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PUNISHMENT


The ceiling was blue. The man in the shop claimed that the dark colour would make the room seem smaller. He was wrong. Instead the ceiling was lifted, it nearly disappeared. That’s what I wanted myself, when I was little: a dark night sky with stars and a small crescent moon over the window. But Granny chose for me then. Granny and Mum, a boy’s room in yellow and white.

Happiness is something I can barely remember, like a light touch in a group of strangers, gone before you’ve had a chance to turn round. When the room was finished and it was only two days until he was going to come, I was satisfied. Happiness is a childish thing and I am, after all, thirty-four. But naturally I was happy. I was looking forward to it.

The room was ready. There was a little boy sitting on the moon. With blond hair, a fishing rod made from bamboo with string and a float and hook at the end: a star. A drop of gold had dribbled down towards the window, as if the Heavens were melting.

My son was finally going to come.


I

She was walking home from school. It was nearly National Day. It would be the first 17 May without Mummy. Her national costume was too short. Mummy had already let the hem down twice.

Last night, Emilie had been woken by a bad dream. Daddy was fast asleep; she could hear him snoring gently through the wall as she held her national costume up against her body. The red border had crept up to her knees. She was growing too fast. Daddy often said, ‘You’re growing as fast as a weed, love.’ Emilie stroked the woollen material with her hand and tried to shrink at the knees and neck. Gran was in the habit of saying, ‘It’s not surprising the child is shooting up, Grete was always a beanpole.’

Emilie’s shoulders and thighs ached from being hunched the whole time. It was Mummy’s fault she was so tall. The red hem wouldn’t reach further than her knees.

Maybe she could ask for a new dress.

Her schoolbag was heavy. She’d picked a bunch of coltsfoot. It was so big that Daddy would have to find a vase. The stalks were long too, not like when she was little and only picked the flowers, which then had to bob about in an eggcup.

She didn’t like walking alone. But Marte and Silje had been collected by Marte’s mum. They didn’t say where they were going. They just waved at her through the rear window of the car.

The flowers needed water. Some had already started to wilt over her fingers. Emilie tried not to clutch the bunch too hard. A flower fell to the ground and she bent down to pick it up.

‘Are you called Emilie?’

The man smiled. Emilie looked at him. There was no one else to be seen here on the small path between two busy roads, a track that cut ten minutes off the walk home. She mumbled incoherently and backed away.

‘Emilie Selbu? That’s your name, isn’t it?’

Never talk to strangers. Never go with anyone you don’t know. Be polite to grown-ups.

‘Yes,’ she whispered, and tried to slip past.

Her shoe, her new trainer with the pink strips, sank into the mud and dead leaves. Emilie nearly lost her balance. The man caught her by the arm. Then he put something over her face.

An hour and a half later, Emilie Selbu was reported missing to the police.


II

‘I’ve never managed to let go of this case. Perhaps it’s my bad conscience. But then again, I was a newly qualified lawyer at a time when young mothers were expected to stay at home. There wasn’t much I could do or say.’

Her smile gave the impression that she wanted to be left alone. They’d been talking for nearly two hours. The woman in the bed gasped for breath and was obviously bothered by the strong sunlight. Her fingers clutched at the duvet cover.

‘I’m only seventy,’ she wheezed. ‘But I feel like an old woman. Please forgive me.’

Johanne Vik stood up and closed the curtains. She hesitated, not turning round.

‘Better?’ she asked after a while.

The old woman closed her eyes.

‘I wrote everything down,’ she said. ‘Three years ago. When I retired and thought I would have . . .’

She fluttered a thin hand.

‘. . . plenty of time.’

Johanne Vik stared at the folder lying on the bedside table beside a pile of books. The old woman nodded weakly.

‘Take it. There’s not much I can do now. I don’t even know if the man is still alive. If he is, he’d be . . . sixty-five. Or something like that.’

She closed her eyes again. Her head slipped slowly to one side. Her mouth opened a fraction and as Johanne bent down to pick up the red folder, she caught the smell of sick breath. She put the papers in her bag quietly and tiptoed towards the door.

‘One last thing.’

She jumped and turned back towards the old woman.

‘People ask how I can be so sure. Some think it’s just an idée fixe of an old woman who’s of no use to anyone any more. I’ve done nothing about it for so many years . . . When you’ve read through it all, I would be grateful to know . . .’

She coughed weakly. Her eyes slid shut. There was silence.

‘Know what?’

Johanne whispered, not sure if the old lady had fallen asleep. ‘I know he was innocent. It would be good to know whether you agree.’

‘But that’s not what I’m . . .’

The old woman slapped the edge of the bed lightly with her hand.

‘I know what you do. You are not interested in whether he was guilty or innocent. But I am. In this particular case, I am. And I hope you will be too. When you have read everything. Promise me that? That you’ll come back?’

Johanne smiled lightly. It was actually nothing more than a non-committal grimace.


III

Emilie had gone missing before. Never for long, though once – it must have been just after Grete died – he hadn’t found her for three hours. He looked everywhere. First he’d made some irritated phone calls, to friends, to Grete’s sister who only lived ten minutes away and was Emilie’s favourite aunt, to her grandparents who hadn’t seen the child for days. He punched in new numbers as concern turned to fear; his fingers hit the wrong keys. Then he rushed around the neighbourhood, in ever increasing circles, his fear growing into panic and he started to cry.

She was sitting in a tree writing a letter to Mummy, a letter with pictures that she was going to send to Heaven as a paper plane. He plucked her carefully from the branch and sent the plane flying in an arc over a steep slope. It glided from side to side and then disappeared over the top of two birch trees that thereafter were known as the Road to Paradise. He did not let her out of his sight for two weeks. Not until the end of the holidays when school forced him to let her go.

It was different this time.

He had never phoned the police before; her shorter and longer disappearing acts were no more than was to be expected. This was different. Panic hit him suddenly, like a wave. He didn’t know why, but when Emilie failed to come home when she should, he ran towards the school, not even noticing that he lost a slipper halfway. Her schoolbag and a big bunch of coltsfoot were lying on the path between the two main roads, a short cut that she never dared take on her own.

Grete had bought the bag for Emilie a month before she died. Emilie would never just leave it like that. Her father picked it up reluctantly. He could be wrong, it could be someone else’s schoolbag, a more careless child, perhaps. The schoolbag was almost identical, but he couldn’t be sure until he opened it, holding his breath, and saw the initials. ES. Big square letters in Emilie’s writing. It was Emilie’s schoolbag and she would never have just left it like that.


IV

The man referred to in Alvhild Sofienberg’s papers was called Aksel Seier and he was born in 1935. When he was fifteen years old, he’d started an apprenticeship as a carpenter. The papers said very little about Aksel’s childhood, except that he moved to Oslo from Trondheim when he was ten. His father got a job at the Aker shipyard after the war. The boy had three offences on his criminal record before he even reached adulthood. But nothing particularly serious.

‘Not compared with today, at least,’ Johanne mumbled to herself and read on. The paper was dry and yellow with age. The court transcripts mentioned two kiosk break-ins and an old Ford that was stolen and then left stranded on Mosseveien when it ran out of petrol. When Aksel was twenty-one, he was arrested for rape and murder.

The girl was called Hedvig and was only eight years old when she died. A customs officer found her, naked and mutilated, in a sack by a warehouse on Oslo docks. After two weeks’ intense investigation, Aksel Seier was arrested. It was true that there was no technical evidence. No traces of blood, no fingerprints. No footprints or marks of any kind to link the person to the crime. But he had been seen there by two reliable witnesses, out on honest business late that night.

At first the young man denied it vigorously. But eventually he admitted that he had been in the area between Pipervika and Vippetangen on the night that Hedvig was killed. Just doing some bootlegging, but he refused to give the customer’s name.

Only a few hours after his arrest, the police had managed to dig up an old charge for flashing. Aksel was only eighteen when the incident took place, and according to his own statement he was simply urinating when drunk at Ingierstrand one summer evening. Three girls had passed him. He just wanted to tease them, he said. Drunken horseplay and high spirits. He wasn’t like that. He hadn’t flashed at them, but was just joking around with three hysterical girls.

The charge was later dropped, but never quite disappeared. Now it was resurrected from oblivion like an indignant finger pointing at him, a stigma that he thought had been forgotten.

When his name was published in the newspapers, in big headlines that led Aksel’s mother to commit suicide on the night before Christmas 1956, three more incidents were reported to the police. One was discreetly dropped when the prosecuting authorities discovered that the middle-aged woman in question was in the habit of reporting a rape every six months. The other two were used for all they were worth.

Margrete Solli had dated Aksel for three months. She had strong principles. Which didn’t suit Aksel, she claimed, blushing with downcast eyes. On more than one occasion he had forced her to do what should only be done in marriage.

Aksel himself told another version. He recalled delightful nights by Sognsvann, when she giggled and said no and slapped his hands playfully as they crept over her naked skin. He remembered passionate goodbye kisses and his own half-baked promises of marriage when he had finished his apprenticeship. He told the police and the judge that he’d had to persuade the young girl, but no more than was normal. That’s just the way women are before they get a ring on their finger, is it not?

The third charge was made by a woman that Aksel Seier claimed he had never met. The alleged rape had taken place many years before when the girl was only fourteen. Aksel denied it repeatedly. He had never seen her before in his life. He stubbornly stuck to this throughout his nine-week custody and the long and devastating trial. He had never seen the woman. He had never even heard of her.

But then he was known to be a liar.

When he was charged with murder, Aksel finally gave the name of the customer who could give him an alibi. The man was called Arne Frigaard and had bought twenty bottles of good moonshine for twenty-five kroner. When the police went to check this story, they met an astonished Colonel Frigaard at his home in Frogner. He rolled his eyes when he heard the gross accusations and showed the two constables his bar. Honest drinks, every one. His wife said very little, it was noted, but nodded when her pompous husband insisted that he had been at home nursing a migraine on the night in question. He had gone to bed early.

Johanne stroked her nose and took a sip of cold tea.

There was nothing to indicate that anyone had investigated the Colonel’s story any further. All the same, she could sense the irony, or perhaps even sarcastic objectivity, in the judge’s dry, factual rendition of the policeman’s testimony. The Colonel himself had not been called as a witness in court. He suffered from migraines, his doctor claimed, thereby sparing his patient of many years the embarrassment of being confronted with allegations of buying cheap spirits.

Johanne jumped when she heard noises from the bedroom. Even after all this time, even when things had been so much better for the past five years – the child was healthy now, and usually slept soundly from sunset to sunrise and probably just had a bit of a cold – she felt a chill run down her spine whenever she heard the slightest sleepy cough. All was quiet again.

One witness in particular stood out. Evander Jakobsen was seventeen years old and was in prison himself. However, he had been free when little Hedvig was murdered and claimed that he’d been paid by Aksel Seier to carry a sack for him from an address in the old part of town, down to the harbour. In his first statements, he said that Seier walked through the night streets with him, but didn’t want to carry the sack himself as ‘that would draw too much attention’. He later changed his story. It was not Seier who had asked him to carry the sack, but another – unidentified – man. In the new version, Seier met him at the harbour and took the sack from him without saying much. The sack supposedly contained old pigs’ heads and trotters. Evander Jakobsen couldn’t be certain, as he never checked. But it stank, that’s for sure, and it could have weighed roughly the same as an eight-year-old

This obviously phoney story had sowed seeds of doubt in the mind of Dagbladet’s crime reporter. He described Evander Jakobsen’s explanation as ‘highly implausible’ and had found support for this in Morgenbladet, where the reporter unashamedly mocked the young jailbird’s conflicting stories from the witness stand.

But the journalists’ doubts and reservations were of little help.

Aksel Seier was sentenced for the rape of little Hedvig Gåsøy, aged eight. He was also found guilty of killing her with the intent to destroy any evidence of the first crime.

He was sentenced to life imprisonment.

Johanne placed all the papers carefully one on top of the other. The small pile contained transcripts of the judgment and a large number of newspaper articles. No police documents. No records of questioning. No expert reports, though it was clear that several of these had existed.

The newspapers stopped writing about the case soon after the verdict was given.

For Johanne, Aksel Seier’s sentence was just one of many similar cases. It was the end of the story, however, that made it different and that made it hard to sleep. It was half past twelve and she wasn’t in the slightest bit sleepy.

She read through the papers again. Under the verdicts, attached to the newspaper cuttings with a paper clip, was the old lady’s alarming account.

Eventually Johanne stood up. It was starting to get light outside. She would have to be up in a few hours. When she nudged the child over to the other side of the bed, the little girl grunted sleepily. She could just stay where she was. Sleep was a long way off anyway.


V

‘It’s an unbelievable story.’

‘Do you mean that literally? That you actually don’t believe me?’

The room had just been aired. The sick woman was more alert. She was sitting up in bed and the TV in the corner was on, without any sound. Johanne smiled and brushed her fingers lightly over the bedspread that was hanging on the arm of the chair.

‘Of course I believe you. Why shouldn’t I?’

Alvhild Sofienberg didn’t answer. Her eyes moved from the younger woman to the silent television. Pictures flickered ceaselessly and without meaning on the screen. The old lady had blue eyes. Her face was oval-shaped and it was as if her lips had been wiped out by the intense pain that came and went. Her hair had withered away to thin wisps that lay close to the narrow skull.

Maybe she had been beautiful once. It was difficult to say. Johanne studied her ravaged features and tried to imagine what she must have looked like in 1965. Alvhild Sofienberg had turned thirty-five that year.

‘I was born in 1965,’ Johanne said suddenly, putting down the folder. ‘On 22 November, exactly two years after Kennedy was assassinated.’

‘My children were already quite old. I had just taken my law exams.’

The old lady smiled, a real smile; her grey teeth shone in the taut opening between her nose and throat. Her consonants were harsh, and her vowels muted. She reached out for a glass and took a drink of water.

Alvhild Sofienberg’s first job was as an executive officer for the Norwegian Correctional Services. She was responsible for preparing applications for royal pardons. Johanne already knew that. She had read it in the papers, in the old lady’s story that was stapled to the judgment and some yellowing newspaper clippings about a man called Aksel Seier who was sentenced for the murder of a child.

‘A boring job, actually. Particularly when I look back on it now. I don’t recall being unhappy. Quite the opposite. I had training, a qualification, a . . . I had a university degree, which was very impressive. At the time. In my family, at least.’

She revealed her teeth again, and tried to moisten her tight mouth with the tip of her tongue.

‘How did you get hold of all the documents?’ asked Johanne, and refilled the glass with water from the carafe.

The ice cubes had melted and the water was tinged with the smell of onions.

‘I mean, it’s never really been the case that applications for pardons are accompanied by all the case documentation. Police interrogations and the like. I don’t quite see how you can . . .’

Alvhild tried to straighten her back. When Johanne leaned over to help her, she again registered the smell of old onions. It intensified, the smell became a stench that filled her nostrils and made her gag. She disguised the cramps in her diaphragm by coughing.

‘I smell of onions,’ the old lady said sharply. ‘No one knows why.’

‘Maybe it’s . . .’

Johanne waved her finger in the direction of the water carafe.

‘Other way round,’ coughed the old lady. ‘The water gets its smell from me. You’ll just have to put up with it. I asked for them.’

She pointed at the folder that had fallen on the floor.

‘As I wrote there, I can’t quite explain what it was that roused my interest. Maybe it was the simplicity of the application. The man had been in prison for eight years and had never pleaded guilty. He had applied for a pardon three times before and been rejected every time. But he still didn’t complain. He didn’t claim to be ill, as most people did. He hadn’t written page upon page about his deteriorating health, his family and children who were missing him at home and the like. His application was only one line. Two sentences. “I am innocent. Therefore I request a pardon.” It fascinated me. So I asked for all the papers. The pile of documents . . .’

Alvhild tried to lift her hands.

‘Was nearly a metre high. I read and read and was more and more convinced.’

Her fingers trembled with the strain and she lowered her arms.

Johanne bent down to pick up the folder from the floor. She had goosebumps on her arms. The window was slightly open and there was a draught coming through. The curtains moved unexpectedly and she jumped. Blue headlines flickered on the TV screen, and it suddenly annoyed her that the television was on for no reason.

‘Do you agree? He was innocent? He was not proven guilty. And someone has tried to cover it up.’

Alvhild Sofienberg’s voice had taken on a sharp undertone, an aggressive edge. Johanne leafed through the brittle papers without saying anything.

‘Well, it’s pretty obvious,’ she said, barely audibly.

‘What did you say?’

‘Yes, I agree with you.’

It was as if the patient was suddenly drained of all her energy. She sank back into the pillow and closed her eyes. Her face became more peaceful as if the pain was no longer there. Only her nostrils quivered slightly.

‘Perhaps the most frightening thing is not that he wasn’t proven guilty,’ said Johanne slowly. ‘The worst thing is that he never . . . what happened afterwards, after he was released, that he even . . . I’d be surprised if he was still alive.’

‘Another one,’ said Alvhild wearily, looking at the television; she turned up the volume on the remote control that was attached to the bedframe. ‘Another child has been kidnapped.’

A little boy smiled bashfully from an amateur photograph. He had brown curly hair and was clutching a red plastic fire engine to his chest. Behind him, out of focus, you could make out an adult laughing.

‘The mother, perhaps. Poor thing. Wonder if it’s connected. To the girl, I mean. The one who . . .’

Kim Sande Oksøy had disappeared from his home in Bærum last night, said the metallic voice. The TV set was old, the picture too blue and the sound tinny. The abductor had broken into the terraced house while the family was asleep; a camera panned over a residential area and then focused on a window on the ground floor. The curtains were billowing gently and the camera zoomed in on a broken sill and a green teddy bear on the shelf just inside. The policeman, a young man with hesitant eyes and an uncomfortable uniform, appealed to anyone who might have information to call in on the 800 number, or to contact their nearest police station.

The boy was only five years old. It was now six days since nine-year-old Emilie Selbu had disappeared on her way home from school.

Alvhild Sofienberg had fallen asleep. There was a small scar near her narrow mouth, a cleft from the corner of her mouth up towards her ear. It made her look as if she was smiling. Johanne crept out of the room, and as she went down to the ground floor a nurse came towards her. She said nothing, just stopped on the stairs and stepped to one side. The nurse also smelt of onions, a vague scent of onion and detergent. Johanne felt sick. She pushed past the other woman, not knowing whether she would return to this house where an old dying lady upstairs made the smell of decay cling to everything and everyone.


VI

Emilie felt bigger when the new boy arrived. He was even more frightened than she was. When the man pushed him into the room a while ago, he had pooed his pants. Even though he was nearly old enough to be at school. At one end of the room there was a sink and a toilet. The man had thrown a towel and a bar of soap in with the boy and Emilie managed to tidy him up. But there were no clean clothes anywhere. She pushed the dirty pants in under the sink, between the wall and the pipe. The boy just had to go without pants and would not stop crying.

Until now. He had finally fallen asleep. There was only one bed in the room. It was very narrow and probably very old. The woodwork was brown and worn and someone had drawn on it with a felt-tip that was barely visible any more. When Emilie lifted the sheet she saw that the mattress was full of long hair; a woman’s hair was stuck to the foam mattress and she quickly tucked the sheet back in place. The boy lay under the duvet with his head in her lap. He had brown curly hair and Emilie started to wonder if he could talk at all. He had snivelled his name when she asked. Kim or Tim. It was hard to make out. He had called for his mother, so he wasn’t entirely mute.

‘Is he sleeping?’

Emilie jumped. The door was ajar. The shadows made it hard to see his face, but his voice was clear. She nodded weakly.

‘Is he sleeping?’

The man didn’t seem to be angry or annoyed. He didn’t bark like Daddy sometimes did when he had to ask the same question several times.

‘Yes.’

‘Good. Are you hungry?’

The door was made of iron. And there was no handle on the inside. Emilie did not know how long she had been in the room with the toilet and the sink in one corner and the bed in the other and nothing else apart from plaster walls and the shiny door. It was a long time, that was all she knew. She had tried the door a hundred times at least. It was smooth and ice cold. The man was scared that it would shut behind him. The few times that he had come into the room, he had fixed the door to a hook on the wall. Normally when he brought her food and something to drink, he left it on a tray just inside the door.

‘No.’

‘OK. You should go to sleep as well. It’s night.’

Night.

The sound of the heavy iron door closing made her cry. Even though the man said it was night, it didn’t feel like it. There was no window in the room and the light was left on the whole time, so there was no way of knowing whether it was day or night. At first she had thought that slices of bread and milk meant that it was breakfast and the stews and pancakes that the man left on the tray were supper. She finally understood, but then the man started to play tricks. Sometimes she got bread three times in a row. Today, after Kim or Tim had stumbled into her world, the man had given them tomato soup twice. It was lukewarm and there was no macaroni in it.

Emilie tried to stop crying. She didn’t want to wake the boy. She held her breath so that she wouldn’t shake, but it didn’t work.

‘Mummy,’ she sobbed, without wanting to. ‘I want my mummy.’

Daddy would be looking for her. He must have been looking for a long time. Daddy and Auntie Beate were no doubt still running around in the woods, even though it was night. Maybe Granddad was there too. Gran had sore feet, so she would be at home reading books or making waffles for the others to eat when they’d been to the Road to Paradise and the Heaven Tree and not found her anywhere.

‘Mummy,’ whimpered Kim or Tim and then howled.

‘Hush.’

‘Mummy! Daddy!’

The boy got up suddenly and shrieked. His mouth was a great gaping hole. His face twisted into one enormous scream and she pressed herself against the wall and closed her eyes.

‘You mustn’t scream,’ she said in a flat voice. ‘The man will get angry with us.’

‘Mummy! I want my daddy!’

The boy caught his breath. He was gasping for air, and when Emilie opened her eyes she saw that his face was dark red. Snot was running from one nostril. She grabbed one corner of the duvet and wiped him clean. He tried to hit her.

‘Don’t want,’ he said and sobbed again. ‘Don’t want.’

‘Shall I tell you a story?’ asked Emilie.

‘Don’t want.’

He pulled his sleeve across his nose.

‘My mummy is dead,’ said Emilie and smiled a bit. ‘She’s sitting in Heaven watching over me. Always. I’m sure she can watch over you too.’

‘Don’t want.’

At least the boy was not crying so hard any more.

‘My mummy is called Grete. And she’s got a BMW.’

‘Audi,’ said the boy.

‘Mummy’s got a BMW in Heaven.’

‘Audi,’ the boy repeated, with a cautious smile that made him much nicer.

‘And a unicorn. A white horse with a horn in its forehead that can fly. Mummy can fly anywhere on her unicorn when she can’t be bothered to use the BMW. Maybe she’ll come here. Soon, I think.’

‘With a bang,’ said the boy.

Emilie knew very well that her mother didn’t have a BMW. She wasn’t in Heaven at all and unicorns don’t exist. There was no Heaven either, even though Daddy said there was. He liked so much to talk about what Mummy was doing up there, everything that she had always wanted, but they could never afford. In Paradise, nothing cost anything. They didn’t even have money there, Daddy said, and smiled. Mummy could have whatever she wanted and Daddy thought it was good for Emilie to talk about it. She had believed him for a long time and it was good to think that Mummy had diamonds as big as plums in her ears as she flew around in a red dress on a unicorn.

Auntie Beate had told Daddy off. Emilie disappeared to write a letter to Mummy and when Daddy eventually found her, Auntie Beate shouted so loudly that the walls shook. The grown-ups thought Emilie was asleep. It was late at night.

‘It’s about time you told the child the truth, Tønnes. Grete is dead. Full stop. She is ashes in an urn and Emilie is old enough to understand. You have to stop. You’ll ruin her with all your stories. You’re keeping Grete alive artificially and I’m not even sure who you’re actually trying to fool, yourself or Emilie. Grete is dead. DEAD, do you understand?’

Auntie Beate was crying and angry at the same time. She was the cleverest person in all the world. Everyone said that. She was a senior doctor and knew everything about sick hearts. She saved people from certain death, just because she knew so much. If Auntie Beate said that Daddy’s stories were rubbish, then she must be right. A few days later, Daddy had taken Emilie out into the garden to look at the stars. There were four new holes in the sky, because Mummy wanted to see her better, he told her, pointing. Emilie didn’t answer. He was sad. She could see it in his eyes when he picked up a book and started to read to her on the bed. She refused to listen to the rest of the story about Mummy’s trip to Japan Heaven, a story that had stretched over three evenings and was actually quite funny. Daddy made money from translating books and was a bit too fond of stories.

‘I’m called Kim,’ said the boy, and put his thumb in his mouth.

‘I’m called Emilie,’ said Emilie.

They didn’t know that it was starting to get light when they fell asleep.

One and half storeys above them, at ground level, in a house on the edge of a small wood, a man sat and stared out of the window. He was feeling remarkably good, nearly intoxicated, as if he was facing a challenge that he knew he could master. It was impossible to sleep properly. During the night he had sometimes felt himself slipping away, only to be roused again by a very clear thought.

The window looked west. He saw the darkness huddle in behind the horizon. The hills on the other side of the valley were bathed in strips of morning light. He got up and put the book on the table.

No one else knew. In less than two days one of the two children in the cellar would be dead. He felt no joy in this knowledge, but a feeling of elated determination made him indulge in a bit of sugar and a drop of milk in the bitter coffee from the night before.


VII

‘Welcome to the programme, Johanne Vik. Now, you are a lawyer and a psychologist, and you wrote your thesis on why people commit sexually motivated crimes. Given recent events . . .’

Johanne closed her eyes for a moment. The lights were strong. But it was still cold in the enormous room and she felt the skin on her forearms contract.

She should have refused the invitation. She should have said no. Instead she said:

‘Let me first clarify that I did not write a thesis on why some people commit sex crimes. As far as I know, no one knows that for certain. I did, however, compare a random selection of convicted sex offenders with an equally random selection of other offenders to look at the similarities and differences in background, childhood and early adult years. My thesis is called, Sexually Motivated Crime, a comp . . .’

‘Oh, that’s a bit complicated, Ms Vik. So to put it simply, you wrote a thesis about sex offenders. Two children have been brutally snatched from their parents in less than a week. Do you think there can be any doubt that these are sexually motivated crimes?’

‘Doubt?’

She didn’t dare to pick up the plastic cup of water. She clasped her fingers together to stop her hands from shaking uncontrollably. She wanted to answer. But her voice let her down. She swallowed.

‘Doubt has got nothing to do with it. I don’t see how there can be any basis for making such a claim.’

The presenter lifted his hand and frowned in irritation, as if she had broken some kind of deal.

‘Of course it is possible,’ she corrected herself. ‘Everything is possible. Children can be molested, but in this case it might equally be something different. I am not a detective and only know about the case from the media. All the same, I would assume that the investigation has not yet even concluded that the two . . . abductions, I guess that is what we should call them . . . are in any way connected. I agreed to come on the show on the understanding that . . .’

She had to swallow again. Her throat was tight. Her right hand was shaking so much that she had to surreptitiously push it under her thigh. She should have said no.

‘And you,’ the presenter said cockily to a lady in a black jacket, with long silver hair. ‘Solveig Grimsrud, director for the newly established Protect Our Children, you are clearly of the opinion that this is a case of paedophilia?’

‘Given what we know about similar cases abroad, it would be incredibly naïve to think anything else. It is difficult to imagine any alternative motives for abducting children – children that have absolutely nothing to do with each other, if we are to believe the papers. We know of cases in the US, Switzerland, not to mention those gruesome cases in Belgium only a few years ago . . . We all know these cases and we all know what the outcome was.’

Grimsrud patted her heart. There was a loud scraping noise in the microphone that was attached to her lapel. Johanne noticed a technician holding his ears, just off camera.

‘What do you mean by . . . outcome?’

‘I mean what I say. Children are always abducted for one of three reasons.’

Her long hair was falling into her eyes and Solveig Grimsrud pushed it behind her ears before counting on her fingers.

‘Either it is simply a case of extortion, which we can ignore in these cases. Both families have average incomes and are not wealthy. Then there are a small number of children who are abducted by either their mother or their father, generally the latter, when a relationship breaks down. And again, that is not the case here. The girl’s mother is dead and the boy’s parents are still married. Which leaves the last alternative. The children have been abducted by one or more paedophiles.’

The presenter hesitated.

Johanne thought about waking up and feeling a naked child’s stomach against her back, the tickle of sleepy fingers against her neck.

A man in his late fifties with aviator specs and downcast eyes took a deep breath and started to talk.

‘In my opinion, Grimsrud’s theory is just one of many. I think we should be . . .’

‘Fredrik Skolten,’ interrupted the presenter. ‘You are a private detective, with twenty years’ experience in the police force. And just to let our viewers know, NCIS Norway, the National Criminal Investigation Service, was invited to come on the show this evening, but declined. But, Skolten, given your extensive experience in the police, what theories do you think they are working on?’

‘As I was just saying . . .’

The man studied a spot on the table and rubbed his right index finger in a regular movement against the back of his left hand.

‘At the moment they are probably keeping things very open. But there is a lot of truth in what Ms Grimsrud said. Child abductions do generally fall into three categories, which she . . . And the first two would appear to be reasonably . . .’

‘Unlikely?’

The presenter leaned closer, as if they were having a private conversation.

‘Well. Yes. But there is no basis for . . . Without any further . . .’

‘It’s time people woke up,’ interrupted Solveig Grimsrud. ‘Only a few years ago we thought that the sexual abuse of children didn’t concern us. It was something that only happened out there, in the USA, far away. We have let our children walk on their own to school, go on camping trips without adult supervision, be away from home for hours on end without making sure that they’re being supervised. It cannot continue. It’s time that we . . .’

‘It’s time that I left.’

Johanne didn’t realise that she had stood up. She stared straight into the camera, an electronic cyclops that stared back with an empty grey eye and made her freeze. Her microphone was still attached to her jacket.

‘This is ridiculous. Somewhere out there . . .’

She pointed her finger at the camera and held it there.

‘. . . is a widower whose daughter disappeared a week ago. There is a couple whose son was abducted, snatched from them in the middle of the night. And you are sitting here . . .’

She moved her hand to point at Solveig Grimsrud; it was shaking.

‘. . . telling them that the worst thing imaginable has happened. You have absolutely no grounds, and I repeat, no grounds for saying that. It is thoughtless, malicious . . . Irresponsible. As I said, I only know what I have seen in the media, but I hope . . . In fact I am certain that the police are still keeping all options open, unlike you. Off the top of my head, I can think of six or seven different explanations for the abductions, and each is as good or bad as the next. And they are at least based on stronger arguments than your speculative scenario. It’s only twenty-four hours since little Kim disappeared. Twenty-four hours! Words fail me . . .’

And she meant it literally. Suddenly she was quiet. Then she pulled the microphone from her jacket and disappeared. The camera followed her as she made for the studio door, with heavy, unfamiliar movements.

‘Well,’ said the presenter; there was sweat on his upper lip and he was breathing through his mouth. ‘That was quite something.’

*

Somewhere else in Oslo, two men were sitting watching TV. The older one smiled slightly and the younger one thumped the wall with his fist.

‘Shit, you can say that again. Do you know that woman? Have you heard of her?’

The older man, Detective Inspector Adam Stubo, from the NCIS, nodded thoughtfully.

