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  To my father




  IT WAS A Wendy house.



  A tiny house with red windowsills and lace curtains. He halted a short distance from it, listened, but heard nothing except the dog panting by his side and a gentle rustle from the old apple trees. He stood there a moment longer, feeling the dampness of the grass seep through his shoes, listening to his heart, which had changed its pace after the chase through the garden. The dog looked up at him and waited. Saliva poured from its great jaws, it sniffed the darkness tentatively, its ears quivered. Perhaps it could hear sounds from within that he couldn’t detect. He turned and looked back at the detached house behind them, its lit windows, its warmth and coziness. No one had heard them, not even when the dog barked. His car was down on the road with two wheels on the curb and the door open.



  She’s frightened of the dog, he thought with surprise. Bending down, he grabbed it by the collar and approached the door with slow steps. There certainly wouldn’t be a rear exit in a little house like this, or even a lock on the door. It must be plaguing her now—if it hadn’t the moment she’d shut herself in—the thought that she’d fallen straight into a trap. No way out. She didn’t have a chance.



1

THE COURTHOUSE WAS a gently curving, gray concrete building of seven stories, an effective windbreak for the town’s main street, taking the sting out of the driving snow from the river. The trailers at the rear were sheltered, a blessing in the winter; in summer they stewed in the stagnant air. The façade above the entrance was adorned with an ultramodern Themis and her scales, which at a distance, from down by the Statoil depot, for example, looked more like a witch on a broomstick. The police station and the county jail occupied the top three floors as well as the trailers.

The door swung open with an ill-tempered groan. Mrs. Brenningen started and placed a finger on her book, after the phrase “the balance of probability.” Inspector Sejer came in with a woman. She looked as if she’d been in the wars: her chin was grazed, her coat and skirt were torn, her mouth was bleeding. Mrs. Brenningen didn’t normally stare. She’d been the receptionist at the courthouse for seventeen years, she’d seen all sorts come and go—but now she gawked. She snapped the book shut, her place marked with an old bus timetable. Sejer laid a hand on the woman’s arm and led her to the elevator. She walked with her head down. Then the doors closed.

Sejer’s face was impassive, it was impossible to tell what he was thinking. It made him look severe, though in reality he was merely reserved, and behind the stern features dwelt a soul that was kindly enough. But he wasn’t given to warm smiles, employing them only as icebreakers when he wanted to gain access to people, and his praise was reserved for a select few. He closed the door and nodded toward the only chair, pulled a handful of tissues out of the dispenser above the washbasin, moistened them with hot water, and offered them to her. She wiped her mouth and looked around. The office was rather bare, but she studied the child’s drawings on the wall and a small Plasticine figure on his desk, which bore witness to the fact that he did indeed have a life outside these spartan surroundings. The figure was supposed to represent a rather prolapsed policeman in a violet-blue uniform, with his stomach on his knees and wearing oversize boots. It didn’t much resemble the original, who was now sitting looking at her with gray, earnest eyes. There was a tape recorder on the desk and a Compaq computer. The woman peered furtively at them and hid her face in the wet tissues. He left her in peace. He got an audiocassette from the drawer and wrote on the white label: Eva Marie Magnus.

“Are you frightened of dogs?” he asked kindly.

She glanced up. “In the past perhaps. But not anymore.” She crumpled the tissues into a ball. “I used to be frightened of everything. Now there’s nothing I’m frightened of at all.”


2

THE RIVER CASCADED through the countryside, splitting the cold town into two shivering gray floes. It was April and still wintry. Just as it reached the middle of the town, somewhere about the district hospital, it began to roar and grumble, as if the nagging traffic and noisy industry along its banks had disturbed it. It coiled and wreathed in ever stronger currents as it advanced through the town. Past the old theater and the Labor Party headquarters, by the railway tracks and on past the square to the old exchange, which was now a McDonald’s, down to the brewery—a pretty shade of pink and also the oldest in the country—to the Cash and Carry, the motorway bridge, a huge industrial park with several car firms, and finally the old roadside inn. There, the river could heave a final sigh and tumble into the sea.

It was late afternoon, the sun was setting, and in a short while the brewery would be transformed from a dreary colossus into a fairy-tale castle with a thousand lights that were reflected in the river. The town was only beautiful after dark.

