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“A woman’s body has been found in Lake Danmarkstjern. The Halden police are currently refraining from commenting, but our reporter has learned from reliable sources that the body had been in the water for less than twenty-four hours. Whether it is the woman who disappeared in the area the night before is uncertain. We are following developments in the case.”

Halden Arbeiderblad 
September 10, 2019


Part 1. Vera

It was almost five-thirty when Alex pulled up in front of the house.

The door had barely closed behind him when Martin poked his head out into the hall:

“Hi, Dad. When are we leaving?”

“Soon. Give me a couple of minutes,” Alex replied, bending down to take off his shoes.

It was easy to understand the boy’s impatience. In October he would turn eighteen, and then he could finally take his driving test and buy a car. It might not be a new one, but at least it would be his own.

Alex stepped into the living room. Little Emma was sitting on the floor with her toys. When she spotted her father, she jumped up and ran to meet him:

“Daddy’s home! Mommy, daddy’s home!”

He laughed, picked her up and carried her into the kitchen. Vera stood by the stove, turned, and kissed him quickly on the cheek.

“Are you hungry?”

“Starving.”

“Would you like some soup? Bean soup, the one you like.”

“Later,” he shook his head, “I’ll just grab a bite, and we’ll go with Martin.”

“He’s been waiting for you all day,” Vera remarked, pulling cheese, ham, and a jar of pickles from the fridge.

“Pickles! I want pickles,” Emma declared, climbing onto her chair.

Vera watched with a smile as her husband ate.

“Shall I make you another one?”

“No. I don’t want to ruin my appetite. By the way, what’s for dinner?”

“I bought chicken.”

“Great.”

Martin peered into the kitchen.

“Martin, do you want something to eat?” Vera asked quickly.

“No, I’m not hungry. Dad, are you ready yet?”

“Yep,” Alex said, getting to his feet. “Go and put your shoes on.”

Martin shuffled off to the hallway.

“Drive carefully,” Vera said with a small smile.

Alex slipped his arms around her.

“Come with us!” he said suddenly.

Vera shook her head:

“I was going to do some laundry.”

“That’s no excuse. Just throw it in the washing machine and come.”

“And there’s dinner to make.”

“Listen. I’ll take care of the laundry and help with dinner when we’re back.”

She smiled slyly:

“Promise?”

“I promise. Come on!”

“Well, if that’s the case,” said Vera. “There was only one important person left to ask.”

Alex turned to his daughter:

“Shall we go for a drive?”

Emma nodded happily:

“Drive! Drive!”

“Where are we going?” asked Vera, helping her daughter out of her chair.

“Outside the city. We need to practice staying in the correct lane.”

“Then maybe I’ll have time to pick some mushrooms?”

“Maybe,” Alex nodded. “I’ve heard there are lots of chanterelles this year.”

“Get Emma dressed, and I’ll start the washing machine.”

They drove out of town. Martin sat next to his father in the front seat, looking listlessly out the window. Muffled music leaked from his earbuds. In the rearview mirror Alex caught Vera’s eye; she smiled softly and nodded toward Emma, dozing in her car seat. Their daughter almost always fell asleep in the car. Her small hands clutched a ragged cuddly bunny.

The September sun was sinking toward the horizon. From the south, heavy thunderclouds drifted slowly in. The car wound steadily along the twisting country road, climbing a hill that blocked the view of oncoming traffic – an ideal spot for driving practice. At last Alex slowed and pulled into a small clearing where the forest suddenly gave way.

“Are you ready?” he asked his son.

In reply, Martin jumped out, dashed around the car, and slid into the driver’s seat.

Vera put a light blanket over her sleeping daughter, took the basket and got out of the car.

Alex cast a doubtful glance at the sky:

“I think it’s going to rain soon. Won’t you get wet?”

“If it does, I’ll take shelter under the roof of the shed,” said Vera, nodding toward the crooked building nearby.

“Okay, we won’t be long,” Alex promised, kissing her cheek. “We’ll be back in half an hour.”

“Drive carefully.”

Vera watched as the car disappeared into the distance, then crossed the road. She found the first chanterelles almost immediately. They emerged from the moss like little lanterns. There were lots of mushrooms, and Vera went deeper and deeper into the forest. A carpet of low cranberry bushes spread out in front of her. She bent down to pick some berries when she suddenly heard a rustling in the dry branches behind her. Vera spun around and froze. Right next to her, just two steps away, was a moose. Its large antlers touched the branches of the trees. The woman and the animal stood motionless, staring at each other.

***

“Shall we switch seats?” Martin asked after pulling up next to the old barn.

“I don’t see any reason to, unless you’re tired.”

“I’m not tired!”

“Then you can drive us home,” Alex said with a smile, looking out the window for his wife.

But Vera wasn’t there yet. She seemed to have gotten caught up in mushroom picking. They would have to wait a while.

Martin glanced at his sleeping sister, making sure his stepmother wasn’t around, and turned to his father:

“Dad, I want to sell the moped.”

“Isn’t it a bit early? What if you don’t pass the driving test?”

“Don’t you believe in me?”

“Sure, I do. But you said yourself that the examiners are very strict. Truls didn’t pass on his first try.”

“Unlike me, Truls has never ridden a moped. But I’m safe in traffic. You’ve seen it yourself. Thing is, Dad, it’s already mid-September and if I don’t sell the moped now, it’ll sit here all winter. And I need that money. I need to buy a car.”

“How much are you short?”

“I don’t know.” Martin shrugged. “Mom says it shouldn’t be too expensive.”

“Mom’s right,” Alex nodded.

“But it can’t be too cheap either. Otherwise, it has to be repaired all the time, and that costs a lot.”

“Also, true.”

“So I’m thinking of something around twenty-five to thirty thousand. I’ve saved up eleven thousand. For the moped I hope to get six. I bought it for eight. Mom and Erik promised me five. That makes twenty-two.”