‘I read the thesis she mentioned. Interesting, actually. She’s now looking at the media’s coverage of serious crimes. As far as I can understand from the article I read, she’s comparing the fate of a number of convicted criminals who got a lot of press attention, with those who didn’t. They all pleaded innocent. She’s gone way back, to the fifties I think. Don’t know why.’

Sigmund Berli laughed.

‘Well, she’s certainly got balls. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone just get up and leave. Good for her. Especially as she was right!’

Adam Stubo lit a huge cigar, which signalled that he now considered the working day to be over.

‘She is so right that it might be interesting to talk to her,’ he said, grabbing his jacket. ‘See you tomorrow.’


VIII

A child doesn’t know when it’s going to die. It has no concept of death. Instinctively it fights for life, like a lizard that’s willing to give up its tail when threatened with extermination. All beings are genetically programmed to fight for survival. Children as well. But they have no concept of death. A child is frightened of real things. The dark. Strangers, perhaps, being separated from their family, pain, scary noises and the loss of objects. Death, on the other hand, is incomprehensible for a mind that is not yet mature.

A child does not know that it is going to die.

That is what the man was thinking as he got everything ready. He poured some Coke into an ordinary glass and wondered why he was bothering with such thoughts. Even though the boy had not been picked at random, there were no emotional ties between them. The boy was a total stranger, emotionally, a pawn in an important game. He wouldn’t feel anything. In that sense, he was better served by dying. He missed his parents, a pain that was both understandable and to be expected in a boy of five and surely that was worse than a swift, painless death.

The man powdered the Valium pill and sprinkled the pieces into the glass. It was a small dose, he just wanted the boy to fall asleep. It was important that he was asleep when he died. It was easiest. Practical. Injecting children is hard enough, without them shouting and kicking.

The Coke made him thirsty. He moistened his lips slowly with his tongue. A shiver ran through the muscles in his back; in a way he was looking forward to it. To completing his detailed plan.

It would take six weeks and four days, if everything went according to schedule.


IX

There was little sign that it was nearly midsummer. The water at Sognsvann was shrouded in a grey mist and the trees were still bare. Here and there, a few eager willows showed the beginnings of shoots, and on south-facing slopes, coltsfoot flowers stretched up on long stems. Otherwise, it could as easily have been the fourteenth of October as the fourteenth of May. A six-year-old in red overalls and yellow winter boots pulled off her hat.

‘No, Kristiane. Don’t go in the water.’

‘Just let her wade a bit. She’s got her boots on.’

‘Jesus, Isak, it’s not shallow enough! Kristiane! No!’

The girl didn’t want to listen. She was humming a monotonous tune and standing with water over the top of her boots already. They filled up with a gurgling sound. The girl stared ahead with a blank expression, repeating the four notes to herself, over and over.

‘You’re soaking,’ complained Johanne Vik and hauled the girl ashore.

The child smiled happily at her feet and stopped singing.

Her mother took her by the arm and led her over to a bench a few metres away. She pulled some dry tights, a pair of thick socks and heavy trainers out of the rucksack. Kristiane did not want to put them on. She sat stiffly and clenched her legs together, staring into space again. The same four notes vibrating at the back of her throat: dam-di-rum-ram. Dam-di-rum-ram.

‘You’ll get ill,’ said Johanne. ‘You’ll catch a cold.’

‘Cold,’ smiled Kristiane, and caught her mother’s eye fleetingly, suddenly alert.

‘Yes, ill.’

Johanne tried to keep hold of the look, keep their eyes locked.

‘Dam-di-rum-ram,’ hummed Kristiane and stiffened again.

‘Here, let me.’

Isak took his daughter under the arms and threw her up into the air.

‘Daddy,’ shrieked Kristiane, catching her breath. ‘More!’

‘More there will be,’ shouted Isak, letting the child drag her soaking-wet boots along the ground before throwing her up into the mist again. ‘Kristiane is a plane!’

‘Plane! Fly plane! Flyman!’

Johanne had no idea where she got it from. The child put together words that neither she nor Isak used, nor anyone else for that matter. But there was also some kind of logic to them, a relevance that might be hard to grasp in the moment, but that implied a sense of linguistic understanding that contrasted sharply with the short, simple words that she otherwise used – and she only did it when she wanted to.

‘Dam-di-rum-ram.’

The flight was over. The song had returned. But Kristiane sat quietly on her father’s knee and let him change her.

‘Freezing bum,’ said Isak, and rapped her lightly before pulling the dry tights on over her feet, her toes curling abnormally into the soles of her feet.

‘Kristiane is freezing all over.’

‘Kristianecold. Hungry.’

‘There. Shall we go?’

He put the girl down in front of him. Then he stuffed the wet clothes into the rucksack. He pulled a banana from one of the side pockets, peeled it and gave it to Kristiane.

‘Where were we?’

He ran his hand through his hair. The damp air made it stick together. He looked up. He had always seemed so young, even though he was really only one month younger than she was. Irresponsible and eternally young; his hair always slightly too long, his clothes just a little too loose, too baggy for his age. Johanne tried to swallow the familiar sense of defeat, the perpetual experience of being the one who was least good with Kristiane.

‘Right, now tell me the rest of the story.’

He smiled encouragingly and made a small movement with his head. Kristiane was already ten metres in front of them, with her characteristic toddling walk that she should have grown out of long ago. Isak put his hand on Johanne’s shoulder for a moment, before starting to walk too – slowly, as if uncertain that Johanne would follow at all.

‘When Alvhild Sofienberg decided to look more closely at the case,’ Johanne began, her eyes following the small figure that was once again heading for the water, ‘she met unexpected resistance. Aksel Seier didn’t want to talk to her.’

‘Oh, why not? He’d applied for the pardon himself, so surely it must have been encouraging that someone from the Ministry was interested in following up his case?’

‘You would think so. I don’t know. Kristiane!’

The girl turned around and laughed loudly. Slowly she turned away from the water and trundled over towards the edge of the wood; she must have seen something.

‘Whatever, she didn’t give up. Alvhild Sofienberg, that is. She eventually managed to get in touch with the prison chaplain. A reliable man who had seen a lot. He was convinced that Seier was . . . innocent. As well. Obviously, that was fuel to Alvhild’s fire. She didn’t give in and went back to her superiors.’

‘Hang on.’

Isak stopped. He nodded towards Kristiane, who had been joined by an enormous Bernese mountain dog. The child put her arms around the animal’s neck and whined. The dog growled lazily.

‘You should get a dog,’ he said quietly. ‘Kristiane is fantastic with dogs. I think it’s good for her to be with them.’

‘Or you could,’ retorted Johanne. ‘Why is it me that always has to carry the load? Always!’

He took a deep breath and slowly let it out through the gap between his front teeth. A low, extended whistling sound that made the dog prick its ears. Kristiane laughed loudly.

‘Forget it,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Then what happened?’

‘You’re not really interested.’

Isak Aanonsen brushed his face with a slim hand.

‘I am. How can you say that? I’ve listened to the whole story so far and I am very interested in hearing the rest. What’s the matter with you?’

Kristiane had managed to get the dog to lie down. And now she was sitting astride its back, burying her hands in its fur. The astonished owner stood beside them, looking at Isak and Johanne with undisguised concern.

‘It’s OK,’ called Isak, and sprinted over to the dog and the child. ‘She’s got a way with animals.’

‘You can say that again,’ said the man.

Isak lifted his daughter off the animal and the dog stood up. The owner put on its leash and headed off northwards at a brisk pace, looking back over his shoulder every now and then, as if frightened that the scary child might follow.

‘So carry on,’ said Isak.

‘Dam-di-rum-ram,’ sang Kristiane.

‘Her boss refused her request,’ said Johanne brusquely. ‘He said that she should leave the case be and do her job. When she confronted him and said that she’d had all the documents sent over and had read them carefully, he became visibly agitated. And when she then said she was convinced that Seier was innocent, he was furious. But the really – the most frightening thing about the whole story is what happened next.’

Kristiane suddenly took her by the hand.

‘Mamma,’ she said happily. ‘My mummy and me.’

‘One day when Alvhild Sofienberg came into the office, all the papers had disappeared.’

‘Disappeared? Gone?’

‘Yep. A pile of documents over one metre high. Vanished without a trace.’

‘Go for a walk,’ said Kristiane. ‘My mummy and me.’

‘And Daddy,’ said Johanne.

‘And then what happened?’

Isak’s brows were knitted. The likeness between him and his daughter was even more obvious; the narrow face, the knitted eyebrows.

‘Alvhild Sofienberg was quite . . . frightened. In any case, she didn’t dare to nag her boss any more when she heard that the files had been collected “by the police”.’

She made quote marks with her fingers.

‘And then completely confidentially, very hush-hush, she was told that Aksel Seier had been released.’

‘What?’

‘A long time before he should have been. Released. Just like that. Discreetly and without any fuss.’

They had reached the big parking place by the Norwegian School of Sports Sciences. There were hardly any cars there. The ground was criss-crossed with deep tyre ruts and puddles. Johanne’s old Opel Kadett stood parked under three large weeping birches, beside Isak’s Audi TT.

‘Let me just get this straight,’ said Isak, holding up his hand as if he was about to take an oath. ‘We’re talking about 1965. Not the nineteenth century. Not the war. But 1965, the year that you and I were born, when Norway had been built up again after the war and bureaucracy was well established and due process was a recognised concept. Right? And he was just released without further ado? I mean, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with releasing an obviously innocent man, but . . .’

‘Exactly, there’s a huge but.’

‘Daddycar,’ said Kristiane and stroked the silver-grey sports car. ‘Billycar. Automobillycar.’

The adults laughed.

‘You’re a right one, you are,’ said Johanne, tying Kristiane’s hat more securely under her chin.

‘Where the hell does she get it from?’

‘Don’t swear,’ warned Johanne. ‘She’ll pick it up. At least . . .’

She straightened her back. Kristiane sat down in a puddle and hummed.

‘Alvhild’s source, the prison chaplain, told her that an old woman from Lillestrøm had contacted Romerike Police. She’d been nursing a painful secret for a long time. Her son, a slightly retarded man who still lived with her, had come home in the early hours on the night that little Hedvig disappeared. His clothes were covered in blood and he was very agitated. The woman immediately suspected him when Hedvig’s story became known shortly after. But she didn’t want to say anything. Perhaps not so difficult to . . .’

She looked over at her daughter.

‘In any case . . . Her son had died. The case was hushed up by the police and prosecuting authorities. The woman was more or less dismissed as hysterical. But whatever happened, our friend Aksel Seier was released only a few weeks later. Discreetly. Nothing was written in the papers. Alvhild never heard any more about it.’

The mist was clearing; some low cloud drifted slowly over the treetops to the east. But now it had started to rain properly. A soaking-wet English setter circled round Kristiane, barking and running to fetch the stones she threw with delighted screams.

‘But why is this Alvhild Sofienberg telling you?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Why is she telling you about this now? Thirty . . . thirty-five years later?’

‘Because something strange happened last year. The case has been bothering her for years. And now that she’s a pensioner, she decided to study the case in detail again. She contacted the regional state archives and the National Archives to get hold of the documents. And they no longer exist.’

‘What?’

‘They’ve vanished. They are not in the National Archives. Not in the regional state archives. Oslo Police Force can’t find them and nor can Romerike Police. More than a metre of case documents has simply disappeared.’

Kristiane had got up from her puddle. She pottered towards them, wet and filthy from head to toe.

‘I’m glad you are not getting in my car,’ said Isak, and squatted down in front of her. ‘But I’ll see you on the seventeenth of May, OK?’

‘Aren’t you going to give Daddy a hug before we go?’ asked Johanne.

Kristiane reluctantly allowed herself to be hugged; her eyes were miles away.

‘Do you think you’ll manage, Isak?’

His eyes were firmly fixed on Kristiane.

‘Of course I will. I’m a wizard, don’t you know. If Aksel Seier is still alive, I’ll find out where he lives in less than a week. Guaranteed.’

‘There are no guarantees in life,’ retorted Johanne. ‘But thank you for trying. If anyone was going to manage it, it would be you.’

‘Sure thing,’ said Isak and slipped into his TT. ‘See you on Wednesday.’

*

She stared after him until the car disappeared over the brow of the hill down towards Kringsjå.

Isak would never be anything other than a big boy. She had just not realised it soon enough. Before, before Kristiane, she had envied him his quickness, his enthusiasm, his optimism; the childish belief that everything could be sorted. He had built an entire future on boundless self-confidence; Isak started a dot.com company before most people even knew what they were and had had the sense to sell it in time. Now he enjoyed playing around with a computer for a few hours every day, he sailed in regattas half the year and helped the Salvation Army to look for missing persons in his spare time.

Johanne had fallen in love with the way he embraced the world with laughter. The shrug of his shoulders when things got a bit complicated that made him so different and attractive to her.

And then along came Kristiane. The first years were swallowed up by three heart operations, sleepless nights and anxiety. When they finally woke up from their first night of uninterrupted sleep, it was too late. They limped on together for another year in some semblance of marriage. A two-week family stay at the National Centre for Child and Adolescent Psychiatry in a futile attempt to find a diagnosis for Kristiane had resulted in them separating. If not exactly as friends, at least with a relatively intact mutual respect.

They never found a diagnosis. Kristiane wandered around in her own little world and the doctors shook their heads. Autistic, perhaps, they said, then frowned at the child’s obvious ability to develop emotional attachments and her great need for physical contact. Does it matter? Isak asked. The child is fine and the child is ours and I don’t give a shit what’s wrong with her. He didn’t understand how much it mattered. To find a diagnosis. To make arrangements for her. To make it possible for Kristiane to achieve her full potential.

He was so bloody irresponsible.

The problem was that he never had accepted that he was the father of a mentally handicapped child.

*

Isak glanced back in the mirror. Johanne looked older now. Tired. She took everything so seriously. He desperately wanted to suggest that Kristiane could live with him all the time, not just every other week like now. He could see it every time: when he handed Kristiane back after a week, Johanne was in a good mood and rested. When he picked up his daughter the following Sunday, Johanne was grey, drawn and impatient. And it wasn’t good for Kristiane. Nor was the perpetual round of specialists and self-appointed experts. Surely it wasn’t that important to find out what was wrong with the child. The main thing was that her heart functioned properly, she ate well and was happy. His daughter was happy. Isak was sure of that.

Johanne had been grown up too long. Before, before Kristiane, it had been attractive. Sexy. Johanne’s ambition. The way she always took everything so seriously. Her plans. Her efficiency. He had fallen head over heels for her mature determination, her admirable progress in her studies, her work at the university.

Then along came Kristiane.

He loved that child. She was his child. There was nothing wrong with Kristiane. She wasn’t like other children, but she was herself. That was all she needed to be. All the specialists’ opinions on what was actually wrong with the child were irrelevant. But not for Johanne. She always had to get to the bottom of everything.

She was so bloody responsible.

The problem was that she had never accepted that she was mother to a mentally handicapped child.


X

Detective Inspector Adam Stubo looked like an American football player. He was stocky, obviously overweight, and not much more than average height. The extra kilos were evenly distributed over his shoulders, neck and thighs. His ribcage was bursting from his white shirt. There were two metal tubes in the pocket above his heart. Before she realised they were cigar cases, Johanne Vik thought that the man actually went around with ammunition in his pocket.

He had sent a car for her. It was the first time that anyone had sent a car for Johanne Vik. She was very uncomfortable about it and had asked him not to. She could take the metro. She could take a taxi. Certainly not, insisted Stubo. He sent a Volvo, anonymous and dark blue, with a young man behind the wheel.

‘You’d think this was the security service.’ She smiled tightly as she shook Stubo’s hand. ‘Dark-blue Volvos and silent drivers with sunglasses.’

His laughter was as powerful as the throat it came from. His teeth were white, even, with a glimpse of gold from a molar on the right-hand side.

‘Don’t worry about Oscar. He has a lot to learn.’

A faint smell of cigars hung in the air. But there were no ashtrays. The desk was unusually big, with tidy folders on one side and a PC that was switched off on the other. A map of Norway hung on the wall behind Stubo’s chair, along with an FBI poster and a picture of a brown horse. It had been taken in summer in a field of wild flowers. The horse tossed its head as the shutter clicked, its mane standing like a halo round its head, eyes looking straight into the camera.

‘Beautiful horse,’ she said, pointing at the photograph. ‘Yours?’

‘Sabra,’ he said and smiled again; this man smiled all the time. ‘Beautiful animal. Thank you for agreeing to come. I saw you on TV.’

Johanne wondered how many people had said that to her in the last few days. Typically, Isak was the only one who hadn’t said a word about the incredibly embarrassing episode. But then he never watched television. Johanne’s mother, on the other hand, had phoned five times in the first half-hour after the show; the answer machine hurled her screeching voice at Johanne as soon as she was inside the door. Johanne didn’t call her back. Which resulted in four more messages, each one more agitated than the last. At work the day after, they had patted her on the shoulder. Some had laughed, others had been extremely put out on her behalf. The woman at the checkout in her local supermarket had leaned over to her conspiratorially and whispered so that the whole shop could hear, ‘I saw you on the telly!’

Viewer figures for News 21 must have been pretty good.

‘You were great,’ said Stubo.

‘Great? I barely said anything.’

‘What you said was important. The fact that you left said far more than any of the other . . . people of limited talent managed to utter. Did you read my mail?’

She gave a brief nod.

‘But I think you’re barking up the wrong tree. I don’t see how I can help you. I’m not exactly . . .’

‘I’ve read your thesis,’ he interrupted. ‘Very interesting. In my profession . . .’

He looked straight at her and fell silent. His eyes had an apologetic look, as if he was embarrassed about what he actually did.

‘We’re not that good at keeping ourselves up to date. Not unless things are directly relevant to investigation. Things like this . . .’

He opened a drawer and pulled out a book. Johanne recognised the cover immediately, with her name in small letters against a bleached winter landscape.

‘I should imagine I’m the only one here who has read it. Shame. It’s very relevant.’

‘To what?’

Again, a despondent, partly apologetic expression passed over his face.

‘The police profession. To anyone who wants to understand the essence of a crime.’

‘Essence of a crime? Are you sure you don’t mean the criminal?’

‘Well noted, Professor. Well noted.’

‘I’m not a professor. I’m a university lecturer.’

‘Does that matter?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Why . . .’

‘Yes. Does it really matter what I call you? If I call you a professor it means nothing more than that I know you do research and teach at the university. Which is true, isn’t it? That’s exactly what you do, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, but it’s not right to call yourself . . .’ ‘To make more of yourself than you are? To be a bit sloppy with formalities? Is that what you mean?’

Johanne blinked and took off her glasses. She slowly polished the left glass with the corner of her shirt. She was buying time. The man on the other side of the desk had been reduced to a grey fuzz, an indistinct figure without any distinguishing features.

‘Precision is my subject,’ she heard the shapeless face continue. ‘In every detail. Good police work means placing one stone on top of another with millimetric precision. If I’m sloppy . . . If any of my men overlook a single hair, miss by a minute, take the smallest short cut because we believe we know something that strictly speaking we can’t be sure of yet, then . . .’

Bang.

He clapped his hands together and Johanne put her glasses on again.

‘So we’re not doing too well,’ he added quietly. ‘And to be honest, I’m getting a bit sick of it.’

This was nothing to do with her. It was none of her business if a middle-aged detective from the NCIS was sick of his job. The man was obviously having an existential crisis and it had absolutely nothing to do with her.

‘Not of the job, per se,’ he suddenly added, and offered her a sweet. ‘Not at all. Here, have one. Does it smell of cigar smoke in here? Should I open a window?’

She shook her head and smiled faintly.

‘No, it smells nice.’

He smiled back. He was good-looking. Good-looking in a nearly extreme way; his nose was too straight, too big. His eyes were too deep, too blue. His mouth was too sharp, too well formed. Adam Stubo was too old to have such a white smile.

‘You must be wondering why I wanted to talk to you?’ he said cheerfully. ‘When you corrected me earlier . . . corrected essence of a crime to the essence of a criminal, you hit the nail on the head. That’s what it’s about.’

‘I don’t understand . . .’

‘Just wait.’

He turned to the photograph of the horse.

‘Sabra here,’ he said, clasping his hands behind his head, ‘is a good, old-fashioned riding horse. You can put a five-year-old on her and she trots off with a careful step. But when I ride her . . . wow! I raced with her for years. Mostly for fun, of course, I was never particularly good. The point is . . .’

Suddenly he leaned towards her and she could smell a hint of sweets on his breath. Johanne was not entirely certain whether this sudden intimacy was comfortable or repulsive. She moved back.

‘I’ve heard people say that horses don’t see colour,’ he continued. ‘They may well be right. But no matter what they say, Sabra hates everything that is blue. And she doesn’t like the rain, she loves wild mares, is allergic to cats and is far too easily distracted by cars with big engines.’

He hesitated a moment, tilted his head a touch before continuing.

‘The point is that I could always explain her results. Based on who she is. As . . . as a horse. If she pulled down a fence, I didn’t need to do an in-depth analysis, like other people and more serious jockeys did. I knew . . .’

He looked up at the picture.

‘I could see it in her eyes. Her soul, if you like. In her character. Based on how I know she is.’

Johanne wanted to say something. She should make some comment or another.

‘That’s not the way we work here,’ he said before she could think of anything. ‘We go the other way.’

‘I’ve still no idea what it’s got to do with me.’

Adam Stubo folded his hands again, this time as if in prayer, and then lowered them slowly on to the blotter.

‘Two abducted children and two devastated families. My people have already sent over forty different tests to the laboratories. We have several hundreds of photographs of crime scenes. We’ve gathered so many witness statements that you’d get a headache just hearing the number. Nearly sixty men are working on the case, or to be more precise, the cases. And I’m afraid it’s got me nowhere. I want to know more about the perpetrator. That’s why I need you.’

‘You need a profiler,’ she said slowly.

‘Exactly. I need you.’

‘No,’ she said a bit too loudly. ‘It’s not me that you need.’

*

In a terraced house in Bærum, a woman looked at her watch. Time was out of synch. Seconds no longer followed seconds. One minute did not lead on to another. The hours were stacking up. They were eternal and then suddenly very short. They came back when they were finally over; she recognised them, like old enemies that would not leave her in peace.

The fear that first morning was at least something real, for both of them. Something they could channel into a round of telephone calls, to the police, to their parents. To work. To the fire brigade, who came on a wild goose chase and were of no help at all in finding the little five-year-old boy with brown curly hair who had disappeared during the night. Lasse rang everyone he could think of: the hospital, which sent an ambulance but found no one they could take away. She rang all the neighbours, who were sceptical and stopped at the gate when they saw uniformed police in the front garden.

The fear could be used. Since then, things had just got worse.

She stumbled on the cellar stairs.

The stabilisers had fallen down from the wall. Lasse had just taken them off Kim’s bike. He had been so proud. Cycled off with his blue helmet. Fallen, got up again. Cycled on. Without stabilisers. They hung them by the cellar steps, just inside the door, like a trophy.

‘So that I can see how clever I am,’ Kim said to his father, jiggling his loose front tooth. ‘It’s going to fall out soon. How much will I get from the tooth fairy?’

They needed jam.

The twins needed jam. And the jam was in the cellar. She made it last year. Kim had helped to pick the berries. Kim. Kim. Kim.

The twins were only two years old and needed jam.

There was something lying in front of the storeroom. She couldn’t think what it might be. An oblong package, a roll of something?

It wasn’t big. Just over a metre, maybe. Something wrapped up in grey plastic, with a piece of paper on the top. It was taped on. Red felt-tip on a big white sheet of paper. Brown tape. Grey plastic. A head was sticking out of the bundle, the top of a head, a child’s head with brown curly hair.

‘A note,’ she said lamely. ‘There’s a note there.’

Kim was smiling. He was dead and he was smiling. There was a slight red hole in his upper gum where he had lost a tooth. She sat down on the floor. Time ran in circles and she knew that this was the start of something that would never end. When Lasse came down to look for her, she had no idea where she was. She did not let go of her boy until someone gave her an injection and she was taken off to hospital. A policeman opened the boy’s closed right hand.

Inside was a tooth, a white tooth with a small bloody root.

*

Even though the office was relatively big, the air was already stuffy. Her thesis was still lying on the edge of the desk. Adam Stubo ran his index finger over the pale winter landscape before pointing at her.

‘You are a psychologist and a lawyer,’ he insisted.

‘That’s not true. Not entirely. I’ve got a college degree in psychology. From the US. Not a university degree. Lawyer, on the other hand – that’s correct.’

She was sweating and asked for a glass of water. It struck her that she had been forced to come here, more or less commandeered, against her will, by a policeman who she wanted nothing to do with. He was talking about a case that had nothing to do with her. It was well beyond the scope of her expertise.

‘I would like to go now,’ she said politely. ‘I’m afraid I won’t be able to help you. You obviously know people in the FBI. Ask them. They use profilers. As far as I know.’

She nodded at the shield on the wall; it was blue, tasteless and eye-catching.

‘I’m an academic, Stubo. And I’m the mother of a young child. This case repulses me. It frightens me. Unlike you, I’m allowed to think like that. I want to go.’

He poured some water from a bottle without a top and put a paper cup down in front of her.

‘You were thirsty,’ he reminded her. ‘Drink. Do you really mean that?’

‘Mean what?’

She spilt some water and noticed that she was shaking. The cold water trickled from the corner of her mouth down over her chin and into the hollow of her neck. She tugged at the neck of her sweater.

‘That it doesn’t concern you.’

The telephone rang. The sound was shrill and insistent. Adam Stubo grabbed the receiver. His Adam’s apple made three obvious jumps, as if the man was about to throw up. He said nothing. A minute passed. A quiet yes, not much more than an incomprehensible grunt, came from his lips. Another minute passed. Then he put the phone down. He slowly angled for the cigar holder in his breast pocket. His fingers tickled the brushed metal. Still he said nothing. Suddenly he pushed the cigar back into place and tightened his tie. Wrapped up in a plastic bag. The murderer had left a note. Now you’ve got what you deserved.’

Johanne pulled off her glasses. She didn’t want to see. She didn’t want to hear either. Instead she stood up blindly and put out her hand in the direction of the door.

‘That’s what the note said,’ said Adam Stubo. ‘“You’ve got what you deserved.” Do you still think this is none of your business?’

‘Let me go. Let me out of here.’

She shuffled towards the door and fumbled for the handle, with her glasses still in her left hand.

‘Of course,’ she heard in the distance. ‘I’ll get Oscar to drive you home. Thank you for coming.’


XI

Emilie couldn’t understand why Kim had been allowed to go. It was unfair. She had come first, so she should be the first one to go. And Kim had got a Coke whereas she had to drink tepid milk and water that tasted of metal. Everything tasted of metal. The food. Her mouth. She chewed and sucked her own tongue. It tasted like money, coins that had been in someone’s pocket for a long time. A long, long time. Long before she had come here. Too long. Daddy wasn’t looking for her any more. Daddy must have given up. And Mummy wasn’t in Heaven, she was ashes and dust in an urn and didn’t exist any more. It was so bright. Emilie rubbed her eyes and tried to shut out the sharp glare from the strip light. She could sleep. She slept nearly all the time. It was best that way. Then she could dream. And in any case, she had nearly stopped eating. Her stomach had shrunk and there wasn’t even room for tomato soup any more. The man got angry when he collected the still full bowls. Not really angry, just irritated.

Kim had been allowed to go home.

That was unfair and Emilie couldn’t understand why.


XII

Adam Stubo had to pull himself together not to touch the naked body. His hand was reaching out towards the boy’s calf. He wanted to stroke the smooth skin. He wanted to make sure that there was no life left in the boy. The way the boy was lying – on his back with closed eyes, his head to one side, his arms alongside his body, one hand slightly closed and the other open with the palm facing up, as if he was waiting for something, a gift, some sweets – the child could so easily have been alive. The section from the autopsy, which went across his breastbone and down to just above his small penis in the shape of a T, had been carefully closed. The paleness of his face was due to the time of year; winter was just over and summer had not yet begun. The boy’s mouth was half open. Stubo realised that he wanted to kiss the child. He wanted to breathe life into the boy. He wanted to ask for forgiveness.

‘Shit,’ he said, choking, into his hand. ‘Shit, shit.’

The pathologist looked at him over the rims of his glasses.

‘You never get used to it, do you?’

Adam Stubo didn’t answer. His knuckles were white and he sniffed gently.

‘I’m done,’ said the pathologist, pulling off his latex gloves. ‘A lovely little child. Five years old. You may well say shit. But it won’t help much.’

Stubo wanted to look away, but couldn’t. He carefully lowered his right hand to the boy’s face. It was as if the child was smiling. Stubo let his index finger touch the face, lightly, running it from the corner of the eye to the chin. The skin was already waxy to touch; it felt like an ice-cold shock to his fingertip.

‘What happened?’

‘You lot didn’t find him in time,’ said the pathologist drily. ‘Strictly speaking, that’s what happened.’

He covered the body with a white sheet. It seemed even smaller when covered. The body was so small, it seemed to shrink under the stiff paper. The steel worktop was too big. It was designed for an adult, someone who was responsible for him or herself, who died of a heart attack, perhaps – fatty food and too many cigarettes, modern life and unhealthy pleasures. It wasn’t meant for children.

‘Can we just drop the gags?’ said Stubo quietly. ‘We’re both affected by this. By . . .’

He kept quiet while the pathologist washed his hands thoroughly. It was a ceremony for him, as if he was trying to rid himself of death with soap and water.

‘You’re right,’ mumbled the doctor. ‘Sorry. Let’s get out of here.’

His office was beside the autopsy room.

‘Tell me,’ said Adam Stubo, dropping down into a tired two-seater sofa. ‘I want all the details.’

The pathologist, a thin man of around sixty-five, remained standing by his chair with an absent-minded, slightly surprised look on his face. For a moment, it was as if he couldn’t remember what he was doing. Then he ran his hand over his scalp and sat down.

‘There aren’t any.’

The office had no windows. But the air was fresh, nearly cold, and surprisingly free of smells. The quiet buzz of the ventilation system was drowned out by a distant ambulance siren. Stubo felt closed in. There was nothing to give him his bearings. No daylight, no shadows or shifting clouds to tell him where he was.

‘The subject was a five-year-old identified boy,’ the pathologist reeled off, as if reading from an invisible report. ‘Healthy. Normal height, normal weight. No illnesses were reported by his family, no illnesses were identified during the autopsy. Inner organs healthy and intact. There is no damage to the skeleton or connective tissue. Nor are there any marks or signs of violence or inflicted injuries. The skin is unbroken, with the exception of a graze on the right knee that is obviously from an earlier date. At least a week old and therefore inflicted before he disappeared.’

Stubo rubbed his face. The room was spinning. He needed something to drink.

‘Teeth are intact and healthy. A full set of milk teeth, with the exception of the front tooth in the upper gum, which must have fallen out a matter of hours before death . . .’

He hesitated and then rephrased it:

‘Before little Kim died,’ he finished quietly. ‘In other words . . . mors subita.’

‘No known reason for death,’ said Adam Stubo.

‘Exactly. Though he did . . .’

The pathologist was red-eyed. His thin face reminded Stubo of an old goat, especially as the man had a goatee that made his face even longer.

‘He did have some diazepam in his urine. Not much, but . . .’

‘As in . . . Valium? Was he poisoned?’

Stubo straightened his back and laid his arm along the back of the sofa. He needed to hold on to something.

‘No, not at all.’