Eva watched the little girl as she ran along the riverbank. The distance between them was ten meters; she was careful not to let it increase. It was a gray day and few people were about on the footpaths; a bitter breeze blew off the swiftly flowing river. Eva kept an eye out for dog owners, and in that eventuality, whether the dog was loose, for she couldn’t breathe easily until they’d passed. She saw none. Her skirt flapped around her legs and the wind cut right through her knitted sweater, forcing her to hug herself with both arms as she walked. Emma skipped along contentedly, if not gracefully, for she was well overweight. A fat kid with a large mouth and an angular face. Her red hair whipped the back of her neck, the moisture in the air giving it an unwashed look. Certainly not a cute little girl, but as she was unaware of the fact, she pranced blithely along in her artlessness, and with an appetite for life which only a child possesses. Emma was seven, five months until she began school, Eva thought. One day she’d catch herself reflected in the critical faces of the playground, see her own unlovely person for the first time. But if she was a strong child, if she was like her father, the man who’d packed up and gone to live with someone else, she wouldn’t give it another thought. This was what occupied Eva Magnus as she walked. This, and the overcoat that she’d left in the hall at home.

Eva knew every inch of the footpath, they’d walked it countless times. Emma was the one who went on about it, who wouldn’t relinquish the old habit of strolling by the river; Eva could have done without it. At regular intervals the child ran down to the water’s edge because she’d seen something that had to be inspected more closely. Eva watched her like a hawk. If she fell in there was no one else to save her. The river was fast flowing, the water icy, and the girl heavy. She shuddered.

This time Emma had found a flat stone right down by the bank. She waved, shouting to her mother to come. Eva followed. There was just enough room for both of them to sit.

“We can’t sit here, it’s wet. We’ll get cystitis.”

“Is that dangerous?”

“No, but it’s painful. It stings, and you’ve got to wee all the time.”

They sat down anyway, following the eddies with their eyes and marveling at the movements of the water.

“Why are there currents in the water?” Emma asked.

Eva had to think for a moment. “Well, goodness, I don’t know. Perhaps it’s got something to do with the riverbed; there’s lots of things I don’t know. When you go to school, you’ll learn about all that.”

“That’s what you always say when you don’t know the answer.”

“But it’s true. In any case you can ask your teacher. Teachers know a lot more than me.”

“I don’t think so.”

An empty plastic container came sailing rapidly toward them.

“I want it! You got to get it for me!”

“Yuck no, leave it alone, it’s only rubbish. I’m cold, Emma, can’t we go home soon?”

“In a little while.” Emma pushed her hair behind her ears and rested her chin on her knees, but the hair was coarse and unruly, it sprang forward again. “Is it very deep?” She nodded toward the middle of the river.

“No, not particularly,” said Eva quietly, “eight or nine meters, I should think.”

“That’s really, really deep.”

“No, it’s not. The deepest place in the world is in the Pacific Ocean,” she said musingly. “Some sort of hollow. It’s eleven thousand meters deep. That’s what I call really, really deep.”

“I wouldn’t like to go swimming there. You know everything, Mom, I don’t think teachers know all that. I’d like a pink school bag,” she went on.

Eva shivered. “Mmm,” she said. “They are pretty. But they get dirty awfully quickly. I think those brown ones are nice, those brown leather ones, have you seen them? Like the bigger children have?”

“I’m not big. I’m only just starting school.”

“Yes, but you’ll get bigger, and you can’t have a new bag every year.”

“But we’ve got more money now, haven’t we?”

Eva didn’t reply. The question made her shoot a quick glance over her shoulder, a habit she’d formed. Emma found a stick and poked it into the water.

“Why is there froth in the water?” she continued. “Nasty, yellow froth.” She whipped it a bit with her stick. “Shall I ask at school?”

Eva still didn’t answer. She, too, had her chin on her knees, her thoughts had wandered away again, and Emma had receded into the corner of her eye. The river brought back memories. Now she could see a face shimmering under the dark water. A round face with narrowed eyes and black brows.


  “Lie down on the bed, Eva.”



  “What?”



  “Just do as I say, lie down on the bed.”


“Can we go to McDonald’s?” Emma asked suddenly.

“What? Yes, why not. We’ll go to McDonald’s, at least it’s warm there.”

She rose, slightly distractedly, and took the child by the arm. Shook her head and stared down into the river. The face had vanished now, there was nothing there, but she knew it would return, perhaps to haunt her for the rest of her days. They climbed up to the path and set off slowly back toward the town. They didn’t meet a soul.

Eva felt her thoughts running wild, pursuing their own course and arriving in places she’d rather forget. The roar of the river conjured up a host of images. She had waited for them to fade, to find peace at last. And time had passed. One day at a time had turned into six months.

“Can I have a Happy Meal with a present? It’s thirty-seven kroner and I haven’t got Aladdin.”

“Yes.”

“What’ll you have, Mom? Chicken?”

“Not sure yet.” She stared at the black water again; the thought of food was nauseating. She didn’t bother with food much. Now she noticed how the surface rose and fell, under the dirty yellow scum.

“Now we’ve got more money, we can eat whatever we want, can’t we, Mom?”

