’ doesn’t count with you guys. Then, the paper nearly goes up in flames, and you make it sound like it’s just a couple of adolescent pranks. Come on. Please!”

         She smacked her hands onto the table with a bang that made Eva twitch.

         Michael’s face tightened as he watched her.

         “Fine, stay mad.”

         Suddenly, Camilla felt as if they were still lovers. She knew that he’d had a hard time getting over their breakup when she, at sixteen, had decided to move to the other end of the country to live with her mom in Roskilde. And if she forgot for a moment, the way he looked at her now was a sure reminder.

         “We don’t have reason to believe that there are more sinister motives behind this, even if your dad did publish the articles about the straw men. There is no indication that the perpetrators wanted something specific. That’s why we believe that the location was chosen arbitrarily. It looks like a burglary gone off the rails.”

         Gone off the rails, well, that was one way of looking at it.

         “Then what about the fire?” she demanded, bringing her hand down heavily on the table and causing the coffee to spill and run down the tablecloth. “This is not a coincidence. It’s got something to do with either the Danish straw men or the wealthy Norwegians. And you know what? This is not something I should need to be fucking telling you. The police should be able to figure this out for themselves.”

         On the way out, she turned and looked back at him standing on the steps.

         “I helped my dad find the names of a couple of the Norwegians involved. I’ve got them in Copenhagen, but I’ll get David to e-mail them. Spend your Sunday on that, then you’ll also get away from that nagging hag at home!”

         She shouldn’t have said the last part, she knew, but hadn’t caught herself in time. To be honest, she had never quite forgiven him for getting engaged to someone else from their old class. He could have chosen anybody else, and it wouldn’t have bothered her. But it still stung a bit because Camilla had never liked her.

         Either he’d not heard what she said, or he’d heard and was hurt, but he didn’t let on.

         “I’m going down to the paper to put the rest of the series of articles on a laptop, so they don’t all suddenly disappear.”

         “If there’s anything to your guesswork, then don’t even think about printing any more of those articles!”

         He had followed her down the stairs and stood quite close.

         “Of course I will,” she snapped. “I just can’t figure out how all this is connected to the fact that the people from The Media House in Aarhus showed up exactly as the last embers died out.”
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         “The fire has destroyed the storeroom, and everything is soaked through. It reeks to high heaven, just like a cold smoking oven. There’s a big hole in the roof.”

         Camilla emptied her glass and looked at the others before she continued.

         “The insurance guy brought along a carpenter. But, of course, he didn’t know when they’d have time to repair the fire damage. It’s the holidays!”

         Eva Lind had invited Camilla and her own children over for dinner and a family council to discuss the nine-digit sum of money that The Media House in Aarhus had offered for her dad’s life’s work: SkagensPosten and the printing house belonging to it.

         “Exactly how much did they offer?” Tina asked, taking the potatoes her mom had passed to her.

         Camilla contemplated her stepsister. Tina was a year-and-a-half older than her and owned a small hotel in town. It wasn’t exactly a secret that she had underestimated how draining a long period of winter could be, and the creditors had started pressing the doorbell relentlessly when they called on her. So Camilla wasn’t surprised that her stepsister had seized upon the chance of a large monetary gain, which would make her life easier.

         She assumed that it wouldn’t be difficult to agree on selling SkagensPosten—especially after the fire.

         Neither Tina nor her brother Anders had any relationship to the paper. She herself had reached the conclusion that selling off had to be the best solution.

         That was why she was completely taken aback when the wind suddenly changed direction.

         “We shouldn’t make the deal, no matter how many Jutland dollars those vultures offer. Thank God, John is neither dead nor buried, and we’re not selling anything behind his back as long as he’s breathing!” Anders leaned over the table after having delivered his salvo and helped himself to another slice of meat.

         Her stepbrother was closing in on fifty. He had been a fisherman since he’d left school and was still making his money that way, although not as much as he used to.

         “Actually, I don’t think we should sell, either,” Tina said, surprising Camilla. Before she had time to gather her thoughts, everyone in the family turned to look at her. And from all three sides it came:

         “You have to take over. You’re the only one of us who is able to continue running the paper, until your dad can decide for himself what’s going to happen.”

         The table fell silent. Their eyes stayed on her for what seemed like an eternity, with the weight of their expectations resting so heavily on her that she almost started gasping for breath.

         “Not on your life!” she exclaimed impetuously, and a reflex made her reach for the pack of cigarettes, even though the others were still eating. “I won’t do it. I’ve got enough on my plate as it is, including catching a plane back to Copenhagen, so just forget about it!”

         She damn well wasn’t going to put the job of her dreams and David on standby for the sake of a local paper in Skagen. And what about Markus, who was going on an outing with the other Boy Scouts in the first week of August?

         “Only you can do it,” Tina repeated a little louder when Camilla angrily got up from the table and stormed out of the dining room as they watched her leave.

         
            *  *  *

         

         They could kiss her ass, she thought as she made her way toward the harbor. Putting the responsibility of the future of the paper on her shoulders was the easiest thing in the world.

         The water reflected the evening sun as she walked along the wharf. Her blood was pumping as she stepped up the tempo.

         Bloody hell. She fumed and cursed as she continued on past the red-painted boathouses. Nevertheless, she knew herself well enough to realize that she wouldn’t be on the flight back home the following evening.

         And what to do about Cyprus and the EU Presidency, which obviously would be turned over anyway, even if she didn’t cover the ceremony? And the Boy Scout outing?

         At the very end of the pier, she slowed down and decided that she would give it a month. Then they would have to find another solution, and by that time, her dad would be able to take part in the decision, too. She sat down and lit a smoke, gazing out over the water and making peace with her decision.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Tuesday afternoon found Camilla at the editorial office putting the finishing touches to the latest weekly edition before sending it to the printer’s and closing up shop.

         Her boyfriend had sacrificed two of his days off to drive Markus up to her. They had arrived Monday afternoon. Tuesday, they slept late and ate breakfast before David drove back to Copenhagen. She ought to have asked him to stay for a couple of days more, but she couldn’t cope with it. Eva took care of Markus, while she herself spent every waking moment at the paper.

         There was a lot of stuff to get familiar with, after all. Both her family and Michael insisted that she shelve her dad’s series of articles about straw men and the much-coveted houses of Skagen, lest it trigger another brutal attack.

         There was nothing new concerning the investigation. Michael had told her that the Norwegian police had gotten hold of the sources whose names Camilla had given him. But obviously, everyone denied being implicated. There were no clues as to the whereabouts of the boys from the campsite either. After much brooding, Camilla had grudgingly accepted that it wouldn’t do to print any more of her dad’s revealing articles.

         “We’ve got two empty slots in the next edition. Have you got anything in the drawer?” she asked H.C., who had moved his computer to the open window, where the stench of smoke from the storeroom was less overpowering.

         Just then her phone rang.

         “There’s trouble down at the harbor.” One of the paper’s freelance photographers introduced himself briefly before going on. “A bunch of young people wearing black have started a demonstration and are pacing up and down, making a racket in front of the holiday crowd, who are packed like sardines down in front of The Fish Restaurant and The Warehouse.