The pathologist scratched his little beard with his index finger.

‘He was not poisoned. I am of the opinion, however, that a healthy boy of five years should absolutely not be taking medicine that contains diazepam, but all the same, there’s no question of poisoning. Of course, it’s impossible to say what kind of dose he was originally given, but at the time of death, there were only traces left. In no way . . .’

He stroked his chin and squinted at Stubo.

‘. . . enough to harm him. The body had got rid of most of it already, unless he was only given a ridiculously small amount. And I can’t imagine what that would be good for.’

‘Valium,’ said Adam Stubo slowly, as if the word itself held the secret, the explanation as to why a boy of five could just die, for no apparent reason.

‘Valium,’ the pathologist repeated, equally slowly. ‘Or something else with the same substance.’

‘But what is it used for?’

‘Used for? You mean: what is diazepam used for?’

For the first time, the pathologist got a slightly irritated look just above his eyes and he glanced over at the clock, openly.

‘Surely you know that. Nerves. It’s widely used in hospitals for pre-op purposes. Makes the patient drowsy. Calms them down. Relaxes them. It’s also given to patients with epilepsy. To prevent severe convulsions. Both children and adults. Kim didn’t suffer from anything like that.’

‘So why would anyone give a five-year-old . . .’

‘I’ll have to stop there for today, Stubo. I’ve actually been working for eleven hours. You’ll get a preliminary report in the morning. The final report won’t be ready for a few weeks. Have to wait for all the results before I can finish it. But, broadly speaking . . .’

He smiled. Had it not been for the expression in his small, close eyes, Stubo might have suspected him of enjoying all this.

‘You’ve got a major problem. The boy simply died, just like that. For no apparent reason. And that’s it for today.’

He looked at the clock again, before taking off his white lab coat and putting on a parka that had seen better days. When they were both through the door, he locked it with two keys and then put a friendly hand on Stubo’s shoulder.

‘Good luck,’ he said drily. ‘You need it.’

As they passed the autopsy room on the way out, Adam Stubo turned away. Fortunately it was pouring with rain outside. He wanted to walk home, even though it would take him well over an hour. It was 16 May. And past six o’clock. In the distance he could hear a school band practising the national anthem, out of time and out of tune.


XIII

Something had happened. The room seemed lighter. The oppressive feeling of an old-fashioned sickroom was gone. The metal bed had been pushed against the wall and covered with a bright blanket and lots of colourful cushions. Someone had carried in a wing chair. And in it sat a well-dressed Alvhild Sofienberg with her feet on a footstool. Her slippers were just peeking out from underneath a blanket. Someone had managed to breathe something that resembled life into her grey wispy hair; a soft curl fell on to her forehead.

‘You look so much younger,’ exclaimed Johanne Vik. ‘Alvhild, you look so well, sitting there.’

The window was wide open. Spring had finally come. The National Day celebrations had left behind an early summer feel that had lasted for a couple of days now. The smell of old onions was not noticeable. Instead, Johanne breathed in the smell of damp earth from the garden outside. An old man had raised his hand to his cloth hat as she crossed the yard. A good neighbour, explained Alvhild Sofienberg. Gardening was his hobby. He couldn’t bear seeing the garden going to seed when she was ill. Her smile was softer at the edges now.

‘To tell you the truth, I hadn’t expected to see you again,’ she said, drily. ‘You didn’t seem very comfortable when you were here last. But I can understand why. I really wasn’t well. In fact, to be honest, I was very ill.’

She tossed her head, a gesture that she immediately rectified.

‘I am still seriously ill. Don’t be fooled. The strange thing is that I feel as if death has been standing over there by the wardrobe waiting for several weeks, but now has suddenly gone for a wander and disappeared. Maybe he’s busy with other people at the moment. I’m sure he’ll be back soon. Coffee?’

‘Yes, please. Black. I can get it myself, only . . .’

Johanne started to get up. Alvhild’s look made her sit down again.

‘I’m not dead yet,’ she said tersely. ‘Here.’

She poured some coffee from a thermos on the table beside her and handed the cup to Johanne. The porcelain was beautiful, nearly transparent. The coffee was pretty thin too.

‘Sorry about the coffee,’ said Alvhild. ‘It’s my stomach. It’s not up to much. And to what do I owe the honour?’

It was incredible. When Johanne had decided to go and visit the old lady once more, she hadn’t been certain whether she would find her alive.

‘I’ve found Aksel Seier,’ she said.

‘Oh, you have?’

Alvhild Sofienberg lifted her cup to her mouth, as if she wanted to hide her curiosity. The movement irritated Johanne, in a way she couldn’t quite explain. ‘Yes. I haven’t found him in person, if you see what I mean, but I know where he is. Where he lives. Well, that is to say, it wasn’t actually me that found him, but my . . . Well, Aksel Seier lives in the USA.’

‘The USA?’

Alvhild put her cup down again, without having touched the contents.

‘How . . . what is he doing there?’

‘I have absolutely no idea!’

Alvhild put her hand to her mouth, as if she was frightened to show her teeth. Johanne sipped the light-brown liquid in the blue porcelain.

‘At first when I found out, I was surprised that anyone with a record would be given an entry visa to the US,’ she continued. ‘They are incredibly strict about things like that. Then it dawned on me that perhaps the rules were different at the end of the sixties, when he went over. But they weren’t. Aksel Seier is in fact an American citizen.’

‘That wasn’t mentioned at all when . . .’

‘No, I’m sure it wasn’t. But that’s not so strange. He was born in the USA, on a trip his parents made in connection with a short-lived and disastrous attempt to emigrate. He kept his American citizenship, though he was of course Norwegian as well. There was no reason whatsoever to make a point of this during his trial. Or subsequent appeal. He was presumably only asked in summary if he was Norwegian. And he was. Or rather, is.’

Alvhild Sofienberg was astounded. There was a sudden quiet in the room and Johanne jumped when the door opened and the man in the hat popped his head round.

‘That’s it for today,’ he grumbled. ‘What a mess. Don’t know that I’ll be able to train those roses. And the rhododendrons have seen their best days, Mrs Sofienberg. Well, good afternoon.’

He withdrew without waiting for an answer. It was cooler in the room. The open window started to rattle and Alvhild Sofienberg looked as if she was about to fall asleep. Johanne went over to close the window.

‘I was thinking about going to see him,’ she said lightly.

‘Do you think he’d like that? Do you think he’d welcome a visitor? A complete stranger, an academic from the old country?’

‘Difficult to say. But it is an interesting case. In terms of my project, it is the clearest, most . . . To get Aksel Seier to talk would be so important for my research.’

‘I see,’ said the old lady. ‘I don’t quite . . . quite understand exactly what it is you are doing. With your research.’

When Johanne was first contacted by Alvhild Sofienberg, through a colleague who knew Alvhild’s daughter personally, she had got the impression that the old lady had only a superficial knowledge of what she was doing. Alvhild had never asked. Had never shown any interest in the project. She was living on borrowed time and had used her failing energy to get Johanne interested in her case, the story of Aksel Seier. Everything else was superfluous. She would soon be seventy and did not want to waste time showing false interest in other people’s work.

There was fresh colour in her cheeks, she didn’t look ill at all and certainly not tired. Johanne pulled her chair closer.

‘My starting point is ten murder cases from the period 1950 to 1960,’ she said, stirring the thin coffee for no reason. ‘All the defendants claimed they were innocent. None of them changed their plea while serving their sentence. As far as they were concerned, they were innocent. My aim is not to find out whether they were telling the truth or not, but rather to compare and contrast the fate of these people while they were serving their sentence and in relation to any appeals, retrials and subsequent release. In brief, my aim is to establish the extent to which external interest is important to how the legal system deals with such cases. As you know, Fredrik Fasting Torgersen, for example, was . . .’

Johanne smiled bashfully. Alvhild Sofienberg was an adult when the Torgersen case was heard. Johanne was not even born.

‘Sentenced to life for the murder of a young woman. He has persistently pleaded innocent for over forty years. To this day, other people, who initially at least were complete strangers to him, have continued to fight tirelessly for him. Jens Bjørneboe, for example, and . . .’

Again she blushed and held back.

‘But of course, you know all of this,’ she said quietly.

Alvhild nodded and smiled. She said nothing.

‘I guess I want to try to say something about two things,’ continued Johanne. ‘First, do cases that get a lot of attention have any particular common features? Are they particularly weak, in terms of proof? Or is it the defendant’s – subsequently the convict’s – personality that makes the case more interesting to others? What sort of role does media coverage play in terms of the investigation and legal proceedings? In other words, is it purely arbitrary whether a case falls from public view the moment the judgment is made, or if it continues to attract interest, year after year?’

She noticed that she had raised her voice.

‘Then,’ she continued, in a quieter voice, ‘I want to look at the consequences of a case being kept alive in the public interest. To be cynical and in purely legal terms, Torgersen, for example, has hardly reaped much joy from all the support he has had. Of course, I understand . . .’

Johanne noticed the intense interest in Alvhild’s face. It was as if the old woman had galvanised all her energy, her back was straight as a courtier’s, and she barely blinked. Johanne went on:

‘Of course, I understand that on a personal, human level, it must be of great importance to know that someone out there actually believes you . . .’

‘At least, if you are innocent,’ Alvhild interrupted. ‘But we don’t know that in Torgersen’s case.’

‘Of course, that’s a valid point. In general, I mean. But not in terms of my research. I have to look at the actual consequences of external interest.’

‘Fantastic,’ said Alvhild to no one in particular. Johanne was not entirely sure what she was referring to.

‘Don’t you think it’s strange,’ she said thoughtfully, to fill the silence. ‘I mean, isn’t it peculiar that the Aksel Seier case just died once he’d been sentenced, when several papers were extremely critical of the legal proceedings? Why did they just drop the case? Was it something to do with the man himself? Was there something disagreeable about his personality? Did he refuse to cooperate with journalists that meant him well? Is Aksel Seier really just . . . a bastard? Who no one really cared about in the end? I would get a lot out of talking to the man.’

The door opened quietly.

‘Is everything all right?’ asked the nurse and continued without waiting for a reply. ‘You’ve been sitting in that chair for too long now, Mrs Sofienberg. It’s time for you to lie down again. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask your friend to . . .’

‘I can do that myself, thank you.’

Alvhild pursed her lips again and lifted her hand to stop the white-clad woman.

‘Would it not be wise to write to him first?’

Johanne Vik got up and popped the unused notebook back in her handbag.

‘In some situations I choose not to write letters,’ she said slowly, putting her bag on her shoulder.

‘And those are?’

The nurse had opened the bed covers and was about to roll the monstrous metal construction out on to the floor.

‘When I’m afraid of not getting a reply,’ said Johanne. ‘No reply is an answer in itself. Nothing means “no”. I don’t dare risk that. Not from Aksel Seier. I’m flying out on Monday. I . . .’

The nurse caught her eye.

‘Yes, yes,’ mumbled Johanne. ‘I’ll leave now. Maybe I’ll phone you, Alvhild. From America. If I have anything to tell, that is. I hope that everything is fine . . . well, as good as it can be in the meantime.’

Without thinking, she bent over the old lady and gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek. Her skin felt dry and cold. Once she was well out of the house, she used her tongue to moisten her lips again. They tasted of nothing; just dry.


XIV

Emilie had been given a present. A Barbie doll with hair that was curled up inside her head so you could pull it out and then wind it back in with a key on her neck. The doll had nice clothes, a pink sequinned dress that came in the same box as the doll and a set of cowboy clothes as an extra present. Emilie played with the cowboy hat. Barbie was lying on the bed beside her with her legs splayed. She didn’t have a Barbie doll at home. Mummy didn’t like toys like that. Nor did Daddy, and in any case, Emilie was too big for things like that now. At least, that’s what Auntie Beate said.

Auntie Beate was probably angry with Daddy now. She probably thought it was his fault that Emilie had disappeared. Even though she was only walking home from school, like she had so many times before without anyone coming and stealing her away. Daddy couldn’t keep an eye on her all the time. Even Auntie Beate had said that.

‘Daddy . . .’

‘I can be your daddy.’

The man was standing in the doorway. He must be mad. Emilie knew a lot about mad people. Torill down the road in number fourteen was so mad that she had to go to hospital all the time. Her children had to live with their grandparents because their mum sometimes thought she was a cannibal. And then she would light a bonfire in the garden and want to roast Guttorm and Gustav on spits. Once Torill rang the bell in the middle of the night; Emilie woke up and followed Daddy down to see who it was. Guttorm and Gustav’s mother was standing there stark naked, with red stripes all over her body, and wanted to borrow the freezer. Emilie was hurried off to bed and didn’t really know what happened next, but it was a long, long time until anyone saw Torill again.

‘You’re not my daddy,’ whispered Emilie. ‘My daddy is called Tønnes. You don’t even look like him.’

The man looked at her. His eyes were scary, even though he had quite a nice face. He must be mad.

Pettersen in the green block was mad in a different way from Torill. Mummy used to say that Torill wouldn’t hurt a fly, but it was different with Pettersen in the green block. Emilie thought it wasn’t quite true to say that Torill wouldn’t hurt a fly when she actually wanted to roast her own children on a fire. But Pettersen was worse, all the same. He had been to prison for messing around with young children. Emilie knew what messing around meant. Auntie Beate had told her.

‘I’m sure we’ll be friends one day,’ said the man, and grabbed the Barbie doll. ‘Were you pleased to get this?’

Emilie didn’t answer. It was difficult to breathe in here. Maybe she had used up all the air; something was pressing on her chest and she was dizzy all the time. People need oxygen. When you breathe you use up the oxygen so the air becomes empty and useless, in a way. That’s what Auntie Beate had explained to her. That was why it was so horrible to hide under a duvet. After a while you just had to lift up a corner to get some oxygen. Even though it was a big room, she had been there a long time. It felt like years. She lifted her face and gasped for air.

The mad man smiled. He obviously had no problem breathing. Maybe it was just her, maybe she was going to die. Maybe the man had poisoned her because he wanted to mess around with her afterwards. Emilie gasped desperately for air.

‘Have you got asthma?’ asked the man.

‘No,’ gasped Emilie.

‘Try lying down.’

‘No!’

If only she could relax and think about something completely different from the man with the scary eyes, then maybe she could breathe.

But she couldn’t think about anything else.

She closed her eyes and leaned back, her upper back propped against the wall. There were no more thoughts. Nothing. Daddy had probably given up looking for her.

‘Go to sleep.’

The man left. Emilie locked her fingers around the stiff Barbie doll. She would rather have had a bear. Even if she was too old for that, too.

Now that she was on her own again, she could at least breathe.

The man had not messed around with her. Emilie pulled up the duvet and eventually fell asleep.

*

Tønnes Selbu was alone at last. It was as if he no longer had his own life. As if nothing was his any more, not even time. The house was constantly full of people, neighbours, friends, Beate, the parents. The police. They obviously thought that it was easier for him to talk to them here at home. Whereas in fact it would be a relief to go to the police station, an escape. He wasn’t even allowed to go to the shop. Beate and Grete’s old friends did everything. Yesterday his mother-in-law had even run a bath for him. He had lowered himself into the scalding-hot water and half expected some woman or other to appear out of nowhere to wash his back. Scrub him. He lay in the water until it was tepid. Then Beate shouted for him. She eventually banged on the door, worried.

He had lost control of his own time.

Now he was alone. They wouldn’t leave him in peace, the others. He had got very angry. In the end. A great rage had forced everyone out of the door. It felt good because it reminded him that he still existed.

He put his hand on the door handle.

Emilie’s room.

He hadn’t been in since that first afternoon, when the child disappeared and he turned her room upside down trying to find a clue, a trace, a code that might tell him Emilie was only joking. She had gone too far, of course, but it was all just an attempt to fool him, frighten him a bit so that they could have an extra-special evening, safe in the knowledge that Emilie would never actually disappear. He emptied her drawers. Her books landed on the floor, her clothes in a pile in the hall outside. He even pulled off the bedclothes and tore a poster of Disneyland down from the wall. It was no mystery, no rebus; there was neither answer nor clue. Nothing to be solved. Emilie was gone and he rang the police.

The cold metal burnt against the palm of his hand. He heard his own heart hammering in his eardrums, as if he didn’t really know what he would find behind the familiar door with Emilie’s name on it, spelt out in wooden letters; the M had fallen off half a year ago and he read E-ilie, E-ilie. Tomorrow he would buy a new M.

Beate had tidied the room. When he eventually went in, he saw that everything was back in place. The books were standing neatly on the shelves, according to colour, the way Emilie liked. Even her satchel, which the police had seized, was back in place, on the floor beside the desk.

The police thought it was his fault.

But they weren’t accusing him of anything. In the first few days, he’d felt a bit like a psychiatric patient, on the one hand, who everyone treated with kid gloves, and on the other like a criminal who everyone suspected. It was as if they were constantly frightened that he’d take his own life and therefore watched him with almost suffocating care. At the same time there was something about the way they looked at him; a sharp edge to the questions they asked.

Then the little boy disappeared.

And they changed their tune, the police. It was as if they finally understood that his despair was genuine.

Then they found the little boy.

When two of the policemen came to tell him that the boy was dead, he felt like he was sitting an exam. As if, unless he answered exactly what they wanted and the expression on his face was suitable for such an occasion, it would be his fault that Kim Sande Oksøy had been killed. Such an occasion?

They had asked him to make a list. Of everyone he had ever known or met. He was to start with his family and closest friends. Then the more peripheral people, good and not so good friends, ex-girlfriends and one-night stands, colleagues and colleagues’ wives. It was impossible.

‘This is impossible,’ he’d said, throwing up his hands. He had gone as far back as secondary school and couldn’t remember the names of more than four school friends. ‘Is it really necessary?’

The policewoman had been patient.

‘We’ve asked Kim’s parents to do the same,’ she said in a calm voice. ‘Then we can compare. See if you have any mutual acquaintances. Or if you ever had. It’s not only necessary, it’s very important. We think that these cases are connected, so it is important to find a common link between the families.’

Tønnes Selbu ran his hand over Emilie’s bed, over the letters she had written in felt pen on the blond wood when she was learning the alphabet. He wanted to bury his face in her pyjamas. It was impossible. He couldn’t bear to smell her.

He wanted to lie down in Emilie’s bed. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t get up either. He ached all over. Maybe he should ring Beate after all. Maybe someone should come, someone to fill the empty space around him.

Tønnes Selbu stayed sitting on the edge of his daughter’s bed. He prayed, intensely and continuously. Not to God – he was an unfamiliar figure he only used in the fairy tales he told to Emilie. Instead, he prayed to his dead wife. He hadn’t looked after Emilie well enough, as he had promised Grete, in the hours before she died.
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A man approached the terraced house. The red and white tape that the police had put up had not been removed yet, but had loosened here and there. The night wind made the tired plastic wheeze at the man who slowly climbed over the fence and hid in the bushes. He seemed to know what he wanted to do, but wasn’t quite sure if he dared to. If anyone had seen him, the first thing they would have remarked on was his clothes. He was wearing a thick, polo-neck sweater under a down jacket. He had a big hat on his head, with earflaps and a peak that hung down over his eyes. The boots would have been more appropriate for a soldier fighting a winter war, enormous and black with laces far up the lower leg. A pair of coarse woollen socks stuck up over the top.

It was the night of 19 May and a mild south-westerly wind had brought warmer temperatures of around fourteen degrees with it. It was twenty to twelve. The man stood in the cover of a gooseberry bush and two half-grown birch trees. Then he pulled off one of his gloves. Slowly he pushed his right hand down into his wide camouflage trousers. He tried to keep his eyes fixed on a window on the ground floor, where the curtains were drawn, which they weren’t supposed to be. He wanted to see the green teddy bear. The man didn’t have time to get annoyed about it, with a groan he went loose at the hips. He pulled his hand out of his trousers. He stood completely still for a couple of minutes. His ears were buzzing and he had to close his eyes, even though he was scared. Then he put his glove back on, climbed back over the fence and walked off down the short road, without looking back.


XVI

It was already late when Johanne got up on Saturday 20 May. At least, for Kristiane. The child woke up at the crack of dawn, weekdays and weekends alike. Though the six-year-old obviously liked being on her own first thing in the morning, she had no concept of how to avoid waking her mother. Johanne’s alarm clock was a rhythmical dam-di-rum-ram from the sitting room. But Kristiane wanted nothing to do with her. From six o’clock until eight, she was incommunicado. When Johanne went back to work again, once Kristiane’s illness was no longer life-threatening, it had been a complete nightmare getting the girl ready for nursery every morning. In the end, she gave up. Kristiane just had to be left to her own devices for those two hours. The university was a flexible employer. And what’s more, when she had applied to teach only every second term, this favour had been granted until Kristiane was ten. Her friends envied her – enjoy it while you can, was their advice; you can read the papers in peace and wake up properly before starting your day. The problem was that Kristiane had to be watched. Who knew what she might get up to? Johanne knew that Isak was more laid-back. She had found him fast asleep on a couple of occasions, with Kristiane pottering about on her own.

And now she had done exactly the same.

She looked over at her watch, confused. Quarter to nine. She threw back the duvet.

‘Mummy,’ Kristiane said cheerfully. ‘Mummy’s getting up for her Kristiane.’

The girl was standing in the doorway to the sitting room, already dressed. Albeit in a ghastly pink sweater she’d been given by her grandmother and a pair of green velvet trousers, with a tartan skirt on top. Her hair was done up in five plaits. But she did have clothes on, so Johanne tried to smile.

‘Well done, you’ve got dressed all by yourself,’ she said sleepily. ‘Mummy must have slept in.’

‘Slept in kept in.’

Kristiane came closer and then crept up into her mother’s lap. She laid her cheek on her breast and started to suck her thumb. Johanne gently stroked her daughter’s back with her right hand, up and down, up and down. When they sat like this, these moments of intimacy that were impossible to force or predict, Johanne could hardly breathe. She felt her daughter’s warmth through the pink sweater, drank in the sweet smell of her hair, her breath, her skin. It was all she could do not to crush her.

‘My little Kristiane,’ she whispered into the plaits.

The telephone rang. Kristiane pulled back, slipped down from her mother’s lap and padded out of the room.

‘Hello?’

‘Did I wake you?’

‘Of course you didn’t wake me, Mother. I’ve got Kristiane here this week.’

Johanne tried to reach hold of her dressing gown. The telephone lead wasn’t long enough. She wrapped the duvet round her shoulders instead. There was a draught from the windows.

‘Your father is worried.’

Johanne wanted to snap: You are the one who’s worried. She checked herself with a resigned sigh and tried to sound cheerful.

‘Oh? Worried about me? There’s no need for that.’

‘What about your behaviour the other day? On TV no less . . . In fact, he even lies awake at night and wonders . . . Is everything all right, dear?’

‘Let me talk to Dad.’

‘Your father? He . . . He’s busy at the moment. But listen to me, dear. We thought that maybe a short break would do you good. You’ve had a lot on recently, what with Kristiane and work and . . . Do you want to come with us to the cottage today? I’m sure you can get time off on Monday and maybe even Tuesday too. You and your father could go fishing and we could go for some lovely walks . . . And I’ve already spoken to Isak and he’s happy to have Kristiane from today . . .’

‘You’ve spoken to Isak?’

It was great that she and Isak had a good relationship when it came to Kristiane. And she realised that everyone, not least their daughter, benefited from the fact that Isak also got on well with his ex-in-laws. But there were limits. She had a suspicion that he dropped by to see them every week, with or without Kristiane.

‘Yes, gosh! He’s thinking about buying a new yacht, did you know? Not just a racing boat this time, he said he was getting a bit bored of . . . well, of course, it’s got something to do with Kristiane, as well. She just loves being on the water, and those fast sailing boats are not particularly suitable for children. He was here yesterday and we talked about you, you know, about how worrie—’

‘Mum!’

‘What, dear?’

‘There’s no need to be worried. I am absolutely fine. And anyway, I’m going . . .’

If she told her mother that she was going to the States, she would get no peace at all, just endless advice on travel routes and precautions. Her mother would end up packing her suitcase for her.

‘Mum, I’m a bit busy right now. I’m afraid I haven’t got time to come to the cottage, but thanks anyway. Give my love to Dad.’

‘But Johanne, could you not at least come over and see us tonight? I could make something nice to eat and then you and your father could play . . .’

‘I thought you were going to the cottage.’

‘Only if you wanted to come with us, dear.’

‘Bye, Mum.’

She made sure that she put the receiver down calmly and carefully. Her mother often accused her of hanging up. She was right, but it was better if it wasn’t slammed down.

*

Having a shower helped. Kristiane sat on the toilet seat and talked to Sulamit, a fire engine with a face and eyes that blinked. Sulamit was nearly as old as Kristiane and had lost a ladder and three wheels. No one apart from Kristiane knew how it got its name.

‘Sulamit has saved a horse and an elephant today. Good Sulamit.’

Johanne brushed her wet hair and tried to wipe the steam off the mirror.

‘What happened to the horse and the elephant?’ she asked.

‘Sulamit and dynamit. Elephant and pelephant.’

Johanne went back to the bedroom and pulled on a pair of jeans and a red fleece. Thankfully she had done all the shopping for the weekend yesterday, before collecting Kristiane from nursery. They could go for a long walk. Kristiane needed to be out for a few hours if she was going to be quiet in the evening. The weather looked good; she pulled back the bedroom curtains and squinted at the day outside.

The doorbell rang.

‘Bloody hell, Mum!’

‘Bloody hell,’ repeated Kristiane seriously.

Johanne stamped out into the hall and pulled open the front door.

‘Morning,’ said Adam Stubo.

‘Hi . . .’

‘Hallo,’ said Kristiane, sticking her head out from behind her mum’s thighs, with a big smile.

‘You’re looking very nice today!’

Adam Stubo held his hand out to the little girl. Amazingly, she took it.

‘My name is Adam,’ he said solemnly. ‘And what are you called?’

‘Kristiane Vik Aanonsen. Good morning. Good night. I have a kite.’

‘Oh . . . can I see it?’

Kristiane showed him Sulamit. When he wanted to hold the fire engine, she pulled back.

‘I think that’s the best kite I have ever seen,’ he said.

The child vanished.

‘I was in the neighbourhood, so I thought . . .’

He shrugged. The obvious lie made his eyes narrow into an almost flirty smile. Johanne was caught off guard by a strange jabbing feeling, a breathlessness that made her look down and mumble that he’d better come in.

‘It’s not exactly tidy here,’ she said automatically as she registered his eyes swooping over the living room.

He sat down in the sofa. It was too deep and soft for a man as heavy as Adam Stubo. His knees were pushed up too high and it almost looked as if he was sitting on the floor.

‘Maybe you’d be more comfortable in a chair,’ she suggested, removing a picture book from the seat.

‘I’m comfortable here, thanks,’ he said. It was only now that she realised that he had a large envelope with him, which he placed in front of him on the coffee table.

‘I just . . .’

She made a vague gesture towards Kristiane’s room. It was the same problem every time. As Kristiane looked like – and sometimes behaved like – a normal, healthy four-year-old, Johanne was always uncertain whether she should say anything. Whether she should explain that the girl was small for her age and was in fact six and brain-damaged, but no one seemed to know how or why. Or explain that all the strange babblings that came out of her daughter’s mouth were due to neither stupidity nor impudence, but rather a short circuit that no doctor could repair. Normally she waited too long. It was as if she hoped for a miracle every time. That her daughter would be rational. Logical. Coherent. Or that she would suddenly develop an obvious deformity – a lolling tongue or squinting eyes in a flat face that made everyone smile with warm understanding. Instead it was just awkward.

Kristiane settled down to watch 101 Dalmatians in her mother’s study.

‘I don’t usually . . .’

Again she made that vague, apologetic gesture towards the room where her daughter was sitting.

‘No problem,’ said the policeman in the sofa. ‘I have to admit that I sometimes do the same. With my grandson, I mean. He can be pretty demanding. The video is a good babysitter. Sometimes.’

Johanne felt the red flushing over her face and went out into the kitchen. Adam Stubo was a grandfather.

‘Why did you come here?’ she asked when she returned with a cup of coffee that she put down in front of him, with a serviette underneath. ‘That “in the neighbourhood” explanation isn’t really true, is it?’

‘It’s this case of ours.’

‘Cases.’

He smiled.

‘Correct. Cases. You’re right. At least . . . I feel that you can help me. It’s as simple as that. Don’t ask me why. Sigmund Berli, a good friend and colleague, can’t understand why I am pursuing you in this way.’

His eyes narrowed again in a way that had to be flirting. Johanne concentrated hard on not blushing again. Cakes. She didn’t have any cakes. Biscuits. Kristiane had eaten them all yesterday.

‘Do you take milk?’

She started to get up before he indicated otherwise with his right hand.

‘Listen,’ he started again, pulling out a pile of photographs from the envelope on the coffee table. ‘This is Emilie Selbu.’

The photo was of a pretty little girl with a garland of coltsfoot in her hair. She was very serious and her deep-blue eyes looked almost mournful. There was a small hollow at the base of her thin neck. Her mouth was small, with full lips.

‘The picture is very recent. Taken about three weeks ago. Lovely kid, isn’t she?’

‘Is she the one they haven’t found?’

She coughed as her voice gave way.

‘Yes. And this is Kim.’

Johanne held the photograph right up to her eyes. It was the same one that they had shown on TV. A boy clutching a red fire engine. Red fire engine. Sulamit. She dropped the picture quickly and had to pick it up from the floor before pushing it back to Adam Stubo.

‘As Emilie is still missing and Kim is . . . What on earth makes you think that the crimes were carried out by the same person?’

‘I’ve been asking myself the same question.’

There were several photographs in the pile. For a moment it seemed that he intended to show them all to her. Then he clearly changed his mind and put the rest back in the envelope. The photos of Emilie and Kim remained on the table, side by side, both facing Johanne.

‘Emilie was abducted on a Thursday,’ he said slowly. ‘In the middle of the day. Kim disappeared on Tuesday night. Emilie is nine years old and a girl. Kim was a five-year-old boy. Emilie lives in Asker. Kim lived in Bærum. Kim’s father is a plumber and his mother is a nurse. Emilie’s mother is dead and her father is a linguist who earns a living translating literature. None of them know each other. We’ve hunted high and low to see if there are any connections between the two families. Apart from discovering that Emilie’s father and Kim’s mother both lived in Bergen for a while at the start of the nineties, there’s nothing. They didn’t even know each other there. All in all . . .’

‘Strange,’ said Johanne.

‘Yes. Or tragic. Depending on how you choose to look at it.’ She tried to avoid looking at the photographs of the two children. It was as if they were reproaching her for not wanting to get involved.

‘In Norway there’s always some kind of connection between people,’ she said. ‘Especially when you live as close together as Asker and Bærum. You must have experienced that yourself. I mean, when you sit down and start talking to someone. You nearly always have a mutual acquaintance, an old friend, somewhere you’ve both worked, an experience in common. It’s true, isn’t it?’

‘Um, yes . . .’

He paused. He seemed uninterested. Then he suddenly took a deep breath as if he were about to protest, but stopped himself.

‘I need someone to construct a profile,’ he said instead. ‘A profiler.’

His English pronunciation was broad, like an American TV series.

‘Hardly,’ Johanne interjected. The conversation was heading in a direction she did not like. ‘If you are to going to benefit at all from a profiler, you need more cases than this. Assuming that we are actually dealing with one and the same person.’

