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            “We haven’t been able to get hold of Samra or her family, and despite the late hour that’s why I wanted to ask if there was any way you could accompany me to the Pathology Lab in Copenhagen tonight and tell us if the deceased girl is your student.”

“Of course.” Her voice grew slightly hoarse, and she was breathing deeply. “I can be ready in ten minutes.”

“That’s very good news. We’ll come pick you up,” Louise said, silently cursing that her partner had just taken off. They could have the girl identified before midnight if they got going now.

She went out and found Storm, telling him she was ready to drive to Copenhagen with Samra’s teacher.

“If you leave now, I’ll get Bengtsen and Velin to see if they can track down any family members who might know where the parents are.”

Skipper and Dean were sitting with Ruth, reviewing the technical evidence that had come in during the day so it could be entered into the database. They had turned up some tire tracks, which might be of interest, and the technical investigation would continue the next day.

“Well, I’ll be on my way,” Louise said, but at that moment she saw her partner walking toward her again, ready to go. She couldn’t help thinking it was some kind of retribution that he’d ended up having to make this late trip into Copenhagen even though he was obviously itching to get home.

7

D
ICTA AND
S
AMRA
’
S HOMEROOM TEACHER LIVED IN A YELLOW
house on the outskirts of Holbæk. Forty-five years old, Louise guessed, plus or minus. She was an attractive woman with her short, dark hair tucked behind her ears, her glasses pushed up on top of her head, and her lipstick a subdued hue. Her voice made it clear that she was not quite as composed as she seemed, and she was clenching her hands tightly together in her lap.

They didn’t say much in the car. Mik assumed the role of chauffeur and hadn’t uttered a word since they left the police station. He drove with a local’s familiarity through the residential neighborhoods named after various flowers, and he nodded subtly when Louise volunteered to walk up to the teacher’s door by herself.

Now Louise sat leaning her head against the window on their way to Copenhagen for the second time that day. Jette Petersen obviously had her mind on her student, who might be the victim in this case.

Before they left Holbæk police headquarters, Louise phoned the on-call Pathology Lab technician in Copenhagen, asking to have the body brought out so it would be ready for viewing when they arrived.

“Is it normal for Samra to miss a day of school?” Louise said, breaking the silence as she turned around in her seat to look at Jette.

She quickly repeated that they still weren’t at all sure that the victim was her student, but this was the only relevant tip they had gotten on the missing-person report. And obviously the fact that they weren’t able to get in touch with the girl or her family was a contributing factor in their suspicion.

“Yes, she misses a day every now and then. Most of the students in this class do. But she hasn’t had any major absences. In fact, it’s fairly uncommon for her not to show up,” the teacher said after thinking a bit.

“What’s her family like?”

“I don’t know much about them,” Jette replied, saying that Samra had an elder brother, Hamid, but she knew him only by sight. He was a few years older than she was and had attended the school for only a year before moving on to the business school. “She’s a very pretty girl, and I’ve gotten the impression several times that the parents had the son keep an eye on her. He was often standing around waiting for her when school got out, and then would accompany her home. Occasionally she would run into trouble if she stayed late after school or if we had a special-topic week and were working on class projects into the early evening. The last time we did that, Samra asked me to call her parents at home to confirm it was true she would be staying at school that late. So I guess you could say they keep a pretty close eye on her, but she never complains about it. I probably couldn’t put up with it myself, though,” Jette said quietly.

“What’s your impression of her parents?”