“I’ll add as much as you need,” Alex assured him.

Martin brightened up:

“Thanks, Dad! I’ll pay you back. I’ve decided to get a job.”

“What about school?” Alex frowned.

“I can work in my free time,” Martin didn’t budge. “Look at Rune. He works at the gas station on weekends. He bragged that he made eight grand last month. I can do that too.”

“Try it,” Alex agreed and looked out of the window again. “Where’s Vera?”

“Do you want me to honk?”

“Don’t. You can wake Emma up. I’ll go check.”

Alex stepped out of the car. The forest immediately enveloped him in silence, broken only by the rustle of leaves and occasional birdsong. It had become cooler. He shivered, buttoning his light jacket, and looked around. Dense woods stood like a solid wall on both sides of the road.

He walked slowly along the road for a while, staring through the dense thicket.

“Vera!” he shouted.

Silence. He crossed the road and tried to look for her between the trees. No one there. He checked his watch. Nearly fifty minutes had passed since they’d split up, and she should’ve been back by now. He pulled out his phone. No signal. A vague uneasiness began to grow inside him. The forest, which had previously seemed peaceful and familiar, now felt threatening.

He hurried back to the car.

“Honk,” he said to his son.

Martin obeyed. The blare of the horn woke Emma, and she began to cry. Alex opened the back door and lifted his sleepy daughter into his arms.

“Honk again!”

The loud sound made Emma wail even harder. Alex held her close, trying to calm her down.

It was getting noticeably darker. Heavy thunderclouds were looming in the sky. Alex looked around helplessly, his thoughts racing and his heart was beating faster and faster.

“Get out of the car,” he suddenly ordered his son.

Martin climbed out, and Alex handed him the crying Emma.

“Stay here. Vera must be back soon. I’ll drive a little and look for her.”

Alex drove slowly, peering into the dark forest. From time to time, he used the horn. After about six miles, he realized it was pointless – Vera wouldn’t make it that far in an hour. The only hope was that she could have got onto the road in the other direction. Alex turned the car round and drove back to the children.

“Where’s Mommy?” asked Emma, rubbing her teary eyes with a small hand.

“Mommy will be back soon,” Alex promised.

“I’m cold and hungry,” she whimpered.

“We’re going home. Get in the car.”

The children climbed into the back seat.

“Is Mommy home?” Emma asked again, squeezing her worn cuddly bunny.

“Mommy’s at work,” he lied.

Alex could see that Martin was scared and had many questions he didn’t dare ask.

“Watch the right side,” Alex said as he drove away from the clearing.
He kept his eyes on the trees lining the left, searching for movement. As soon as his phone regained a signal, he tried calling Vera, but her number remained unreachable. A wave of panic hit him. He clenched the wheel and pushed the gas pedal down.

They were approaching the house when Alex abruptly turned around and drove towards the city centre.

“Where are we going?” asked Martin.

“To McDonald’s. You two need food.”

Back home, Alex settled the children in the kitchen and handed them the food bags. He went into the living room himself and tried calling Vera again. No answer. He drew a few deep breaths to steady his nerves and dialed another number.

It took a while for someone to answer.

“Alex?” His ex-wife’s tone was surprised.

“Hi, Kristina.”

“Has something happened?”

“I don’t know yet,” he replied, his voice trembling slightly.

“Is it something with Martin?”

“No, no. He’s fine. Vera’s gone.”

There was silence at the other end for a moment.

“Gone?”

“She got lost in the forest. Can you look after Martin and Emma?”

“And Emma?!”

He could hear the displeasure in her voice. Alex feared she might refuse.

“Please!” he begged. “I need to find Vera. Emma is too little to stay home with Martin alone. Help me, Kristina!”

Fifteen minutes later, the doorbell rang. Alex hurried to answer it. Kristina was standing on the stairs. She noticed the disappointment on his face and said:

“She’s not back.”

“No.”

“Don’t worry, she’ll turn up,” Kristina said with a hint of indifference and walked past him.

Then she called out:

“Martin, are you ready?”

“Five minutes, Mom,” came from somewhere at the back of the house.

“I should probably pack something for Emma, shouldn’t I?” Alex rubbed his temples helplessly. “Sorry, my mind’s not working right.”

“Will this last long?”

“No, as soon as Vera is found, I’ll...”

“And if she never …” Kristina stopped and bit her lip, but Alex understood what she meant.

“Emma’s only staying with you tonight, and she needs to be taken to daycare in the morning. Worst case, I’ll ask my mother to come tomorrow.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to,” Kristina said remorsefully. “Let me help. Where are her diapers?”

“Emma doesn’t wear diapers anymore.”

“Impressive. What should I make for dinner?”

“The kids have already eaten.”

“Does she get scared in unfamiliar places?” Kristina asked, still doubtful.

“I hope not. The most important thing is that she doesn’t forget her bunny.”

Martin came from his room.

“I’m ready,” he said, dropping his backpack on the floor.

Alex and Kristina went into the living room. Emma was sitting on the rug, surrounded by her toys, watching TV. Alex squatted down in front of her.

“Emma, Martin and Kristina are inviting you over.”

“You too?” the girl asked.

“No, I’m staying home. I have to work.”

“When is Mommy coming?”

“Soon.”

“How soon?”

“As soon as she’s finished, she’ll come home.”

He lifted his daughter into his arms and walked outside with the others. After moving the child’s car seat into Kristina’s car, he kissed Emma and whispered:

“Be a good girl, listen to Kristina, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Martin hesitated, shuffling his feet.

“Dad, maybe I should stay here?” he suggested.

“No, go with mom.” Alex patted him on the shoulder.

Martin nodded silently and got into the car.

“Kristina...” Alex hesitated a little and looked at his ex-wife, “thank you.”

“Keep me posted,” she said quietly.