‘God forbid,’ said Adam Stubo. ‘That there should be more cases, I mean.’

‘Obviously I agree with you on that. But it’s more or less impossible to draw any conclusions based on two cases.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Elementary logic,’ she replied sharply. ‘It’s obvious . . . The profile of an unknown criminal is based on the known common features of his crimes. It’s like one of those dot-to-dot drawings. Your pencil follows the numbered points until there is a clear picture. It doesn’t work with only two points. You need more. And on that point, you are absolutely right: let’s hope and pray that it doesn’t happen. That more points appear, I mean.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Why do you insist that this is one and not two cases?’

‘I don’t think it’s any coincidence that you chose to study psychology and law. An unusual combination. You must have had a plan. A goal.’

‘Complete coincidence, in fact. A result of youthful fickleness. And I also wanted to go to the States. And you know . . .’

She discovered that she was biting her hair. As discreetly as possible, she pushed the wet lock of hair behind her ear and straightened her glasses.

‘I think you’re wrong. Emilie Selbu and little Kim were not abducted by the same man.’

‘Or woman.’

‘Or woman,’ she repeated, exasperated. ‘But now, however rude it may be, I’m going to have to ask you to . . . I have quite a lot I need to do today, because I’m . . . Sorry.’

Again she felt that pressure on her lungs; it was impossible to look at the man on the sofa. He got up from his uncomfortable position with remarkable ease.

‘If it happens again,’ he said, gathering up the photographs. ‘If another child is taken, will you help me then?’

Cruella de Vil screeched from the study. Kristiane shrieked with delight.

‘I don’t know,’ said Johanne Vik. ‘We’ll see.’

*

As it was Saturday and the project was going according to plan, he treated himself to a glass of wine. When he thought about it, he realised that it was the first time for months that he’d had alcohol. Normally, he was worried about the effects. A glass or two made him docile. Then halfway through the third he would get angry. Fury waited at the bottom of the fourth glass.

Just one glass. It was still light outside and he held the wine up to the light.

Emilie was difficult. Ungrateful. Even though he wanted to keep the girl alive, for the moment at least, there were limits.

He took a sip. It tasted musty; the wine tasted of cellars.

He had to smile at his own sentimentality. He was just too emotional. He was too kind. Why should Emilie live? What was the point? What had the girl actually done to deserve that? She got food, good food, often. She had clean water in the tap. She even had a Barbie doll that he had bought for her and yet she didn’t seem to be any happier.

Fortunately she’d stopped snivelling. To begin with, and particularly after Kim disappeared, she cried the minute he opened the door down there. She seemed to be having difficulties breathing, which was nonsense. He had installed a proper ventilation system ages ago. There was no point in suffocating the child. But she was calmer now. At least she didn’t cry.

The decision to let Emilie live had come naturally. He hadn’t intended it to be that way, from the start, at least. But there was something about her, even though she didn’t know it herself. He’d see how long it lasted. She’d have to watch herself. He was sentimental, but he had his limits.

She’d be getting company soon enough.

He put down the glass and pictured eight-year-old Sarah Baardsen. He had memorised her face, stored each feature in his mind, practised putting her face together so he could call her up at will, whenever and wherever. He didn’t have any pictures. They could fall into the wrong hands. Instead he had studied her in the playground, on the way to her grandmother’s, on the bus. He’d once even sat next to her through an entire film. He knew what her hair smelt like. Sweet and warm.

He put the cork back in the bottle and left it on one of the half-empty shelves in the kitchen. When he glanced out of the window, he stiffened. Right outside, only a few metres away, stood a fully grown roe deer. The beautiful animal lifted its head and looked right at him for a moment before sauntering off towards the woods to the west. Tears came to his eyes.

Sarah and Emilie were sure to get on, for the time they were together.


XVII

Boston’s Logan International Airport was one enormous building site. It smelt damp under the low ceiling and the dust lay thick. Everywhere she looked, warning signs screamed out at her, black writing on a red background. Watch out for the cables on the floor, the beams hanging loose from the walls and the tarpaulins hiding cement mixers and materials. Four planes from Europe had landed in under half an hour. The queue in front of passport control was long, and Johanne Vik attempted to read a paper she had already read from front to back while she waited. Every now and then she would push her hand luggage forward with her foot. A Frenchman in a dark camel coat poked her in the back each time she waited a couple of seconds too long before moving.

Lina had turned up the evening before with three bottles of wine and two new CDs. Kristiane had been safely delivered to Isak and her best friend was right, Johanne did not need to worry about tomorrow as she didn’t have to be at Gardemoen Airport until midday. And there was no point in going to work first. Lina’s wine disappeared, along with a quarter bottle of cognac and two Irish coffees. When the airport express train rolled into the platform at the new international airport on the morning of 22 May, Johanne had to dash to the toilet to rid herself of the remains of a very good night. It would be a long journey.

Fortunately she had fallen asleep somewhere over Greenland.

Finally it was her turn to show her passport. She tried to hide her mouth. The cloying taste of sleep and an old hangover made her uncertain. The passport inspector took longer than was necessary; he looked at her, stared down, hesitated. Then he finally stamped the necessary documentation in her passport with a resigned thump. She was waved in to the USA.

Normally it was so different. Coming to America was usually like taking off a rucksack. The feeling of freedom was tangible, she felt lighter, younger, happier. Now she shivered in the bitter wind and couldn’t remember where the bus stop was. Instead of hiring a car at Logan, she had decided to take the bus to Hyannis. There was a Ford Taurus waiting for her there, which meant she didn’t need to think about the traffic in Boston. If only she could find the bloody bus stop. It was chaotic out here too, with temporary road diversions and provisional signs everywhere. Despondency sank over her and she still felt a bit nauseous. The cologne of the angry Frenchman clung to her clothes.

Two men were leaning against a dark car. They both had baseball caps on and were wearing the characteristic rain jacket. They didn’t need to turn round for Johanne to know that it said FBI in big, reflective letters on their broad backs.

Johanne Vik had the same jacket herself. It was hanging in her parents’ cottage and was used only in pouring rain. The F was half faded and the B had nearly disappeared.

The FBI men laughed. One stuffed a piece of chewing gum into his mouth, then straightened his cap and opened the car door for a woman in high heels who crossed the road quickly. Johanne turned away. She had to hurry if she was going to catch the bus. She still felt a bit ropy and sick and hoped that she would sleep on the bus. If not, she would have to find a place to stay overnight in Hyannis; she was hardly in any state to drive in the dark.

Johanne started to run. Her suitcase bumped along on its tiny wheels. Breathless, she handed her luggage to the driver and climbed on board.

It struck her that she hadn’t given Aksel Seier a single thought since she left Gardemoen. She might even meet him tomorrow. For some reason or another, she had built up a picture of him. He was quite good-looking, but not particularly tall. Maybe he had a beard. God knows if he would want to see her. To travel to the States, more or less on a whim, with no agreements, no actual information other than an address in Harwichport and an old story about a man who was convicted of something that he probably didn’t do – it was all so impulsive and unlike her that she smiled at her reflection in the window. She was in the US. In a way, she was home again.

She fell asleep before they had left the Ted Williams Tunnel.

And her last thought was of Adam Stubo.


XVIII

Johanne Vik could not remember what day it was when she woke up on Tuesday morning.

The evening before, she had collected the car from Barnstable Municipal Airport, which was no more than a couple of small airstrips alongside a low, long terminal building. The lady behind the Avis desk had given her the keys and a slightly embarrassed yawn. It was still two hours until midnight. Even though it would only take her about half an hour to drive to the room she had booked in Harwichport, she didn’t want to chance it. So she checked in at a motel in Hyannisport, five minutes from the airport. She had a shower and then went for a walk in the dark.

Down by the quay, the anticipation of summer was tangible. Pubescent boys, who had been bored by an uneventful winter, now cheered and laughed in the night and waited for the town to explode. Children as young as ten fled from their mothers and bedtime and zigzagged between the bollards and old barrels on their scooters. Memorial Day was only a few days off. The population of Cape Cod would increase tenfold in the course of one weekend and then remain constant until September and Labor Day, and the start of another idle winter season.

Johanne fumbled for her watch. It had fallen on to the floor.

It was just gone six in the morning. She had slept only for five hours. But she felt good all the same. She stood up and pulled on a T-shirt that was too big, the one she normally slept in. The air conditioning gave a strained sigh and then was quiet. It must be about twenty-five degrees in the room. The morning light poured in when she opened the curtains. She looked to the south-west. The express boat to Martha’s Vineyard lay at the quay, newly painted and white; there was an offshore breeze and the mooring ropes were straining between the jetties and boats. Beyond the ferry, in the shelter of a copse, was the massive, grey Kennedy memorial. She had gone there last night and sat on a bench looking out to sea. The night air was already saturated with early summer, salty and sweet. She sat with her back to the memorial, a huge stone wall with an unimaginative copper relief in the middle. An expressionless, dead president in profile, like on a coin – a king on a gigantic coin.

‘The king of America,’ Johanne said to herself as she connected her notebook to the Internet.

Only one email was worth the units: a drawing from Kristiane. Three green figures in a circle. Kristiane, Mummy and Daddy. The hands they were holding were enormous, with fingers that were interwoven like roots on a mangrove tree. In the middle of the circle stood a beast with lots of teeth that Johanne found hard to identify at first. Then she read the message from Isak.

‘He’s given the child a dog,’ she groaned, logging off abruptly.

When she got into the car just after nine, she felt resigned. She had been away from home for just over twenty-four hours and Isak had bought a dog. Kristiane would insist on keeping the animal with her in the weeks when she stayed with Johanne. And Johanne had absolutely no wish to have a dog.

Isak could at least have asked.

*

Her irritation had in no way subsided. She followed Route 28 along the coast. It wove its way from small town to small town, with sudden vistas of Nantucket Sound beyond the marinas and river mist. The sun hurt her eyes. She stopped at a garish tourist shop to buy a pair of cheap sunglasses. She’d left her own prescription sunglasses at home in Norway, so she had to choose between seeing very badly without lenses or being blinded by the sharp light. The shop assistant tried to tempt her to buy a cowboy hat – as if there had ever been a cowboy within a mile of Yarmouth, Massachusetts. She eventually gave in. Thirty dollars straight in the bin, literally. She hoped that he wouldn’t see her stuffing the headgear into a green bin. The man didn’t have a right leg; he had presumably been nineteen and a private in 1972.

Mid-Cape Highway would have been a more sensible choice in every way, a four-lane motorway that divided the peninsula down the middle. She suspected that she’d chosen the coastal road to delay her arrival. Yesterday she had smiled at her impetuousness. Today it was no longer funny.

There seemed to be something wrong with the gearbox.

What should she say?

Isak could have made a mistake. He’d put his hand on his heart and opened his eyes wide when she asked him for guarantees. There must be more than one person called Aksel Seier. Perhaps not that many, but some at least. Isak might have got it wrong. Aksel Seier in Harwichport had perhaps never lived in Oslo. Maybe he had never been in prison either. Maybe he had been in prison, but didn’t want to be reminded. He might have a family. A wife, children, grandchildren who knew nothing about pater familias’s past behind lock and key. It wasn’t fair just to rip open old wounds. It wasn’t fair on Aksel Seier. Yesterday she had smiled at her impulsiveness. Today she realised that this trip to the USA – like her search for the truth – was a way of getting away from something. Nothing serious, she quickly reassured herself. It was not about escaping. America was where she felt most herself and that was why she’d come. She was just a bit uncertain about what she needed a break from.

By the time she reached Dennisport, just over a mile from the address that was tucked in her wallet behind the photo of Kristiane, she had decided to turn around. She could call it a wild goose chase. Alvhild Sofienberg would understand. Johanne couldn’t do any more. She would continue her research without Aksel Seier. His case was not vital to her. She had plenty of other cases to choose from, cases where the people in question lived only a trip on the metro away from the office, or a short flight to Tromsø.

The gearbox made a horrible scraping noise.

She carried on driving.

Maybe she could just have a look at his house. She didn’t need to make contact. As she had come this far, it would be good just to get an impression of where Aksel Seier had got to in life. A house and a garden and maybe a car might tell a story that was worth knowing, having come this far.

Aksel Seier lived at 1 Ocean Avenue.

The house was easy to find. It was small. Like all the other houses around it, it was clad with cedar, grey with age, weatherworn and typical of the area. The window sills were blue. On the roof, a weathercock reluctantly faced the wind. A stocky man was struggling with a ladder by the east wall. It wasn’t lunchtime yet, but Johanne felt hungry all the same.

*

Aksel Seier had to get a new ladder. He needed to get up on the roof. Some rungs were missing from the old ladder and it creaked alarmingly. But he had to get up there. The weathercock kept getting stuck. Aksel was sometimes woken up at night by the wind forcing the stubborn bird round; it screeched when the wind came from the south-east.

‘Hi, Aksel. Pretty thing you’ve got there!’

A younger man in a checked flannel shirt was leaning against the fence, laughing. Aksel nodded briefly at his neighbour and held the pig up in front of him. He tilted his head and shrugged his shoulders.

‘Kind of original, I guess. I like it.’

The pig was made of oxidised copper, a slim pig that stood guard over the four crossed arrows that marked out each point of the compass. Aksel Seier had got the weathervane in exchange for some colourful net markers. The glass floats had water in them and couldn’t be used, but were still valuable as souvenirs.

‘Help me with this ladder, will you?’

Matt Delaware was seriously overweight. Aksel hoped that the younger man would not offer to switch the cock for the pig for him. They finally managed to get the ladder in place.

‘I would have helped you, you know. But . . .’

Matt looked at the ladder. He slapped one of the rungs lightly and pulled his baseball cap round. Aksel grunted. He carefully placed his foot on the first rung. It held. Slowly he climbed to the top. The weathercock was so rusty that it broke when Aksel tried to unscrew it. The fixture was still fine though. The pig was easily tamed by the wind and it took a matter of minutes to adjust the arrows to the points of the compass.

‘Awesome,’ grinned Matt, staring up at the pig. ‘Just awesome, you know!’

Aksel mumbled his thanks. Matt put the ladder back in its place. Aksel heard him chuckling long after he was out of sight, round the corner on the way to the O’Connors, who hadn’t opened their house for the summer yet.

Someone had parked in Ocean Avenue. Aksel glanced idly over at the Ford. There was a woman sitting alone inside the car. You weren’t allowed to leave cars here. She would have to use the car park on Atlantic Avenue, like all the other visitors. She didn’t come from round here. That was obvious, without him really knowing why. The summer season was hell. City folk everywhere. Throwing their money around. They thought that everything was for sale.

‘If the price is right,’ the estate agent had said in the spring. ‘Name your price, Aksel.’

He didn’t want to sell the house. Some Boston bigwig or other would be happy to pay a million dollars for the small house by the beach. A million! Aksel snorted at the thought. The house was small and he barely had enough money to cover more than basic maintenance. He did most of it himself, but the materials cost money. As did plumbers and electricians. This winter he’d had to put in a new water pipe when the old one burst. The pressure had fallen to a dribbling nothing from the kitchen tap and the water authorities had threatened to take him to court if he didn’t do something immediately. When it was all done and the bill had been paid, there were only fifty-six dollars left in Aksel Seier’s savings account.

A million!

The buyer would just pull the whole lot down. It was the location that was attractive. Waterfront. Private beach. With the right to erect a large sign saying No trespassing and Police take notice. Aksel Seier had sent the estate agent packing and told him to spare himself any more visits. To be sure, he could do with a few hundred dollars every now and then, but only when he earned them himself. Aksel had no idea what he would do with a million.

He tidied away his tools. The lady in the Taurus was still sitting there, which irritated him. Normally at this time of year he was quite tolerant; he would hardly survive the summer if he weren’t. But this lady was different. He felt she was staring at him. Her car wasn’t parked for the ocean view. It was too far up the road. Too close to the big oak tree that towered over the Piccolas’ house; they would have to do something about it this summer, chop it down, at least saw off some branches. They hung heavy over the roof now and scraped off the shingle. Soon it would start leaking.

The lady in the car was not interested in the ocean. It was him she was interested in. An age-old fear ripped through his body. Aksel Seier caught his breath and turned around abruptly. Then he went in and locked the door, even though it was no later than eleven in the morning.

*

Aksel Seier was just as Johanne had imagined. Well built and stocky. From a distance it was difficult to tell whether he was clean-shaven, but there was certainly no beard to talk of. It was almost as if she had seen him before. From that first night when she read Alvhild Sofienberg’s papers, she had tried to put together a picture of the old Aksel Seier, thirty-five years after his release. His jacket was threadbare and dark blue. He was wearing heavy boots, even though the outside temperature was more than twenty degrees centigrade. His hair was grey and a bit too long, as if he didn’t care about his appearance. Even from a hundred metres, it was easy to see that he had big hands.

He had looked over in her direction a couple of times. She tried to shrink in the car seat. Even though she was not doing anything illegal, she felt herself blush when he straightened his back and squinted over at her for the second time. If he had really seen what she looked like, it would be embarrassing to approach him later.

She wouldn’t talk to him. She could see that he was content. He had a good life. The house might be small and weather-worn, but the site would be valuable. There was a small pickup truck in the garden, not very old. A younger man had stopped and chatted with him. The man laughed and waved when he left. Aksel Seier belonged here.

Johanne was hungry. It was unbearably hot in the car, even though she had parked in the shade of a large oak tree. She wound down the window slowly.

‘You can’t park here, sweetie!’

A large pink angora sweater made the old lady look like candyfloss. She was smiling broadly in all the pink and Johanne nodded in apology. Then she moved the car into drive mode and hoped that the gearbox would last another day. She noted that it was eleven o’clock exactly, on Tuesday 23 May.

*

For some reason, he noticed that it was five o’clock. Someone had hung an old station clock on the stable wall. The hour hand was broken and only a short stump pointed at what was probably the number five. Adam Stubo felt uneasy and double-checked the time.

‘Here Amund. Come to Gramps.’

The boy was standing between the front legs of a brown horse. The animal bent its head and whinnied. Adam Stubo picked up his grandchild and put Amund astride the saddleless horse.

‘You have to say goodbye to Sabra now. We have to go home and eat supper. You and I.’

‘And Sabra.’

‘No, not Sabra. Sabra lives here in the stable. There’s no room for her in Grandpa’s living room.’

‘Bye-bye, Sabra!’

Amund leaned forward and buried his face in the horse’s mane.

‘Bye-bye.’

The sense of unease would not leave him. It was nearly painful, a cold finger up his spine that grabbed him by the neck and made him stiffen. He pulled the boy close to him and started to walk towards the car. He felt uncomfortable as he strapped Amund into his seat. In the old days, before the accident, he thought he was psychic. Even though he had never really believed in things like that. But he still quite liked it when others noticed that there was something, a sensitivity that made him special. Every now and then he would feel freezing waves washing over his body that made him look at the clock. Note the time. He had found it useful before. Now he felt ashamed.

‘Get a grip,’ he mumbled to himself, and put the car in gear.
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It later transpired that no one actually noticed Sarah Baardsen on the bus. It was in the middle of rush hour and people were squeezed together like sardines. All the seats were taken. There were lots of children on the bus, most of them with adults. The only thing that was clear after more than forty witnesses had been interviewed was that Sarah was put on the no. 20 bus at five to five, as she was every Tuesday. Her mother’s statement was supported by two colleagues who had waited for her while she waved the girl off. Sarah was eight years old, and for over a year had been taking the bus on her own to see her grandmother in Tøyen. It wasn’t a long journey, barely a quarter of an hour. Sarah was described as a sensible and independent girl, and although the mother was distraught that she hadn’t gone with her, no one was likely to blame the single mother for letting an eight-year-old take the bus alone.

So it was clear that Sarah was put on the bus and it was equally clear that she never arrived at her destination. Her grandmother was waiting for her at the usual bus stop. Sarah knew perfectly well where it was and usually jumped down into her grandmother’s arms as soon as the doors opened. This time she didn’t get off. Her grandmother had the presence of mind to hold the bus. Slowly she went through it twice herself, ignoring the irritated bus driver. Sarah was nowhere to be seen.

A couple of people thought they had seen the girl get off at Carl Berner. They were absolutely certain that she had a blue hat on. They had been standing by the back doors and were surprised to see such a small girl alone on the full bus.

Sarah was not wearing a hat.

An elderly lady said she had specifically noticed a little girl of around six with a grown man. The girl had blonde hair and was carrying a rag doll. She was crying so much, said the lady. The man seemed to be angry with her. A gang of teenagers said that the bus had been full of shouting and screaming kids. An IT guru with a degree of celebrity that he seemed to think obviously made him a more reliable witness claimed to have seen a girl with a Coke bottle sitting on her own at the front of the bus. She suddenly got up and off the bus without any adults, as if she’d seen something unexpected at the bus stop by the Munch museum.

Sarah had dark hair and was not carrying a Coke bottle. She had never owned a rag doll, and in any case was eight and big for her age.

But if the passengers on the no. 20 bus had been more observant on that Tuesday towards the end of May, they would have noticed a man approaching a girl at the back of the bus. They would have seen the girl give her seat to an old lady, just as her mother had taught her. They would have seen her smiling. They might also have seen the man squat down in front of her in the crush and that he smiled back and said something before taking her by the hand. Had it not been exactly five o’clock in the afternoon, when everyone was hungry and drowsy due to low blood sugar and therefore thinking about supper, they might have been able to tell the police that the girl seemed confused, but that she willingly followed the man when he got off at the next bus stop.

The police gathered over forty witness statements from the no. 20 bus. None of them seemed to say anything that could explain what had happened to little Sarah Baardsen.


XX

This time she came on foot. Even though lots of people had started the season early and Harwichport was already full of tourists and new and old summer visitors, he recognised her immediately. She came ambling down Atlantic Avenue, as if she was out on some plausible errand. She stopped by the parking place, where the view to the beach was not blocked by houses and walled gardens, and turned to the south, towards the ocean. But she didn’t go up to the fence. She was wearing sunglasses, but he could swear that she was actually looking at his house. At him.

Aksel Seier shut the garden gate. His fear was about to spill over into anger. If she wanted something from him, then she at least could have the guts to contact him directly. He pulled at his sweater; it was warm now, past midday. Down on the beach, he could hear the noises of a group of teenagers swimming in Nantucket Sound. The water was still freezing. Two days ago, the mercury had stood at sixty degrees Fahrenheit when he measured the temperature in the water before going fishing. The woman in the windcheater walked slowly past on the other side of the road.

‘What do you want, dammit!’

Aksel was holding the hammer so hard that he didn’t dare do anything other than drop it to the ground. The slate slabs that he was standing on rang out. The blood pounded in his ears. Fear was so alien to him now, a thing of the past. It was years since he had finally overcome the nameless fear that he first experienced when he was held in custody in January 1957.

It was a few weeks after his arrest. Aksel’s mother had taken her own life. He was not allowed to go to the funeral. The old policeman rattled his keys and stared him in the eye. Everyone knew that Seier was guilty, he growled. The keys hit against the wall, again and again. Aksel didn’t stand a chance of being found innocent. He might as well admit it, if only to ease the pain of poor little Hedvig’s parents. Hadn’t they suffered enough? The policeman’s eyes were full of disdain. He rubbed them roughly with the sleeve of his jacket and Aksel realised that everything was lost. Fear kept him awake for four whole days. In the end he started to hallucinate and was given medicine so he would sleep.

Aksel became a creature of the night who only rested for a few hours in the afternoon and then counted the stars through the bars while others slept. Fear accompanied him to the hostel, to the eight bare square metres where he lived after his sudden release. It followed him over the ocean and plagued him frequently. Right up until March 1993. Aksel Seier woke up late one day, amazed that he had slept through the night without interruption. For the first time in thirty-six years, the policeman with the keyring and the running eyes had left him in peace.

‘What the hell do you want?’

The woman stopped. She seemed to hesitate. Even though his heart was pounding, making it hard to breathe normally, he noticed that she was beautiful. In a boring way, as if she could not be bothered to do anything about it. She was probably around thirty-something and dressed in pretty neutral clothes. Jeans and a red V-neck sweater. Trainers. Aksel noticed that he was studying her, storing a picture of her for later use. Her eyes were brown, he noticed as she came towards him with some trepidation, taking off her sunglasses and putting on her normal ones. Her hair was dark, shoulder length, with waves that might become curls in damp weather. Her hands were slim, with long fingers that she pulled aimlessly through her hair. Aksel bit his tongue.

‘Aksel Seier?’

Fear was about to strangle him. The woman pronounced his name in a way that he hadn’t heard since 1966. He wasn’t called Aksel Seier any longer. His name was Axel Sayer, drawn out and round. Not hard and precise: Aksel Seier.

‘Who’s asking?’ he managed to say.

She held out her hand. He didn’t take it.

‘My name is Johanne Vik. I work at the University of Oslo and I’ve come because I would like to talk to you about being wrongly accused of the rape and murder of a child a long time ago. If you want to, that is. If you can bear to talk about it now, so many years later.’

Her hand was still held out towards him. There was a kind of defiance in the gesture, an insistence that made him open his mouth and press air down into his lungs before grasping it.

‘Axel Sayer,’ he said in a hoarse voice. ‘That’s what I’m called now.’

The candyfloss lady padded towards them from the beach. She walked round the fence and gasped loudly and demonstratively before exclaiming:

‘Female visitor, Aksel! I’ll say!’

‘Come in,’ said Aksel, turning his back on the pink sweater.

*

Johanne didn’t know what she had expected. Even though she had had a clear picture of what Aksel Seier looked like, she had never thought about what his surroundings would be like, what his life in the States was like. She stood in the doorway. The living room opened on to the kitchen and was full of things. The only furniture was a small coffee table with a worn sofa and a roughly made kitchen table with a single wooden chair. But it was still hard to see where she should put her feet. There was a big dog in one corner. She got a fright. It was only when she looked again that she saw that the fur was carved hair by hair from wood and that the yellow eyes were glass. In the opposite corner there was a galleon figurehead hanging from the low ceiling. It was a big-bosomed woman with a distant look in her eyes and deep-red, nearly purple lips. Her golden-yellow hair flowed down over her arched body. The figure was far too big for the room. It looked like it might fall from the wall at any moment. In which case the woman would crush an army of what looked like tin soldiers that were spread out in a tremendous battle covering about two square metres of the floor. Johanne stepped gingerly towards the army and squatted down. The soldiers were made of glass. Tiny blue jackets, individualised soldiers with bayonets and cannons, hats and marks of rank, fighting against the Confederate soldiers in grey.

‘They’re so . . . so incredibly beautiful!’

She picked up a general to look at him more closely; he sat securely on his horse, some distance from the raging battle. Even his eyes were clear, light blue with an indication of black pupils in the middle. His horse was foaming at the mouth and she could almost feel heat coming off the sweating animal.

‘Where . . . did you make this? I’ve never seen anything like it in my life!’

Aksel Seier didn’t answer. Johanne heard the rattle of pans. He was hidden by the worktops.

‘Coffee?’ he asked in a strained voice.

‘No, thank you. Yes, actually . . . if you’re making some. But don’t make it just for me.’

‘A beer.’

It didn’t sound like a question.

‘Yes, please,’ she said with some hesitation. ‘I’d love a beer.’

Aksel Seier straightened up and kicked the cupboard door shut with his foot. He looked relieved. The fridge groaned reluctantly when he took out two cans. The annoying hum dissolved into a moan. Rays of sunlight forced their way through the dirty windows. Dust danced in the patches of light outlined on the floor. A cat appeared from nowhere over by the kitchen. It purred and rubbed against Johanne’s legs. Then it disappeared again out through a cat flap in the door. Beside the galleon figure, behind the soldiers, was a fish barrel with rusty hoops. A plastic doll in a Samí costume was standing on the top. The colours, which had once been strong and clear, red and blue and yellow and green, had faded to tame pastels. The doll looked blankly at the opposite wall, which was covered by an impressive piece of embroidery, a wall hanging really. The motif started figuratively in one corner, a medieval knight ready for a jousting tournament, in his coat of armour with raised lance. This then became non-figurative and flowed into an orgy of colours up towards the right.

‘I must . . . Is it you who has made all these fantastic things?’ Aksel Seier stared at her. He slowly raised the beer can to his mouth. He drank, then dried his mouth on his sleeve.

‘What did you say?’

‘Is it you who . . .’

‘When you came. You said something about me being . . .’

‘I have reason to believe you were wrongly convicted.’

She looked at him and tried to say something more. He took a step back, as if the sunlight from the kitchen window bothered him. He gave a slight nod and the shadow from his mop of hair, heavy and grey, hid his eyes. She looked at him and regretted having said anything.

She had nothing more to offer him. No redress. No restored honour. No compensation for lost years, both in and out of prison. Johanne had come over the ocean, more or less on impulse, with nothing in her luggage other than an old woman’s absolute conviction and a lot of unanswered questions. If it was true that Aksel Seier had been wrongly convicted of the awful crime, the most horrible attack – how did he feel right now? How must it feel finally, after all these years, to hear someone say: I think you are innocent! Johanne had no right to do this. She should not have come.

‘I mean . . . Some people have studied your case more carefully . . . One person . . . She is . . . Can we sit down?’

He stood, frozen. One arm hung loosely by his side, swinging almost imperceptibly to the beat of his heart, backwards and forwards, forwards and back. He held the beer can in his left hand. He was still hiding behind his greasy hair, his eyes were small slits of something she could not recognise.

‘I think it would be better if we sat down, Mr Seier.’

A snuffle came from his throat. An involuntary noise, as if he really wanted to swallow but had got something in his throat. He sniffled again, almost a sob, his whole body was shaking and he put down the beer can.

‘Mr Seier,’ he repeated, in a hoarse voice. ‘No one has called me that for many years. Who are you?’

‘Do you know what?’

She carefully retreated from the battle tableau on the floor.

‘I’d like to ask you out, to a restaurant. We could get something to eat and then talk about why I’m here. I think I’ve got a lot to tell you.’

It’s a lie, she thought. I have practically nothing to tell you. I have come with a thousand questions that I need to have answered. It’s important for me and for an old woman who is keeping herself alive so she can hear the answers. I’m fooling you. I’m pulling the wool over your eyes. I’m using you.

‘Where can you get a decent meal round here?’ she asked instead, in a light tone.

‘Come,’ he said and walked towards the door.

When she moved to follow him, she stepped on the general. The breaking noise was deadened by the rough floor. Horrified, she lifted her foot. The glass figure was smashed to smithereens, tiny shards of blue and gold stuck to the sole of her shoe.

Aksel Seier stared down. Then he lifted his face towards her. ‘Do you really believe that?

Do you really believe in my . . . innocence?’

He turned away at once, not waiting for a reply.
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The new girl was called Sarah. Even though she was a year younger, she was as big as Emilie. So it was a bit difficult to comfort her. Just like with Daddy. Emilie wanted to comfort him so much when Mummy died. After the funeral, when the house wasn’t full of people who wanted to help them any more, he didn’t want her to see him crying. But she knew how he was feeling. She heard him, at night, when he thought she was asleep, with a pillow over his head to make sure that she wouldn’t hear. She wanted to comfort him, but it was impossible because he was grown up. He was bigger than her. There was nothing she could say or do. And when she did try, he put on a big brave smile, got out of bed and made waffles and talked about the holiday they were going to have in the summer.