         “They’re all worked up, brandishing homemade signs and making rude calls to the tourists,” the photographer went on. “The mood is actually quite nasty.”

         “What are they mad about?” Camilla asked.

         “Simply put, you could say that it’s about the young people wanting the rich Copenhageners to piss off.” He laughed a little as Camilla heaved a sigh. The gap between the local residents and the wealthier holiday crowd wasn’t exactly closing.

         “Well, I’d like to buy some pictures if you can string a few words together to accompany them. Ask them if they don’t realize that the richer the holiday crowd in Skagen is, the more money there is to keep the town afloat.”

         Camilla prepared to make space for the story and ordered two pictures. After hanging up, she told H.C. about the riot. He scratched his chin for a little while before muttering that this conflict was bound to happen.

         “Of course, it’s too bad that it’s a bunch of kids who raise the alarm,” he said.

         “What do you mean?” she asked, straightening up.

         “We’d probably get a little more out of it if the protest had come from a group of adults,” he explained. “The difference between rich and poor and locals and tourists keeps growing, and naturally that breeds both resentment and division.”

         Camilla raised an eyebrow.

         “Now listen here. The more expensive the champagne swirling in the glasses is, the more cause for the permanent residents to rejoice,” she repeated and thought of Tina and her hotel.

         “The envy can also grow too hard to suppress,” H.C. pointed out.

         Camilla didn’t buy it and said that it was precisely the demand that enabled all the businesses to jack up the prices. They were still arguing when the photographer came in and showed them his pictures.

         None of the youths had wanted to say a word, which didn’t surprise her. But what did surprise Camilla was that the girl with the black hair in the foreground of the picture, the one with the black makeup, nose ring, and tight T-shirt, was her niece, Sofie, Anders’s daughter. The sign, which she held up close to the camera, said: “Fuck Off Capitalist Pigs.”

         Camilla sat for a while before asking to see the other pictures. But the photographer maintained that he had picked out the best ones. Which didn’t sit well with her.

         The family had made her the boss, so they would have to put up with whatever she saw fit to put on the front page. Nonetheless, she decided to go visit Anders that evening, to prepare him for what was in store.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The air was still warm when she walked up the garden path to her stepbrother’s detached house. Anders’s wife, Susanne, had coffee in the pot and cookies on the table. She liked entertaining visitors.

         “Where’s Sofie?” Camilla asked, and looked around.

         “Out with some friends.”

         They sat for a while before Camilla recounted the episode in the harbor. She had expected the parents to react differently, but Susanne just shrugged her shoulders. On the other hand, she was certain that Anders wouldn’t be happy that the photo of his daughter was going to feature prominently on the front page later that week.

         When, she asked curiously, had Sofie changed her long, blond hair to the current unruly black?

         “It’s no more than a couple of days ago. That’s also when she got her nose pierced,” Susanne replied, and added, “All the kids are doing it.”

         Her sister-in-law smiled.

         Yes, or else it’s a signal that you choose to ignore, Camilla thought, and her eyes followed the girl’s mother as she went into the utility room to finish her ironing.

         Camilla reached out her cup as Anders lifted the Thermos. She could sense that there was something he wanted to say, but apparently, he had a hard time getting started.

         “It seems they’ve changed their minds,” he said, fixing his gaze on the cup of coffee.

         “Tina called last night and dropped by this morning. She’s thought it over and thinks we should sell after all, now that the offer is there. Before they withdraw it, after the fire and everything that has happened.”

         The words felt like a punch to Camilla’s stomach. Not because Tina had changed her mind. In a way, it was what she had expected after Eva had told her, the night before, that she and John had cosigned for a large loan for Tina earlier that spring. What she got mad about was that her stepsiblings had obviously talked behind her back.

         “Then why don’t you speak up? I’m the one who just removed my son from his friends and everyday life. I’m the one who has just taken a month off. Who the hell do you think you are?” she raged, unable to control the anger overpowering her.

         Smoking was not allowed in Anders and Susanne’s living room, but Camilla only remembered that fact several minutes later, when she crushed the butt into the saucer.

         Anders claimed she was being too hard on Tina.

         “After all, it’s not just her, it’s Mom, too.”

         “What do you mean?” Camilla was out of cigarettes and angrily rolled up the empty packet in a tight ball.

         “Mom thinks it’s too much responsibility to put on you; she’s afraid you can’t manage. And maybe it’s best to sell while the newspaper is still of interest to buyers.”

         “Maybe you should have thought about that a couple of days ago!”

         Camilla got up and went into the hallway. So her stepmom didn’t think she was up for it! That she might run the paper into the ground. The gauntlet had been thrown. Camilla turned around in the doorway.

         “Selling won’t be an issue before Dad is discharged. And don’t worry about seeing your daughter in the paper. I’m taking that story off and continuing my dad’s series of articles. It’s going on the front page—time to increase sales!” Having said her piece, she stalked down the garden path without saying good-bye.
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         Camilla printed a second as well as a third edition of SkagensPosten. The front-page story about the many Norwegian investors and the Danish straw men clandestinely buying up the famed yellow houses of Skagen had attracted serious attention. She’d just had a visit from TV2 Nord, who wanted a comment on the exposé. It wasn’t hard to sense that H.C. didn’t care for all the attention the matter was attracting, now that the big media was quoting the little weekly.

         “After the assault on your father and the fire, maybe we should keep a low profile,” he had said earlier that morning.

         She glanced at the anonymous letter she had found on the garden path the other night, coming home from Anders’s. It was still on the desk, but she hadn’t had the energy to open it.

         “I’ll not be intimidated and nobody’s going to fucking control what we print in our paper!” It came out more aggressively than she had intended, and Camilla realized that her defensiveness only served to cover up her own feeling of unease. Because, of course, she was skating on increasingly thin ice.

         “Michael has arranged for some guy to come by later in the day to install a couple of surveillance cameras, so if anybody tries to break into the paper again, at least we can see who they are. Two more will be put up outside.”

         Only later did it dawn on her that maybe H.C. was worried about his own safety. But she took it as a given that the attackers would go after her if they made another attempt.

         Progress was slow at the neurosurgical ward in Aalborg, where her father was still hospitalized. It had been three weeks since he’d been assaulted in the editorial office. He was no longer drifting in and out of consciousness, but the skull fracture he had suffered was so serious that the doctors insisted that he stay put.

         The police were still looking for the culprits, and the results from the crime scene analysis showed that the same people could have been behind both crimes. The clues still pointed to the two young people who had been seen leaving SkagensPosten’s parking lot and also seen later at the campsite. But the two suspects had an easy time hiding out in the throng of tourists. Her dad had barely reacted when she told him about the fire, but she had felt a squeeze in her hand when she said that she was continuing to run the articles.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Camilla forced herself to stop thinking about her dad. She got up and grabbed her bag. She had allowed herself to plan lunch at Jakob’s with her old friend, Annette, who had called her earlier that morning and said that they had something to celebrate. It was a long time since they had seen each other. Annette’s mother had been seriously ill with cancer for a long time, and her daughter had spent most of her time taking care of her. She had been to Germany several times, where her mother had received treatment after the Danish health care system gave up.