As soon as the car disappeared around the bend, a flash of lightning suddenly tore open the heavy evening sky, flooding the streets with light. The rain poured down. Alex ran into the house. The most important thing now was not to panic.

He grabbed a wool blanket from the couch, rushed into the bedroom, flung open the closet doors, and yanked out a thick sweater, a long-sleeved T-shirt, and thick socks. Vera had to change into dry clothes. Maybe he should pour some hot tea into a thermos to warm her up? No, there was no time. He had to go.

With the clothes in his arms, he ran out, locked the door and suddenly stopped. What if she came home while he was gone? Alex unlocked the door again, grabbed Vera’s set of keys and looked over at the illuminated house next door. He hurried over and rang the bell. Impatiently, he stamped his feet on the stairs. Time crept forward. Alex rang again.

Finally, the door opened, and a tall, elderly man appeared in the doorway.

“Hi, Kris,” Alex said, fighting impatience.

“Hi, Alex. Has something happened?”

“Vera forgot her house keys, and I have to go,” Alex explained quickly. “Can you give them to her if she gets back before me and ask her to call me right away?”

Kris nodded without a word and took the keys.

***

In the middle of the night, the bedroom door opened quietly. Erik, always a light sleeper, propped himself up on one elbow, annoyed, and looked toward the narrow strip of light cutting into the bedroom, then nudged Kristina. Sleepy and confused, she stared at her husband. He nodded towards the open door.

On the doorstep stood Emma. Her blonde hair was tousled, and the children’s T-shirt she’d borrowed from Martin, worn as a nightgown, had slipped off one shoulder and hung almost to her heels. She clutched her favorite battered stuffed bunny in her hands.

“Where’s my mommy?” Emma asked quietly.

Kristina jumped out of bed, hurried to the girl, and asked softly,

“What did you say, dear?”

“Where’s Mommy?” Emma repeated, even softer.

Kristina saw the big tears welling in the child’s eyes and pulled the little girl into a tight hug.

***

The melody was soft but insistent, growing louder and louder, as if enveloping him and pulling him from the grip of sleep. Without opening his eyes, Alex reached out and switched off the alarm on his phone. It was time to get up. He stretched, feeling an unfamiliar ache spread through his body, and slowly opened his eyes.

His phone lay right in front of him, and next to it sat a cup of cold tea. He was sitting at the kitchen table, fully dressed. Alex frowned and tried to remember how he had ended up there. Had he really fallen asleep like that? Suddenly, one thought hit him like a wave of ice, jolting him fully awake: Vera!

He jumped up and ran into the bedroom, already knowing the answer and terrified it was true. There was no one in the bedroom. The bed was neatly made. The wardrobe stood wide open, the drawers pulled out – he’d been looking for her warm clothes the night before. So he hadn’t dreamed this nightmare.

He glanced at the clock: 07:01 a.m. Vera had been gone for over twelve hours. Alex rushed back to the kitchen and grabbed his phone. No messages. No missed calls. Her phone was still unreachable.

He sank heavily onto the chair, struggling to steady his breathing. After a moment, he managed to pull himself together and call the police.

***

Solveig had been retired for four years, but she was still a lively, energetic woman. Her only son lived with his family in Trondheim, but she hadn’t wanted to leave her hometown. She stayed in the old house she’d inherited from her parents, together with her faithful dog.

Solveig liked to go to bed early, and the habit of getting up for work had stuck with her. Every morning she woke around six. She had a cup of coffee and went for a walk with Frodo.

The weather was on their side that morning, cool and fresh after the night’s rain. They walked at a leisurely pace, savoring the silence, and soon reached the lake, which was hidden under a light blanket of morning mist. Frodo sniffed around the ground and suddenly stopped right at the water’s edge. His nose was pointing at something strange.

Solveig came closer and saw a phone.

Someone must’ve dropped it and was probably very upset now, she thought.

An idea came to her right away: to post a message on Facebook. Solveig nodded to herself, slipped the phone into her pocket, and continued her walk.

***

Lars stopped the car and shot a quick glance at Annette sitting beside him. Focused on the upcoming interview, she didn’t look at him, yet as if sensing his gaze, she said coldly,

“I’ll lead the questioning. Don’t interfere.”

Lars didn’t expect anything else. He had been with the department for less than a month, straight from the Police Academy. It was clear that nobody took him seriously. It would have been better if he’d had a male mentor. They would have hit it off right away. They’d have had so much to talk about, including cars, sports, music, girls, and more. A whole sea of common interests. But no. He was assigned to Annette. To others, it probably looked like he was walking around with his mom. In his opinion, the woman should’ve already been retired. He had nothing to talk about with her. She ignored him all the time. For Annette, he was either a driver or a courier. And he was one of the best in his class! Was this really the kind of mentor he had dreamed of? All right, Lars told himself once again. He would complete his internship and move to Oslo or Bergen. That’s where the real cases were, the real investigations. I’ll show what I’m capable of, he thought.

Annette closed her notebook, got out without a word, straightened her uniform, and headed toward the house. Lars hurried after her.

The door opened almost immediately. On the threshold stood a large man with a scruffy beard. He looked around fifty. He looked disheveled, wearing worn clothes. His eyes glittered feverishly. Dark bags sagged beneath them, a clear sign of a sleepless night. But what struck Lars most of all was that he was scratched up and had a large, swollen bruise on his forehead. Lars shot Annette a look, but she didn’t react. They went inside.

Lars switched on the recorder. Annette took notes the old-fashioned way, in a worn notebook. The man, whose name was Alex Hansen, explained that he and his family had driven out of town for driving practice. He showed on a map exactly where his wife got out of the car, describing in detail what she’d been wearing, her mood, and anything else he could recall. He also shared some photos of his wife from his phone. As a distinguishing mark, he mentioned a small teardrop-shaped birthmark just below her right earlobe. At Annette’s request, he found his wife’s passport. In her handbag were a wallet with bank cards, some cash and her driver’s license. Her keys, he added, were with the neighbor. It seemed the only things she’d taken were her phone and a basket.