It was almost the same with Sarah. She cried and cried, but was just a bit too big to be comforted. Emilie was actually very glad that Sarah had come. It was much better when they were two. And particularly good that they were both girls and even better that Sarah was nearly the same age as her. That was all that Emilie knew about Sarah. What she was called and how old she was. Every time they tried to talk, Sarah started to cry. She sniffed something about a bus and a grandmother. Maybe her grandmother was a bus driver and Sarah thought she would come and rescue them. In the same way that she sometimes still thought that Mummy was sitting in her red dress with plum diamonds in her ears, watching over her.

Sarah hadn’t realised it was best to be nice to the man.

After all, he was the one who brought them food and drink and a horse for Barbie a while back. If Emilie smiled and said thank you and was nice and polite, the man smiled back. He seemed to be happy, kind of, and more pleased when he looked at her. Sarah had bitten him. As they came into the room, she sunk her teeth into his arm. He howled and hit Sarah hard on the head. She started to bleed just above her eye. There was still a proper cut there and the blood hadn’t dried and hardened yet.

‘You have to be nice to the man,’ said Emilie, and sat down on the bed beside Sarah. ‘He brings food and presents. It’s best to be polite. I think he’s actually quite kind.’

‘He hi . . . hi . . . hit me,’ sobbed Sarah and felt her eye. ‘He said he was Mum . . . mu . . .’

It was impossible to hear the rest. Emilie felt a bit dizzy. She got that old feeling again, the horrible, sickening feeling that there was no oxygen left in the cellar. The best thing was just to lie down and close her eyes.

‘He said he was Mummy’s new boyfriend,’ Sarah whispered tearfully.

Emilie didn’t know if she’d been asleep. She licked her lips. Her tongue tasted of sleep and her eyes felt heavy.

‘Mummy’s got a new boyfriend who I was going to meet to . . . tomo . . .’

Emilie sat up slowly. It was easier to breathe now.

‘Try to breathe slowly,’ she said – that was what Mummy used to say to her when she was crying so much that she couldn’t speak. ‘Breathe deeply. In and out. There’s plenty of oxygen here. Do you see that opening in the ceiling?’

She pointed and Sarah nodded.

‘That’s where he sends oxygen down to us. The man, that is. He sends down lots of oxygen to the cellar, so we can breathe, even if there are no windows. Don’t be scared. You can borrow my Barbie. Is your gran a bus driver?’

Sarah was exhausted. Her face was white and covered in red blotches, her eyes were so swollen that they were nearly closed.

‘My granny’s an electrician,’ she said, talking without crying for the first time.

‘My mother is dead,’ said Emilie.

‘My mother has a new boyfriend,’ said Sarah and wiped her nose.

‘Is he nice?’

‘I don’t know, I was going to meet . . .’

‘Don’t cry any more now.’

Emilie was annoyed. The man could hear them. Even if he wasn’t there, he might have microphones somewhere. Emilie had thought about that a lot. She had seen things like that in films. She almost didn’t dare to look properly. To begin with, when she first came here, she had walked around the room looking for something, without knowing exactly what. She found nothing. But you could get microphones that were so small you could fit them in a molar tooth. They were so small that you couldn’t see them. You needed a microscope. Maybe the man was sitting somewhere listening to them and watching them as well. Because you could also get tiny cameras. As small as a nail head, and there were lots of nails in the wall. Emilie had seen a film once, called Honey, I Shrunk the Kids. It was about a slightly mad but rather sweet dad who did all sorts of experiments in the attic. The children touched something they weren’t supposed to touch and shrank until they were very, very small. Like insects. No one could see them. The man could see her. She was sure he had a TV screen and a headset and knew exactly what they were doing.

‘Smile,’ she whispered.

Sarah started to cry properly again. Emilie put her hand over her mouth.

‘You have to smile,’ she ordered, and pulled up her lips into a grin. ‘He’s watching us.’

Sarah twisted out of her grip.

‘He said that he was Mumm . . . Mummy’s boy . . . boyfr . . .’

Emilie squeezed shut her eyes again and lay down on the bed. There was barely enough room for the two of them. She pushed Sarah away and turned her face to the wall. When she squeezed her eyes shut as hard as she could, it was almost as if there was light in her head. She could see things. She could see Daddy looking for her. He had a flannel shirt on. He was looking for her among the wild flowers at the back of the house, he had a magnifying glass and thought that someone had shrunk her.

Emilie wished that Sarah had never come.
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There was now a sea of flowers to mark the spot where Emilie Selbu’s satchel had been found, on the quiet path between two busy roads. Some of the flowers were withering, others were already dead. And in among them all, fresh roses in small plastic containers. Children’s drawings fluttered in the evening breeze.

A group of teenagers cycled by. They were shouting and laughing, but lowered their voices as they cycled round the flowers and letters. A girl of about fourteen put her foot on the ground and stood still for a few seconds before swearing loudly and clearly, then shook her head and pedalled frantically after the others.

The man pulled his hat further down over his eyes. He slipped his other hand into his trousers. Did he dare get even closer? The thought of standing on the spot, the very place where Emilie was taken, exactly where she was abducted, made his balls burn. He lost his balance and had to press his hip against a tree to stop himself from falling. He groaned and bit his lip.

‘What the hell are you doing?’

Two people appeared behind him. They popped up out of nowhere, from behind a dense bush. Surprised, he turned towards them, his penis still in his hand; it went limp between his fingers and he tried to smile.

‘Noth . . . nothing,’ he stammered, paralysed.

‘He . . . he’s wanking, for Christ’s sake!’

It took them two minutes to render him harmless, but they didn’t stop there. When the man dressed in paramilitary gear stumbled into the police station, pushed by a newly established group of neighbourhood vigilantes, his right eye was already swollen and blue. His nose was bleeding and it looked as if his arm was broken.

He said nothing, not even when the police asked him if he needed a doctor.
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‘Are you sure you don’t want to speak English?’

He shook his head. There were a couple of times when he didn’t seem to understand what she said. She repeated herself, in different, simpler words. It was hard to say whether it helped. His expression didn’t change. He didn’t say much.

Aksel Seier had ordered a filet mignon and a beer. Johanne was happy with a Caesar salad and a glass of iced water. They were the only guests at The 400 Club, a rural mix between a restaurant and a diner, only seven minutes’ walk from Ocean Avenue. Aksel Seier had walked towards his pick-up, then shrugged and gone on foot when Johanne insisted. It was too late for lunch and too early for dinner. The kitchen was working on half steam. Before the food arrived on the table, Johanne had told him all about Alvhild Sofienberg, the old lady who was once so interested in Aksel Seier’s case, but then forced to drop it. And now, many years later, Alvhild wanted to find out why he had been sentenced and then released so suddenly nearly nine years later. Johanne described the futile search for the case documents. And finally, in a kind of casual postscript, she explained her own interest in the case.

The food arrived. Aksel Seier picked up his knife and fork. He ate slowly, taking time to chew. Again, he let his hair fall over his eyes. It must be an old trick; the coarse grey hair became a wall between him and her.

Uninterested, she thought. You seem completely uninterested. Why did you bother to come here with me? Why didn’t you just throw me out? I would have accepted that. Or you might listen to what I’ve got to say and then say thank you and goodbye. You could get up now. You could finish your food, accept a free meal from a past you had hidden and forgotten and then just go. It’s your right. You have used so many years trying to forget. And I’m ruining it all for you. I’m crushing you. Go.

‘What do you want me to say?’

Half the meat was still on the plate. Aksel put his knife between the teeth of the fork and drank the rest of his beer. Then he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.

I was expecting some enthusiasm, she thought. This is absurd. Here I am thinking I’m an angel, a messenger bringing good tidings. I want . . . what do I want? Ever since I read your story – from the moment I realised that Alvhild was right – I’ve seen myself in the role of the fairy godmother. Who would right all wrongs. I would come here and tell you what you already know: that you’re innocent. You are innocent. I want to confirm that for you. I’ve come all the way from Norway and you should be . . . grateful. Damn it, I want some gratitude.

‘I want absolutely nothing,’ she said quietly. ‘If you want, I can go.’

Aksel smiled. His teeth were even and grey and didn’t suit his face. It was as if someone had cut out an old mouth and sewn it on somewhere it didn’t belong. But he smiled and put his hands down on the table in front of him.

‘I’ve dreamt about what it would be like to have . . .’

He searched for the right word. Johanne was unsure whether to help him or not. There was a long pause.

‘Your name cleared,’ she said.

‘Exactly. To have my name cleared.’

He looked down at his empty glass. Johanne signalled to the waitress to bring another. She had a thousand questions, but couldn’t think of a single one.

‘Why . . .’ she started, without knowing where she was going. ‘Are you aware of the fact that the media was highly critical of your sentence? Did you know that several journalists mocked the prosecution and the witnesses they brought against you?’

‘No.’

The smile had vanished and the fringe was about to fall again. But he didn’t seem aggressive. Nor curious. His voice was completely flat. Maybe it was because he wasn’t used to the language any more. Maybe he really had to summon up his strength to even take in what she was telling him.

‘I didn’t get the papers.’

‘But what about afterwards? You must have heard about it afterwards, from other people, from your fellow inmates, from . . .’

‘I had no mates in prison. It wasn’t a very . . . friendly place.’

‘Didn’t any journalists try to talk to you? I’ve got the clippings with me, so you can have a look. Surely some of them must have tried to contact you after you were sentenced? I’ve tried to trace the two journalists who were most critical, but unfortunately they’re both dead now. Can you remember if they tried to get an interview with you?’

The glass of beer was already half empty. He ran his finger round the rim.

‘Maybe. It’s so long ago now. I thought everyone . . . I thought every . . .’

You thought that everyone was out to get you, thought Johanne. You didn’t want to talk to anyone. You walled yourself in, both physically and mentally, and didn’t trust anyone. You mustn’t trust me, either. Don’t think that I can do anything. Your case is too old. It won’t be taken up again. I’m just curious. I’ve got questions. I want to make notes. I’ve got a notebook and a tape recorder in my bag. If I get them out, there’s a risk you’ll leave. That you’ll say no. That you’ll finally realise that I’m only looking after my own interests.

‘Like I said . . .’

She nodded at the beer glass. Did he want another? He shook his head.

‘I do research. And the project I’m working on at the moment is trying to compare . . .’

‘You’ve already told me.’

‘Right. I wondered if . . . is it OK if I take notes?’

A large lady slapped the bill down on the table in front of Aksel. Johanne snatched it up a bit too fast. The waitress tossed her head and wiggled back out to the kitchen without turning round. Aksel’s face darkened.

‘I’ll pay,’ he said. ‘Give me the bill.’

‘No, no . . . let me. I’ll get it on expenses . . . I mean, it was me who asked you out.’

‘Give me that!’

She let go of the bill. It fell to the floor. He picked it up. Then he took out a worn wallet and started to count the notes.

‘I might talk to you later,’ he said, without looking up from the money. ‘I need to think about all this. How long are you here for?’

‘A few days, at least.’

‘A few days.

Thirty-one, thirty-two . . .’

It was a big pile of worn notes.

‘Where are you staying?’

‘The Augustus Snow.’

‘I’ll be in touch.’

He pushed back his chair and got up with heavy movements. Gone was the man who had climbed up a rickety ladder to change a weathercock for a pig earlier in the day.

‘Can I ask you something?’ said Johanne quickly. ‘Just one question before you go?’

He didn’t answer, but made no effort to go.

‘Did they say anything when you were released? I mean, did they give you any explanation as to what had happened? Did they tell you that you’d been pardoned or . . .’

‘Nothing. They said nothing. I was given a suitcase to put my things in. An envelope with one hundred kroner. The address of a hostel. But they said nothing. Except, there was a man, a . . . He wasn’t wearing a uniform or anything like that. He just said I should keep my mouth shut and be happy. “Keep your mouth shut and be happy.” I remember that sentence well. But explanation? Nope.’

Again he bared his teeth in the semblance of a smile. It was horrible and made her look down. Aksel Seier walked towards the entrance and then disappeared, without waiting for her, without making any further arrangements. She twisted her water glass in her hand. She tried to catch a thought. But couldn’t.

There was something in Aksel Seier’s house that didn’t belong there. She had seen something. She had reacted to something, afterwards, when it was too late, something that was part of the bizarre interior, but that stood out all the same. She closed her eyes and tried to recreate Aksel Seier’s living room. The galleon figure. The battlefield. The sad Samí in a faded jacket. The knight on the wall. The wall clock with horseshoe weights. The bookcase with four books in it, but she couldn’t remember any of the titles. An old coffee jar with small change in it by the door. The TV with an indoor aerial. A standard lamp in the shape of a shark, with its teeth in the floor and a light in its tail. A lifelike Labrador in black painted wood. Absurd, intriguing objects that belonged together in some indescribable way.

Plus something else. Something she had reacted to, without paying attention before it was too late.

*

Aksel Seier walked fast. His thoughts turned back to that spring day in 1966, when he saw Oslo for the last time. The fjord was covered in a blanket of fog. He stood by the railings on MS Sandefjord, sailing to the USA with a cargo of artificial fertiliser. The captain had nodded briefly when Aksel explained his situation, honestly and without any embellishment. That he had served a long prison sentence and it looked like nothing would work out for him here in Norway. The captain didn’t need to worry, Aksel Seier was an American citizen. The passport that was thumped down on the table was genuine enough. All he wanted was to make himself useful during the voyage over the Atlantic. If he could, that was.

He could help out in the galley. Before they reached the Dyna lighthouse, he had peeled four kilos of potatoes. Then he went out on deck for a while. He knew that he was leaving for good. He cried and didn’t know why.

Since then, he had never shed a tear, until now.

He ran home. The bolt in the gate was difficult and gave him problems. The postman stuck his head out of the car window, pointed at the pig and laughed. Aksel Seier jumped over the low fence and rushed indoors. Then he locked the door carefully behind him and climbed into bed. The cat meowed loudly outside the window but he paid no attention.


XXIV

‘And you’re wasting time on this?’

Adam Stubo rubbed his face. The palm of his hand rasped against the dry stubble. It was past two in the morning on Wednesday 24 May. A cluster of around twenty-five journalists and nearly as many photographers huddled outside Asker and Bærum police station in Sandvika. They were being kept out of the red-brick building by a couple of police cadets, who had resorted to their truncheons in the last fifteen minutes. They paced back and forth in front of the entrance, angrily smacking their truncheons into their hands, like caricature policemen from a Chaplin film. The photographers pulled back a step or two. Some of the journalists started to look at their watches. One guy from Dagbladet, who Adam Stubo recognised, yawned loudly and obviously. He barked at one of the photographers before shambling over to a Saab that was parked illegally. He got in, but the car didn’t move.

Adam Stubo let the curtain fall and turned back to the room.

‘Jesus, Hermansen, the poor guy has never hurt a fly!’

‘And who said that our abductor necessarily had a criminal record?’

Hermansen blew his nose on his fingers and swore.

‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘Well, what the hell do you mean then? Just four hours after yet another child was abducted, there’s a guy at the first crime scene, dressed in camouflage like he’s planning a career in the CIA, jerking himself off and moaning the girl’s name to himself! And now he’s sitting downstairs and can’t tell us what he was doing on Thursday the 4th of May, when Emilie Selbu disappeared, or the 10th of May when Kim was abducted. He can’t even bloody remember what he was doing at 5 o’clock today.’

‘That’s quite simply because the man’s got nothing to tell,’ said Adam Stubo drily. ‘The man’s an idiot. Literally. At least, he’s not all there. He’s terrified, Hermansen.’

Hermansen lifted a dirty coffee cup to his mouth. The sour smell of stress and sweat pervaded the room. Adam wasn’t sure whom it was coming from.

‘He’s a driver by trade,’ growled Hermansen. ‘Can’t be a complete idiot. Drives for a courier company. And he does have a record. No less than . . .’

He grabbed a file and pulled out a document.

‘Five fines and two sentences for sexual offences.’

Adam Stubo wasn’t listening. Once again, he looked stealthily out at the journalists. Their numbers had dwindled. He rubbed his nose and tried to work out what time it would be on the east coast of the USA.

‘Indecent exposure,’ he sighed heavily, without looking at Hermansen. ‘The man was done for flashing. Nothing else. He’s not the man we’re looking for. Unfortunately.’

*

‘Indecent exposure.’

Adam tried to stay neutral. It was impossible. Something about the words themselves echoed contempt for the action they described and could only be spat out, scornfully. The camouflage man had shrunk to a pile of cloth. The sweat was dripping. The man’s shoulders were so narrow that the arms of his jacket covered his hands. He had a sling round his neck but wasn’t using it. The crotch of his trousers sagged down as far as his knees.

‘Fifty-six years old,’ said Adam Stubo slowly. ‘Is that correct?’

The man didn’t answer. Adam pulled a chair over to him and sat down. He rested his elbows on his knees and tried not to wrinkle his nose at the smell of urine and old sweat. This time he was certain of where the smell was coming from.

‘Listen,’ he said quietly. ‘Can I call you Laffen? Laffen, that’s what they call you, isn’t it?’

A slight nod indicated that the man was at least able to hear.

‘Laffen,’ smiled Stubo. ‘My name is Adam. It’s been a tiring evening for you, hasn’t it?’

Again, a slight nod.

‘We’ll soon get everything sorted. I just need you to answer a few questions. OK?’

Another nod, almost imperceptible this time.

‘Do you remember where you were caught? Where those two men . . . where they found you?’

The man didn’t react. His eyes, which were clearer at such close range, were like two black marbles in his narrow face. Adam carefully put his hand on the man’s knee and still got no reaction.

‘You drive a car, don’t you?’

‘Ford Escort 1991 model. Metallic blue. One point six litre engine, but it’s been souped up. The stereo cost eleventhousandfourhundredandninetykroner. Bucket seats and a spoiler. Did it all myself.’

His voice grated. Adam felt like he had put money into an old jukebox, especially when the man continued:

‘Did it myself. Did it myself. Bucket seats and spoiler.’

‘Great.’

‘I didn’t do anything.’

‘Why were you there then?’

‘For no reason. Just . . . just standing there. Looking. It’s not against the law to look.’

The man pulled up his left sleeve. A blinding-white plaster cast came into view.

‘They broke my arm. I didn’t do nothing.’

It was half past three in the morning. Adam Stubo had been awake for twenty-one hours. God knows how long it was since the detainee had last slept. Adam slapped him lightly on the knee and got up.

‘Try to get some sleep on the bunk over there,’ he said in a friendly tone. ‘As soon as it’s daylight we’ll get everything sorted. And then you can go home.’

As he closed the door carefully behind him, he realised that the camouflage man could pose a problem. He couldn’t plan a piss-up in a brewery, let alone carry out three sophisticated abductions and one elaborate return of a child’s body. Sure, the man had a driving licence and therefore must be able to read and write. But ‘driver by trade’ as Hermansen had called him was a huge exaggeration all the same. Laffen Sørnes was on disability benefit and delivered hot meals to the elderly in Stabekk twice a week. Unpaid.

The problem was not the flasher himself. The problem was that the police had not arrested anyone else yet. Three children had disappeared. One boy was already dead. All the police had after three weeks of investigation was a middle-aged flasher in a Ford Escort.

The flasher could turn out to be a major headache.

‘Let him go,’ said Adam Stubo.

Hermansen shrugged his shoulders.

‘OK, but then we’ve got nothing. Zip all. You tell them that, those vultures out there.’

He nodded at the window.

‘Let the flasher go home as soon as it’s daylight,’ Stubo yawned. ‘And for God’s sake, get the man another lawyer, one who makes sure that his client isn’t kept awake all night. That’s my advice. He’s not our man. And you . . .’

He pulled a cigar from his breast pocket and pointed a finger.

‘I can’t decide what you do out here in Asker and Bærum. But if I were you . . . I’d fine the bastards who broke his arm. If not, you’ll be living in the Wild West before you know it. Mark my words. Bloody Texas.’


XXV

Out in the country, in a valley to the north-east of Oslo, in a house high on the hillside, sat a man with a remote control in his hand. He was checking the news on teletext. He liked teletext. He could get the news whenever he liked in a format he liked: short and to the point. It was early morning. The white light of another unused day flooded in through the kitchen window and made him feel reborn, every day. He laughed out loud, even though he was alone.

Man (56) arrested in Emilie case.

He played with the buttons on the remote control. The letters got bigger, smaller, bolder, narrower. Man arrested. Did they think he was an amateur? And that he’d get angry now? That he’d lose his head just because they had arrested the wrong person? Because they made his actions another man’s property? Did the police think that it would make him hurry, make mistakes, not be as careful?

He laughed out loud again, nearly ecstatic. The bare walls echoed. He knew exactly what the police thought. They thought he was a psychopath. They assumed he would be conceited about his crimes. The police meant to wound his pride. They wanted to lure him into making mistakes. To boast about what he was doing. The man with the remote control knew that, he had done his homework, studied; he knew what the police would do when they discovered that he was out there, someone who stole children and killed them without them knowing why. They wanted to provoke him.

He could picture them. All the information about the children on a big board. Photographs, data. Computers. Age, sex, history. Parents’ background. Dates; they were looking for links. A pattern. He was certain they would make a point of the fact that Emilie was taken on a Thursday, Kim on a Wednesday and Sarah on a Tuesday. They thought they had it sussed and now expected something to happen on a Monday. When the time came and the next child disappeared on a Sunday, they would panic. No pattern, they would say to each other. No system! Their despair would paralyse them and would become utterly unbearable when yet another child disappeared.

The man went over to the window. He would have to go to work soon. But first he should take some food down to the children. And water. Cornflakes and water, as he’d run out of milk.

Emilie had pulled herself together. She was sweet. Happy and friendly. Just like he’d expected. Even though he had initially been uncertain as to whether he should take her or not, he was glad he had done it now. Of course, there was something special about Emilie. When he heard that her mother had died, he had decided to leave her be. But thankfully he’d changed his mind. She was a grateful little girl. Said thank you for her food and was pleased to get the horse, even though she said practically nothing when he gave her the Barbie doll. He was still unsure what he was going to do with Emilie in the long run, when it was all over. But that didn’t really matter. He had plenty of time.

Sarah was a little witch.

But he could have told you that beforehand. The bite mark on his arm was red and swollen; he carefully stroked the skin and was annoyed that he hadn’t been more cautious.

As he looked out of the window at the brow of the hill, squinting against the morning sun, he wondered why he hadn’t started earlier. He had put up with too much, for too long. Given in too often. Tolerated too much. Got too little. Given in too much. It started when he was four years old. Probably even earlier, but that was the first time that he could remember.

Someone had sent him a present. He didn’t know who. His mother collected it from the post office.

The man with the remote control liked to reminisce. It was important for him to think back. He turned off the TV and poured some coffee into his cup. He should really be getting the cornflakes and water ready. But memories were his fuel and had to be tended to when they demanded it. He closed his eyes.

He was sitting at the kitchen table, on his knees on a red wooden chair. He was drawing. In front of him was a glass of milk; he could still remember the sweet taste that clung to his palate, the heat from the burner in the corner; it was the start of winter. His mother came into the room. His grandmother had just gone to work. The package was wrapped in brown paper, creased from the journey. The string was tied crosswise with lots of knots and his mother had to use the scissors, even though they normally saved the string and brown paper.

The present was winter clothes. A blue jacket with a zip and a ring in the zip. There was a picture of a lorry with big wheels on the front. The trousers had elastic cords to go under the feet and crossed braces over the back. His mother helped him put them on. He was allowed to stand on the kitchen table. He licked his lips to get the taste of sweet milk and the lamp bumped his head as it swung backwards and forwards. His mother smiled. The blue clothes were light. They weighed nothing. He lifted his arms when she had done up the zip. He bent his knees and thought he could fly. The jacket was warm and snug and smooth, and he wanted to go out in the snow with the picture of a lorry across his chest. He smiled at his mother.

The man dropped the remote control. It was nearly eight o’clock, so he didn’t have much time. Of course the children in the cellar wouldn’t starve if he skipped a meal, but it was best to get it out of the way. He opened the kitchen cupboard and looked at himself in the shaving mirror that hung on the inside of the door.

His grandmother had come back. She had forgotten something and she stiffened when she saw him.

Someone else got the clothes. Another child. Someone who deserved them more, his grandmother said. That he remembered very well. His mother didn’t protest. Someone had sent him a present. It was his, but he didn’t get it. He was four years old.

His face looked grimy in the mirror. But that wasn’t how he felt. He felt strong and decisive. The cornflakes box was empty. The children would have to go hungry until he got home. They would survive.


XXVI

Johanne Vik had been working, half concentrated, all evening. The night porter at the Augustus Snow Inn was a boy who must have lied about his age to get the job. His moustache was obviously darkened with mascara and in the course of the evening it had got lighter. And there were now black specks all around his nose, where he couldn’t help squeezing his spots. He gave her the code of the hotel’s own Internet server, so Johanne could log on from her room. If she had any problems, all she needed to do was call room service. The boy smiled broadly and smoothed his moustache with his forefinger and thumb. It had now nearly disappeared.

She should be tired. She yawned at the thought. She was tired, but not like she usually was. Jet lag normally bothered her a lot more than this. It was already two o’clock in the morning and she worked out what it would be if she were at home. Eight. Kristiane would have been up for ages already. She would be pottering about at Isak’s, with the new dog, and Isak, no doubt, would be asleep. The dog had peed everywhere and Isak would let it dry without bothering to clean it up.

Irritated, she massaged her neck and let her eyes roam around the room. On the floor, just inside the door, was a note. It must have been lying there since she got back. The stairs up to the second floor were old and creaked loudly. She hadn’t heard anyone. There was no one else staying up here and the room across the hall was empty and dark. She had gone in and out of her room three times to get coffee, but hadn’t noticed the note before.

It was received at 6 p.m.

Please call Ada Stubborn. Important. Any time. Don’t mind the time difference.

Stubborn. Stubo. Adam Stubo. The note included some phone numbers. At home, at work and his mobile, she assumed. She wouldn’t ring any of them. Her thumb ran gently over his name. Then she scrunched up the note. Instead of throwing it away, she stuffed it quickly into her trouser pocket and logged on to Dagbladet’s home page.

A little girl had disappeared. Another one. Sarah Baardsen, eight years old, abducted from a full bus in rush hour, on her way to her grandmother’s. The police had no leads at the moment. The public was furious. In the areas around the capital, from Drammen to Aurskog, from Eidsvoll to Drøbak, all after-school activities for children had been cancelled until further notice. Chaperone services had been organised for children on their way to and from school. Some parents were demanding compensation for staying at home; after-school clubs could not guarantee that the children would be given adequate supervision one hundred per cent of the time. And there weren’t enough staff to reinforce supervision. Oslo Taxi had set up a special children’s taxi service, with women drivers who prioritised mothers travelling alone with children. The prime minister had called for calm and reason and the children’s ombudsman had cried openly on television. A psychic woman had had a vision of Emilie in a pigsty and was supported by a Swedish colleague. There is more to life than meets the eye, the Norwegian Farmers’ and Smallholders’ Union responded, and promised that every pigsty in the country would be searched by the weekend. A Progress Party politician from Sørlandet had in all seriousness submitted a proposal to the Storting for the reintroduction of the death penalty. Johanne got goosebumps on her arms and pulled down her sleeves.

Of course she wouldn’t help Adam Stubo. The stolen children became her own, in the same way that she always saw Kristiane, her own daughter, in pictures of starving children in Africa and seven-year-old prostitutes in Thailand. Turn off the TV, close the newspaper. Don’t want to see. This case was like that. Johanne wanted nothing to do with it. Didn’t want to hear.

But that wasn’t entirely true, either.

The case fascinated her. It appealed to her. In a grotesque way that left her breathless. In a kind of unwelcome epiphany, she realised that she actually wanted to let everything else go. Johanne wanted to forget Aksel Seier, drop the new research project, turn her back on Alvhild Sofienberg. In fact, she wanted to get on the first plane home and let Isak look after Kristiane. Then she would concentrate on one thing and one thing only: finding this person, this beast who went around stealing people’s children.

The work had already begun. She was only able to concentrate fully on other things for short periods. Ever since Adam Stubo first contacted her, she had unconsciously, anxious and reluctant, tried to construct a preliminary picture of the man, but she didn’t have a firm enough foundation, enough material. Before she left, she had rummaged around in some old boxes under the pretence of tidying. Her notes from when she studied in the States were now on the enamelled shelves in her office. They were going to be moved somewhere else. A real spring-clean. Nothing more than that, she had tried to convince herself as she stacked books in piles on the desk.

More than anything, Johanne wanted to help Adam Stubo. The case was a challenge. A real nut to crack. An intellectual test. A competition between her and an unknown offender. Johanne knew that she could all too easily allow herself to be sucked in, work day and night, like an exhausting competition to see who was stronger, she or the abductor; who was quicker, smarter, tougher. Who was victorious. Who was better.

Her fingers felt around in her pocket for the note. She opened it out on her knee, flattened the paper with the edge of her hand and read it again, before suddenly tearing it into thirty-two pieces and dropping them down the toilet.


XXVII

Aksel Seier got up at dawn, though he had been awake all night. His head felt incredibly light. He rubbed his temples and almost fell over when he got up from the bed. The cat rubbed against his bare legs and uttered some feeble meows. He picked it up. He sat there for a long time stroking the animal on the back, as he stared blindly out of the window.

There was one person who had believed him. Long before that Johanne Vik woman came along with her fancy words and incomprehensible sentences, there was someone who knew that he didn’t do what he was imprisoned for. There was another woman, in another time.

He’d met her just after his release from prison, on his first, hesitant, visit to a bar. Nine years of abstinence had taken their toll. The alcohol went straight to his head. He was dizzy after one pint. On the way to the toilet he fell against the edge of a table. The woman at the table was wearing a flowery summer dress and smelt of lilac. When they couldn’t stop the blood there and then, she invited him back to her room. Just round the corner, she said quickly. It was early evening. He had to go with her and that was that. He looked so kind, she said, and laughed a little. Her fingers were nimble as she dealt with the wound. Cotton wool and iodine that smelt pungent and dribbled in a brown stream down his neck. Bandage. The woman’s concerned eyes; perhaps they should go to A&E, it might be best to get a stitch or two. He could smell the scent of lilacs and didn’t want to leave. She held his hand and he told her his story, the plain truth; he had only been out for a week and a half. He was still young and still had some hope that life would turn around. He’d applied for four jobs and been rejected. But there were other possibilities. Things would work out, he just needed to be patient. He was young and strong and hard-working. And he had learnt a thing or two in prison.

The woman was called Eva and was twenty-three years old. At five to eleven, when he had to leave out of respect to the landlady, Eva accompanied him. They walked the streets for several hours, side by side. Aksel felt her skin through the material of her dress when he touched her tentatively, the warmth from her body glowed through the coarse woollen jacket he took off and placed over her shoulders as the night wore on. She listened attentively. She believed him and gave him a brief hug before running into the house where she lived. Halfway in she stopped and laughed out loud – she’d forgotten to give back the jacket. They started courting. Aksel didn’t get a job. Four months later he finally acknowledged that the truth would get him nowhere and he made a past for himself in Sweden. He had worked as a joiner in Tärnaby for ten years, he lied, and eventually got a job as a driver’s assistant. But it only lasted for three months. Someone at the warehouse knew someone who had recognised him. Fired on the spot, but Eva didn’t let him down.