Eva kept quiet. All at once she stopped and strained her eyes. Something pale had floated up just beneath the surface of the water. It rocked sluggishly as it was pushed toward the bank by the powerful eddy. Her eyes were so taken up with watching that she’d forgotten the girl, who had also halted and who could see far better than her mother.

“It’s a man!” Emma gasped. She clamped herself hard onto Eva’s arm, her eyes popping out of her head. For a few moments they stood transfixed, staring at the sodden, decomposed body as it floated, head first, in among the stones. He was lying face-down. The hair on the back of his head was thin and they could make out a bald patch. Eva was oblivious to the nails digging in through her sweater, she looked at the waxen-colored corpse with its matted blond hair and couldn’t remember seeing him before. But his trainers—those blue and white striped high-top trainers.

“It’s a man,” Emma repeated, more quietly now.

Eva wanted to cry out. The cry came forcing its way up her throat but never emerged. “He’s drowned. Poor man, he’s drowned, Emma!”

“Why does he look so horrible? Almost like jelly!”

“Because,” she stammered, “because it happened some time ago.” She bit her lip so hard she pierced it. The taste of blood made her sway.

“Have we got to lift him up?”

“No, don’t be silly! The police do that.”

“Are you going to phone them?”

Eva put her arm around the girl’s chubby shoulders and stumbled along the path. She looked back again quickly, as if waiting for some attack, yet uncertain from which direction it would come. There was a phone box on the approach to the bridge, so she hauled the child after her and searched in her skirt pockets for change. She found a five-kroner piece. The sight of the partially decomposed man flashed before her like an ill omen, an omen of all that was to come. She had managed to calm down at last, time had settled upon everything like dust and made the nightmare pale. Now her heart was hammering beneath her sweater, completely out of control. Emma was silent. She followed her mother with frightened gray eyes and halted.

“Wait here. I’ll ring and tell them to come and fetch him. Don’t move!”

“We’ll wait for them, won’t we?”

“No, we certainly won’t!”

She pushed into the box, trying to control her panic. An avalanche of thoughts and ideas rushed through her head, but she dismissed each of them in turn. Then she made a quick decision. Her hands were clammy, she inserted the five-kroner piece into the slot and dialed a number with swift fingers. Her father answered, groggy, as if he’d been asleep.

“It’s only me, Eva,” she whispered. “Did I wake you?”

“Yes, but it was high time. Soon I’ll be sleeping all round the clock. Is something the matter?” he growled. “You’re het up. I can hear that you’re het up, I know you.”

His voice was dry and hoarse, but there was still a keenness to it, a keenness which she’d always loved. A sharpness that rooted her fast to reality.

“No, nothing’s wrong. Emma and I were going out to eat and we found this phone box.”

“Well, put her on then!”

“Er, well, she’s down by the water.”

She watched the numbers on the display counting down, threw a quick glance at Emma, who was pressed against the glass of the door. Her nose was squashed flat like a lump of marzipan. Could she hear what they were saying?

“I haven’t got a lot of change. We’ll come and visit you one day soon. If you’d like.”

“Why are you whispering like that?” he demanded suspiciously.

“Am I?” she said a little louder.

“Give my girl a hug. I’ve got something for her when she comes.”

“What’s that?”

“A school bag. She needs a school bag for the autumn, eh? I thought I’d save you the expense, things aren’t all that easy for you.”

If only he’d known. She said: “That was kind of you, Dad, but she’s pretty sure about what she wants. Can we change it?”

“Yes of course, but I bought the bag they said I should. A pink leather one.”

Eva forced her voice to sound normal. “I’ll have to go, Dad, the money’s run out. Look after yourself!” There was a click, and he was gone. The numbers on the display had stopped.

Emma looked at her expectantly. “Are they coming now?”

“Yes, they’re sending a police car. Come on, we’ll go and eat. They’ll ring if they want to speak to us, but I don’t think they’ll need to, at least not yet, perhaps later, but then they’ll get in touch. This has nothing to do with us at all, you see, not really.” She was almost breathless, talking frantically.

“Can’t we just wait and see them arrive, please can we?”

Eva shook her head. She crossed the street with the girl in tow, while the red man was still showing. They were an oddly matched pair as they walked into town, Eva tall and thin with slender shoulders and long, dark hair, Emma plump and broad and knock-kneed, with a slightly waddling gait. Both of them felt cold. And the town was cold, in the miasma from the chill river. It’s an inharmonious town, Eva thought, as if it could never really be happy because it was split in two. Now the two halves were struggling to gain the upper hand. The north side with the church, the cinema, and the most expensive stores, the south side with the railway, the cheap shopping centers, the pubs, and the state off-license. This last was important and ensured a steady stream of cars and people across the bridge.