         Since their first day in school, she and Annette had been inseparable. Until the day when teenaged Camilla had moved to Roskilde to live with her mom. However, they had managed to stay quite close friends despite the distance, even when Annette moved away from Skagen shortly after Camilla left.

         Every summer, Annette moved back home and lived in her large summer cabin with a view of the sea in Gammel Skagen. Her mom, Hanne, and Camilla’s stepmom had gone to school together and still saw each other several times a week, even after Hanne had become ill.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The head on Camilla’s draft beer was high after they had ordered.

         “She’s finally been declared free of cancer,” Annette exclaimed with a big smile. “Of course, you can never know for sure, but the results of the last tests just came in, and there are no signs of cancer left.”

         Annette batted her eyelids a couple of times as if to hold back the tears before they made a toast to Hanne, who had worked hard her whole life to create a good and safe life for her daughter. Annette’s father had been a fisherman but had gone missing at sea when she was a small girl. She was an only child, and Annette had often talked about how her mother had completely set her own needs aside in order to provide her daughter with a good childhood.

         Camilla suspected her friend of feeling that her mother had nearly worked herself to death in the attempt to make ends meet as the sole provider, and Annette never disguised the fact that she blamed her mom’s job at the fish meal factory for weakening her immune system, so the cancerous cells had had free rein.

         “It’s just not fair that she worked her ass off her whole life, and when she finally retires, and she’s going to enjoy life and spend time on herself, then this shit happens to her!”

         At the end of their visit, Camilla signaled the waiter to ask for the bill and then headed back to the editor’s office.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was almost six o’clock when she finally pulled herself together and opened the anonymous letter. Once she had read it, she went through it one more time:

         “Now that the paper seemingly has put its mind to looking for scratches in the veneer of idyllic Skagen, maybe you should also look into the large sums of money that pass under the nose of the IRS, when the whores sell themselves to the richest tourists.”

         The sender claimed that everything was managed professionally by the high-class whores themselves, who had their base of operations in Skagen and a network of customers whom they served every year in peak season. “They make hundreds of thousands of kroner every week,” the letter said. And apparently it wasn’t just about quick lays, either, but about men buying the company of exclusive escorts. The kind of company involving expensive meals at the right places, rides in convertibles, strolls in the marina, or sailing on big yachts. Everything lonely, rich men needed a companion for to make the vacation perfect. Sexual services were included in the exorbitant fee, of course.

         Camilla put the letter down. She was aware that being an expensive hooker in the hotels of Copenhagen could be a lucrative business. But she would never have associated that kind of thing with respectable Skagen. Then again, where there’s money and lonely men…

         
            *  *  *

         

         Eva had invited Michael to join them for dinner. Markus was with Anders and had insisted on staying the next two days, so he could go visit his cousin’s grandmother in Kandestederne. And they didn’t see much of Sofie these days, not after she had changed her look and started spending all her time with her new friends.

         When Camilla told Michael about the letter, she sensed that her friend in the police force didn’t exactly disbelieve her, but he didn’t want to say much about it, either. Eva, on the other hand, with a faraway look in her eyes, said that she hoped it wasn’t something Camilla was considering writing about in the paper.

         Camilla couldn’t help laughing and called her a prude. But when Eva repeated that she shouldn’t poke her nose into everything, Camilla realized that she was serious. Her stepmother probably didn’t want to see her beloved Skagen blemished by this kind of disclosure, and that awoke Camilla’s journalist’s curiosity. But the only thing Eva kept saying was that some things were better left alone.

         After coffee, she suggested to Michael that they go to the disco in Old Skagen, where members of the Danish royal family occasionally took over the dance floor, along with the upper crust of the Danish jet set. Champagne corks would regularly pop to the tune of many thousands of kroner in a single night.

         Back when Camilla was still living at home, she’d never dream of going out on the town in Old Skagen. It was way too snobbish for her taste. But if the tip-off about the prostitutes was based on facts, then the disco was probably a good bet, if she wanted to poke a little into the story.

         The place was packed, and she almost had to shout when she asked Michael how to tell the hookers apart.

         “When it’s the kind of prostitute you’re looking for, you won’t be able to tell by their looks. That’s why they’re so expensive,” he answered, and nodded with noticeable relief when she suggested that they leave again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The next day, Camilla dug deeper into the story about the high-end whores.

         “There are supposed to be two who are way up on the expensive end,” she told Eva at the dinner table. There was just the two of them, and suddenly Camilla felt empty without Markus. They had visited the hospital earlier. The occupational therapists had recently started the process of rehabilitating Camilla’s dad, and Camilla and her stepmom hadn’t had a chance to talk about the newspaper nor the research she had been doing.

         “Now all I need to do is find out who those two are.” She told Eva about the source she had found at Ruth’s Hotel, who had started talking when she promised him anonymity.

         Eva pushed her plate away and sat for a moment with folded hands. At last she asked her earnestly to leave the story be.

         Camilla started to get annoyed, but suddenly it struck her that it had to be because her stepmom knew who it was.

         “You can’t just hush up stuff like that, just because it doesn’t look proper in the middle of paradise,” she exclaimed indignantly.

         Eva repeated quietly and with moist eyes that she hoped Camilla would respect her wishes, now that she had asked her to let it go.

         They sat in silence awhile before Camilla looked at her stepmom and asked who she was covering for.

         She was in no way prepared for the answer, as Eva looked down at the tablecloth and whispered, “Don’t you understand, it’s Annette?”

         Camilla gasped for breath. Her Annette wasn’t a damn hooker. She designed websites and made good money doing it. Then she started laughing.

         “That’s right,” said Eva. “Let’s not fuss about that anymore.”

         Her stepmom got up and began clearing the table.

         Camilla remained seated, feeling as if she had been run over by a car. She thought of Annette and the summer vacations in Old Skagen; she would damn well have known if things were like that. But then, she didn’t really know much about life during the summer up here, not any longer. She and Markus would come every year for a week at most, and she didn’t see that much of her friend while they were here. But it seemed absurd, and the only sensible thing to do was to ask her directly. But if it really were the case, she wondered whether she would be able to write the story at all.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The next morning, she called Annette and asked if she had time to meet for coffee, and an hour later they were sitting at Ruth’s. Camilla had a hard time finding the right way to approach the subject but eventually just jumped right into it.

         “I had a tip yesterday and would like to ask you,” she began and inhaled deeply, “if you should happen to know anything about prostitution here in Skagen.”

         At first, Annette didn’t react. Then she let her gaze run along the dunes, before straightening up and looking at Camilla.

         “It’s ten thousand for one night,” she said. “Fifteen, including the afternoon, and twenty thousand for the whole day—plus food, drink, and entertainment,” she added, staring Camilla right in the eyes.

         Camilla caught herself gaping—she could hear what her friend was saying, but at the same time, it was as if the words didn’t fit her.