The cat jumped down from his lap and he decided to get away from Harwichport.

He wouldn’t go far. A trip north to Maine. Only a few days. The university lady from Norway would surely give up after a few days. She had no business here. Even though she seemed to know the area, she was Norwegian. She had something to go back to. When she discovered that he’d gone, she would surely give up. He was not important. Aksel would go to Old Orchard Beach, where Patrick had his carousel and earned good money in summer. Patrick and Aksel had been friends since he was in Boston, when he first came to the USA, and Aksel was washing up in an Italian bar in North End. Patrick had got his friend a place on a fishing boat from Gloucester. After two good seasons, they felt rich. Patrick got a loan and bought the carousel he had always dreamt about. Aksel had just enough to buy the house in Harwichport, before the nouveaux riches pushed prices up and made it impossible for normal people to get a place by the sea on Cape Cod. The old friends seldom saw each other and didn’t say much when they did. But Aksel would be welcome at Patrick’s. There was no doubt about that.

The cat was meowing furiously. The cat flap was closed. Aksel left the door to the garden ajar and went to get his suitcase from the back of the cupboard in the bedroom.

There were four pairs of clean underpants in the drawers. He folded them carefully and put them in the bottom. Four pairs of socks. Two shirts. The blue sweater. A couple of sleeveless vests. He didn’t need anything else. The clothes lay at the bottom of the suitcase, flat and pathetic; it wasn’t even half full. He tightened the straps over the sweater that lay on top. Then he closed the suitcase, before he could change his mind. He would take the letters with him. He had never taken them before on his short trips to Boston or Maine. They were lying where they always lay, on the chessboard that he never used because he never had visitors, a pile tied up with a piece of string. This time it might be best to take them with him.

He shut the suitcase again.

Holding a bag with three tins of cat food in one hand and the suitcase in the other, he went out and locked the door. Mrs Davis was always awake at this time. As soon as he approached the pick-up, she popped her head round the kitchen door and shouted cheerfully that it was a lovely day. Aksel looked up. It could turn out fine, Mrs Davis was right. The seagulls dropped shells from the skies and swooped down on to the beach to eat. Two boats glided out of Allen Harbor. The sun was already high in the sky. Mrs Davis trotted over the grass in her eternal pink sweater and took the bag of cat food. It wasn’t enough, he explained, as he would be away for a while. Could she keep a tab? He would pay her as soon as he was back. When? To be honest, he didn’t know. Had to visit someone. Down south. New Jersey, he mumbled, and spat. It might be a while. He’d be grateful if she could look after the cat in the meantime.

‘Thank you,’ he said, without noticing that he said it in Norwegian.

*

‘Sorry, sweetie. He’s gone.’

Mrs Davis cocked her head and arranged her face into an expression worthy of a funeral.

‘Left this morning, I’m afraid. For New Jersey, I think. Don’t know when he’ll be back. Might take weeks, you know.’

Johanne stared at the cat that was lying relaxed in the lady’s arms and letting itself be tickled. Its eyes were alarmingly yellow, nearly luminous. Its gaze was arrogant, as if the animal was making fun of her, an intruder who imagined that Aksel would be waiting on the steps, excited to hear what she had to say, ready for questions, newly shaven and with fresh coffee in the pot. The cat yawned. Its two small canine teeth glistened as its eyes disappeared into two slits, far into the ginger fur. Johanne took a few steps back then turned towards the car.

The only thing she could do was leave her card. For a moment she wondered whether she should give her card to the little woman, then she thought about the frightening cat and instead went over to Aksel’s house. She quickly scribbled a message on the back and dropped it in the post box. To be on the safe side, she slipped another one under the door.

‘He seemed kind of upset, you know!’

The woman wanted to talk. She came closer, with the cat still in her arms.

‘He’s not used to visitors. Not very friendly, actually. But his heart . . .’

The cat jumped lazily to the ground. The woman clutched her breast dramatically.

‘His heart is pure gold. I tell you, pure gold. How do you know him, miss?’

Johanne smiled absently, as if she didn’t understand properly. Of course she should speak to the old lady. There was obviously nothing that went on in the small street that she didn’t know. All the same, Johanne retreated and got into the car. She was annoyed and relieved at the same time. It annoyed her that she had let Aksel leave the restaurant without making another arrangement. It made her angry that he’d fooled her and just left. At the same time, his disappearing act was an honest statement. Johanne was not welcome in Aksel Seier’s life, no matter what she had to tell him. Aksel Seier wanted to sail his own sea. She was free.

It was now Thursday 25 May and she could go home. She should ring Alvhild. When she got in the car and headed towards Route 28, she decided that she wouldn’t. She had so little to tell. She couldn’t even remember what it was that she’d seen in Aksel Seier’s house that was so surprising it had kept her awake half the night.


XXVIII

A courier van approached the block of flats. It was drizzling. The ring road was at a standstill by Ullevål due to an accident. The chaos had spread like an aggressive tumour; it had taken the courier more than an hour to drive a stretch that would normally take only twenty minutes. Finally, he neared his destination. The driver hooted in irritation at a taxi that was parked across the flow of traffic. A young man with a plaster cast and crutches humped his way out of the passenger seat, stuck his finger up at the driver and pointed angrily at a police car fifteen metres away.

‘Bloody hell,’ he shouted. ‘Can’t you see the road’s closed?’

That was all he needed. No way was he going to even bother carrying the package up to the flats. He’d been on the go since seven o’clock this morning. And he had a cold. He wanted it to be the weekend. Friday afternoon was always hell. He just wanted to deliver this bloody package and get home. Go to bed. Have a beer and watch a video. If only that bloody police car could move. Even though it was blocking the whole road, nothing dramatic seemed to be happening. Two uniformed men stood beside the car chatting, one of them smoking and looking at his watch, as if he too was longing for home. The taxi finally managed to turn round, but not without breaking a few bushes by the pavement. The driver of the courier van revved the engine and the vehicle slid gently forwards as he rolled down the window.

‘Hey,’ said the policeman officiously. ‘You can’t drive through here.’

‘Just need to deliver a package.’

‘No go.’

‘Why not?’

‘Strictly speaking, that’s none of your business.’

‘For Christ’s sake . . .’

The driver slapped his forehead with his hand.

‘It is my business! I’ve got a package here, a bloody huge package, that has to be delivered up there, to . . .’

He waved towards the block of flats while looking for something in the mess on the seat beside him. A half-full can of Fanta fell from a holder on the dashboard. The yellow liquid ran all over the floor. The driver started to lose it.

‘Up there. Lena Baardsen, 10B, stair 2. So can you please tell me how . . .’

‘What did you say?’

The second policeman bent down towards his face.

‘I asked if you had any suggestions as to how the hell I can do my job when . . .’

‘Who did you say the package was for?’

‘Lena Baardsen, 10B. It’s . . .’

‘Get out of the car.’

‘Out of the car? I . . .’

‘Get out of the car. Now.’

The driver was scared. The younger policeman had thrown away his cigarette and withdrawn a couple of metres. Now he was standing talking into a handset. Even though the driver couldn’t make out the words clearly, the tone of his voice made the situation sound serious. The other cop, a man of around forty with an enormous moustache, gripped him firmly by the arm the minute he dared to open the door. He held up his hands as if he was already under arrest.

‘Whoa, easy. I’ve only got to deliver a package, for Christ’s sake. A package!’

‘Where is it?’

‘Where? In the van of course. In the back, if you . . .’

‘Keys.’

‘Shit, the doors are open, but I can’t just let anyone . . .’

The policeman pointed to a spot on the tarmac, three metres from the car. The driver slouched over as he slowly lowered his hands.

‘I want your number, name, everything,’ he shouted. ‘You’ve no right to . . .’

The policeman wasn’t listening. The driver shrugged his shoulders. It wasn’t his fault if the package wasn’t delivered to where it should be. The office would have to deal with this. He fished out a cigarette. But couldn’t get it to light. The wind and rain had got stronger. He huddled over the flame and cupped his hands. Then he suddenly straightened his back and shivered.

‘Shit,’ he hissed to himself. The cigarette fell to the ground.

He’d be fired. He should have turned round the minute he saw the police car. If he’d been a bit more with it, less bunged up and tired, he would have turned around sharply. Just to be on the safe side.

They couldn’t fire him. It was nothing. The first time, he could say. At least he had never been stopped before. Surely it would take more than that for him to lose his job! The policemen stood with their heads in the back of the van, but didn’t touch the package that lay there, the last delivery of the day. Quite a big package, about one hundred and thirty centimetres long and fairly narrow.

‘Is it heavy?’

The man with the moustache turned round to face him.

‘Yes, quite. Feel for yourself.’

He was trying to be friendly now. Maybe they just wanted to see the damned package. Listen to it with some sort of technical apparatus or whatever it was they did to make sure it wasn’t a bomb. If he answered politely and let them get on with it, surely they would let him go. Right now he couldn’t care less about the package, he could leave it on a street corner, for all he cared. As long as they let him go.

But they didn’t touch the package.

They had no measuring instruments.

Instead, the driver heard sirens getting closer and closer. When he finally counted four police cars and one police van, he realised that he was in the middle of something big. Something in him just wanted to get away, run, run, for fuck’s sake, it’s the package they’re interested in, not you, run! Then he gave a resigned sigh and blew his nose in his hand. Losing his job was the worst thing that could happen to him. And there could be a bit of hassle with the tax authorities. In the worst-case scenario. But they couldn’t prove anything.

‘They can’t bloody well prove anything,’ he mumbled to himself, as he was guided over to the police van by a friendly policewoman. ‘Nothing more than this, at least.’

*

When the package was opened three hours later, it was lying on a table. Round the table stood a pathologist with a goatee beard, Detective Inspector Adam Stubo, Sergeant Sigmund Berli of NCIS Norway and a couple of officers from forensics. The package did not contain a bomb. That was obvious. It measured 134 × 30 × 45 centimetres and weighed 31 kilos. Thus far it seemed that there were fingerprints from only one person on the package. And they presumably belonged to the courier driver. He had handled it without gloves. It would take a few days before they could be certain, but for the moment there was reason to believe that the package had been as good as surgically cleaned before the driver picked it up. One of the forensic officers cut the paper, a long, clean cut from top to bottom down one of the sides, like for an autopsy. The pathologist’s face was wiped of any expression. The officer carefully lifted a corner of the lid. Two styrofoam balls fell on to the floor. He opened the package completely.

A child’s hand stuck out from the styrofoam.

It was loosely clasped, as if it had just dropped something. There were remnants of nail varnish on the thumbnail, which was bitten to the quick. A small ring in mock gold twinkled on the middle finger. The stone was blue, light blue.

No one said anything.

The only thing that Adam Stubo could think about was that it was him who would have to talk to Lena Baardsen. His eyes were smarting. He held his breath. Slowly he removed more of the white balls; it was like digging in dry snow. An arm came into view. Sarah Baardsen was lying on her stomach with her legs slightly apart. When two of the men gently turned her over, they saw the message. It was taped to the child’s stomach, a big piece of paper with red letters.

Now you’ve got what you deserved.

*

‘Under the table, OK? I was just getting some cash on the side!’

The driver sniffed and the tears were running.

‘And could I get a tissue soon? I’ve got a bloody cold, in case you hadn’t noticed.’

‘I would advise you to calm down.’

‘Calm down! I’ve been sitting here for five hours, for fuck’s sake! Five hours! With no tissues and no lawyer.’

‘You don’t need a lawyer. You’ve not been arrested. You are here of your own free will. To help us.’

Adam Stubo pulled out his own handkerchief and handed it to the driver.

‘Help you with what?’

The man was very distressed. His eyes were red. He obviously had a temperature and had difficulties in breathing.

‘Listen,’ he said pleadingly. ‘I would love to help you, but I’ve told you everything I know! I got a telephone call. On my own, private mobile phone.’

He blew his nose loudly and shook his head in despair.

‘I was to pick up a package. It would be in the entrance to a tenement building in Urtegate. The building was due for demolition and the entrance would be open. There would be a note on top of the package with the delivery address, along with an envelope containing two thousand kroner. Piece of cake!’

‘Ahuh. And you thought that was fine.’

‘Well, fine . . . Our jobs are supposed to go through the office and I know that . . .’

‘I wasn’t actually thinking about that. I was thinking more that you were willing to deliver a package for someone who didn’t even say who they were, simply because they tempted you with a couple of thousand kroner. That’s what I meant. I find that . . . quite alarming, to be honest.’

Adam Stubo smiled. The driver smiled back, confused. There was something about the policeman that didn’t quite seem to fit.

‘What if there’d been a bomb in the package, for example? Or drugs?’

Adam Stubo was still smiling, even more broadly now.

‘It’s never anything like that.’

‘Right. Never. So this is something you do quite often?’

‘No, no, no . . . That’s not what I meant!’

‘What did you mean then?’

‘Listen,’ said the driver.

‘I’m listening, I’m all ears.’

‘OK, so I take a couple of jobs on the side. That’s not so unusual. Everyone . . .’

‘No, not everyone. In most courier companies, the drivers are self-employed. But not BigBil. You’re employed by them. When you take jobs on the side, you’re cheating BigBil. And me, I guess. Society at large, in a way.’

Adam Stubo let out a short laugh.

‘But let’s leave it for the moment. You couldn’t see the number on your phone?’

‘Can’t remember. It’s true. I just answered the phone.’

‘You didn’t react to the fact that the man . . . it was a man, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Young or old?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘High voice? Deep voice? Dialect?’

‘But I’ve already answered all of this! I can’t remember what his voice was like. I didn’t react to the fact that he didn’t say who he was. I needed the money! It’s as simple as that. A quick two thousand kroner. Simple.’

‘Couldn’t you just take the money and leave the package?’

Adam Stubo raised his eyebrows and rubbed his chin.

‘I . . .’

The driver sneezed. The handkerchief was already soaking. Adam Stubo looked away.

‘You what?’

‘If I did that, those people wouldn’t call back. With new jobs, I mean.’

He was less defensive now, his voice was more subdued.

‘Precisely. So you realise that this sort of delivery is by nature a bit dodgy? You understand that no one would pay two thousand kroner to have a package delivered three kilometres away if they could do it for a couple of hundred through legal channels? So there’s nothing wrong with your perception?’

The policeman was no longer smiling. The driver hid his face in the hanky.

‘What was in the damned package?’ he snivelled. ‘What the hell was in that package?’

‘I think you’d rather not know,’ said Adam Stubo. ‘You can go. We’ll be in touch again later. Hope you feel better soon. Keep the handkerchief. Goodbye.’


XXIX

Sarah just disappeared. Emilie woke up and was alone. She had a really sore head and for once it was completely dark in the room. Emilie must have gone blind. She lay still for a long time, just staring up. Opened and closed her eyes, opened and closed. There was no difference. Maybe a little lighter when her eyes were shut, if she looked really hard. But then dots swam in front of her. When she really squeezed her eyes shut, the dots turned into big bubbles, red and blue and green bubbles. Emilie laughed and was blind. She wanted to sleep some more. Her head hurt but she smiled. Wanted to sleep. Then she thought of Sarah.

‘Sarah?’ she called out. ‘Where are you?’

No one answered. There was no one lying next to her either. Good. The bed was not really big enough for both of them. And in any case, Sarah wasn’t that nice. She boasted a lot. Boasted and cried all the time. Couldn’t cope when the man appeared. Screamed and pressed herself against the wall. Just didn’t get it. Didn’t understand that the man made sure that they had enough air. When Emilie poured her tomato soup down the toilet so the man wouldn’t be upset that she didn’t like his food, Sarah threatened to tell on her.

‘Sarah? Sarahsarahsarahsarah!’

No, she wasn’t there.

The light came on like a huge explosion. It threw itself at her from the ceiling. Emilie groaned and rolled up in a ball with her arms over her head. The light was like arrows piercing her face and her eyes were trying to creep into her head and disappear.

‘Emilie?’

The man was shouting to her. She wanted to answer but couldn’t open her mouth. The light was too strong. The room was bright white, all white and silver and gold. Glitter that cut her skin.

‘Emilie, are you sleeping?’

‘Nssssnoshh . . .’

‘I just thought it might be good for you to have some dark for a change. You’ve been fast asleep.’

His voice was not by the bed. It was in the doorway, by the cold door. He was frightened that it would close behind him. It was nearly always like that. He seldom came in. Emilie slowly let her arms sink down to the mattress. Breathe. In. Out. Open your eyes. The glitter hit her. She tried again. She was no longer blind. When she turned her face towards the voice, she saw that the man was all dressed up.

‘You look good,’ she said quietly. ‘Nice jacket.’

The man smiled.

‘You think so? I have to go away. You’ll be on your own for a few days.’

‘Nice trousers, too.’

‘You’ll be fine on your own. I’ll leave plenty of water, bread, jam and cornflakes over here.’

He put down two carrier bags.

‘You’ll have to make do without milk. It would only go sour.’

‘Mmmm.’

‘If you’re good and don’t do anything stupid while I’m away, you can come up and watch TV with me one evening. Have some sweets and watch TV. On Saturday, maybe. But only maybe. That depends on how you behave. Do you want the light on or off?’

‘On,’ she said, quick as a flash. ‘Please.’

His laugh was strange. It almost sounded like a little boy who didn’t quite know what he was laughing at. It was as if he was forcing himself to laugh but didn’t think that anything was funny. High and hard.

‘I thought as much,’ he said curtly and left.

Emilie tried to sit up. The man mustn’t turn off the air machine, even though he was going away. She felt so weak and slumped on her side in the bed.

‘Don’t turn off the air machine,’ she cried. ‘Please. Don’t turn off the air machine!’

If only she knew which nail was actually a camera, she would fold her hands and beg. Instead she put her mouth right up to a small spot on the wall, just above the bed.

‘Please,’ she cried to the spot that might be a microphone. ‘Please give me air. I will be the best girl in the world, just don’t turn off the air!’


XXX

The newspapers had published two extra editions since the first tabloids came out at around two in the morning on Saturday 27 May. The front pages screamed at Johanne Vik when she glanced over at the petrol station before swinging into the ICA car park at Ullevål Stadium. It was difficult to find a parking place. The supermarket was normally busy, especially on a Saturday morning, but this was pure chaos. It was as if people didn’t know what to do. They obviously didn’t want to be at home. They had to get out. They sought the company of others who were as anxious, as angry as they were. Mothers clutched their children tightly by the hand and the youngest were strapped in to their pushchairs and prams. Fathers carried older children on their shoulders just to be safe. People stood around in groups talking, with friends and strangers alike. They all had newspapers. Some had a radio earpiece and were listening to the news – it was midday exactly. They stared straight ahead with great concentration and repeated slowly to those around them:

‘The police still have no leads.’

Then they all sighed. A communal, desperate sigh oozed over the car park.

Johanne slipped through the crowd. She was there to shop. The fridge was empty after her trip. She had slept badly and was annoyed by all the prams and pushchairs that blocked the big automatic doors. Her shopping list fell to the ground. It got stuck on the sole of a passing man’s shoe and disappeared.

‘Excuse me,’ she said, and managed to wangle her way to an empty shopping trolley.

She definitely had to get bananas. Breakfast cereal and bananas. Milk and bread and something to put on it. Supper for today, which was easy because she was alone, and tomorrow Isak was coming with Kristiane. Meatballs. Bananas first.

‘Hallo.’

She seldom blushed, but she could feel the heat in her cheeks. Adam Stubo was standing in front of her holding a bunch of bananas. He’s always smiling, she thought to herself, he shouldn’t be smiling now. He can’t have much to be happy about.

‘You didn’t call,’ he said.

‘How did you know where I was? Which hotel?’

‘I’m a policeman. It took me an hour to find out. You’ve got a child. You can’t travel anywhere without leaving a trail of clues behind you.’

He put the bananas into her trolley.

‘You were going to get some?’

‘Mmm.’

‘I need to speak to you.’

‘How did you know I was here?’

‘You would have to go shopping. You’ve been away. And this is your local supermarket, as far as I know.’

You know where I shop, she thought. You’ve found out where I shop and you must have been here a while. Unless you were very lucky. There are thousands of people here. We could have missed one another. You know where I shop and you’ve been looking for me.

She took four oranges from a mountain of fruit and put them in a bag. It was difficult to tie the knot.

‘Here. Let me help you.’

Adam Stubo took the bag. His fingers were stubby but deft. Fast.

‘There. I really need to talk to you.’

‘Here?’

She threw out her arms and tried to look sarcastic. Which was difficult as long as her face was the same colour as the tomatoes in the box beside her.

‘No, can we . . . Can you come to my office? It’s on the other side of town, so if you think it’s easier . . .’

He shrugged his shoulders.

You want to come home with me, she thought. Jesus, the man wants to come home with me. Kristiane is . . . We’ll be alone. No. Not that.

‘We can go back to my place,’ she said casually. ‘I live just round the corner. But you already know that.’

‘Give me your shopping list, then we can get this done in a jiffy.’

‘I don’t have a shopping list,’ she said sharply. ‘What makes you think that?’

‘You just seem the type,’ he said and let his hand fall. ‘You’re the shopping list type. I’m sure of it.’

‘Well, you’re wrong,’ she said and turned away.

*

‘You’ve got a really nice place here.’

He was standing in the middle of the living-room floor. Luckily she had tidied up. She pointed vaguely in the direction of the sofa, and sat down in an armchair herself. Some minutes passed before she realised that she was sitting poker-backed on the edge of the seat. Gradually, so that her movements weren’t too obvious, she leaned back.

‘No identifiable cause of death,’ she said slowly. ‘Sarah just died.’

‘Yes. A small cut above the eye. But no internal injuries. A completely insignificant wound, at least in terms of cause of death. A healthy, strong eight-year-old. And this time again, he . . . the murderer that is – we don’t know if it’s a man or a . . .’

‘I think you can safely say he.’

‘Why?’

She shrugged.

‘Well, first of all because it’s easier than having to say “he or she” the whole time. And second, because I am fairly convinced that it’s a he. Don’t ask me why. I can’t give you any reasons. Perhaps it’s just prejudice. I just can’t imagine a woman treating children like that.’

‘And who do you think treats children like that?’

‘What were you going to say?’

‘I asked . . .’

‘No, I interrupted you. You were about to say something about this time again . . .’

‘Oh, yes. The girl also had diazepam in her urine. Just a tiny amount.’

‘What is the point of giving a child tranquillisers?’

‘To calm them down, I should think. Maybe he keeps . . . Maybe he’s keeping them somewhere where they have to be quiet. He has to get them to sleep.’

‘But if the reason was to get them to sleep, he could give them sleeping tablets.’

‘Yes. It’s possible he doesn’t have access to them. He may only have . . . Valium.’

‘Who has access to Valium?’

‘Oh, God . . .’

He stifled a yawn and shook his head sharply.

‘Lots of people,’ he replied with a sigh. ‘Everyone who actually gets it prescribed by the doctor. We’re talking about thousands, if not tens of thousands. Then there’s pharmacists, doctors, nurses . . . Even though there are supposed to be rules and regulations in hospitals and chemists, we’re talking about such a small dose that there’s no way . . . It could be anyone. Did you know that over sixty per cent of us open the bathroom cabinet when we’re in someone else’s house? Stealing two or three tablets would be the easiest thing in the world. If we ever manage to catch this guy, it won’t be because he’s in possession of Valium or Vival.’

‘If we ever,’ repeated Johanne. ‘That’s a bit pessimistic.’

Adam Stubo was playing with a toy car. He let it roll down the back of his hand. The front lights glowed weakly when the wheels were set in motion.

‘She only likes red cars,’ said Johanne. ‘Kristiane, I mean. Not dolls, nor trains. Nothing but cars. Red cars. Fire engines, London buses. We don’t know why.’

‘What is it that’s wrong with her?’

He carefully put the car down on the coffee table. The rubber on one of the wheels had been torn off and the tiny axle scraped against the glass surface.

‘We don’t know.’

‘She’s sweet. Really sweet.’

He looked like he meant it. But he’d only seen her once. And then only briefly.

‘And you’re no further forward with the actual delivery of . . . I mean, he must have been in the entrance in Urtegate, or got someone else to . . . What do you know about it?’

‘Courier. A courier!’

Adam Stubo thumped his index finger down on the roof of the car and pushed it slowly across the table. A small stripe in the glass followed in its trail, where the tyre was missing. Johanne opened her mouth. But said nothing all the same.

‘It’s just so . . . so impudent,’ Adam said savagely. He wasn’t aware of what he was actually doing. ‘Of course the guy knew that we wouldn’t tolerate another home delivery of a dead child to the mother. We had checks everywhere. Mistake, of course. With Sarah’s murder, Oslo City Police are suddenly involved and the relationship between the NCIS and . . . forget it. We should have been more discreet. Lured him into a trap. At least tried. He read the signs and used – a courier! A courier! And no one in Urtegate saw anything unusual, no one heard anything, no one guessed. The box with Sarah in must have been left there in broad daylight. Old trick, by the way . . .’

‘It’s best to hide where there’s lots of people,’ Johanne concluded. ‘Smart. All the same, the package must have been . . .’

She hesitated before adding quietly:

‘Quite big.’

‘Yes, it was big enough to hold an eight-year-old child.’

Johanne knew herself well. She was a predictable person. Isak, for example, found her boring after a while. Once Kristiane was well again and life returned to a set routine, he started to complain. Johanne was not impulsive enough. Relax, he said more and more often. It’s not that bad, he sighed in resignation every time she looked sceptically at the ready-made pizza he fed their daughter when he couldn’t be bothered to make food. Isak thought she was boring. Lina and her other friends agreed to a certain extent. But they didn’t say so to her face either. On the contrary, they praised her. She was so reliable, they enthused. So clever and so responsible. You could always rely on Johanne, always. Boring, in other words.

She had to be predictable. She was responsible for a child who would never really grow up.

Johanne knew herself.

The situation was absurd.

She had invited a man home with her, someone she barely knew. She let him tell her the details of a police investigation that was nothing to do with her. He was in breach of the confidentiality clause. She should warn him. Politely say goodbye. She’d already made her mind up in the hotel room in Harwichport, when she tore up the message into thirty-two pieces and flushed them down the toilet.

‘Strictly speaking, you shouldn’t be telling me this.’

Adam Stubo drew a deep breath and let the air seep out between his clenched teeth. He shrank. Maybe he was just sinking deeper into the sofa.

‘Strictly speaking, I shouldn’t. Not until we’re formally working together. And I’m starting to get the impression that you don’t want to do that.’

He gave a smile, as if he wanted to be ironic. But then gave up and continued:

‘Strictly speaking, this case is a nightmare. Strictly speaking . . .’

Again he drew a deep breath.

‘My wife and only daughter died just over two years ago,’ he said quickly. ‘I assume you didn’t know.’

‘No, I’m very sorry.’

She didn’t want to hear this.

‘An absurd accident. My daughter . . . she was called Trine and was only twenty-three. Amund was a baby. My grandson. She was going to . . . is this upsetting you? I’m upsetting you.’

Suddenly he sat up. He straightened his shoulders and once again filled his grey tweed jacket. Then he smiled briefly.

‘You have more useful things to be getting on with.’

But he didn’t get up. He gave no sign of moving. A great tit had settled on the bird table out on the terrace.

‘No,’ said Johanne.

When he looked at her, she didn’t know what he wanted. The general impression was that he was grateful. Relieved perhaps, because he sank back into the sofa.

‘My wife had been irritated by a blocked gutter for a while,’ he said blankly. ‘I’d promised to do something about it. For a long time. But I just never got round to it. My daughter dropped by one morning, said she was happy to go up on the roof and hose down the gutters. Presumably my wife held the ladder. Trine must have lost her balance. She fell, taking part of the gutter with her. Which must have fallen under her somehow, because it . . . impaled her. The ladder fell on top of my wife, with Trine’s full body weight. One of the rungs hit her in the face. Her nose bone was pushed up into her brain. When I came home a couple of hours later, they were both lying there. Dead. And Amund was still asleep.’

Johanne could hear herself breathing, short and shallow. She tried to break the rhythm, to slow the pace.

‘I was head of division at the time,’ he continued calmly. ‘To be honest, I’d seen myself as the next head of the NCIS for a long time. But after that . . . I asked to be a detective inspector again. Will never be anything else. If I manage to stay on, that is. Cases like this make me wonder. Well, well.’

His eyes were uncertain. His smile was shy, nearly sheepish, as if he had done something wrong and didn’t know how to say sorry. He opened his mouth a couple of times, clearly to say something more. Then he looked down at his hands instead.

‘Well, well,’ he repeated after a while, twiddling his thumbs. ‘I’d better beat a retreat.’

But he still didn’t get up. He still made no sign of wanting to go.

I haven’t got room for this, thought Johanne. I haven’t got time for this case in my life. I don’t want it. I haven’t got room . . .

‘. . . for you,’ she mumbled.

‘What?’

Adam was sitting with his back to the big living-room window. The contrasting light made it difficult to see his face. Only his eyes were clear. They were looking straight at her.

‘Should I make some lunch, instead?’ she asked, smiling. ‘You must be hungry. I certainly am.’

*

He took up so much space.

Isak, the only man who had ever been in her kitchen for more than thirty seconds, was slight, almost skinny. Adam Stubo filled the entire room. There was barely space for Johanne. He took off his jacket and hung it over the back of a chair. Then he started to make an omelette, without asking. Johanne could hardly move without touching him. He smelt newly showered, with a faint aroma of cigars, the smell of someone who was older than her. When he turned up his sleeves to cut the onion, she noticed the hairs on his forearms were light, nearly golden. She thought about summer and turned away.

‘What do you think the message means?’ he said, and jabbed the air with his knife. ‘Now you’ve got what you deserved. Who got what they deserved? The child? The mother? Society? The police?’

‘In both cases the message has been directed at the mother, in a way,’ replied Johanne. ‘Though of course the murderer couldn’t be certain that it would be the mother who found Kim. It could just as easily have been the father who went down into the cellar. And as far as Sarah is concerned, there’s reason to believe that the murderer realised that the package might never be delivered to the address. He’s not stupid. I don’t know. I think it’s more important to focus on the content of the message than whom it’s addressed to.’

‘What do you mean by content?’

Adam turned on the stove and took a frying pan out of the lower cupboard without even asking where it was. Johanne had sat down on a stool and was staring with great concentration at a glass of iced water.

‘In fact, I think you should start from a completely different angle,’ she said slowly.

‘OK. What angle?’

He wiped his eyes.

‘You should always start at the bottom,’ she said more or less absent-mindedly, as if she was searching for something in her memory. ‘Look at what you’ve got. Facts. Objective evidence. Lay the foundations. Never speculate before you’ve got the foundations. Dangerous.’

‘So that’s what you should do.’

‘Yes.’

She straightened her back and put down the glass. Good smells were coming from the cooker. Adam found some plates and glasses, knives and forks. He seemed to be very focused as he cut a tomato into a beautiful decoration.

‘Here you go,’ he said with satisfaction, putting the frying pan on the table. ‘Onion omelette. Now that’s what I call a real lunch.’

‘Three children,’ she said, chewing slowly. ‘If we assume that Emilie was taken by the same man as Sarah and Kim. We can’t be certain, but let’s . . . For the moment, we’ll assume she was. Three children have disappeared. Two of them have been delivered back. Dead. Dead children.’