Lars paid close attention to the man’s behavior. It was clear that Alex responded automatically, sometimes irritated, even aggressively. It seemed that his mind was far away from this place. He was clearly desperate to get out and look for his wife. He couldn’t sit still, rocking back and forth and pressing his palms between his knees whenever he didn’t know what to do with his big hands. Annette looked at him with sympathy, tried to comfort him, yet at the same time asked sensitive questions: the relationship in the family, possible extramarital affairs and his wife’s mental health. Her voice was soft but insistent.

“We will do everything we can to find your wife,” she repeated several times during the conversation.

The man looked at her with pain in his eyes, and it was unclear whether he believed her or not.

Finally, Annette asked for some personal belongings of the missing woman, and they left the house.

Back in the car, Annette buried herself in her notes. Lars, on the other hand, could barely sit still. He was eager to discuss what they’d learned and share his own theories about what had happened. This was the first really important case of his career. He kept shooting impatient glances at his mentor until she finally took pity on him.

“Well, what do you think?”

“Suspicious guy. Why didn’t you ask about the scratches on his face and hands? Statistics show that in most cases of spousal homicide, the partner’s responsible. And here we saw clear signs of a struggle.”

“First, why assume the woman’s dead? Second, this doesn’t look like signs of a struggle. If you looked closely, the cuts varied in depth and direction, likely abrasions from bushes and branches that supported his story about searching the woods at night. But we’ll check that version too.”

Lars opened his mouth to argue, but Annette cut him off.

“Start the car. We’re heading back to the station. Hand the personal items to the search team, then write up the interview report and bring it to me. I’ll review it.”

Lars kept quiet, thinking bitterly that as long as he was stuck with Annette, he’d never get the chance to prove himself. To her, with three decades in criminal investigations, he was just a kid fresh out of the academy. She was hardly going to listen to him.

***

A helicopter search would’ve been pointless. The autumn morning wrapped the forest in dense, impenetrable fog. The air was cold and damp. The silence was broken only by the crunch of boots and the rustle of wet grass under the tracking dog’s paws.

The search was divided into two directions.

The first group moved along the edge of the forest from the parking area. The dog led them to a gravel road, overgrown with tall weeds and blocked by an old barrier gate. After following the road for several hundred meters, the dog crossed to the other side and forced its way through thick undergrowth by a small lake. A little farther along the shore, it stopped by a small motorboat pulled up in the heather. It sniffed around the boat on all sides and began to bark, wagging its tail eagerly. But it couldn’t pick up any tracks leading away from the boat.

At the same time, a call came over the radio to one of the team members. The other group had more luck; they’d found an overturned mushroom basket. But here, too, the trail was lost. The dog circled wide but kept returning to the spot where the basket lay.

It was clear they needed more people. The head of the search team was told to call in volunteers for a full-scale search of the forest.

***

The clock hands were nearing eleven. Kristina sat at the table, nervously drumming her fingers on the edge before dialing Alex’s number.

“Hello. Is there any news?”

“Nothing yet,” Alex said shortly.

She hesitated for a moment.

“I saw an article about the search on the local paper’s website. Is that about Vera?”

“I don’t know. What does it say?”

“There’s an ongoing search for a missing woman in the Prestebakke area,” she read from the screen.

“Yes, that’s about Vera,” Alex replied with a heavy sigh.

“I didn’t think it was that serious.”

Alex didn’t answer. Kristina closed her eyes for a moment, trying to collect her thoughts. Her fingers kept picking at the edge of the table. She wasn’t sure whether to bring it up, but finally she did, asking cautiously,

“Alex, have you been on Facebook today?”

“No, why?” His voice sharpened with curiosity.

She drew a heavy breath.

“I’m not sure, but a woman posted she’d found a phone. Martin thinks it could be Vera’s.”

“Where is it?” Alex asked impatiently.

“On Facebook. I’ll send you a link.”

As soon as the call ended, Alex logged into Facebook. The photo showed a cell phone with a multicolored case lying on a kitchen tablecloth. There was no doubt – this was Vera’s phone. The caption said it would be returned to its owner on request.

Alex opened the profile and saw a photo of a kind-looking elderly woman smiling and hugging an old, shaggy dog. It listed her name and address in Prestebakke. Alex looked up her address and phone number in the Yellow Pages.

No one answered the phone, and he couldn’t bear to wait. He pulled on his sneakers, grabbed his car keys, and jogged out of the house.

He drove like a madman, overtaking slow trucks and taking the bends at high speed. His thoughts swung between hope and despair.

At last, he arrived. A small, well-kept house stood before him, a cozy garden tucked behind a low fence. At the front door, he rang the bell. There came a muffled bark, and the scruffy old dog came running around the corner from the back of the house. Right after the dog, an elderly woman appeared. Alex recognized her at once from the photo on Facebook.

***

Anders was already waiting for them, leaning against the hood of his car. He greeted them and gave a questioning look to the young officer standing beside Annette. She introduced them to each other:

“This is our new colleague, Lars Stenersen. And this is our best forensic expert, Anders Thomsen.”

They nodded briefly to each other without saying anything.

“So, what do we have here?” asked Annette.

“What do we have?” Anders echoed with a shrug. “So far, just mysteries. We found a basket on the other side, about two hundred yards from the road. Then the trail disappeared. Volunteers are combing the woods now.”

“Why is this side cordoned off?” Annette asked, glancing around.

“It’s more interesting over here. Come on, I’ll show you,” Anders said, striding ahead.

They soon came out onto a gravel road.

“See those tire tracks behind the barrier? A car came through here recently. The tracks are fresh, and they go in both directions.”