         “It would destroy my mother if it came out,” Annette continued, slumping slightly down. “I won’t try to prevent you from writing about it, but if you do, I want to ask you to change my name. And then, I’d like you to know that I’ve just stopped and have canceled all my regular clients.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Turmoil was tearing Camilla apart when she arrived back at the editorial office. She reread the letter and sucked air deep down into her stomach before settling in front of the computer to write about yet another dark side of Skagen.
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         The police had still not made any arrests following the assault, but John Lind was finally starting to make progress. He had been moved to Frederikshavn Hospital a couple of days before, and the rehabilitation program was moving according to schedule. The patient was sitting up in a wheelchair several hours every day, and Camilla had drawn a chair up to his, so she could read him the article about the whores. After that, she had held his gaze and asked him to squeeze her hand if he didn’t want her to print the story in his paper. There was no squeeze, but later, as she sat in her car in the parking lot, she had second thoughts and decided to return. This time she asked John to squeeze her hand if he agreed that she should print it. They looked each other in the eyes, and it wasn’t long before the squeeze came.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Have you no shame?” H.C. slammed the table hard and leaned over Camilla’s desk. “Are there no limits to what you’ll dig up and expose in our paper?”

         She slumped back in her chair and looked at SkagensPosten’s regular journalist with surprise. H.C. had always seemed calm and genial to her, maybe a bit lumbering but a decent guy. Now he was exploding right in front of her, crimson-faced.

         “This is a weekly, goddamn it! We write about art exhibitions and recent promotions in the bank. We tell the locals what’s happening in the area and what will happen during the coming week. This is not Morgenavisen, for fuck’s sake, and you’re not hired to revolutionize your father’s life’s work.”

         He was about to go on but turned around and walked away instead. Camilla was left completely taken aback and could almost feel the imprints of his fingers on her cheek, but before she had a chance to point out that what she was printing was precisely what was happening around the natives of Skagen at the moment, H.C. left the room.

         
            *  *  *

         

         High-class whores in Skagen. Opinions on the article, which was that week’s top story in SkagensPosten, were varied. People talked.

         On the day the paper came out with the story on the front page, all the copies flew from the newstands. Camilla increased the print run several times, and the newspaper’s sales department experienced what it felt like not to able to find space for all the ads streaming in. Camilla imagined how her dad would have rubbed his hands at the thought of all the art books he would be able to print.

         Some argued that it was naïve to think that that sort of thing didn’t happen. During summer, the name of the game for a lot of the holiday crowd was to flash their wealth. Gigantic yachts were berthed. Jaguars were parked in the harbor side by side with Porsche convertibles. Of course, men of that caliber were not alone, but always in the company of beautiful, well-dressed women.

         Then there was the other camp. Those who thought that Camilla’s story was made up. A letter to the editor claimed that so many frisky women with a penchant for exclusive dinners and rich company came to Skagen during the summer that no man had to pay an escort. All they had to do was drop by The Warehouse down in the harbor and order a tray of Irish coffees; after that they would only have to lean back and wait.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Camilla tried to ignore the angry letters. She still believed there was good reason to write about the high-price sex workers. The story showed exactly how Skagen was transforming, as the place grew more and more popular with each year that passed.

         She had gotten hold of the town’s mayor and asked him, somewhat sanctimoniously, if this was how he liked to see his town:

         “Isn’t the town forgetting what attracted the tourists to the place to begin with?”

         She had held his gaze. When the mayor didn’t reply, she brought up the art and the beautiful natural light herself.

         “Wouldn’t it be better to focus on those things again?” she had asked him.

         After that, she had visited the chamber of commerce to ask the manager if the current retail environment, what with Old Skagen’s increasingly upscale image, could be called unpredictable. Everything was getting pricier and flashier: jeans cost upwards of 4000 kroner in town. Who the fuck needed super-expensive jeans when they were vacationing near the northernmost tip of Denmark?

         She loved the adrenaline kick that came from not getting a direct answer to her questions. Of course, high-class hookers were no surprise in a town that did everything to attract the very wealthiest people in the country.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Camilla was tired and dazed when she woke up Saturday morning. It was almost eleven, and she turned to the naked body lying beside her.

         David had been sitting in the kitchen when she came home from the paper late Friday afternoon. She hadn’t thought much about her boyfriend during the weeks she had spent in Skagen. However, the moment she saw him, a deep longing hit home. She suddenly realized how much she had missed him, and how deeply she had buried herself in work.

         He had made reservations at The Fish Restaurant. The champagne was in the ice bucket when they arrived, and soon after, the waiter placed a large tray of shellfish on the table.

         Camilla told David about the women. She justified printing the article by arguing that the seamy downside of idyllic Skagen shouldn’t grow any bigger, at least not if she could help it. She had e-mailed the article to Annette before printing it, so her friend would have time to prepare for whatever might be coming. Camilla had meticulously hidden all information that might hint at the identity of the person at the center of the story.

         Annette’s reply was a short invitation to come over to her house in Kandestederne soon to ride Icelandic ponies on the beach. She didn’t mention the article at all, and Camilla interpreted that as a sign that they still had a friendship, even if she’d chosen to print it.

         “We’d better get up,” David whispered and stroked the long, blond hair away from her forehead before kissing it.

         Markus had come into the bedroom several times to ask when they were leaving. They had promised to take him to Grenen and ride the “Lug Worm” bus to the spot where two seas meet each other.

         “Have you packed your swimming stuff?” Camilla asked with a smile when the bedroom door was pried open for the eighth time. “We’ll go to the beach on the way back.”

         The currents out by Grenen were far too strong for swimming, and the two of them hadn’t been to the beach much since arriving.

         “Let’s make sure we don’t get back too late,” said David when she finally got out of bed.

         Camilla turned to him questioningly.

         “We’ve been invited for dinner at Ruth’s Hotel tonight,” he said and wrapped a towel around his waist.

         She cocked an eyebrow.

         “Both Olav and Hasse live out there with their families, and rumor has it that the crown prince and princess have just arrived. So I’m guessing there’s going to be a little party after dinner.”

         Camilla was aware that her boyfriend was friendly with several people close to the royal couple, but she was annoyed that he’d made arrangements on her behalf without telling her first.

         “There’ll be drinks at seven and dinner afterwards. If we’re back at half past five, we’ll have a bit of time to wash and dress.”

         They were interrupted when Markus banged open the door with a picnic basket in his hand, which Eva had made for him. A towel and a snorkel poked out. He also had some crackers and a bottle of water.

         “Come on.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         At a quarter to seven, David pulled two bikes out from the shed.

         “We’ll leave the car,” he announced, when Camilla was finally ready. She wasn’t really up for it, but all day long she had sensed that tonight was payback time for his patience and understanding when she had suddenly up and left for Skagen and stayed there. That was why she had taken extra care doing her hair and putting on makeup. She had even managed to buy a new designer dress, since she hadn’t packed anything suitable for dinner at Ruth’s before bolting out the door back in Copenhagen, heading for the neurosurgical ward at the hospital in Aalborg.

         They were well down Højenvej when they were overtaken by an ambulance with flashing lights. Camilla got off her bike and pulled over to the side of the road, and a moment later two police cars came along, sirens blaring.

         David turned around on his bike and waved at her impatiently. They were already ten minutes late. But when Camilla saw the ambulance and two police cars make a right turn three streets ahead, she quickly jumped back on her bike and went after them, ignoring his calls.

         Her heart in her throat and a piercing stitch in her side, she arrived and saw the ambulance parked in front of Annette’s house. Apparently, another police car had arrived before the others; Michael was greeting his colleagues while giving them a quick briefing.