“Mom, why did he drown?” Emma fixed on her mother’s face and waited for an answer.

“I don’t know. Perhaps he was drunk and fell into the river.”

“Perhaps he was fishing and fell out of his boat. He should have been wearing a life jacket. Was he old, Mom?”

“Not particularly. About Dad’s age, perhaps.”

“At least Dad can swim,” she said with relief.

They had arrived at the green door of McDonald’s. Emma put her weight against it and pushed it open. The smells within, of hamburgers and french fries, drew her and her unfailing appetite further into the place. Gone was the dead man in the river, gone all life’s problems. Emma’s tummy was rumbling and Aladdin was within reach.

“Find a table,” Eva said, “and I’ll order.”

She made for the corner as usual and seated herself under the flowering almond tree, which was plastic, while Eva joined the line. She tried to banish the image that lapped at her inner eye, but it forced itself on her again. Would Emma forget it, or would she tell everyone? Perhaps she’d have nightmares. They must stifle it with silence, never mention it again. In the end she’d think it had never happened.

The line inched forward. She stared distractedly at the youngsters behind the counter; with their red caps and red short-sleeved shirts they worked at an incredible pace. The fatty haze from the cooking hung like a curtain behind the counter, the smells of fat and frying meat, melted cheese and seasonings of all kinds forced their way into her nostrils. But they seemed oblivious to the thickness of the atmosphere, running back and forth like industrious red ants, smiling optimistically at each and every order. She watched the quick fingers and the light feet that sped across the floor. This was nothing like her own day’s work. She stood in the middle of her studio most of the time, arms folded, fixing a stretched canvas with a hostile stare, or possibly an imploring one. On good days she stared aggressively and went on the attack, full of audacity and aplomb. Once in a blue moon she sold a painting.

“Happy Meal, please,” she said quickly, “and chicken nuggets and two Cokes. Would you be very kind and put an Aladdin in? She hasn’t got that one.”

The girl went to work. Her hands packed and folded at lightning speed. Over in the corner, Emma raised her head and followed her mother with her eyes as she finally came weaving across with the tray. Suddenly Eva’s knees began to tremble. She sank down at the table and looked in wonderment at the girl who was eagerly struggling to open the little cardboard box. She searched for the toy. The eruption was deafening.

“I got Aladdin, Mom!” She raised the figure above her head and showed it to the entire restaurant. They all stared at her. Eva buried her face in her hands and sobbed.

“Are you ill?” Emma turned deadly serious and hid Aladdin under the table.

“No, well—just not a hundred percent. It’ll soon pass.”

“Are you upset about the dead man?”

She started. “Yes,” she said simply. “I’m upset about the dead man. But we won’t talk about him anymore. Never, d’you hear, Emma! Not to anyone! It’ll only make us sad.”

“But do you think he’s got children?”

Eva wiped her face with her hands. She wasn’t certain of the future anymore. She stared at the chicken, at the doughy brown lumps fried in fat, and knew that she couldn’t eat them. The images flashed past again. She saw them through the branches of the almond tree.

“Yes,” she said at length, “he’s probably got children.”


3

AN ELDERLY WOMAN out walking her dog suddenly caught a glimpse of the blue and white shoe among the stones. She phoned from the telephone box near the bridge, just as Eva had done. When the police arrived, she was standing somewhat self-consciously by the bank with her back to the corpse. One of the officers, whose name was Karlsen, was first out of the car. He smiled politely when he caught sight of the woman and glanced inquisitively at her dog.

“He’s a Chinese crested,” she said.

It really was an intriguing creature, tiny, wrinkled, and very pink. It had a thick tuft of dirty yellow hair on the crown of its head, but was otherwise entirely bald.

“What’s his name?” he asked amicably.

“Adam,” she replied. He nodded and smiled, diving into the car’s trunk for the case of equipment. The policemen struggled with the dead man for a while, but eventually got him up on the bank where they placed him on a tarpaulin. He wasn’t a big man, he just looked that way after his sojourn in the water. The woman with the dog retreated a little. The team worked quietly and precisely, the photographer took pictures, a forensic pathologist knelt by the tarpaulin and made notes. Most deaths had trivial causes and they weren’t expecting anything unusual. Perhaps a drunk who’d toppled into the water, there were gangs of them under the bridge and along the footpaths in the evenings. This one was somewhere between twenty and forty, slim, but with a beer belly, blond, not particularly tall. Karlsen pulled a rubber glove on to his right hand and carefully raised the dead man’s clothing.

“Stab wounds,” he said tersely. “Several of them. Let’s turn him over.” They fell silent. The only sound was that of rubber gloves being put on and pulled off, the quiet click of the camera, the breath of one or another of them, and the crackling of the plastic sheeting which they spread out by the side of the body.