‘Dead children,’ Adam repeated, and put down his fork. ‘We don’t even know what they died from.’

‘Wait!’

She lifted a hand and continued:

‘Who kills children?’

‘Sex offenders and motorists,’ he muttered grimly.

‘Exactly.’

‘Hmm?’

‘These children weren’t killed by a motorist. And there’s nothing to indicate that they were killed by a paedophile either. Isn’t that right?’

He nodded imperceptibly.

‘Unless it was sexual acts that leave no trace,’ he said. ‘And that is a possibility.’

‘What are we left with then, if it’s not a question of sex or cars?’

‘Nothing,’ he said, and took another helping.

‘You’re eating too quickly,’ she said. ‘And you’re wrong. We’re left with quite a lot. You, I mean. You’re left with quite a few options.’

The omelette tasted good. A bit too much onion for her liking, but the dash of Tabasco made it different.

‘The fact is that we don’t kill children easily. Both you and I know that most killings in this country are manslaughter. The percentage of murderers who reoffend is minimal. Most killings are the result of an ongoing family conflict, terrible jealousy or . . . pure accident. A drunken brawl. One thing leads to another. There’s a weapon to hand, a shotgun or a knife. Bang. Someone becomes a killer and that’s that. We both know that. Children are seldom directly involved, at least not as victims. Other than by association.’

‘That’s if we rule out teenagers,’ Adam retorted. ‘They’re killing each other more and more frequently. And they get younger and younger. I think I would call a fourteen-year-old a child. He was that age, the boy who was arrested in January. At Møllergate school, that is.’

Johanne rolled her eyes.

‘Yes, yes. But gang violence is also about rivalry. Misconceived honour. They kill each other, but rarely anyone else. People who aren’t involved. And as far as sex offenders are concerned, they generally kill to hide their crime. The abuse. It’s very rare that the actual killing is part of the sexual act. To put it simply, sex offenders kill because they have to. I’ve talked to many of them and some find it hard to live with the knowledge of what they have done. They are consumed by remorse. Shame. Grief. Not so much for the sexual act – which they have an astonishing ability to rationalise – but for the murder. The fact that a child had to die.’

‘What are you getting at?’

He emptied his glass of milk and gently patted his stomach.

‘A person who can kill an innocent child . . . Steal them, kill them and send them back to their parents with a grotesque message . . . The actions presuppose a psyche that allows him to legitimise what he has done.’

‘That his actions are perfectly reasonable, as far as he is concerned. In other words, he’s mad.’

Adam was playing with a tube in his breast pocket.

‘No, he’s not mad. Not in the traditional sense of the word, at least. He’s not psychotic. Then he would never be able to pull this off. Don’t forget how . . . sophisticated his crimes are. How well planned everything has to be . . . It depends what you mean by mad. A warped . . . mind? Yes. Mentally ill? No.’

‘But it’s fine for him to kill a child? Is that what you’re saying? That he thinks it’s fine to kill a child, but he’s not mentally ill?’

‘Yes. Or no, actually. For all we know he might be sorry that a child has to die. But he has a higher goal. A mission, if you like. A kind of . . . task?’

‘But for who?’

The cigar tube slipped backwards and forwards between his fingers. There was the nearly imperceptible sound of brushed metal rubbing against dry skin.

‘Don’t know,’ she said abruptly.

You’re playing me, it struck her. Here I am going on about things that are so obvious that you must have worked them out for yourself ages ago. How many murder cases have you worked on? How many killers with distorted judgement have you met? You’ve read volumes about this. You’re fishing. And you think you’ve got me hooked. For some absurd reason it’s important for you to have me on board. I won’t be fooled.

‘Coffee?’ she asked nonchalantly, and started to fill the machine with cold water.

‘You know how a profiler works,’ said Adam.

She let the water run over her wrist. The jug was full to overflowing.

‘First of all, you would read all our documents,’ continued Adam. ‘All the technical evidence and objective facts. Then you would make a profile for each of the victims. Which in this case would be relatively simple, as they’re children. And at the same time incredibly complicated, because you would also need to make profiles for their parents in order to get the whole picture. Then you would slowly start to develop a profile for our man, from scratch. If you’re right that is. That it’s a man, I mean. That’s what you’d do. If only you were willing to help me.’

The intensity of the last sentence frightened her. She turned off the water and nearly dropped the jug on the floor.

‘Why? Why?’

She spun round and hit the table with her empty hand.

‘Can you give me one good reason why an experienced detective inspector in the NCIS would use so much energy and to put it mildly, such unorthodox methods, to get a worthless academic to help him with a case that is so gruesome that we’ve experienced nothing like it in this country before? Can you? Can you explain why you are apparently unable to take no for an answer?’

There was silence. He studied his hands. Johanne turned her back to him. The coffee machine gurgled and burped. Outside the kitchen window, a red Golf drove slowly from post box to post box down the small road that was actually closed to traffic.

‘At the risk . . .’ Adam started quietly, ‘. . . that you will think I’m just as mad as . . . that you will think I’ve flipped.’

She still didn’t turn round. The man in the red Golf had stopped outside number sixteen.

‘When I was younger, I was proud of it in a way,’ he continued as quietly. ‘In fact, I boasted about it. My intuition. The boys called me PS – Psychic Stubo. I . . . It’s not that I am actually psychic. I don’t believe in that sort of thing. I can’t see where missing people are. But I . . . I’ve stopped talking about it. My colleagues started to look at me in a strange way. Whispering in corners and behind my back. So I kept shtum. You see, I have this ability . . . no, not ability. Tendency. I have a tendency to feel the cases I work on. It’s difficult to explain, really. I kind of develop a hypersensitivity. I dream my cases. See things.’

The driver of the red Golf flicked a cigarette stub out of the window then made a U-turn. Johanne couldn’t see what he’d delivered, but the top of the post box in front of number sixteen could no longer close.

‘That’s not such a problem,’ she said lightly. ‘All good investigators should have intuition. There’s nothing paranormal or supernatural about that. All intuition is, is the subconscious processing a number of known factors. It gives you answers that you couldn’t come up with using conscious calculation.’

Finally, she turned round again.

‘Some people call it wisdom.’ She gave a fleeting smile. ‘Maybe that’s why it’s generally seen as a female thing. But what has all this got to do with me?’

‘I saw you on TV,’ he said. ‘And was impressed. And thought that I had to talk to you. I’d forgotten the whole thing by the next day. Then later on in the day a friend from the US called me. Warren Scifford.’

‘Warren Sci . . .’

‘Exactly. FBI.’

She felt the skin on her arms tightening, suddenly and uncomfortably.

‘We’d passed on information about the abductions to Interpol, as a matter of course. Warren had come across it in connection with another case. He called me. I hadn’t spoken to him for over six months. At the end of the conversation, he asked if I by chance knew a woman called Johanne Vik. When I told him what you were up to and how you were, he urged me to use you. It was in fact the most heartfelt recommendation I’ve ever heard. The day passed and I had a lot to do. Then that night I had a dream. Or rather, a nightmare. I won’t bother you with the details. Because then you would think I was mad.’

He burst out laughing, short and tense.

‘But you played a part in my dream, a part that made it essential for me to talk to you. You have to help me. But you don’t want to. I’ll go.’

‘No.’

She sat down again on the stool, opposite Adam.

‘I hope that Warren didn’t mislead you,’ she said, subdued. ‘I am not a profiler. I only took the one course and . . .’

‘And was the best . . .’

‘Wait,’ she cut in and looked him straight in the eyes. ‘You’ve been having me on. You’ve been deceiving me by not saying that you knew what my background was all along. That’s not a very good basis for working together.’

She could have sworn that he blushed, a faint heat just under the eyes.

‘But I’ll give you five minutes to tell me what you think,’ she continued, looking over at the cooker. ‘Five minutes.’

‘This investigation is chaos,’ he said truthfully. ‘There’s an order to the chaos, somewhere, but I keep losing sight of it, more and more frequently. After the first child, Emilie, disappeared, everything was still manageable. I was given overall responsibility and there was a small team working on the case. Then everything exploded. And the extreme interest in the media has lifted everything up to another level. The head honcho of the NCIS now gives all the statements himself. And since he does little else but talk to the media, he’s never really completely up to date. Sometimes he jumps the gun spectacularly and then one of us lower down the ranks gets the blame. I don’t mean to criticise. Honestly. I don’t envy anyone who has to face the public about a case where children are dying like flies and . . .’

He looked over at the coffee machine. Then he got up and poured the contents into a blue thermos.

‘. . . we haven’t got a single bloody lead.’ He finished his sentence with feeling.

Johanne had never heard him swear. In a way, it suited him.

‘Or, to be fair, we have a million leads. But they all lead to nothing.’

He poured them both a cup of coffee.

‘And things are even more complicated now that Oslo City Police are involved. We don’t normally help them with tactical investigations. They have lots of excellent people, there’s no doubt about that. But now we’ve made more mess than a nursery at feeding time.’

‘And with all those cooks, why do you need me?’

He lowered his cup slowly. The handle was too small for his chubby fingers.

‘I see you in the role of adviser, of some sort. Someone I can brainstorm with. It would be easier for me to get your ideas heard in the system. People will be very sceptical of you. So it would be sensible to have me as a middleman.’

He gave a crooked smile, as if he felt it necessary to apologise for his colleagues.

‘I need someone to brainstorm with,’ he said honestly. ‘Someone outside the system. Outside the chaos, if you like.’

‘And how had you thought,’ she interjected drily, ‘I would be able to read up on all the case documents when I had no formal working relationship with the NCIS?’

‘That’s my responsibility.’

‘It’s my responsibility to ensure that I’m not shown any material that is in breach of the confidentiality clause.’

He shook his head in frustration.

‘Can’t you just give me an answer? This is the last time I will ask you. Even I draw the line somewhere. Though it may not seem like that.’

Johanne popped a sugar cube on to her tongue. It melted against her palate, the sweet taste dripping down her teeth. He was about to leave. She could tell. She would never see him again.

‘Yes,’ she said lightly, as if the man had never asked her before. ‘I’ll help you, if I can.’

Johanne thought he was going to start clapping. Fortunately he didn’t. Instead, he started to tidy up as if he belonged there.

*

Adam Stubo didn’t leave Johanne’s flat until after seven that evening. Johanne had already opened the front door. She didn’t know what to do with her hands. She tucked her thumbs into the top of her trousers.

‘You remind me of her,’ Adam said calmly as he did up his jacket.

‘Your daughter? I remind you of . . . Trine?’

‘No.’

He patted his chest.

‘You remind me of my wife.’

Lina came running up the stairs.

‘Oh. Hi.’

Her friend looked at the unknown man with open curiosity.

‘Adam Stubo,’ stuttered Johanne. ‘Lina Skytter.’

‘Pleased to meet you.’

‘Bye then.’

Adam Stubo held his hand out. Before Johanne had a chance to take it, he put it helplessly in his pocket. Then he nodded briefly and left.

‘Wow,’ said Lina and shut the door behind them. ‘Quite a man! But not for you. Absolutely not.’

‘You’re right,’ said Johanne, irritated. ‘Why are you here?’

‘He’s too strong for you,’ Lina wittered on as she walked towards the living room. ‘After that Warren episode, tough guys are not for Johanne Vik.’

She threw herself down on to the sofa and then tucked her feet up.

‘You need Isak types. Sweet, small men who are not as intelligent as you.’

‘Oh, shut up.’

Lina sniffed the air and wrinkled her nose.

‘Did you let him . . . was he allowed to smoke in here? When Kristiane’s coming back tomorrow and everything?’

‘Shut up, Lina. What do you want?’

‘To hear about your trip to America, of course. Remind you that we’ve got the book group on Wednesday. The last one was the third time in a row you couldn’t make it, you know? The other girls are starting to wonder if you can’t be bothered any more. After fifteen years. Hah!’

Lina flopped back into the sofa.

Johanne gave up and went out to get a bottle from the wine rack in the cool bedroom. First she picked out a bottle of Barolo. Then she put it back carefully. Beside the rack was a box of wine.

She’ll never notice the difference, she thought.

On her way back in to Lina, she wondered if Adam Stubo was a teetotaller. He looked as if he could be. His skin was firm and even, without open pores. The whites of his eyes were so white. Maybe Adam Stubo didn’t drink at all.

‘Here’s your wine,’ she said to Lina. ‘I think I’ll just have a cup of tea.’


XXXI

It was comfortable to drive. Even though a six-year-old Opel Vectra was not the best car, he was comfortable. It was not long since he’d changed the shock absorber. The car was good. The stereo was good. The music was good.

‘Good. Good. Good.’

He yawned and rubbed his forehead. Mustn’t sleep. He’d not stopped at all and was getting close to Lavangsdalen now. It was twenty-five hours since he’d rolled out of the garage at home. Well, if you could call it a garage. The old barn doubled up as a shelter for the car and storage space for all sorts of junk that he didn’t have the heart to throw out. You never know when you might find a use for something. For example, he was now very glad that he hadn’t got rid of the old jerrycans that the previous owner had left behind. They looked rusty and worn on first inspection, but once he’d given them a good going-over with a steel-wire brush, they were as good as new. He’d been collecting petrol for weeks. Got Bobben down at the Co-op to fill the tank as usual. Not too often and not too much, no more than he’d usually bought since he moved to the smallholding. Then, when he got home, he siphoned a few litres off into the jerrycans. Eventually he had two hundred extra litres of petrol. He wouldn’t need to buy any on the way north. No stops where he could be seen or leave behind any fingerprints on money. No video cameras. He was driving a suitably dirty, dark-blue Opel Vectra and could be anyone. Joe Bloggs out for a spin. The number plates were dirty and difficult to read. Not the slightest bit unusual; after all, he was in the north of Norway and it was spring.

In Lavangsdalen the snow still lay like a dirty grey frill round the tree trunks. It was seven o’clock on Sunday morning. He hadn’t passed any cars for several minutes. On a gentle bend, he took his foot off the pedal. The track he turned into was wet and ravaged by potholes. But it was fine. He stopped behind a stony ridge and switched the engine off. Waited. Listened.

No one could see him. He took off his watch. A big black diving watch. Alarm clock function. He would sleep for two hours.

Two hours was all he needed.


XXXII

‘To be expected, really.’

Alvhild Sofienberg took the story of Aksel Seier’s disappearance remarkably well. She faintly arched an eyebrow, then stroked a distracted finger over her downy upper lip and made a barely audible smacking sound, as if her dentures were loose.

‘Lord only knows how I would have reacted to news like that myself. It’s hard to imagine. Impossible. But he looked as if he had a good life?’

‘Definitely. Well . . . it’s actually very hard to say anything about his life based on our brief meeting. He lives in a fantastic place. Right by the sea. A beautiful beach. He has a good house. It seemed like he . . . fitted in. In his surroundings, I mean. The neighbours knew him and cared about him. That’s really all I can say.’

‘Incredible,’ muttered Alvhild.

‘At least, given the circumstances,’ said Johanne.

‘I mean these new computer things.’

Alvhild waved her fingers around.

‘Just think, it took less than a week to find out where in the world Aksel Seier lived. Incredible. Absolutely incredible.’

‘Internet.’

Johanne smiled.

‘You’ve never thought about getting Internet access? You might enjoy it, as you’re just . . .’

‘Lying here dying,’ said Alvhild sharply. ‘That would be something, wouldn’t it? I’ve only got my IBM typewriter from 1982. Unfortunately it’s a bit heavy to have on my lap, but if I have to, I have to.’

She looked over at the desk by the window, where a berry-red machine stood with a sheet of blank paper at the ready.

‘I don’t write much any more. So it doesn’t really matter. I’ve written my will. My children visit me every day. They’re well cared for and, as far as I can see, reasonably happy. The grandchildren seem to be behaving themselves. Sometimes they even come to see me without making it too obvious that they’ve been ordered to do so. I don’t even need a telephone. But if I’d been younger . . .’

‘You’ve got such beautiful eyes,’ said Johanne and swallowed. ‘They are so . . . blue. They’re so unbelievably blue.’

Alvhild’s smile was fresh, a smile that Johanne didn’t deserve. She bowed her head and closed her eyes. Alvhild’s fingers stroked her cheek, dry and hard, like twigs on a dead tree.

‘Now you’ve made me happy, Johanne. My husband used to say exactly the same thing. Always.’

There was a knock at the door. Johanne sat up quickly and pulled away from the bed, as if she’d been caught in the act of doing something wrong.

‘I think it’s time for a rest now,’ said the nurse.

‘I’ve got no say over my life any more,’ Alvhild complained and rolled her eyes.

Johanne couldn’t withdraw her arm. Alvhild’s hand was grasping her wrist like a clamp.

‘You think you can just disappear now then?’

The nurse stood impatiently by the bed, hand on hip and looking at the ceiling.

‘Just a minute,’ Alvhild said through tight lips. ‘I’m not quite finished with this young lady. If you wouldn’t mind just waiting in the hall, I’ll soon be ready for my afternoon rest.’

The white uniform withdrew with some hesitation, as if she suspected that Johanne had ulterior motives. They heard that she didn’t go far and the door was left ajar.

‘I don’t see what more I can do,’ stuttered Johanne. ‘I’ve read the documents. I agree with you. Everything indicates that Aksel Seier was subject to a gross miscarriage of justice. I’ve found the man, travelled halfway across the world, talked to him. If I was set a task, I’ve completed it.’

Alvhild laughed, a low, hoarse laugh that swiftly changed into a dry cough.

‘We don’t give up that easily, Johanne.’

‘But what . . .’

‘There must be a notice of death.’

‘What?’

‘The old woman who went to the police in 1965. She believed that her son was guilty. That’s what led to Aksel Seier’s release! The reason that she went to the police was that her son had died. All I know about the woman is that she lived in Lillestrøm. You and your Internet . . . Do you think you could find a notice of death in the local paper from June 1965? There would only be mention of one family member.’

Johanne looked over at the door. Something white was moving backwards and forwards, impatiently.

‘One relative. How do you know that?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Alvhild. ‘I assume. We’re talking about a grown man living at home with his mother. According to my only source, the prison chaplain, the son was retarded. It sounds to me like one of these sad . . .’

She waved her hand.

‘But enough about that. Try. Look.’

The nurse’s patience was exhausted.

‘I must put my foot down now. Mrs Sofienberg needs all the rest she can get.’

Johanne smiled lamely at Alvhild.

‘If I get time, I’ll . . .’

‘You’ve got time, my dear. At your age, you have all the time in the world.’

Johanne didn’t even manage to say goodbye properly. Only when she was out on the street did she realise that Alvhild’s room no longer smelt of onions. She was also reminded of something that she hadn’t thought about since she got back from the States. She had seen something in Aksel Seier’s house, something that had caught her attention, but too late. For one reason or another, she’d been reminded of it up in Alvhild’s room, during their conversation. Something that was said, or something she’d seen.

She developed a headache on the way home.

*

‘He’s called the King of America.’

‘What?’

It was the ugliest animal Johanne had ever seen. Its fur was the same colour as the contents of Kristiane’s nappies when she was at her worst, yellowy-brown with darker, unidentifiable specks. One ear stood straight up and the other flopped down. Its head was too big for its body. The beast’s tail beat like a whisk and it looked as if it was laughing. Its tongue nearly wiped the floor.

‘What did you say he was called?’

‘The King of America. My dog. Dog tag.’

Kristiane wanted to carry the dog, which seemed enormous to be only three months old. But the puppy didn’t want to be picked up. In the end, Kristiane followed it into the living room, on all fours, with her tongue hanging out of her mouth.

‘Where did she get the name from?’

Isak shrugged.

‘We’re reading Finn Family Moomintroll at the moment. The one where Moomin is transformed into the King of California. Maybe it’s from there. No idea.’

‘Jack,’ Kristiane called from the sitting room. ‘He’s also called Jack.’

A shiver ran down Johanne’s spine.

‘What is it?’

Isak stroked her arm.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘No. Yes. I just don’t understand the child.’

‘It’s only a name. God, Johanne, it’s nothing to get . . .’

‘Forget it. What have you been up to?’

She turned her back on him. The King of America peed on the living-room carpet. Kristiane was about to shuffle down a cake tin from the cupboard in the kitchen. She was standing in the top drawer and could fall at any moment.

‘Oops!’

Johanne caught her and tried to give her a hug.

‘Jack likes cornflakes,’ said Kristiane and wriggled loose.

The lid opened and she dropped the tin. The dog came running. Soon child and dog were rolling in cornflakes. They crunched against the floor and Kristiane howled with laughter.

‘At least she’s enjoying this!’ Johanne smiled in resignation. ‘Why did you choose something so . . . so ugly?’

‘Shhhh!’

Isak laid his finger over her mouth, she pulled back.

‘Jack’s beautiful. Has something happened? You look so . . . there’s something about you.’

‘Give me a hand,’ she replied curtly, and went to get the vacuum cleaner.

She really could not fathom what had made Kristiane decide to call the dog Jack, King of America.


XXXIII

He felt strangely nervous. Perhaps he was just tired. The two hours’ sleep on a side road in Lavangsdalen, three quarters of an hour’s drive from Tromsø, had helped of course. But he still didn’t feel all that bright. The muscles in his lower back ached. His eyes were dry. He blinked furiously and tried to squeeze out some tears by yawning. His nervousness manifested as a prickly feeling in his fingertips and an uneasy hollow feeling in his stomach. He gulped some water from a bottle in long, deep draughts. The car was parked behind the student flats at Prestvannet. Students come and go. They borrow cars. They have visitors. It was the perfect place to park. But he couldn’t sit in the car for much longer. Someone would notice. Especially here, where there were so many single women. He put the top back on the bottle and took a deep breath.

It took less than five minutes to walk to the small path at the top of Langnesbakken. He knew that, of course, as he’d been here before. He knew her habits. Knew that she was always at home on the last Sunday of the month. Her mother would come at five o’clock sharp. As she always did. Just to check. To check her property. Disguised as a family meal. Sunday roast, a good glass of wine and beady eyes. Clean enough? Nice enough? Has the grouting in the bathroom been redone?

He knew what would happen. He had been here three times in the course of the spring. Had a look around. Made notes. It was five to three. He walked round the bend and looked over his shoulder. No one. It was raining, but not much. The clouds drowned the mountains on Kvaløya; they were darker to the west and the weather would worsen towards evening. He quickly crossed a garden with a light step and disappeared behind a bush. It was thinner than he’d hoped. Even though he was wearing grey and dark blue, he would be easily spotted if someone cared to look. Without looking back, he ran over to the house wall. There were no neighbours to the north-west. Only small winter-worn birch trees and dirty remnants of snow. He was breathing heavily. This was not how he had anticipated feeling. Nervousness constricted his throat and he swallowed quickly, several times. He hadn’t felt like this before. He held tightly on to the small pouch on his belt. Elation. That’s what he should be feeling. A certainty that made him sing inside. This was his moment.

This was his moment.

He could only just hear her. Without looking at his watch, he knew that it was three o’clock. He held his breath. All was quiet. When he peeped round the corner, he saw that he’d had more luck than he dared hope for. She had left the pram out on the grass. An old hammock was lying on the terrace, so there wasn’t room for the pram. The world was silent except for his shallow breathing and an aeroplane that had started its descent to Langnes. He opened the pouch. Got ready. Approached the pram.

It was standing under the eaves, out of the spring rain. But the child was covered up as if winter storms still raged round the house. The hood was up. A rain cover was buttoned over the pram. The mother had also put a net over, to keep stray cats out perhaps. He struggled with the cat protection. Unbuttoned and pulled back the rain cover. The baby was lying in a blue sleeping bag and wearing a hat. The end of May and the baby had a hat on! Close to the head. The strap under its chin disappeared in a fold of skin on the chubby neck. There wasn’t much extra room in the pram. The baby was fast asleep, with its mouth open.

He mustn’t wake it.

He would never manage to get enough clothes off the child.

‘Shit!’

Panic washed over him like a wave, starting at his feet and then up through his body, winding him. He dropped the syringe. He had to have the syringe. The baby gasped and gurgled. The baby was a great big gaping breathing hole. The syringe. He bent down, picked it up and put it in the pouch, pulled out a piece of paper. His hands were shaking, he dropped the plastic cover. Bent down, picked it up, put it in his pouch. The sleeping bag was filled with down. He pulled it over the breathing hole. Held the dark-blue material firmly between his fingers, his gloved fingers, the child twisted and thrashed, tried to turn away, it was amazing how easy it was to stop it, he held on, pressed firmly and didn’t let go, until there was no resistance from under the down and the blue material. But still he didn’t let go. Not yet. He kept pressing with a firm grip. The plane had landed and it was quiet everywhere.

Luckily, he remembered the piece of paper.

‘I remembered the message,’ he said to himself, once he was in the car. ‘I remembered the message.’

Even though he fell asleep at the wheel twice – he woke as the car veered over on to the dirt siding, just in time to pull back – he managed to drive as far as Majavatn without stopping, other than to piss and fill petrol from the jerrycans on hidden side roads. He had to sleep. He found a blind spot for the car on a track by a deserted camping site.

It shouldn’t have happened like that.

He should have been in control. It should have been carried out as planned. Suddenly it was impossible to sleep, even though he felt sick from lack of sleep. He started to cry. It shouldn’t have been like that. It was his moment. Finally. His plan, his wish. He cried so loudly that he felt ashamed, he swore and hit himself in the face.

‘Thank God I remembered the message,’ he mumbled, and dried the snot with his fingers.


XXXIV

The doorbell jerked her out of a dream. Short rings, as if someone was trying to wake her without disturbing Kristiane at the same time. The King of America was whining in Kristiane’s room, so she let the dog out before going to open the front door. Fortunately it looked as if her daughter was sleeping undisturbed, and the air in the room was heavy with sleep and dog piss. The dog jumped up at her again and again, its claws painfully scratching her bare legs. She tried to push it away, but tripped and stubbed her toe on the door frame on her way out into the hall. Afraid in case the person outside might ring again, she limped swearing to the front door and opened it.

It was hard to see his eyes. His whole body seemed smaller, his shoulders bent forwards, and she smelt a faint trace of sweat when he lifted his hand to ward her off. He had a flight case tucked under his arm. The handle was broken so he carried it like a box, open and misshapen.

‘Unforgivable,’ he muttered. ‘But I couldn’t make it before now.’

‘What time is it?’

‘One. In the morning.’

‘I realised that,’ she said drily. ‘Come in. I’ll just go and put something else on.’

He was sitting in the kitchen. The King of America was chewing his hand. It was slavering and whining and presumably hungry.

‘Hmmm. Recent acquisition?’

She grunted in response and fumbled for the coffee machine. She should have known it was Adam. When she woke up, all she thought was that she had to stop the ringing. If Kristiane woke up in the middle of the night, it would be the start of a long day. She pulled at the faded sweatshirt. She had better sweaters than this in the cupboard.

‘If you’re going to come again at night, please don’t ring the doorbell. Use the phone. I turn the phone off in the living room. The one . . .’

She nodded towards the bedroom and measured coffee into the filter.

‘It rings quietly in my room. It wakes me, but lets Kristiane sleep. It’s important for her. And for me.’

She tried to smile, but it turned into a yawn. Groggy, she blinked her eyes and shook her head.

‘I’ll remember that,’ said Adam. ‘Sorry. He’s done it again.’

Her hand felt leaden as she lifted it to her hair, so she let it fall again until she had a firm grip on a drawer handle instead.

‘What?’ she said, flatly. ‘What do you mean, done it again?’

Adam covered his face with his hands. His voice was muffled.

‘An eleven-month-old boy from Tromsø. Glenn Hugo. Eleven months! You hadn’t heard?’

‘I . . . I haven’t watched TV or listened to the radio tonight. We . . . Kristiane and I were playing with the dog and went for a walk and . . . Eleven months. Eleven months!’

Her outburst hung in the air between them for a long time, as if the young victim’s age held a hidden explanation, a code or solution, for his meaningless death. Johanne felt the tears in her eyes and blinked.

‘But . . .’

She let go of the drawer and sat down at the table. His hands were clasped in front of him and she had a strong urge to put hers on top.

‘They’ve found him already then?’

‘He was never abducted. He was suffocated in his pram during his afternoon nap.’

The dog had flopped down in the corner by the cooker. It was lying on its side. Johanne tried to focus on the small ribcage, rising and falling, rising and falling. The ribs stood out under the soft, short fur. His eyes were half closed and his tongue was wet and pink in the middle of all that shitty brown.

‘Then it’s not him,’ she said quickly in a flat voice, struggling for air. ‘He doesn’t suffocate them. He . . . he abducts them and then kills them in a way we can’t . . . we can’t work out. He doesn’t suffocate small babies while they’re asleep. It can’t be the same man. In Tromsø, you said? Did you say in Tromsø?’

She hit the table with her fist, as if the geographical distance was the proof she needed: what they were looking at was a tragic but natural death. A cot death, awful, of course, but still bearable. At least for her. For everyone else apart from the family. The mother. The father.

‘Tromsø! That doesn’t make sense!’

She leaned forward over the table and tried to look him in the eye. He turned towards the coffee machine. Slowly he got up, seemingly robbed of energy. Opened the cupboard and took out two mugs. For a moment he stood studying them. One of them had a Ferrari on the side, faded to a pale pink by the dishwasher. The other was shaped like a tame dragon, with a broken wing and the tail as a handle. He filled them both and gave the car mug to Johanne. The steam from the coffee clung to her face. She gripped the mug with both hands and wanted Adam to agree with her. Tromsø was too far away. It didn’t fit the pattern. The killer had not claimed his fourth victim. It couldn’t be true. The dog whimpered in his sleep.

‘The message,’ he said in a tired voice, and sipped the hot liquid. ‘He left the same message. Now you’ve got what you deserved.’

‘But . . .’

‘We haven’t released any details about the message yet. There hasn’t been a word about it in the papers. We’ve actually managed to keep it secret until now. It has to be him.’

Johanne looked at the clock.

‘Right. Twenty-five past one,’ she said. ‘We’ve got four hours and thirty-five minutes exactly until the alarm clock in there goes off. So let’s get started. I’m guessing that you’ve got something in your flight case. Go get it. We’ve only got four and a half hours.’

*

‘So the only common feature is the message?’

She leaned back in the chair, frustrated, and folded her hands round her neck. There were yellow Post-its everywhere. A big sheet of paper was stuck to the fridge; as it had been rolled up, they’d had to use masking tape to stop it falling down. The children’s names were written at the top of each column and information about everything from their favourite food to their medical history underneath. The column for Glenn Hugo was almost empty. The only information they had about the little boy who was not yet more than twenty-four hours dead, was a preliminary cause of death: suffocation. Age and weight. A normal, healthy, eleven-month-old boy.

A piece of A4 paper over the cooker showed that his parents were called May Berit and Frode Benonisen and they were twenty-five and twenty-eight years old respectively and lived in her wealthy mother’s house. Both were employed by the local council. He worked as a rubbish collector and she was a secretary in the mayor’s office. Frode had nine years’ elementary education and a relatively successful career as a footballer for TIL behind him. May Berit had studied history of religion and Spanish at the University of Oslo. They’d been married for two years, almost to the day.

‘The message. And the fact that they’re all children. And they’re all dead.’

‘No. Not necessarily Emilie. We don’t know anything about what’s happened to her.’

‘Correct.’

He massaged his scalp with his knuckles.