“Was the barrier open?”

“No, the landowner opened it for us with his key.”

“When was he here last?” Annette asked, pulling out her notebook.

“He claims he hasn’t been here since summer.”

“Does anyone else have a key to the barrier?”

“The keykeeper. But we haven’t spoken to him yet. We were waiting for you.”

“Any signs of damage to the lock?”

Anders shook his head.

“Okay,” Annette nodded. “Let’s keep going.”

They followed the gravel road. To the right stood a pine forest, and to the left a stream ran hidden behind thick bushes. The stream emptied into a small lake. Soon they reached an area cordoned off with police ribbon.

“This is where the car stood,” Anders explained. “I assume there was only one person in it, or the passengers didn’t get out.”

Lars squatted down and studied the footprints closely.

“Got the shoe size?” he asked, trying to sound important.

Anders gave him a skeptical look.

“Twelve. All the details will be in my report,” he answered dryly. “Shall we continue?”

Without waiting for an answer, Anders turned and marched off down a narrow path towards the lake.

Before Annette followed, she grabbed Lars by the arm and hissed sharply:

“Watch and keep your mouth shut.”

Lars nodded guiltily.

Along the way, Anders pointed out some deep footprints and broken branches in the bushes. Soon they reached the shore. There, lying in the heather, was an old motorboat.

“As you can see from the flattened grass, the boat has been used recently,” said Anders. “But there’s nowhere to go. You can see the whole lake from here. And Vera Hansen’s footprints stop here. But the tracks of the man in the car are visible in both directions. My guess is that he was carrying something heavy down to the lake that he didn’t bring back to the car.”

“How heavy?” asked Annette.

“Judging by the depth of the prints and the stride length, I’d say quite heavy.”

“You think he dumped something into the water?”

“I’m talking about what I see,” replied Anders. “It’s up to you to draw conclusions. But we found nothing on the bank.”

“Blood? Signs of a struggle?”

Anders shivered as a few cold gusts blew in from the lake.

“Nothing.”

Annette nodded.

“The report says Vera’s phone was found near the lake.”

“Yes, about twenty feet from the boat,” Anders replied, pointing.

Annette narrowed her eyes, thinking.

“If we assume Vera stumbled upon something criminal, the person in the car might’ve taken her with him. But he went back to the car empty-handed. And, if I understand correctly, no trace of her was found near the car.”

Anders shook his head.

Annette sighed heavily.

“We’ll have to call in the divers.”

“I guess I’ll have time for lunch then,” Anders said as he checked his watch. “Would you like to keep me company?”

Annette realized that the invitation was meant only for her.

“Lars,” she said to her partner, “talk to the landowner and the keykeeper. Find out where they were last evening, and who else might have keys to the barrier. Then report back to me.”

Lars shot her a resentful look and trudged off reluctantly.

Annette was about to get into the car when Alex Hansen called out to her.

“Is there any news?” he asked nervously as he approached.

“Not yet, Alex. But you might be able to help,” she said after a brief pause.

“Can I?”

“Did you notice yesterday whether the barrier on the road to the lake was open?”

Alex frowned as he tried to remember.

“The barrier... I’m not sure how it was when we arrived. I didn’t notice it. But when I realized Vera was gone, it was definitely closed. I drove past and saw it.”

Annette nodded.

“Were you on the other side of the barrier?” she asked.

“Yes, I was.”

“When?”

After a moment’s thought, Alex said,

“Around midnight.”

“Did you see a car behind the barrier?”

He frowned even more.

“A car? What car?”

“We don’t know for sure,” she admitted. “Perhaps you saw tire tracks?”

“Tracks?” He shook his head, clearly confused. “I don’t know. It was dark. And the rain...” His voice suddenly weakened. “Does this have something to do with Vera? Was she abducted in a car?”

“Alex, calm down,” she said softly. “We’re looking into every possibility. Trust me, we’ll do everything we can to find your wife.” She laid a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Go home, get some rest. We’ll contact you as soon as we know more.”

Alex looked into her eyes.

“Do you promise?”

“I promise.”

Annette finally sat down in the car and looked at Anders, who had already started the engine.

“The husband of the missing woman,” she explained, nodding toward Alex.

“I know,” he said as he pulled out of the parking area. “I met him when he brought in the woman who found the phone.”

Annette stared thoughtfully out of the window.

“He says the barrier was closed.”

“That means nothing,” Anders said with a chuckle. “The barrier opens, the car drives in, it closes again. Takes a couple of minutes – no one notices.”

“We should’ve checked whether the tire tracks on his car matched the ones behind the barrier,” Annette said, sounding annoyed.

“They don’t match,” Anders replied confidently. “Already did. And just so you know, he’s a size ten. He left his prints all over the place.”

She nodded calmly, about to say more, when the phone in her pocket began to vibrate. She read the message and tensed up a little.

“I’ve just been told they found fresh skid marks and some glass nearby. Let’s go take a look,” she said apologetically.

Anders sighed heavily. It looked like his lunch would have to wait again.

***

The grim discovery was pulled from the lake around two o’clock that afternoon. Annette stood a little to the side, watching carefully as Anders examined the mutilated body. He scrutinized the torn wounds with his usual cool professionalism, showing neither compassion nor disgust.

“From a preliminary look, I’d say the bite marks came from an animal,” he said at last, breaking the heavy silence.

“Are there werewolves in our peaceful town?” Lars joked, desperate to hide the nausea rising inside him. The shock was creeping under his skin, and it was an enormous effort to stay calm.

Annette shot a reproachful look at her young colleague.

“Anyway, it’s too early to say anything,” Anders cut in quickly. “We need to take the body to the lab.”

Annette knew that tone well. Anders always avoided tentative conclusions for fear of being accused of incompetence. This caution sometimes bordered on paranoia. After many years of working together, she knew it was useless to expect quick clarifications from him, but she still hoped to get some information.