“I wonder,” Karlsen muttered, “if we haven’t found Einarsson at long last.”

The man’s wallet had gone, if he’d ever had one. But his wristwatch was there, a gaudy affair with a lot of extras, like the time in New York and Tokyo and London. Its black strap had dug into his swollen wrist. The corpse had been in the water a long time and had presumably been carried by the current from further upstream, and so the location of the find wasn’t of special interest. Even so, they inspected it a bit, searching the bank for possible footprints, but found only a plastic can which had once contained antifreeze and an empty cigarette packet. A number of people had gathered up on the path, mostly youngsters; now they were craning their necks to steal a glance at the body on the tarpaulin. Decomposition was well under way. The skin had loosened from the body, especially on the hands, as if he were wearing oversize gloves. It was very discolored. His eyes, which had once been green, were transparent and pale, his hair was falling out in great tufts, his face had puffed up and made his features indistinct. The fauna of the river, crayfish, insects, and fish, had all tucked in greedily. The stab wounds in his side were great gaping gashes in the ashen white flesh.

“I used to fish here,” said one of the boys on the path. He’d never seen a dead body in all his seventeen years. He didn’t really believe in death, just as he didn’t believe in God, because he’d never seen either of them. He hunched his chin into the collar of his jacket and shivered. From now on anything was possible.

The postmortem report arrived a fortnight later. Inspector Konrad Sejer had called five people to a conference room situated in one of the trailers behind the courthouse. They’d been erected there in more recent times owing to lack of space, a row of offices hidden from the public and which most people had never seen, apart from the unhappy souls who came into more intimate contact with the police. Some things had already been established. They knew the man’s identity, they’d got that right away because the name Jorun was engraved on his wedding ring. A file from the previous October contained all the information about the missing Egil Einarsson, aged thirty-eight, address: Rosenkrantzgate 16, last seen on October 4 at nine in the evening. He left a wife and a six-year-old son. The file was thin, but would soon get thicker. The new photographs fattened it up well, and they weren’t pretty. A number of people had been interviewed when he’d disappeared. His wife, coworkers, and relations, friends, and neighbors. None of them had much to say. He wasn’t exactly whiter than white, but he had no enemies, at least, none that they knew of. He had a regular job at the brewery, went home to his dinner every day, and spent most of his spare time in his garage, tinkering with his beloved car, or with his mates at a pub on the south side. The pub was called the King’s Arms. Einarsson was either a poor sod who’d been the victim of some desperado wanting money—heroin had taken a firm grip, seeing the potential in this cold, windswept town—or he had a secret. Perhaps he was in debt.

Sejer peered down at the report and rubbed his neck. It always impressed him the way criminal pathologists managed to pull together a semi-rotten mass of skin and hair, bones and muscles, and turn it into a complete human being with age and weight and physical attributes, condition, previous complaints and operations, dental hygiene and hereditary disposition.

“Remnants of cheese, meat, paprika, and onion in the stomach,” he said aloud. “Sounds like pizza.”

“Can they be sure after six months?”

“Yes, of course. When the fish haven’t eaten it all. That sometimes happens.”

The man called Sejer was made of solid stuff. He was in his forty-ninth year, his forearms were already reasonably tanned, he’d rolled up his shirtsleeves and the blood vessels and sinews were conspicuous beneath the skin, making them look like seasoned wood. His face was well defined and a little sharp, his shoulders straight and broad, his good overall color gave the impression of something that was well used, but which would also endure. His hair was spiky and steel-colored, almost metallic, and very short. His eyes were large and clear, their irises the color of wet slate. That was how his wife Elise had once described them years before. He’d found her description charming.

Karlsen was ten years his junior and slight by comparison. At first glance he could give the impression of being a dandy, without solidity or weight: he had a waxed mustache and a high, impressively bouffant head of hair. The youngest and sprightliest of them, Gøran Soot, was struggling to open a bag of jelly babies without making too much of a rustling noise. Soot had thick, wavy hair, a compact, muscular body, and a fresh complexion. Taken on its own, each part of his body was a feast for the eye, but all together they were rather too much of a good thing. He, however, was unaware of this interesting fact. Seated by the door was Chief Inspector Holthemann, taciturn and gray, and behind him a female officer with close-cropped fair hair. At the window, with one arm propped on the sill, sat Jacob Skarre.

“How are things with Mrs. Einarsson?” Sejer asked. He cared about people, knew that she had a young son.

Karlsen shook his head. “She seemed a bit bewildered. She asked if this meant she’d get the life insurance money at last, and then broke down in despair because the first thing she’d thought about was the cash.”

“Why hasn’t she had anything?”

“We had no body.”

“I’ll take that up with the appropriate person,” said Sejer. “What have they been living on these past six months?”