         Camilla threw down her bike and ran the last stretch where the sand was too heavy to ride on.

         She had almost reached the house when Michael spotted her and came up to her, waving his arms.

         “Don’t go in there,” he said and stopped her.

         Camilla tried to tear loose and run on, but he held her tightly, and suddenly everything went cold inside her. Her strength oozed out of her, and she collapsed on a small dune by her friend’s driveway.

         If she had driven Annette to suicide with her article, she would never write another line.

         Michael sat down in the sand and put an arm around her. More cars arrived and men in white coveralls went into the house. Camilla watched it all happen as if in slow motion, her throat constricted. She had trouble breathing.

         “It’s the CSI techs from Aalborg,” Michael explained and nodded toward the coveralls. “Her mother found her an hour ago. I’ve never heard anybody cry that hard.”

         “How did she do it?” Camilla asked, not knowing if she could deal with the answer.

         Michael looked at her, shook his head, and held her close while he stroked her hair.

         Another car came, and the medical-legal expert got out.

         “Annette didn’t take her own life,” Michael said, drawing back a little in order to see her face. “What happened in there is far more ghoulish than your average suicide. There’s no doubt that she’s been murdered.”
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         “I want to see her,” Camilla shouted when the words had fully penetrated.

         Michael shook his head and got up.

         “You can’t go in there,” he said as an officer came up to them. “The perpetrator has tried to cover his tracks by starting a fire, and there’s a reason for that. It’s not a pretty sight.”

         Fire again! She looked at him inquiringly, but Michael shook his head and calmed her down by saying that there was nothing about the arson connecting it to the one at the paper.

         “He’d put a big pile of clothes on the stove and turned on all the hotplates. Some of it caught on fire, but it didn’t develop into a real fire. It doesn’t seem very well planned, and he’s been too busy getting away quickly to do a proper job of it.”

         Camilla noticed David as he came walking through the sand with long steps. He was visibly annoyed and pointed to his wristwatch.

         “We can’t very well leave the party waiting any longer,” he said from a distance.

         Camilla felt his anger but only shook her head listlessly.

         “You go, I’m backing out. Annette is lying dead in there. Your friends will probably understand that I’d have a hard time getting into a party mood.”

         David looked, dismayed, from her to Michael, who confirmed that a crime had been committed. Then he took a step back and looked toward the house and the cordon the police had already thrown around it. The CSI techs were collecting data. One of them was walking around with a camera while others secured footprints. They had already dusted the front door for prints.

         “Just go,” Camilla repeated. She didn’t even want him to stay. David had never known Annette and simply didn’t fit in with the thoughts her grief had set in motion.

         He was just about to say something but was interrupted by the officer, who stepped up to ask what her connection to the deceased was.

         “I’ve known Annette since we were kids.”

         She hardly noticed David walking back to his bike. She heard, as if through a fog, Michael tell the officer that he would handle the interview himself.

         “She’s a bit worn out right now,” he explained.

         Worn out was hardly an exaggeration, she thought, trying to get on her feet, still unsure if her legs would carry her.

         Michael extended an arm while she got a cigarette going.

         “What happened in there?” she asked and exhaled smoke. “Anything to do with money?”

         “Nothing indicates a burglary. Besides the clothes on the hotplates, nothing seems to have been touched or removed. She’s got an expensive chain from Lynggaard lying on the bureau and quite a lot of cash in her purse.”

         But if somebody had found out who the article had been about, it might qualify as robbery with murderous intent. Camilla had not disguised how much money could be made on high-end prostitution at the height of season.

         Michael shook his head.

         “Then why?” Camilla whispered uncomprehendingly.

         “It looks like revenge or rage. There’s clearly a lot of aggression behind this murder.”

         She turned to him abruptly.

         “But it’s Annette. Nobody hated her.”

         Michael seemed to agree. She could see him contemplating how much he could tell her. Then he cleared his throat.

         “She’s been strangled. The killer wound several nylon stockings around her neck.”

         Camilla looked up.

         “She was lying naked on the bed when we found her. One of her breasts and her stomach were covered in large amounts of blood.”

         He made a short pause.

         “The blood came from her right breast, which is missing the entire nipple.”

         “Missing in what way?” Camilla tightened her grip around his arm and felt nauseous.

         Michael looked away, and the wind tousled his blond hair before he faced her again.

         “It looks like…”

         Just then the medical-legal expert came over.

         “The nipple has been bitten off,” he exclaimed. “We’ve got enough tooth marks and DNA traces to be certain we have our man if we find a match.”

         Camilla turned around and threw up.

         Guilt, guilt, guilt, Camilla’s head boomed as she lay in the bed in her old room. Eva sat at the edge of the bed and stroked her back as she had done when Camilla, as a kid, had finally accepted the idea that a new woman had moved into their lives. But that had been a long time ago. Camilla was grown-up and had to own up to her actions, and she had no doubt that she was responsible for what had happened. It wasn’t a coincidence that Annette had been brutally killed within the same week that the article about her lucrative second line of work had been in the paper. Of course it wasn’t a coincidence. It was Camilla’s fault.

         The next morning, the family doctor had ordered a sedative to give her a short break from the guilt raging inside her.

         But the night had been hell. At some point, David had called to ask if he should come back. But when she told him that she needed to be alone for a while, she didn’t hear from him again until he suddenly came barging in, in high spirits, in the wee hours of the morning.

         Usually, Eva was easygoing, but this kind of behavior went beyond the bounds of propriety, so she had resolutely sent him off to the guest annex in the garden with a sleeping bag under his arm.

         Camilla stayed in bed for three days, but the day after the murder she had asked David to find another place to stay. She had neither the room nor the energy to deal with him and his posh friends from Ruth’s Hotel. Not even if he told her that the crown prince had joined the party.

         The funeral took place on Saturday, one week after the murder, and Camilla helped carry the coffin, but otherwise she spent most of her time with her dad in Frederikshavn. When the sun was out, she took him on walks around the hospital garden in his wheelchair. She kept talking and talking, simultaneously chain-smoking and finding calm in the fact that all he could do was listen.

         “Just before I drove down here, Michael dropped by,” she told him. “He didn’t want to say much, other than that they have made an arrest in connection with the homicide.”

         Her dad nodded a couple of times. He was getting better and was able to shake his head. He had also started to eat, as long as someone brought the spoon to his mouth. Camilla unpacked a couple of small strawberry pies while they were sitting in the shade of the trees. She thought she saw him smiling as she told him about her last encounter with David, the day before he left Skagen and their relationship had ended.

         “We’d ordered the full lunch menu,” she said, and greeted one of the other patients whom she remembered seeing in John’s rehabilitation class.

         “But the first course had only just been served when I left. It kind of developed into a farce. David sat and talked about Frederik and Mary, and I sat across from him and talked about Annette. We were communicating on separate frequencies and he didn’t even notice it.”

         Her father nodded again, and Camilla saw the gleam in his eye as she told him how she had tossed a 1000-kroner bill onto the table and left without a word.

         She smiled. For the first time she clearly sensed a connection. Her father was sitting in there as if behind a screen. Without quite acknowledging it, she had been in permanent doubt about how much of him there would be left when the wounds had healed and the stitches in his head had been removed.