“Did you do what I asked?” she said to Lars, sounding exasperated.

“Yes. There are two keys to the barrier. One’s with the landowner – Svend Pedersen. Retired. Sixty-nine. Married. He has three adult children who live in Stavanger, Tromsø and...”, Lars flicked through his notes, “...Molde. Pedersen stated that he and his wife drove to Oslo yesterday. They stayed at the Scandic Hotel and had dinner at an Italian restaurant. Hotel security said the cameras showed they were out between 6:11 and 8:27 p.m., and didn’t leave the hotel again after that. The restaurant confirmed the Pedersens had been there and promised to email the bill and the CCTV footage.”

“That’s not necessary,” Annette interrupted, waving her hand dismissively.

“Pedersen’s car’s been parked at the hotel since check-in. He said the spare key to the barrier is with Rolf Monstad.”

“What about Monstad?” Annette asked impatiently.

“Rolf Monstad works at a local store. He’s thirty-four, married, with two kids: a four-year-old boy and an eighteen-month-old girl. Rolf stated that he was last down by the lake eight days ago. He has not lent the keys to anyone. He spent the entire evening and night last night at home with his family.”

“Does his wife confirm his alibi?” Annette asked, more out of formality.

“Of course,” Lars said with a shrug. Then, turning to Anders: “By the way, Rolf’s a size twelve.”

***

But there was no sleep for Alex. When he got home, his mother was waiting for him. Together they packed a small backpack with Emma’s essentials, picked her up from daycare, and convinced her to stay with her grandparents for a while, without her mom or dad. With a smile, Alex told a funny story about how he had to climb a tree to rescue a mischievous kitten that was trying to raid a crow’s nest, and that’s why he was so scratched up. He assured Emma that he and mommy would come back for her soon, and that they would go to an amusement park or wherever she wanted.

When Emma finally left for her grandparents, Alex went home, exhausted. The fear he had tried so hard to keep deep inside threatened to break free. The sleepless night was taking its toll. He just wanted to sit down and close his eyes, if only for a moment. But his phone beeped. A new message from Kristina, with a link to a local news article.

“A woman’s body has been found in Lake Danmarkstjern. The Halden police are currently refraining from commenting, but our reporter has learned from reliable sources that the body had been in the water for less than twenty-four hours. Whether it is the woman who disappeared in the area the night before is uncertain. We are following developments in the case.”

Alex went cold. Something heavy pressed down on his chest. He grabbed the phone and searched frantically for Annette’s number in the contact list. The letters danced in front of his eyes, and panic drowned out everything else. Eventually he found her number, but the line was busy. He dialed again and again, but only got a busy signal, pounding in his head like a hammer.

Desperate, he decided to go to the lake himself, but just then the phone rang. It was Annette.

Something inside him snapped. Alex stared at the screen, paralyzed with fear. With trembling fingers, he pressed the answer button and sank into a chair.

“Alex,” Annette said quietly. “I’m afraid I have bad news. We’ve found a woman’s body in the lake. You’ll need to come in to identify it.”

Alex was silent, trying to comprehend what he had just heard. His heart froze and the words stuck in his throat.

“Alex, can you hear me?” Annette asked impatiently.

“Yes... of course,” he managed at last, his voice hoarse. “When? Where?”

“In an hour. I’ll send you the address.”

“I’ll come,” he whispered, just before the line went dead.

Alex left immediately. Halden was a small town; nothing was more than a half-hour’s drive away. But waiting at home until the set time was unbearable.

He arrived forty minutes early and sat waiting in the car in front of a dull gray building, staring blankly ahead. It’s not her. It’s not her, he repeated to himself like a mantra, trying to push the fear away.

Time crawled by painfully slowly. With every passing minute, doubt and fear took up more and more space in his mind.

Finally, the car arrived with the same police officers who had visited him in the morning. Alex pulled himself together and followed them inside.

The room was sterile and cold. The body, covered by a sheet, lay on a metal table.

“Alex, are you ready?” Annette asked. When he nodded, she pulled back the sheet.

Alex recoiled at once. His face went instantly pale, his hands began to shake, and his breath came uneven and fast.

“Is it her? Alex, is that Vera?” Annette’s voice sounded distant, as if coming from another room.

Alex couldn’t tear his eyes away from the body. Tears streamed down his cheeks. He struggled to breathe, his throat too dry to form words.

Suddenly, Annette’s phone rang. She glanced at the screen and declined the call.

“Alex, is it Vera?” she asked again, gently placing her hand on his shoulder. “Is it Vera?”

As if waking up, Alex shifted his tearful gaze to her. He shook his head slowly and whispered:

“No.”

Annette covered the body again, took Alex by the hand, and led him out of the room. Outside, they met Lars, who had just finished a phone call. He turned to Annette and said quickly,

“We have to go,” he said quickly. “They’ve found another body.”

Annette gave him a reprimanding look, but Alex reacted immediately:

“I’m coming, too!”

Annette was about to protest, but when she saw Alex’s pleading eyes, she took a deep breath:

“Okay, wait for me outside.”

She came out a few minutes later.

“There’s no point in you coming, Alex. The body’s been in the water for over a month. It’s not Vera.”

Alex wanted to say something, but Annette interrupted him:

“Here’s the deal: as soon as we know anything new about Vera, you’ll be the first to hear.”

“Do you promise?”

“I promise. Go home, Alex. Get some sleep.”

***

Kristina stood before the large mirror in her office, studying her reflection carefully. Tall, slender, fit   three days a week at the gym, clean eating, the usual. Blonde – hardly surprising in Norway. Classic facial features. Large, expressive eyes. Her lips were admittedly a little narrow, but you can’t always follow fashion. Small facial wrinkles – she started Botox too late.