“Social security.”

Sejer shook his head and flipped through the report. Soot stuffed a green jelly baby into his mouth, only its legs protruding.

“The car,” Sejer went on, “was found at the municipal dump. We rooted through the rubbish for days. In fact he was killed in a completely different location, possibly by the river. Then the killer got into the car and drove it to the rubbish tip. It’s extraordinary if Einarsson really has been in the water for six months and hasn’t turned up until now. That’s quite some time the murderer has been clinging to the hope that he would never surface again. Well, now he’s had a reality check. I imagine it’ll be quite a hard one, too.”

“Did he get caught up on something?” Karlsen wondered out loud.

“Don’t know. It’s a bit strange, that, the riverbed is pure gravel, it’s not long since it was dredged. He may have been swept in toward the bank and got caught up on something there. His appearance was roughly what we’d have anticipated, anyway.”

“The car had been cleaned and vacuumed inside,” said Karlsen, “the dashboard had been polished. Wax and cleaning stuff everywhere. He left home to sell it.”

“And his wife didn’t know who the prospective purchaser was,” Sejer recalled.

“She knew nothing at all, but that was par for the course in that household.”

“No one phoned asking for him?”

“No. He told her quite suddenly that he had a purchaser. She thought it was strange. He’d scraped and saved to get that car, tinkered with it for months, treated it like his baby.”

“Maybe he needed money,” said Sejer urgently, rising. He began to pace. “We’ve got to find that buyer. I wonder what happened between them. According to his wife he had a hundred kroner in his wallet. We ought to go through the car again, someone sat in it and drove it several kilometers, a murderer. He must have left something behind!”

“The car’s been sold,” Karlsen put in.

“Wouldn’t you just know it.”

“Nine p.m.’s pretty late to go showing off a car,” said Skarre, a curly-haired man with an open face. “It’s damn dark in October at nine in the evening. If I were going to buy a car I’d want to see it in daylight. It could have been planned. A kind of trap.”

“Yes. And if you want to test drive a car, you head out of town. Away from people.” Sejer scratched his chin with well-clipped nails. “If he was stabbed on the fourth of October, he’s been in the river six months,” he said. “Is that consistent with the state of the body?”

“The pathologists are being difficult about that,” said Karlsen. “Impossible to date that sort of thing, they say. Snorrasson told of a woman who was found after seven years, and she was as good as new. Some lake in Ireland. Seven years! The water was freezing cold, pure preservation. But we can assume it happened on the fourth of October. It must have been quite a strong person, I should have thought, judging by the results.”

“Let’s look at the stab wounds.”

He selected a photograph from the folder, went to the board, and clipped it in position. The picture showed Einarsson’s back and bottom; the skin had been thoroughly washed and the stab wounds left craterlike depressions.

“They do look rather strange, fifteen stab wounds, half of which are to the lower back, bottom, and abdomen, and the remainder in the victim’s right side, directly above the hip, delivered with great force by a right-handed person, striking from above and slicing downwards. The knife had a long, thin blade, very thin, in fact. Perhaps a fishing knife. Altogether a strange way to attack a man. But you remember what the car looked like, don’t you?”

All at once he strode over and hauled Soot out of his chair. His bag of goodies fell to the floor.

“I need a victim,” Sejer said. “Come here!” He pushed the officer over to the desk, took up position behind him, and grabbed the plastic ruler. “It could have happened something like this. This is Einarsson’s car,” he said, pushing the young policeman over onto the desktop. His chin just reached the far edge. “The bonnet is up, because they’re busy looking over the engine. The killer pushes the victim onto the engine and holds him down with his left arm while he stabs him fifteen times with his right. Fifteen times.” He wielded the ruler and prodded Soot’s bottom as he counted aloud: “One, two, three, four,” he moved his hand and stabbed him in the side, Soot squirmed a bit, as if he was ticklish, “five, six, seven—and then he stabs him in the nether regions . . .”

“No!” Soot leapt up in horror and crossed his legs.

Sejer stopped, gave his victim a small push and sent him back to his chair as he fought to suppress a smile.

“It’s a lot of times to strike with a knife. Fifteen stabs and a whole lot of blood. It must have spurted out everywhere, over the killer’s clothes, face, and hands, over the car and the ground. It’s a bugger that he moved the car.”

“At any rate, it must have been done in the heat of the moment,” Karlsen maintained. “It’s no normal execution. Must have been an argument.”

“Perhaps they couldn’t agree on a price,” quipped Skarre.

“People who decide to kill using a knife often get a nasty shock,” said Sejer. “It’s a lot harder than they think. But let’s assume it actually was premeditated, and at the opportune moment he pulls out his knife, for example just as Einarsson is standing with his back to him, bending over the engine.”