         Now she knew that he was there, and she felt the relief flood her body.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “They are positive that in a week’s time he’ll be doing well enough that they can move him to the nursing home and continue the rehabilitation there,” Camilla said that evening when the whole family was seated at the dinner table.

         The pork roast was from Munch, the local butcher, and Anders and Susanne had succeeded in keeping Sofie home so that the family could also enjoy a bit of her company.

         “Why can’t Grandpa just come live with us?” Markus looked uncomprehendingly at his mother.

         “When you’ve been in bed for so long, your muscles get atrophied, and then you need professional help to get them working properly again,” Eva explained, stroking his hair.

         “But he’d rather live here than with the old people in the nursing home,” he insisted.

         “By the way, The Media House from Aarhus called earlier,” Eva said to steer the conversation in another direction. “They wanted to know how things are progressing. We did promise them clarification sometime next week, so it was lovely to be able to tell them that Dad is making so much progress; it’d be best if we could have his counsel. I promised them that we’d be ready to start the final negotiations. But they’re still not interested in the printing house.” She looked around at her grown-up children.

         “To be honest, I don’t think you can send our grandpa off to the nursing home, either! Do you only think about yourselves or what? It sure won’t be nice for him to live there.”

         The outburst was so violent that everybody turned to look at Sofie, who hid behind her raven black hair which almost covered her made-up eyes and the little ring in her nose.

         “We don’t have a hospital bed for him to sleep in. And don’t forget that I haven’t got a driver’s license, so I can’t drive him back and forth myself,” Eva said and looked at her grandchildren.

         “Maybe we can borrow a hospital bed,” Camilla said hesitantly. “That’s not unheard of. Then we could drive him.” She moved her gaze to Tina and Anders, who both nodded.

         “We’ll just make arrangements so that we can all take turns. That shouldn’t be a problem,” Tina agreed, and suddenly Camilla could see that there was something about her stepsister that had changed. Something that made her lighter and a couple of shades happier.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The plans for moving John home were in full swing when Camilla’s cell phone started ringing on the coffee table.

         “Did you ever hear Annette talk about a contractor from Vejle?” Michael asked on the phone.

         “No. Someone I should know?” she asked and took the phone into the kitchen, where she would not be disturbed.

         “It’s the guy we arrested earlier today and are charging with the killing. It turns out that he was one of her regular customers. We found his name in her calendar, and from this it appears that they saw each other regularly three times a week during the summer months when he stayed in Skagen.”

         Camilla fetched her cigarettes while listening.

         “He also admits to having been with her during the night and morning of the day her mother found her dead in the summer house.”

         Camilla pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down. She lit a cigarette and felt an unexpected sense of calm spread through her body. The certainty that the perpetrator was a regular customer took away some of her own feelings of guilt and made a little bit of room in the part of her body where she had felt leaden since the killing. She exhaled. She had just slumped back in the chair with relief when Michael continued.

         “He doesn’t have an alibi, and everything points to him. Still, we’ve had to release him again just now.”

         “Why the hell would you let the man walk, if everything fits in?” she exclaimed and immediately felt the iron grip of guilt begin to tighten again.

         “Because his lawyer turned up late in the afternoon with the man’s dental record. The bite marks on Annette’s breast don’t match the suspect’s set of teeth.”
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         Camilla remained seated in the kitchen after Michael ended the call. The smoke from her cigarette slowly drifted toward the open kitchen window.

         Back in the living room, people were starting to leave. Anders was already in the hallway, calling out to his family. She watched them through the door.

         Sofie had changed so much behind the thick, black hair and the heavy eye makeup. The last time Camilla had been back, her niece had been a smiling, happy fourteen-year-old with her long, blond hair tied up in a ponytail. Now it was cut and colored, and the girl seemed sullen and withdrawn. Camilla felt like giving her a hug, but instead simply looked at her while Anders kissed his mom good-bye.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “But he didn’t bite off her nipple.” Michael tried to defend himself the next morning, when Camilla barged into his small office and demanded an explanation. She hadn’t slept a wink, and thoughts were swirling around in her head.

         “This is confidential,” he began and pointed to a chair. “What made us arrest him is the fact that the man lives at Ruth’s Hotel every summer for two months. In that period, he’s usually with Annette three times a week.”

         Camilla quickly calculated that her friend had netted an amount close to 250,000 kroner per month, tax-free.

         “But when he’s admitted to being with her, you can’t just let him go because of his fucking dental record,” she shouted across the table, frustrated.

         Michael continued:

         “Our CSI techs secured some pretty good bite marks from Annette’s breast, and we can tell that a big piece of the tooth next to the right front tooth is missing. The suspect doesn’t have that kind of dental injury. And we won’t get him into custody on the basis of what we have. We need more evidence to support our suspicion.”

         “What about fingerprints?” Camilla asked. “And DNA?”

         “The examinations are under way, and right now we’re waiting for the results. But the perpetrator was smart enough to remove his fingerprints, and that tallies with his clumsy attempt to burn down the summerhouse. He’s tried to obliterate all traces.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Camilla was in a bad mood when she reached SkagensPosten. She nodded curtly to the two painters’ assistants who were working in the storeroom, where the fire had destroyed the walls.

         H.C. was writing an anniversary article about the local sawmill. He nodded to her absently but looked up from his monitor when she started spreading out papers on the editorial table in the middle of the room.

         It was her father’s series of articles. The last one was to be published this week, and that suited Camilla just fine. Following Annette’s murder, her intense indignation at the scam artists had dwindled somewhat. Of course, she would follow through with the investigative articles, but right now she had a hard time thinking about anything other than the man the police had released.

         “This week, the municipality will be completely stripped bare,” she said, catching H.C.’s eyes. “They’ll have to find out who’s behind the scams.”

         “Honestly, don’t you think that you were investigative enough when you wrote about the prostitution?” H.C. asked, looking away.

         The blow struck her like a fist when she realized that he was indirectly accusing her of causing Annette’s death.

         “You don’t think this matters, do you? Don’t touch anything that soils your fingers,” she ordered angrily. She got a cigarette going and exhaled the smoke with a snort. “Is that what you think?”

         He ignored her, and Camilla knew that she ought to let it go. She was in charge, so there was no reason for discussion if she wanted to print the story.

         H.C. mumbled something but still didn’t look at her.

         “What was that?” She approached his desk.

         He finally looked up when she was right in front of him and quietly said, “If you want to root around in the filth, it’s wise to clean up your own dirt first.”

         “You imply that I’m responsible for the death of Annette,” Camilla raged, dropping some ash as she leaned toward him, so that he had to move back a little.

         “No, definitely not!” he quickly defended himself.

         “Then what is it you’re trying to say?”

         “I’m just saying that if you poke your nose into other people’s business, then you risk that they’ll start poking their noses into your affairs.”

         “And you think I don’t want to be scrutinized myself? Scrutinize away, I’ve no problem with that.”

         “I’m not quite sure Anders feels the same way.”

         Camilla straightened up a bit and put out her cigarette in a saucer while she looked at him uncomprehendingly.

         “I really don’t think my brother is hiding any big secrets. His life is too goddamn boring for that.”

         He had turned back to the monitor.

         “Come on, tell me what you mean, H.C.!”