But on the whole, Kristina was satisfied with herself. For her age, she looked great. She was always tastefully dressed, with beautiful hair and discreet makeup. At work, she wore only a suit or a strict business dress. People looked up to her. Her beauty came across as cold and a little formal. She liked that. It allowed her to keep her distance, which was very important in her position as municipal director.

Everything in her life was good. She lived in a modern house with large panoramic windows overlooking the fjord. She had a husband she loved, a son, even two if you count Erik’s son. Lots of friends. Exclusive parties, prestigious exhibitions and concerts. Trips to the best holiday resorts. Was there anything she was missing?

Kristina turned away from the mirror and sat down at her desk. Her work dragged on. She couldn’t focus. If someone had asked her, What’s wrong with you? she wouldn’t have known what to say. The feelings were new and incomprehensible.

Last night she had slept next to a little girl. In the morning, she had made her breakfast and driven her to daycare. Before going inside, Emma suddenly hugged her and said,

“Bye.”

Kristina was left speechless by this unexpected tenderness. No one had hugged her like that in years. Not her son. Not Erik. No one.

Kristina had thought about Emma all day – and about Alex, too. Could they have had such a daughter if she hadn’t left him all those years ago?

No, she had never regretted leaving Alex. She doubted that she had ever loved her ex-husband.

They had married when they were both in their thirties. Or rather, she’d pushed him into marrying her, afraid of ending up an “old maid.” At some point she had suddenly realized she risked being alone with her career, while many of her friends had families and even children.

She had met Alex at a friend’s party. He seemed big, a little clumsy, and easy to sway. He did everything she asked. He had a good job, too. Kristina thought he’d make a suitable husband. He had moved to Halden for her sake. Soon they had their son, Martin.

Alex was an amazing father and husband; he changed diapers, cooked, did the laundry, rocked the baby at night. He was always there for her. He put her interests ahead of his own. Sometimes he even made sacrifices. He could have had a great career, but he lacked ambition and often turned down good job offers if they clashed with Kristina’s plans.

But it wasn’t enough. They were too different. Alex was a homebody who liked quiet weekends in nature. She wanted fun and parties. He preferred comfort; she needed style. Alex was good at cooking, but it took a toll on her figure. When Kristina sometimes looked at old photos, she couldn’t help noting how chubby she’d been.

They lived together for six years, and then she met Erik. It turned out she had much more in common with him, as both were ambitious, had good taste, and shared the same lifestyle. Erik was already divorced and had a son, a year younger than Martin. So Kristina moved in with him.

They never married. Erik’s divorce had hit him hard financially, and he told Kristina there was no point in marrying again unless they had children together. However, neither Erik nor Kristina wanted more children.

There were no problems with their boys. They were almost the same age, and each had their own room. They couldn’t really be called friends, but they got along fine. Neither Erik nor Kristina showed favoritism; they didn’t want to create a sense of unfairness. What’s more, the children lived in two homes. One week with them, one week with the other parent. A common arrangement and another benefit of divorce.

Kristina first heard from her son that Alex had a girlfriend, but she hadn’t taken it seriously. But soon after, Alex got married. It was a small sting to her ego, but Kristina was sure that there could be no question of love. The young girl was just using him. Kristina even made a special trip to her ex-husband’s house, fully aware he’d be at work, using the pretext of dropping something off for Martin. She took one look at her son’s new stepmother and felt completely at ease The new woman was an ordinary gray mouse. Nothing worth mentioning. The only thing was that she was 17 years younger. But Kristina herself didn’t look her age either – not at all. She knew it perfectly well. And if men had to choose between the two, it was doubtful they’d pick Vera. At least when it came to looks.

Then Emma was born. At one point, Kristina was worried about how Martin would take it. Wouldn’t it be a blow to his still childlike psyche? After all, the boy was entering his teens. But Martin took it calmly. And nothing changed in her relationship with Alex. She still dictated the terms when it came to raising their son, and he still obeyed without complaint.

But yesterday was the first time Alex had asked her for help. Kristina had seen Emma before, of course – she’d simply never paid attention. But that night, watching Emma sleep beside her, hearing her slow breathing, tucking the blanket around her, feeding her in the morning, sitting with her in the car, walking her into daycare… What was this? Why had she never felt such tenderness and love for Martin? Was it because he was a boy? Or was it because Alex always tried to keep her away from the little worries? Or was it because she tried to keep herself away from them?

And Alex. She had never seen him like this before. Kristina often asked Alex to take her son during his “off week,” so she couldn’t refuse. But she decided to show her displeasure and didn’t immediately notice Alex’s condition.  

In the morning, the online edition of the local paper ran a short piece about the missing woman. Then Martin called and asked her to inform his father about the Facebook post. And then there were two more articles about the bodies found in the lake.

As soon as the working day was over, Kristina went to her ex-husband’s house.

“My God, Alex, what happened to your face?” she exclaimed when he opened the door.

“Went for a walk in the woods,” he muttered, letting her in.

“I was thinking,” she began, “maybe you need help with Emma? I could look after her for a while, if you’d like.”

“Emma is already in Drammen. But thanks for helping out yesterday.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, trying to hide her disappointment. “Emma’s a wonderful child.”

Without waiting for an invitation, Kristina walked into the living room. She still felt at home in her former house.

“Any news?” she asked, settling into the armchair. “I read that they found...”

“It’s not her,” Alex interrupted.

“Thank God! I was so worried. What’re the police saying? Do they have any idea?”

“They say they’re doing everything they can.”

“They’ll find her. I’m sure of it.”

It was painful to see him in such a state.

“Alex, you don’t look well,” she said sympathetically. “Have you eaten anything today?”

“No, I have no appetite,” he replied tiredly.

“That won’t do. Come on, let’s see what you’ve got in the kitchen.”

“I’m not hungry,” Alex said, shaking his head.

“You need to eat.”