He narrowed his eyes as if conjuring up the scene. “The killer had to strike from behind, so he couldn’t easily get at what he wanted. It’s much harder to reach vital organs from behind. And maybe it took quite a number of stabs before Einarsson finally collapsed. It must have been a terrifying experience, he’s stabbing and stabbing, his victim goes on screaming, that makes him panic and he’s unable to stop. That’s what happens. In his imagination it’ll be one or two lunges. But how often has the killer been content with that in all the many knife murders we’ve dealt with? Off the top of my head I can recall one instance with seventeen stab wounds, and another with thirty-three.”

“But they knew each other, do we agree on that?”

“Knew and knew. They had some kind of relationship, yes.” Sejer seated himself and put the ruler away in the drawer. “Well, we’ll have to begin at the beginning again. We must find out who wanted to buy that car. Use the list from October and begin at the top. It might be one of his coworkers.”

“The same people?” Soot looked at him dubiously. “Are we going to ask the same questions all over again?”

“What do you mean?” Sejer raised an eyebrow.

“I mean that we ought to be finding new people. The answers will be the same as last time. I mean, nothing’s really changed.”

“Hasn’t it? Perhaps you’ve not been listening all that carefully, but we’ve actually found the victim now. Stuck like a pig. And you say nothing’s changed?”

He fought to hold back a note of arrogance. “I mean, we’re not going to get different answers because of that.”

“That,” said Sejer, holding back an even larger one, “remains to be seen, doesn’t it?”

Karlsen closed the file with a little snap.

 

Sejer replaced Einarsson’s folder in the filing cabinet. He filed it next to the Durban case, and thought that now they could keep each other company. Maja Durban and Egil Einarsson. Both were dead, but no one knew why. Then he leaned back in his chair and placed his long legs on the desk, patted his backside, and fished out his wallet. Jammed in between his driving and skydiving licenses he found the picture of his grandson, Matteus. He had just turned four, he could recognize most makes of cars, and had already had his first fight, which he’d lost grievously. It had been a bit of a surprise, that time he’d gone to Fornebu Airport to pick up his daughter Ingrid and son-in-law Erik, who’d been in Somalia for three years. She as a nurse, he as a Red Cross doctor. She’d been standing at the top of the aircraft steps, tanned golden all over and with her hair bleached by the sun. For one wild second it had been like seeing Elise, that first time they’d met. She carried the little boy on her arm. He was four months old at the time, chocolate brown, with crinkly hair and the darkest eyes he’d ever seen. The Somalis were a beautiful race, he thought. And he gazed at the photo for a while before replacing it. It was quiet in the trailers now, and in most of the large adjacent building. He pushed two fingers into his shirtsleeve and scratched his elbow. The skin flaked off. Underneath there was new, pink skin, which also flaked off. He pulled his jacket off the chair back and locked up, then he paid a lightning visit to Mrs. Brenningen at the reception desk. She put down her book immediately. In any case, she’d reached a promising love scene and wanted to save it for when she was under the bedclothes. They exchanged a few words, then he nodded briefly and headed for Rosenkrantzgate and Egil Einarsson’s widow.
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HE GLANCED QUICKLY in the mirror and ran his fingers through his hair. Because it was short he didn’t alter its appearance at all. It was more an act of ritual than vanity.

Sejer took every opportunity to get out of the office. He drove rather slowly through the town center; he always drove slowly, his car was old and sluggish, a large blue Peugeot 604 which he’d never had any reason to change. In snowy conditions it was like driving a sledge. Soon he was passing colorful houses, each home to four families. They were on his right, pink, yellow, and green; the sun was shining on them now, making them glow invitingly. They’d been built in the fifties and possessed a certain patina that newer houses didn’t have. The trees were well grown, the gardens fertile, or at least they would be when the spring arrived. But it was still cold, spring was late in coming. They’d had dry weather for a long time, and blobs of dirty snow lay like rubbish in the gutters. His eyes searched for number 16 and recognized the well-maintained green house the moment he saw it. The entrance was a chaos of trikes, lorries, and plastic toys of all kinds, which the children had indiscriminately brought out from cellars and attics. Bare asphalt was always tempting after a long winter. He parked and rang the bell.

After a few moments she came to the door, with a thin little boy hanging on to her skirts.

“Mrs. Einarsson,” he said, bowing slightly, “may I come in?” Jorun Einarsson nodded vaguely and a touch unwillingly, but she hadn’t many people to talk to. He was standing quite close to her, and she caught the smell of him, a mixture of jacket leather and a discreet after-shave lotion.

“I don’t know any more than I did last autumn,” she said uncertainly. “Well, apart from the fact he’s dead. But I was expecting that, of course. I mean, the way the car looked . . .” She put an arm around the boy as if to protect them both.