         “Doing all these exposés might tempt somebody to investigate what the fishermen do with all the fish they net but can’t land at Skagen,” he finally said. “No one believes that they voluntarily throw several hundred kilos of perfectly fine fish back into the sea.”

         H.C.’s face closed, and Camilla knew that he had said what he wanted to say. She also knew that there could be something to what he said. If her own stepbrother had fiddled with his catch, and someone started calculating the amount of undeclared money made this way, she would have to write about that in the paper, too.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Anders smiled in surprise as he opened the door and invited Camilla in. He told her that he had just picked up her father in Frederikshavn, and that a hospital bed was being installed in their bedroom.

         “I didn’t figure we’d get it all squared away so quickly,” he said and asked her if she wanted some coffee.

         Camilla shook her head. “No thanks. I want to know how much you’ve tampered with your catches, and how much undeclared money you could be accused of having made over the years.”

         He had come to a halt mid-step and turned around to face her, mouth agape.

         She had expected some kind of defense or attack, but instead he went and sat down at the dining table.

         “Actually, I’ve wondered whether it would surface eventually,” he said and folded his hands before looking at her. “I guess it’s better to beat them to it before somebody starts talking about it behind our backs.”

         Camilla nodded.

         “When I go out to sea to catch my quota, I’m allowed to land a certain number of kilos of cod here in the harbor, but that’s not the only kind of fish I net. Maybe there are three or four hundred kilos of salmon in the catch, so I have an arrangement with this guy in Vedbæk. When I get close, I call him up, and then he sails out and loads. Those are the fish they serve at the good restaurants in Copenhagen. Otherwise, those damn Copenhageners wouldn’t be able to get salmon at that price.”

         He finished with a dry laugh, but his serious mood soon returned.

         “And you consent to my writing about it?” Camilla asked.

         Anders nodded slowly.

         “Everybody does it. It’s good, big fish and we can’t avoid netting them. Should we just throw dead fish back into the sea where they’re no good to anybody?”

         “How much do you make?”

         “Between seven and ten thousand. Nothing much. And now that the oil has become so expensive, it’s hardly worth doing the trip anymore.”

         Camilla had expected much more money to be involved. It was difficult to reason with what her stepbrother had been doing, even though he was legally in the wrong.

         They sat for a while in silence before she shook her head. She couldn’t decide what to do about potential accusations against a member of her own family.

         “Just write the story,” Anders said, interrupting her chain of thought.

         “You sure?”

         He nodded and saw her out when she got up. By the door they met Sofie, who quickly dodged into her room. Camilla got just a glimpse of the silhouette of a young guy sitting on the bed.

         
            *  *  *

         

         She went straight back to the editorial office and wrote the article. When she was done, she asked H.C. to make room for it in the paper before deadline.

         “Nest all cleaned up,” she tersely notified him on the way out the door before hurrying home to make it in time for dinner.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “I still don’t understand how Annette could think of it,” Camilla repeated after dinner. “What did she want all that money for?”

         Her dad sat at the end of the table, where they had made room for the wheelchair.

         “She probably had her reasons,” Eva said quietly.

         Camilla was about to say something but was interrupted.

         “I have a great deal of sympathy for your sense of justice,” her stepmom continued, “and all the things you notice and understand. But sometimes you can’t see beyond the tip of your own nose.”

         She was about to protest, but she fell silent when her dad nodded.

         “Who do you think paid to make sure her mother has stayed alive so far? Where do you think the money came from? The money that made it possible for her to go on extended stays at private clinics in Germany? And who do you think paid for those expensive radiation treatments? Did you think it was the municipality or our health care system? Because I can tell you it wasn’t. Annette paid for her mother, and Hanne never asked where she got the money from, because she didn’t want to hear the answer.”

         The silence lay so heavily over the kitchen that it was a relief when, a moment later, there was a knock on the door and Michael entered to welcome John back home.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “The DNA matches. And we’ve found a single fingerprint to go with it. We’ve got it all except for those damn teeth,” Michael told them when Eva had poured coffee for him and the conversation had turned to the recent murder. “The tooth that made the bite mark has a big piece missing, so there’s no mistaking it.”

         Camilla looked at her dad, who listened attentively. He still couldn’t speak, but he was able to communicate in writing via his laptop.

         Not once had he inquired how the investigation to find the culprits, whose fault it was that he was now in a wheelchair and had to communicate in this way, was coming along. It didn’t seem to hold his interest. It seemed that he had resigned himself to the circumstances and realized that nothing much would improve even if the guilty party were caught and punished.

         “Did you check if the man has been to his dentist to fix the tooth after the killing?” he now wrote.

         Michael nodded. “He hasn’t.”

         Again, fingers scuttled across the keyboard: “He could have looked up one of the local dentists!”

         Michael nodded again.

         “But he hasn’t; that’s already been looked into.”

         John wrote again: “Maybe he took a little trip across the border down south?”

         Michael sat for a moment before he got up and left the kitchen and the steaming cup of coffee without saying a word.
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         The executive vice president of The Media House in Aarhus and his financial manager had invited John Lind for lunch at Brøndum’s Hotel to settle the last details concerning the sale of SkagensPosten.

         After coming home from the hospital, his condition having improved substantially, he and Camilla had sat down and worked out the additions they would try to put into the contract. He had decided to establish a fund to ensure that a small percentage of the paper’s profits would go toward the production of exclusive art books, and he hoped that, in time, he would be able to oversee this enterprise.

         They had held a family council the night before the meeting. And the crucial difference from the last time they had discussed the future of the paper around the table was that now it was John himself who decided that his life’s work and workplace since 1971, when he had founded SkagensPosten, would from now on work together with the seventeen other local papers of The Media House. “This must be the proverbial offer you can’t refuse,” he wrote on his laptop. But Camilla sensed the sorrow behind his smile. It wasn’t as easy for him as he pretended.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Much to Camilla’s surprise, the editorial office was empty when she returned after having seen her dad to the hotel. H.C. had never left early in all the time she had known him, even though he was an avid golfer. She turned on the radio and absentmindedly started tidying up her desk. Her thoughts were with her dad and the meeting with The Media House. In the morning he had seemed distant and had shut himself in with his computer until they left. Therefore, the announcer was well into the local news before the words caught her attention.

         “After massive investigations from the local press, the person behind the straw man deals, which has kept the real estate market in Skagen alive in recent years, has just turned himself in to the police.”

         Camilla listened in suspense, but nothing more came. Only a promise that there would be a follow-up in the next news bulletin.

         She looked over at H.C.’s empty chair and spotted the note lying on his desk: “Off to clean up nest / H.C.”

         She remained immobile for a moment while the picture came into focus. She thought about how H.C. had wanted her to leave her dad’s series of articles alone, and how he had reacted to the demonstration in the harbor. The division between poor and rich, locals and tourists, and wedged in between, his own attempt to strike it rich.

         Camilla located a backup pack of cigarettes in the drawer and sank into the editorial office’s deep armchair. She ought to have picked up the signals. At the same time, she was shaken by the fact that the quiet and boring H.C. was the man who had been juggling millions of kroner.

         Through the window she saw Michael coming. He waved and started talking even before he was inside the editorial office.