Kristina took his hand, led him to the kitchen, peeked into the fridge, and began setting food on the table.

“There’s some soup here,” she said, opening the lid of the pot. “It smells good. I’ll heat it up.”

Alex didn’t answer. In front of his eyes, Vera appeared.

Bean soup, the one you like, he heard her say, as if she were standing right beside him.

He covered his face with his hands in an attempt to hold on to this vision.

Kristina, meanwhile, put a bowl of soup in front of him and placed a cheese sandwich beside it:

“Eat!” she said firmly.

“I don’t want to,” Alex repeated, barely glancing at the food.

“Eat, I said!” she commanded sternly.

He reluctantly picked up his spoon. He hadn’t eaten for 24 hours, but his appetite was still absent. Every bite stuck in his throat.

“Maybe you need a drink?” Kristina suggested. “It might help. Nothing depends on you now anyway.”

“I can’t,” Alex replied. “What if the police call and ask me to come?”

“Then you take a taxi.”

“No.”

“As you wish.”

Kristina sighed and sat down across from him, watching as Alex mechanically chewed the sandwich. At last, she couldn’t hold back:

“Tell me, why did Vera go into the forest?”

“It was my fault. I asked her to come with us. She wanted to stay home.”

Kristina frowned.

“Don’t blame yourself. As far as I know, you invited her for a drive, not to wander around in the woods. The forest here is dense. She could’ve fallen into a ravine.”

She didn’t notice Alex turning very pale and went on, speaking her thoughts aloud:

“No,” she answered herself. “She would have been found a long time ago. The police have searched the whole forest. I think maybe she hit her head and lost her memory. She doesn’t remember where she is, or who she is. She might be wandering around, poor thing.”

Alex gave no reply.

“What else could have happened? You know what? Hunting season just started. Maybe someone shot her by accident, panicked, and hid the body to avoid punishment. On the other hand, they would have found blood,” Kristina thought aloud. “Or wouldn’t they? It rained all night; it could have washed away all traces. What do you think?”

Alex remained silent.

“I mean,” Kristina went on, “it’s possible she’s not alive anymore. Otherwise, she would’ve turned up by now. I’m not trying to scare you. I’m just being realistic. And I want you to know, Alex,” she said, taking his hand, “we’re not strangers. If you ever need help – with Emma or anything else – I’ll be there.”

“Thanks,” Alex said dryly.

Silence fell.

“Maybe she just left you? She’s young. Maybe she wanted a better life and found someone younger and richer? Hm?”

“She might have left me, but never Emma.”

“Yes, yes... Or maybe she found a portal to another dimension and traveled back in time, or into the future! Or maybe...”

“Maybe you should go home,” Alex said, pushing the bowl of soup away.

Kristina fell quiet, taken aback by his tone.

“All right,” she replied curtly, getting up from the table. “You know where to find me.”

Alex nodded, avoiding her eyes.

She grabbed her bag and walked out without looking back.

Alex closed the door behind his ex-wife and went into the bedroom.
He needed sleep. But as soon as he closed his eyes, fear washed over him. He opened them again and realized he would never fall asleep.

How terrible uncertainty is! All over the world, people disappear every day. We just don’t think about it… until it becomes our own personal tragedy. Uncertainty never lets you go. It forces you to keep replaying every possible scenario, searching for logic, looking for answers that may not exist.

If someone were to give him a choice now – to find Vera dead and know it was over, or to remain in the dark, clinging to the faint hope she was still alive while he burned in his own private hell, battling the relentless fear that she might at this very moment be in terrible pain and he couldn’t help her – he wouldn’t know what to choose. No. He knew. He wanted her to be alive. As long as she was alive!

If only she were alive!

***

Still, he managed to fall asleep in the end. No, not in the bedroom—on the sofa in the living room. That was where the doorbell woke him. He jumped up as if jolted by electricity. Half-asleep, almost on autopilot, he ran to open the door.

On the doorstep stood the police officers he had already met several times during this endless day.

“What? Have you found Vera?” he asked in a choked voice, unsure what to expect.

Annette – that was her name, wasn’t it? – shook her head.

“May we come in?” she asked.

Alex stepped back and let them inside. His eyes caught his reflection in the hallway mirror. My God, what a sight. His hair was a mess, his face scratched and swollen from sleep. How long had he been out? He glanced at the clock: it was almost eight. So he had managed to get a few hours of rest after all.

He followed them into the living room and quickly moved the blanket off the couch to make room for them to sit. Then he excused himself, ran into the kitchen, splashed cold water on his face, and drank a glass of it. His head cleared a little. Now he was ready to talk.

“We don’t see any point in continuing the ground search,” said Annette. “Volunteers have combed the forest in every direction. Vera isn’t there.”

Alex blinked, struggling to process what he had just heard.

“You mean you’re not going to look for her anymore?”

“The search continues,” she assured him. “We’ll do everything we can to find her. But now we have to look in other ways.”

“And that girl…” Alex chose his words carefully. “The one who was found… Vera might have been an unwitting witness.”

“We can’t confirm that,” Annette replied. “But we’re investigating the possibility. At the same time, we’re also considering other theories. For now, we need to know as much as possible about your wife, and we’re asking for your help.”

“Yes, of course,” Alex replied quickly.

“Let’s start from the beginning,” Annette said, opening a worn notebook and beginning the questioning. “When did you meet Vera?”

“In October 2015.”

“Who took the initiative?”

“Vera,” he said with a faint smile as he spoke her name.

“How did that happen?”

“After work, I stopped by the grocery store to buy something for dinner…”

Alex remembered that day well. The parking lot outside the store was almost full. It was the end of the workday, rush hour for shoppers. He automatically noticed that someone had parked in the handicapped spot, but it didn’t bother him this time. His mind was on the shopping list.

It was Martin’s week, and Alex always used those days to spoil his son. He lingered
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