“I’ve met them only a few times. Her father showed up just once for a parent-teacher conference, but otherwise I haven’t seen him. But last winter we did ‘Food Week.’ We have several immigrant kids in class, so we spent a week focusing on different food cultures, and we invited all the students’ parents for an evening in the home ec classroom and had the parents prepare a special dish together with their children. It was really great—homey and pleasant and fun—and we ended up with a huge buffet of Danish and international dishes from all over the world. Samra’s mother, Sada, is a lovely, sweet woman. That night we laughed a lot and ate a lot, and I don’t think I might otherwise have had the opportunity to talk as openly and freely with the mothers had it not been in a format where they were serving their food to us. Everyone’s dishes came with lots of funny stories. Sada had her two littlest ones with her as well, Aida and Jamal, and Samra’s sister was a big hit strolling around the room in her little white apron, holding her mother’s fancy serving dish in those little hands of hers and asking, ‘Would you like any more, ma’am? Sir?’” Jette smiled at the memory.

“Does Samra have relatives in the area?” Louise asked. “Or farther away, for that matter, that her family might be off visiting?”

“They do have some family here in town. I’m not sure whether they’re on her mother’s or father’s side, but Samra does have a cousin. She’s in the other ninth-grade homeroom, and I have her for math,” Jette said. “Also, I think there’s an uncle who lives somewhere around Ringsted, or somewhere between Holbæk and Copenhagen, I’m not exactly sure. But during vacation last summer I ran into Samra at a flea market in Ringsted, and I think she said she was visiting family. My sister lives just outside Ringsted,” Jette said by way of explanation.

“Do you know what her uncle’s name is?”

The teacher shook her head.

Louise knew that Bengtsen and Søren were already starting to look into locating other people with Samra’s last name, and she thought there was a decent chance the families had the same last name. Louise wondered if she should ask any more about the girl but decided to wait until she knew whether it was actually Samra al-Abd whose body was lying out waiting to be ID’d.

A man was waiting to let them into the Teilum Building, which was otherwise dark at this late hour, and he led them through the waiting room to the left of the main entrance and then around a corner where he opened the door to a smaller waiting room. He asked them to take a seat on the blue sofas and wait for a moment. There was a box of Kleenex on the table, and the blinds were rolled down over the window into the viewing room, where Louise knew that the girl was already lying.

The technician opened the door to the room, and he asked Jette to come in. Louise stood up and walked over to the door. He had pulled the white cloth down to reveal the girl’s face, and her hair was neatly arranged over her narrow shoulders. She had no wounds or bruises. She looked the way you often hear: like she was asleep.

It was over after the first glance. Jette nodded and confirmed that the dead girl was fifteen-year-old Samra al-Abd, who was a student in her ninth-grade class. Louise nodded at Mik, who stepped out to make the phone call so they could start focusing the investigation.

The teacher placed her hand on her student’s cheek and let it rest there for a moment as she looked at Samra’s face with her eyes shut. Jette’s eyes were tearing up as she turned, and Louise left her in peace as the tears started flowing freely.

When Mik came back in, to Louise’s great surprise, he stepped over to put his arm around Jette’s shoulders and stood there for a moment comforting her. Louise couldn’t hear what he said, but she noted that the teacher stopped crying, and shortly after she heard him ask if Jette was ready to go back to Holbæk. She saw the small nod, and they slowly began to walk toward the exit. Louise stayed back a bit as Mik helped the teacher into the car.

They drove back in silence. There were suddenly a number of important questions to ask, but Louise didn’t feel it was the right time to ask them. It was late, and Jette was sitting with her eyes closed, taking deep breaths as though she were struggling to regain control over the emotions that had suddenly sprung a leak within her. Her willingness to come had been an enormous help to them. Louise received a text message from Søren, who wrote that the family in Ringsted had been located, but they were going to postpone getting in touch with them until morning, hoping that would allow them to inform the parents first.

Before dropping Jette off, Louise asked her not to mention anything at school. They wanted to make sure that the family had been told before they heard the rumors in town. They agreed to meet the next morning when the teacher had a free period in her schedule so they could talk about Samra.

“Good night, and thank you so much for being willing to do this so late in the evening and on such short notice,” Louise said.

Mik got out of the car and shook the teacher’s hand good-bye.

“Do you know her?” Louise asked as he pulled away from the curb.