         “We got him,” he shouted. “He’s down at the station and has just pleaded guilty.”

         Camilla nodded toward H.C.’s desk.

         “No, not H.C., that bloody con-artist. I got so mad when he dropped by that I had to let a colleague take over to prevent me from slapping him around.”

         Just then Camilla realized how conveniently the tip about high-end prostitution had emerged. It could have been H.C. No matter what, it had diverted the attention away from the real estate scams.

         That shit. That mean, little shit, she thought furiously.

         “Then who’re you talking about?” She looked inquiringly at Michael.

         “The contractor!”

         She raised an eyebrow. She didn’t understand what Michael was saying.

         “But the tooth?”

         “He was in bloody Germany, like your dad suggested.”

         Michael shook his head and told her that the contractor had fallen and hit his tooth against a rock while he was out jogging some days before the murder.

         “When he realized that he was on our list of suspects, he didn’t dare contact his own dentist and instead crossed the border and had it fixed there.”

         Camilla nodded and drew in her breath to say something when Michael shook his head.

         “No, it had nothing to do with your article,” he said, obviously trying to soothe her. “As you know, he had been one of Annette’s regular customers for many years. He knew that his money paid for her mother’s cancer treatment. And when she told him that her mother had fully recovered and that she wanted out, he became so happy that he proposed to her.”

         Camilla listened, dumbfounded.

         “He claims that he loved her, and apparently, he imagined that his love was returned. According to him, he never saw himself as a paying customer, but rather as someone who was helping Annette out economically. However, she turned down his proposal and made it plain that their relationship had been on a purely professional level. Now that she no longer needed the money, the relationship was over. It seems that the murder took place in the heat of the moment, and that he lost control and strangled her. He doesn’t remember biting off her nipple nor trying to burn down the summerhouse.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Camilla was still talking to Michael when a call came from Brøndum’s Hotel. John was ready to be picked up.

         He smiled when she stepped into the restaurant. The Media House had accepted the family’s terms, including the passage about the fund, and they had offered John the position of executive chairman, with the right to decide which art books to print.

         Even though Camilla wanted to, it was difficult for her to feel happy. After several attempts, she finally told John about H.C. But when he only reacted with a few small nods and a sad look in his eyes, she realized that her dad must have suspected all along.

         “Did you know from the start?” she asked, motioning for the waiter to bring some water.

         He nodded and typed on his computer: “If he’d taken a broad hint, he’d have emerged unblemished. But he was greedy and hoped that he could pull it off, and so I couldn’t do anything else but print the series.”

         The waiter brought the water while her dad typed on: “When I received his letter of resignation this morning, I had a feeling he’d turn himself in one of these days. I’ve contacted our lawyer and asked him to take on the case.”

         Camilla looked at him in surprise.

         “I won’t put up with his dirty tricks, but now that he’s ready to take responsibility for his actions, we can’t very well abandon him.”

         They sat for a while in silence before John started gathering up his papers.

         
            *  *  *

         

         That night Tina had invited everybody over for dinner at her hotel to celebrate that the sale of the paper was now final. Also, because it looked as if the summer would never end, as she somewhat cryptically put it over the phone.

         When Camilla arrived with Markus by the hand, she discovered to her delight that the restaurant was crammed full. Tina led them into a small, separate dining room where champagne was waiting for them.

         “It’s great that you’ve got a full house! And outside the weekend, too,” Camilla exclaimed when they were both holding a glass of bubbly. She looked at her stepsister.

         Tina smiled.

         “It’s because of Henrik,” she said and glanced toward the kitchen. “I took out a loan in the bank and hired him for the rest of the summer. His restaurant in Copenhagen has been awarded a star in the Michelin guide, and the rumor that he’ll be here all summer has spread, so reservations are pouring in.”

         “What happens when he goes back to Copenhagen?”

         Tina shook her head.

         “This year, the summer’s never going to end,” she said, smiling. Camilla’s jaw almost dropped when a man she recognized as a celebrity chef from television came over and gave Tina a loving peck on the cheek before saying hello to the rest of the family.

         The age difference had to be at least ten years, but that didn’t seem to bother the younger chef as he sat down next to Tina, after everyone else was seated.

         The first course had already been served when Camilla spotted an empty place at the table.

         “Where’s Sofie?” she asked and looked at Anders and her sister-in-law.

         Susanne got a tired look in her eyes. “She’s locked herself in her room. The door was locked when we left, and we haven’t seen her since this morning. I don’t know what’s gotten into her. But her bad mood isn’t going to ruin my evening.”

         Camilla was puzzled. This didn’t sound at all like the Sofie she knew.

         “Lend me your car keys, I’ll drive back and try to talk to her,” she said to her stepbrother and discreetly got up from the table.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Sofie,” she called out in the hallway. “Please let me in…”

         Silence. But Camilla sensed that her niece was in there.

         “Did you know that Tina’s got a boyfriend? It’s the guy from TV, have you met him?” she asked, just to say something. “Open up!”

         When the door finally opened, she could hardly recognize her niece’s face, which was so swollen from crying that it looked deformed.

         She drew the girl toward her and led her back to the bed, where she had been crying.

         They sat together for a long time without saying anything.

         “I heard about H.C. on the radio.”

         Her voice was just a whisper.

         Camilla didn’t comprehend but stroked her hand lovingly along the girl’s slender back.

         “And now I just know he’s going to tell.”

         The sobs made her body contract.

         Camilla looked at her.

         “I don’t quite understand. I know what H.C. did…”

         “No, you don’t!” Sofie exclaimed violently. “You don’t know that it was him who made them do it!”

         “Made who do what?”

         “Tue and Stoffer. He paid them to beat up Grandpa. It wasn’t supposed to be that bad. They were only meant to put a scare into him. After that, H.C. paid them to start the fire, and he said they’d go to jail if the police found out they did it.”

         Camilla was speechless. Her little niece had known all along, but she hadn’t dared say anything for fear of someone from her new gang of friends getting arrested. It wasn’t so strange that she had taken refuge behind a dark exterior ever since the assault. H.C. was more cynical and calculating than Camilla would have imagined. And her dad had gone to the trouble of finding him a good lawyer!

         “Your friends won’t go to jail; they’re not nearly old enough. This is all for H.C. to take responsibility for.”

         She helped Sofie get up off the bed.

         “Now let’s drive down and have dessert with the rest of the family, and I’ll tell Michael about the other stuff.” She gave the slight girl a long hug and helped her find some presentable clothes in her closet.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Saturday morning, Camilla packed the two bags that she and Markus had brought. Afterward, she sat in the garden with her back against the big cedar tree and ran her fingers through the grass.

         Her dad came rolling across the patio in his wheelchair with his computer in his lap.

         “WOULD YOU RATHER STAY?” it said in capital letters when he turned it to her.

         Would she rather stay?

         Camilla didn’t know. SkagenPosten wasn’t sold yet, even though it was just a matter of time. All night long, she had been wondering whether the sale could be avoided if she stayed on in Skagen and took over the helm. But slowly, while sitting there in the shade of the tree, it had dawned on her that she had her life in Copenhagen. She realized how much she missed the perpetual buzz and never-ending news feeds that landed on her desk daily at Morgenavisen.
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