‘The paper that the messages are written on comes from two different sources. Or piles to be more precise. Ordinary copy paper of the type used by everyone with a PC. No fingerprints. Well . . .’

He rubbed his head again and a very thin puff of dandruff caught the light from the powerful standard lamp she had taken in from the living room.

‘It’s too early to say anything definite about the last message, of course. It’s still being tested. But I don’t think we should get our hopes up. The man is careful. Extremely careful. The handwriting in each message looks different, at least at first glance. That might be on purpose. An expert is going to compare them.’

‘But this witness . . . this . . .’

Johanne got up and ran her finger over a series of yellow Post-its on the cupboard door nearest the window.

‘Here. The man in Soltunveien 1. What did he actually see?’

‘A retired professor. Very reliable witness, by the way. The problem is that he . . .’

Adam poured himself coffee cup number six. He tried to suppress an acid burp and held his fist to his mouth.

‘His eyesight isn’t that good. He uses pretty strong glasses. But in any case . . . He was repairing his terrace. He had a good view from there down to the road, here.’

Adam used a wooden ladle as a pointer and marked out the rough map that was taped to the window.

‘He said that he noticed three people in the critical period. A middle-aged woman in a red coat, who he thinks he recognised. A young boy on a bike, who we can basically rule out straight away. Both of them were walking down the road, in other words towards the house in question. But then he saw a man, who he reckoned was somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-five, walking in the opposite direction . . .’

The ladle handle moved across the paper again.

‘. . . out towards Langnesbakken. It was just gone three. The witness is sure about that because his wife came out shortly afterwards to ask when they should eat. He looked at his watch and reckoned that he would be finished with the new railings by five.’

‘And there was something about the way he was walking . . .’

Johanne squinted at the map.

‘Yes. The professor described it as . . .’

Adam rummaged around in the papers.

‘. . . someone who’s in a rush but doesn’t want to show it.’

Johanne looked at the memo with a degree of scepticism.

‘And how do you see that?’

‘He felt that the man was walking more slowly than he wanted to, almost as if he wanted to run, but didn’t dare. Sharp observation, in fact. If it’s right. I tried to do something similar on the way here and there could be something in it. Your movements become quite staccato and there’s something tense and involuntary about it.’

‘Can he give any more details?’

‘Unfortunately not.’

The last wing had been broken from the dragon mug in the course of the night and it stood there, more pathetic than ever, like a tame, clipped cockerel. Adam put a bit of milk in his coffee.

‘Nothing more than his age, approximately. And that he was dressed in grey or blue clothes. Or both. Very neutral.’

‘Sensible of him. If it really was our man . . .’

‘Oh, and that he had hair. Thick, well-cut hair. The professor couldn’t be sure of anything else. Of course, we’ll make an announcement, asking anyone who was in the area at the time to contact us. So we’ll see.’

Johanne rubbed her lower back and closed her eyes. She seemed to be lost in thought. The early morning light had just started to creep into the sky. Suddenly she started to collect all the notes, take down the posters and fold away the map and columns. She put everything together in a meticulously thought-out system. The Post-its in envelopes. The large sheets of paper folded and piled on top of each other. And finally she put it all back in the old flight case and then took a can of Coke from the fridge. She looked questioningly at Adam, who shook his head.

‘I’ll go,’ he assured her. ‘Of course.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘This is where we really start. Who kills children?’

‘We’ve been through this before,’ he said hesitantly. ‘We agreed that it was motorists and paedophiles. And when I think about it, it was a bit flippant really to say motorists, given the context.’

‘They’re still responsible for killing most children in this country,’ she retorted. ‘But never mind. This is about hate. A distorted sense of justice or something like that.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘I don’t know. I’m thinking, Adam!’

The white of his eyes was no longer white. Adam Stubo looked as if he’d been on a bender for three days, an impression that was reinforced by the smell.

‘The hate would have to be pretty intense to justify what this man has done,’ said Johanne. ‘Don’t forget that he has to live with it. He has to sleep at night. He has to eat. Presumably, he has to function in a community where society’s condemnation screams at him from the front of every newspaper, from every news broadcast, in shops, at work, maybe . . .’

‘But surely he can’t . . . He can’t hate the children!’

‘Shhh.’

Johanne raised her hand.

‘We’re talking about someone who wants revenge. Is taking revenge.’

‘For what?’

‘Don’t know. But were Kim and Emilie, Sarah and Glenn picked at random?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Now you’re drawing conclusions without any conclusive evidence. Of course, they may have been picked arbitrarily. But it’s not likely. It’s hardly likely that the man suddenly decided that it was Tromsø’s turn this time. The children must be linked in some way.’

‘Or their parents.’

‘Exactly,’ said Johanne. ‘More coffee?’

‘I’m going to throw up soon.’

‘Tea?’

‘Hot milk might do the trick.’

‘It’ll only make you go to sleep.’

‘That wouldn’t be such a bad thing.’

It was half past five. The King of America was having a nightmare, his little legs flailing in the air, running away from a dream enemy. The air in the kitchen was heavy. Johanne opened the window.

‘The problem is that we can’t find anything that links the blood . . . the parents.’

Adam lifted his hands in despair.

‘Of course, that doesn’t mean that there isn’t a link,’ Johanne argued, and sat down on the work surface with her feet on a half-open drawer.

‘If we just play with the idea for a moment,’ she continued. ‘That he might be a psychopath. Just because the crimes are so horrible that it seems likely. What are we actually looking for then?’

‘A psychopath,’ muttered Adam.

She ignored him.

‘Psychopaths are not as rare as we like to think. Some people claim that they account for one per cent of the population. Most of us use the expression about someone we don’t like, and it may be more justified than we think. Although . . .’

‘I thought it was called antisocial personality disorder these days,’ said Adam.

‘That’s actually something different. Though the diagnosis criteria do overlap, but . . . forget it. Keep up, Adam! I’m trying to brainstorm!’

‘Fine. The problem is that I’m not in a state to brainstorm any more.’

‘So let me then. You can at least listen! Violence . . . violence can be roughly divided into two categories, instrumental and reactionary.’

‘I know,’ mumbled Adam.

‘Our cases are clearly the result of instrumental violence, in other words, targeted, premeditated acts of violence.’

‘As opposed to reactionary violence,’ said Adam slowly. ‘Which is more the result of an external threat or frustration.’

‘Instrumental violence is far more typical of psychopaths than for most of us. It requires a kind of . . . evil, for want of a better word. Or to be more scientific: an inability to empathise.’

‘Yes, he doesn’t seem to be particularly bothered by that sort of thing, our man . . .’

‘The parents,’ said Johanne slowly.

She jumped down and opened the damaged flight case. She went through the papers until she came to the envelope marked ‘parents’, then she placed the contents side by side across the floor. Jack lifted his head, but went quietly back to sleep.

‘There has to be something here,’ she said to herself. ‘There’s some kind of link between these people. It’s just not possible to develop such an intense hate for four children aged nine, eight, five and under a year.’

‘So, it has nothing to do with the children at all?’ Adam questioned, leaning over the notes.

‘Maybe not. But then again, maybe it’s both. Children and parents. Fathers. Mothers. How do I know?’

‘Emilie’s mother is dead.’

‘And Emilie is the only one who has not been accounted for.’

There was a pause. The silence was amplified by the noise of the wall clock ticking mercilessly closer to six o’clock.

‘All the parents are white,’ said Johanne suddenly.

‘All of them are Norwegian, by origin. None of them know each other. No mutual friends. No jobs at the same place. To put it bluntly . . .’

‘Striking. Or perhaps they’ve been chosen precisely because they don’t have anything in common.’

‘Common, common, common . . .’

She said the word over and over to herself, like a mantra.

‘Age. Ages range from twenty-five, Glenn Hugo’s mother, to thirty-nine, Emilie’s father. The mothers range from . . .’

‘Twenty-five to thirty-one,’ said Adam. ‘Six years. Not a lot.’

‘On the other hand, all the women have small children. The difference can’t be that great at all.’

‘Do you think there’s some connection between the fact that Emilie’s mother is dead and that she has still not been found?’

Adam let out a deep sigh and got up. He looked down at the papers and then started to tidy away the cups and the coffee pot.

‘I have no idea. Emilie doesn’t seem to fit in to this at all. Johanne, I mean it. I can’t think any more.’

‘I think he’s suffering right now,’ she said, changing tack. ‘I think he made a mistake in Tromsø. That child should have been killed in the same way as the others. Inexplicable. He has somehow managed to develop a method that—’

‘Leaves no trace,’ he finished her sentence bitterly. ‘That our army of so-called experts just shake their heads at. Sorry, they say, no known cause of death.’

Johanne sat completely still, on her knees, with her eyes closed.

‘He wasn’t going to suffocate Glenn Hugo,’ she whispered. ‘That was not supposed to happen. He loves the control he has over everyone and everything right now. He’s playing a game. In some way or another, he feels he’s . . . getting even. He got frightened in Tromsø. Lost control. That scared him. Maybe it will make him careless.’

‘Animal,’ snapped Adam. ‘Bloody animal.’

‘That’s not the way he sees it,’ said Johanne. She was still sitting on her knees, resting on her heels. ‘He’s a relatively well-adjusted guy, to all appearances at least. He’s obsessive about control. He’s always tidy. Proper. Clean. He’s doing what he’s doing now because it’s justified. He’s lost something. Something has been taken from him that he believes is fundamentally his. We’re looking for a person who believes he’s acting in his full right. The world is against him. Everything that’s gone wrong in his life is someone else’s fault. He never got the jobs he deserved. When he didn’t do well in his exams, it was because the questions were poorly formulated. When he doesn’t earn enough money, it’s because the boss is an idiot who doesn’t know how to appreciate his work. But he deals with it. Lives with it, with women who reject him, with promotions that never arrive. Until one day . . .’

‘Johanne . . .’

‘Until one day something happens that . . .’

‘Johanne, stop!’

‘Triggers him. Until he can no longer bear to live with this injustice. Until it is his time to get even.’

‘I mean it! Stop! This is pure speculation!’

Her legs had gone to sleep and she made a face as she pulled herself up with the help of the table.

‘Possibly. But you’re the one who came to me for help.’

‘It smells in here.’

Kristiane was holding her nose. She had Sulamit under her arm. The King of America licked her face in delight.

‘Hello, sweetie. Good morning. We’ll let some more air in.’

‘The man smells.’

‘I know.’

Adam forced a smile.

‘The man is going home to have a shower. Thank you, Johanne.’

Kristiane wandered back into her room, with the dog hot on her heels. Adam Stubo bashfully tried to hide the sweat marks under his arms as he put on his jacket. When he got to the front door, he made to give her a hug. Then he held out his hand instead. It was surprisingly dry and warm. The palm of her hand burned where she’d touched him, long after he had disappeared round the bend by the red house at the bottom of the road. Johanne noticed that the windows needed cleaning, there were tape marks all over the glass. And she had to put a plaster on her little toe. She had barely noticed it since she’d stubbed it on the door frame as she went to open the door five hours earlier, but now she saw that it was swollen and that the nail might fall off. And in fact, it was very sore.

‘Jack’s done a poo,’ Kristine shouted triumphantly from the living room.
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Even though Aksel Seier had never really felt happy, there were times when he felt satisfied with life. On days like these he felt he belonged; that he was grounded in the history that existed between himself and Harwichport, between him and his grey, cedar-clad house by the beach. Rain darkened the broken asphalt on Ocean Avenue. His pick-up truck humped along slowly towards the house, as if he was still not sure if he wanted to go home. The grey of the sea met the grey of the sky, and the intense green of the oak crowns that leaned heavily towards each other to create a botanical tunnel for part of the road was subdued. Aksel liked this sort of weather. It was warm and the air felt fresh as it brushed his cheeks through the open car window. The pick-up bumped into the driveway. He sat there for a while, leaning back in the front seat. Then he grabbed the key and got out.

The flag on his post box was raised. Mrs Davis didn’t like Aksel’s post box. Her own had been rose-painted by Bjorn, who claimed to be Swedish and sold mock Dala wooden horses to stupid tourists on Main Street. Bjorn couldn’t speak Swedish and had black hair and brown eyes. But when he painted anything, he stuck to blue and yellow. You had to give him that. Mrs Davis’s post box was covered in coltsfoot flowers dancing on blue stalks. Aksel’s post box was completely black. The flag had once been red, but that was a long time ago now.

‘You’re back!’

Sometimes Aksel wondered if Mrs Davis had a radar in her kitchen. She had of course been a widow for many years and didn’t work – she lived off the meagre life insurance she’d got when her husband disappeared at sea in 1975 – and therefore was able to dedicate her time to making sure she knew how everyone was and what was happening in the small town. Her efficiency was impressive all the same. Aksel couldn’t remember a time when he had not been welcomed home by the lady in pink.

He held out a bottle in a brown paper bag.

‘Oh dear! Liquor? For me, honey?’

‘Maple syrup,’ he said gruffly. ‘From Maine. Thanks for taking care of the cat. How much do I owe you?’

Mrs Davis didn’t want any money, not at all. He had barely been away. Wasn’t it just four days since he left? Five? It was no problem. It was a pleasure to look after such a beautiful and well-trained cat. Syrup from Maine. Thank you so much! Such a beautiful state, Maine. Fresh and unspoilt. She should take a trip there soon, herself, it must be twenty years since she last visited her sister-in-law, who lived in Bangor, she was the headmistress of a school there, very clever lady, even though she could be a bit liberal with the strong stuff. But that was her business and nothing to do with Mrs Davis, and wasn’t he originally going to go to New Jersey?

Aksel shrugged his shoulders in a way that could mean anything. He grabbed the suitcase from the back of the pickup and walked towards the door.

‘But you’ve got mail, Aksel! Don’t forget to check your mailbox! And the young lady who visited you last week, she came back. Her card is in the box, I think. What a sweet girl! Cute as a button.’

Then she looked up at the sky and tripped back to her house. The rain hung like pearls on her angora sweater and was about to make her hair flat.

Aksel put his suitcase down on the steps. He didn’t like getting post. It was always bills. There was only one person who wrote to Aksel Seier and her letters came every half-year, one at Christmas and one in July, loyal and regular as always. He looked over at Mrs Davis’s house. She had stopped under the eaves and was waving enthusiastically at the post box. He gave in. He strode over to the black box and opened the front. The envelope was white. It wasn’t a bill. He tucked the letter under his sweater as if its contents were illegal. A business card fell to the ground. He picked it up and glanced at the front then put it in his back pocket.

The air in the house was stuffy and a sweet smell mingled with the dust that made him sneeze. The fridge was suspiciously quiet. When he slowly opened the door, the light didn’t go on and illuminate the six-pack that stood alone on the top shelf. On the shelf underneath was a plate of stew, covered by a repulsive, green film. It was no more than two months since Frank Malloy had repaired the fridge in return for an embroidered sofa cushion that he took home to his wife. There soon wouldn’t be much left to repair, Frank had said. Aksel should treat himself to a new fridge. Aksel took out a can of beer. It was tepid.

The letter was from Eva. But it was the wrong time of year for letters from Eva. Not before July. The middle of July and a few days before Christmas Eve. That’s the way it should be. That’s how it had always been. Aksel sat down on the chair under the shark lamp. He opened the envelope with a pewter letter opener decorated with a Viking pattern. He pulled out the sheets of paper with the familiar handwriting, unclear and difficult to read. The lines sloped slightly down to the right. He opened out the letter, smoothed it over his thigh, then held it up close to his eyes.

By the time the can of beer was empty, he had managed to get through it all. To be absolutely sure, he read the letter again.

Then he sat there staring out into space.
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On the one hand, Johanne Vik was quite pleased that everyone assumed that she had sorted out a cake. She was the cake buyer, in both her own and others’ eyes. She was the one who made sure that there was always coffee in the staff room. If Johanne had been away from the office for more than three days, the fridge was empty of fizzy drinks and water and there were only a couple of dry apples and a brown banana left in the fruit bowl. It was unthinkable that any of the office staff might look after that sort of thing. Remnants of a seventies work ethic still lingered in the university, and in fact it suited her quite well. Normally.

But now she was extremely irritated.

They had all known about Fredrik’s fiftieth birthday for ages. He had certainly reminded them of the big day often enough. It was over three weeks since Johanne had collected the money, two hundred kroner each, and gone to Ferner Jacobsen on her own to buy an expensive cashmere sweater for the institute’s most snobby professor. But she’d forgotten the cake. No one had reminded her to remember, yet everyone still stared at her in astonishment when she came back from the university library. At lunch there’d been no marzipan-covered walnut cream cake on the table. No songs, no speeches. Fredrik was really pissed off. And the others seemed to think they’d been wronged, that she had betrayed her colleagues at a crucial moment.

‘Someone else could make the effort sometimes,’ she said, and closed the door to her office.

It was unlike her to forget something like that. The others did have reason to rely on her. They always had and she had never said anything. If she’d remembered the blasted birthday, she could have just asked Tine or Trond to buy a cake. After all it was his fiftieth. And she couldn’t blame Adam either. Even though he had robbed her of a whole night’s sleep, she was used to that sort of thing. Something she’d learnt in the first years with Kristiane.

She pulled a photocopied page from her bag. The university library had every edition of all the local papers on microfilm. It had taken her less than an hour to find the announcement. It had to be the right one. As if by fateful irony, or perhaps as a result of a local print setter’s sensitivity, the death announcement was tucked away in the corner, right at the bottom of the page, unobtrusive and alone.

My dear son
ANDERS MOHAUG
born 27 March 1938,
passed away on 12 June 1965.
The funeral service took
place in private.
Agnes Dorothea Mohaug

So the man was twenty-seven when he died. In 1956, when little Hedvig was abducted, raped and killed, he was eighteen.

‘Eighteen . . .’

There was no obituary. Johanne had looked for something, but gave up after she’d trawled through every paper in the four weeks after the funeral. No one had anything to say about Anders Mohaug. His mother didn’t even need to say ‘no flowers’.

How old would she be now? Johanne worked it out on her fingers. If she was twenty-five when her son was born, she would be nearly ninety today. Eighty-eight. If she was alive. She might be older. She could have had her son later.

‘She’s dead,’ Johanne said to herself, and put the photocopy in a plastic sleeve.

But she decided to try all the same. It was easy enough to find the address in a telephone directory from 1965. Directory enquiries informed her that a completely different woman now lived at Agnes Mohaug’s old address. Agnes Mohaug was no longer registered as having a phone, said the metallic voice.

Someone might remember her. Or her son. It would be best if someone could remember Anders.

It was worth a try, and the old address in Lillestrøm was as good a starting point as any. Alvhild would be happy. And for some reason that was now important to Johanne. To make Alvhild happy.
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Emilie seemed smaller. She had somehow shrunk, and that irritated him. His jaw was tense, he heard his teeth grinding and tried to relax. Emilie couldn’t complain about the service. She got food.

‘Why are you not eating?’ he asked harshly.

The child didn’t answer, but at least she tried to smile. That was something.

‘You have to eat.’

The tray was slippery. The bowl of soup skidded from side to side as he bent to put it down on the floor.

‘Promise me you’ll eat this?’

Emilie nodded. She pulled the duvet up, right up to her chin; he couldn’t see how thin she was any more. Good. She stank. Even over by the door he could smell the urine. Unhealthy. For a moment he considered going over to the sink to see if she’d run out of soap. But then he decided against it. To be fair, she’d been wearing the same clothes for several weeks now, but she was hardly a baby. She could wash her knickers when she wanted to. If there was soap left.

‘Do you wash yourself?’

She nodded carefully. Smiled. Strange smile she had, that kid. Subservient, somehow. Womanly. The girl was only nine and had already learnt to smile submissively. Not that that meant anything. Only betrayal. A woman’s smile. Again he felt a pain at the back of his jaw, he had to pull himself together. Relax. He had to regain control. He had lost it in Tromsø. Nearly. Things hadn’t quite gone according to plan. It wasn’t his fault. That it was so cold. May! May and the child had been packed in as if it were midwinter. Surely it couldn’t be good for the child. But that didn’t matter now. The child was dead. He had managed to get back home. That was the most important thing. He was still in control. He took a deep breath and forced his thoughts into place. Where they belonged. Why did he have this girl here?

‘You watch yourself,’ he said quietly.

He hated the smell of the child. He himself showered several times a day. He was never unshaven. His clothes were always freshly ironed. His mother could smell like Emilie sometimes, when the nurses were too late. He couldn’t stand it. Human decay. Degrading bodily smells that stemmed from a lack of control. He swallowed hard, his mouth filled with saliva and his throat felt constricted and sore.

‘Should I turn off the light?’ he asked, and took a step back.

‘No!’

She was still alive.

‘No! Don’t!’

‘Then you have to eat.’

In a way it was exhilarating to stand here like this. He had attached the iron door to the wall with a hook. But it could still close. If he was not careful. If he, for example, fell, or he lost his balance for a moment and fell towards the door, the hook would slip out of the eye and the door would slam behind him. They would both be done for. Him and the girl. He was breathing fast. He could go into the room and trust the hook. It was a solid bit of kit, he’d made it himself. A screw eye screwed deep into the wall, with a plug to keep it well in place. A hook. Big. It was solid and would never jump out by itself. He walked further into the room.

Control.

The weather had let him down. He had to suffocate the child. That wasn’t supposed to happen. He hadn’t planned to abduct the boy, as he had with the other two. It was smart to do things differently each time. Confusing. Not for him, of course, but for the others. He knew that the boy slept outside for at least a couple of hours every afternoon. After an hour, it was too late. Not for him, but for the others.

It would have been better if Emilie was a boy.

‘I’ve got a son,’ he said.

‘Mmm.’

‘He’s younger than you.’

The child looked terrified. He took yet another step closer to the bed. Emilie clung to the wall. Her face was all eyes.

‘You smell disgusting,’ he said slowly. ‘Haven’t you learnt how to wash yourself? You can’t come up and watch TV if you stink like that.’

She just continued to stare at him. Her face was white now, not skin-coloured, not pink. White.

‘You’re quite a little madam, you are.’

Emilie’s breathing was hyper fast. He smiled, relaxed.

‘Eat,’ he said. ‘It’s best you eat.’

Then he walked backwards to the door. The hook felt cold against his skin. He lifted it carefully out of the screw eye. Then he let the door close slowly between him and the child. He put his hand on the light switch and was happy that he’d been smart enough to put it on the outside. He flicked the switch down. There was something peculiarly satisfying about the actual click, a pleasing resistance that made him do it several times. Off on. Off on off.

Finally he left the light on and went upstairs to watch TV.


XXXVIII

‘We’ve got lists of all the people who flew in and out of Tromsø in the time before and after Glenn Hugo’s death. Tromsø Police have done a fantastic job of collecting in videos from all the petrol stations within a three-hundred-kilometre radius. The bus companies are trying to draw up passenger lists, but it’s a lot more difficult. The coastal express boat is doing the same and so are the local ferries.’

Sigmund Berli scratched his neck and tugged at his shirt collar.

‘And there aren’t really many other ways to get in and out of the Paris of the North. We haven’t approached the hotels yet. Seems unlikely that the guy would book in to a hotel, somehow . . . having just killed a baby, I mean.’

‘There must be . . . hundreds of names.’

‘Several thousand, I’m afraid. The boys are working flat out to get them on to the computer system. Then they’re checked against . . .’

Berli looked over at Adam Stubo’s noticeboard, where pictures of Emilie, Kim, Sarah and Glenn Hugo were pinned up with big blue drawing pins. Only Kim was smiling shyly, the other children all stared solemnly at the camera.

‘. . . the parents’ information, who they’ve met and known and been in contact with. Shit . . .These lists are getting absurd, Adam.’

His voice broke and he coughed.

‘I know that it’s necessary. It’s just so . . .’

‘Frustrating. A whole lot of names and no connections.’

Adam gave a long yawn and loosened his tie.

‘What about the man who was seen in . . .’

He squeezed his eyes shut in concentration.

‘Soltunveien,’ he remembered. ‘The man in grey or blue.’

‘No one has come forward,’ said Sigmund Berli, his voice a bit stronger now. ‘Which makes the sighting all the more interesting. And our witness was right, the woman in the red coat was a neighbour, she said herself that she must have turned into the road from Langnesbakken around ten to three. The boy on the bike has also been identified, he came forward with his father this morning and obviously has nothing to hide. Neither of them saw or heard anything suspicious. The man who was rushing without wanting to . . . show it? He hasn’t come forward. So that could be . . .’

‘Our man.’

Adam Stubo got up.

‘He was somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-five. Had hair. Anything else?’

He was facing the pictures of the children, his eyes running over the series of photographs, backwards and forwards.

‘Not really, I’m afraid. This witness, can’t remember his name off the top of my head, is evidently very careful not to say too much. He has described the walk and the build, but refuses to help to make an artist’s impression of the face.’

‘Sensible, really. If he doesn’t feel that he saw it properly. Why does he think the man was around thirty?’

‘His body. His hair. The way he was walking. Energetic, but not youthful. His clothes. The whole lot. But between twenty-five and thirty-five is hardly precise.’

Adam Stubo rocked on his heels.

‘But if . . .’

He suddenly turned round to face his colleague.

‘If someone doesn’t come forward soon who fits that description and had some legitimate errand there that Sunday afternoon, we are definitely a step closer.’

‘A step,’ Berli repeated, and nodded. ‘But not much more. We’ve always assumed that it must be a man. In fact, he could be between twenty and forty-five. There are plenty of men in that age group in Norway. With hair too. But it could easily have been a wig, for all we know.’

The phone rang. It seemed, for a second, that Adam Stubo was not going to answer. He stared at the machine then snatched up the receiver.

‘Stubo,’ he barked.

Sigmund Berli leaned back in the chair. Adam didn’t say much, but listened a lot. His face was empty of expression, only a slight rise of the left eyebrow to indicate some surprise at what he was being told. Sigmund Berli ran his fingers over a cigar box on the desk in front of him. The wood was smooth and pleasing to touch. He suddenly had an empty and uncomfortable feeling of hunger; his stomach hurt even though he didn’t really want any food. Adam finished the conversation.

‘Anything new?’

Adam didn’t answer. Instead he let his chair swing halfway round on its axis, so that he could study the faces of the children on the wall again.

‘Kim had a mother and a father who live together. Married. The same was true for Glenn Hugo. Sarah’s mother was single, but the girl stayed with her father every other weekend. Emilie’s mother is dead. She lived with her father.’

‘Lives,’ corrected Berli. ‘Emilie might still be alive. In other words, these children represent a fair average of children in Norway. Half of them live with both parents and half of them with one parent.’

‘Only, Emilie’s father is not really Emilie’s father.’

‘What?’

‘That was Hermansen at Asker and Bærum,’ said Adam, pointing to the phone. ‘A doctor contacted them. He didn’t know how important . . . or rather, if what he had to say was of any importance to the investigation. After this weekend’s events, he agreed with his superiors that he should break patient confidentiality and tell us that Emilie’s father is not her biological father.’

‘Has Tønnes Selbu ever said anything to that effect?’

‘He doesn’t know.’

‘He doesn’t know that . . . He doesn’t know he’s not his daughter’s father?’

They both stared at the photograph of Emilie. The picture was bigger than the others, taken by a professional photographer. The child had a small chin with a hint of a cleft. Her eyes were big and serious. Her mouth was small, with full lips, and she had a crown of coltsfoot in her fair hair. One flower had fallen loose and hung down on her forehead.

‘Tønnes Selbu and Grete Harborg were married when Grete got pregnant. Tønnes was automatically registered as the child’s father. No one has ever questioned it. Except perhaps the mother, she must . . . Anyway. Two years ago, Grete and Tønnes decided to register as bone-marrow donors. There was something about a cousin who was ill and the whole family . . . Well, to the doctor’s great surprise, the tests showed that Tønnes was definitely not the father of his child. It was discovered by accident. The doctor had taken a test of Emilie earlier, in another context, and . . .’

‘But they didn’t tell the man?’

‘Why? What’s the point?’

Adam was standing up close to the photo of Emilie. He studied it in detail and drew his finger over the crown of yellow spring flowers.

‘Tønnes Selbu is a good father. Better than most, according to the reports. I completely understand the doctors. Why should they foist that news on the man when he hasn’t asked for it? What good would it do him?’

Sigmund Berli stared in disbelief at the photograph of the nine-year-old.

‘I would want to know. Shit, if Sture and Snorre are not mine, then . . .’

‘Then what? Then you wouldn’t want them?’

Berli snapped his mouth shut, audibly. The snap made Adam laugh, a dry laugh.

‘Forget it, Sigmund. What’s important is to find out whether the information is relevant to us. For the investigation.’

‘And why should it be?’ he asked, unfocused.

Snorre was dark like Sigmund Berli. Square. Like peas in a pod, people used to say. And even though he wasn’t usually much good at things like that, even he could see clear similarities between his son now and pictures of himself as a five-year-old.

‘Obviously, I’ve got no idea! Get a grip.’

Adam snapped his fingers in front of Sigmund’s face.

‘The first thing we should find out is if the same applies to any of the others.’

‘You mean whether the other children are in fact their fathers’ children? And we should check that just before the funeral, knock on the door and say excuse me, my good man, but we have reason to believe that you are not the father of the child you just lost, so please can we have a blood sample? Well? Well? Is that what you mean?’

‘What’s wrong with you?’

Adam’s voice was quiet and calm. Sigmund Berli normally envied him that, his older colleague’s ability to control himself, to think clearly at all times, to talk precisely. But now Berli was furious.

‘Bloody hell, Adam! Have you thought of putting the last nail in the coffin for these men or what?’

‘No. I thought we would do it discreetly. Very discreetly. I don’t want Tønnes Selbu getting wind of what we’re talking about right now. And as for the other fathers, it’s your job to come up with something, to make taking a blood test seem natural. Pronto.’

Sigmund Berli drew a deep breath. Then he put his fingertips together and twiddled his thumbs.

‘Any ideas?’

‘No. That’s your problem.’

‘OK.’

‘I’m sure,’ Adam started, in a conciliatory tone, like a father holding out his hand to an unreasonable son. ‘No, let’s put it another way: there are two things we have to find out as soon as possible. One is whether the children are their fathers’ children. The other is . . .’

Sigmund Berli stood up.

‘I’m not finished,’ said Adam.

‘Well, hurry up and finish then, because I’ve got plenty to be getting on with.’

‘We have to find out how Kim and Sarah died.’

‘The doctors say they don’t know.’

‘Well, then they will have to look more closely. Make new tests. I don’t know. But we have to know what the children died from and we have to know if they have an unknown father out there.’

‘Unknown father?’

Sigmund Berli was calmer now. He had unballed his fists and was breathing more freely.

‘You mean that these children might be . . . half-brothers and sisters?’

‘I don’t mean anything,’ said Adam Stubo. ‘You’ll have to find some way of getting the tests made. Good luck.’

Sigmund Berli said something under his breath. Adam Stubo was sensible enough not to ask what it was. Sigmund sometimes said things he didn’t mean. That is, once they had been said. And Adam knew very well what his colleague was thinking. Sigmund Berli’s oldest son was a fair and slight boy. His mother, through and through, he used to say himself with barely disguised pride.

When the door shut behind Sigmund, Adam Stubo dialled Johanne’s number at work. There was no reply. He let it ring for a long time. To no avail. Then he tried her at home. She wasn’t there either, and he discovered that he was annoyed that he didn’t know where she was.
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