“I know who she is, and she knows who I am, but I don’t know her any more closely than that. But it’s never nice to take a blow like that while other people are looking on, let alone people who know you.”

Louise just sat and watched him, surprised by the thoughtfulness that had shone through Mik’s reserve and awkwardness.

“I’m heading home if that’s okay with you,” he said when they arrived back at the police station. After they dropped Jette off, they had stopped at Dysseparken 16B to inform the girl’s parents, but there was still no answer at the door.

Louise nodded at her new partner and said good night before heading up to see whether the others were still at their desks. The lights were off in most of the offices, but Ruth Lange was sitting at her desk working. Ruth told her that everyone had just taken off and they would regroup again at eight.

Louise sat down in her office and found to her satisfaction that the IT guy had managed to set up her two laptops, so she would be ready for the next morning. She took out her personal cell phone and saw the long list of messages from Camilla, who asked her to call. But now it was too late.

She turned it off and flipped it shut, and then started walking over to the hotel with an extra key that had been dropped off for her that opened the main door to the hotel when the front desk was closed. She suspected there wouldn’t be anyone at the front desk this late, but she still went over to see if she could get anything to drink and take up to her room.

Søren Velin was sitting in one of the roomy armchairs in the lobby waiting for her. With two beers.

“Hey,” he said, asking if she wanted one.

She nodded and sat down. There was a pack of cigarettes on the table, but she quickly looked away. She had relapsed and started smoking again over the summer but had decided to quit again.

“How’s it going?” he asked, holding out a beer to her.

“All right,” she replied. “We got the girl ID’d.”

He nodded and said he actually meant how Louise herself was doing.

Louise smiled and said that she was all right too.

“What about your partner? Is he okay?” he asked, and Louise took care not to say too much because she knew she couldn’t afford to complain.

“I haven’t really figured him out yet,” she said. “It’s like we’re not communicating on the same frequency.”

“Well, everything is still pretty new. Are you still happy about being in Unit A back in Copenhagen?” he asked, shifting the subject away from the local situation.

She nodded and asked if he had plans to come back.

“Yes, but I don’t know when,” he replied. “Right now things are going well here.”

“What about at home? Are you guys able to stay connected with you gone so much?”

“Actually, it’s working pretty well,” he said. “As long as Lisbeth is enjoying working from home, I think we can make it work.”

Søren and Louise had been partners back when Søren’s wife was deciding to quit her job and start up her own Web-design business, so Louise had been privy to all the considerations that had entailed.

“With her working from home, it’s possible for her to take care of Sofie alone, and things have been working really well for them when I’m away.”

Louise estimated that his daughter must be about two and a half now. She still thought that the girl’s name was little pretentious, and she knew Søren had preferred the spelling “Sophie,” but he hadn’t won that battle.

“Are things going well with her job?”

Louise knew only that his wife designed Web sites, but she had no idea whether it was a proper business or more like a hobby.

He nodded. “At least right now, and if things change we’ll obviously have to sell Strand Boulevard,” he said, referring to their place in an affluent neighborhood north of downtown Copenhagen.

Yes, and either buy somewhere out in Hvidovre or smack-dab on City Hall Square, depending on which direction things go
, Louise thought, picturing one of the beautiful old brick buildings with ornate, wrought-iron balconies near the fancy hotels across from City Hall. But he was right. You had to adapt.

“How about you?” he asked, lighting a cigarette. “Did you keep the apartment after Peter moved out?” She nodded.

“That was my place when I was single too, before he moved in,” she reminded him.

He smiled.

“Ah, right. And do you think there will be two names on the door again at some point?”

She shook her head and loosened up a bit. There weren’t many colleagues she felt like inviting into her private life, but back when Louise and Søren used to be partners, he had managed to break down her barriers, and she felt a little of their old familiarity starting to rekindle.

“At first Peter wanted to move back in. Or, I don’t fucking know exactly what he wanted, but in any case he had second thoughts about the breakup at one point.”
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