“But now we’ve found him, Mrs. Einarsson. So things are a bit different, aren’t they?” He kept quiet and waited.

“It must have been some nutcase who wanted money.” She shook her head distractedly. “Well, his wallet had gone. You saw that his wallet had gone. Even though he had only a hundred kroner. But people kill just for loose change nowadays.”

“I promise this won’t take long.”

She gave in and retreated down the corridor. Sejer stood in the doorway to the living room and looked about. He always felt a certain dismay when it struck him just how similar people were; he saw it in their living rooms, how they filled them. They were the same everywhere, arranged in the same symmetry, with the television and video as a kind of focal point for the rest of the furniture. This was where the family huddled together to get warm. Mrs. Einarsson had a pink leather suite and a shaggy white carpet under the coffee table. It was a feminine room. She’d lived alone for six months, maybe she’d spent the time expunging any masculine influence, if there’d been any to begin with. Then, as now, he could see no trace of loss or love for the man they’d found in the black river water, gray and perforated like an old sponge. What anguish there had been was directed toward other things, practical things. What was she going to live on and how could she get out and find another man when she hadn’t got the money for a babysitter? Such thoughts depressed him. They caused him to examine the wedding photo above the sofa, a somewhat lavish portrait of the young Jorun with bleached hair. Standing next to her was Egil Einarsson, slender and smooth-cheeked like a confirmation candidate and sporting a thin mustache. They posed to the best of their ability before a mediocre photographer, very concerned with their appearance. Not with one another.

“I’ve got some coffee in the pot,” she said hesitantly.

He said yes. It would be good to have something to hold on to, even if it was only the handle of a cup. The boy trotted into the kitchen after his mother, but peeped at him stealthily from behind the door. He was thin, with a few freckles on his nose and hair that was too long and fell into his eyes all the time. In a few years he’d resemble the man in the wedding photo.

“I’ve forgotten your name,” Sejer said, smiling encouragingly.

The boy withheld his name for a moment, twisting the sole of his trainer into the lino and smiling shyly.

“Jan Henry.”

Sejer nodded. “Ah, Jan Henry, of course. Can I ask you something, Jan Henry—do you collect pins?”

He nodded. “I’ve got twenty-four. On my cowboy hat.”

“Bring it here,” Sejer smiled, “and I’ll give you another one. One you certainly won’t have.”

The boy shot around the corner and made for his bedroom. He returned with the hat on his head, it was much too large. He removed it with respect.

“They prick so much inside,” he explained, “so I can’t wear it.”

“Look here,” said Sejer, “a police pin. I got this from Mrs. Brenningen at the station. Not bad, eh?”

The boy nodded. He searched the hat for a place of honor for the small golden pin, resolutely demoted an older one, and stuck the police pin in the middle at the front. His mother entered and gave a smile.

“Go to your room,” she said briskly, “me and the man have got to talk.”

He put the hat on his head again and vanished.

Sejer drank his coffee and watched Mrs. Einarsson, who dropped two lumps of sugar in her own cup, from just above the coffee, so that it wouldn’t splash. Her wedding ring had gone. Her blond hair was dark at the parting and she was wearing too much makeup around the eyes, which made her look a bit fierce. In fact she was rather sweet, a neat, fair little person. Presumably she didn’t know it. She was probably dissatisfied with her own appearance, like most women. Apart from Elise, he thought.

“We’re still looking for this purchaser, Mrs. Einarsson, just as we were before. For some reason your husband suddenly wanted to sell the car, even though he’d never discussed it with you. He went off to show it to someone and never returned. Perhaps someone had expressed an interest in it, stopped him in the street or whatever. Perhaps someone wanted that precise model, and got in touch. Or maybe someone was out to get him, just him, not the car, but they used it to lure him out of the house. Tempted him to sell. Do you know if he was in financial straits?”

She shook her head and crunched one of the dissolving lumps of sugar.

“You asked me that before. No, not financial straits. I mean, not that bad. But everyone needs money, don’t they, we weren’t well off. And now it’s even worse. And I can’t even get a playschool place. And I get migraines,” she massaged her temples lightly as if to demonstrate that he had to treat her gently, or it might strike like lightning at any moment, “and it isn’t so easy to work with a handicap like that, alone with a kid and all.”

He nodded sympathetically. “But you’re not aware that he used money to gamble, or that he had a loan—perhaps a private loan—which he was having difficulty managing?”

“He didn’t have one. He wasn’t a genius, but he wasn’t a fool either. We managed. He had a job and everything. And he only spent money on the car, and an occasional beer at the pub. He could mouth off sometimes, but he wasn’t tough enough to get involved in anything, I mean, anything illegal. At least I don’t think so. And we were married for eight years, so I think I know him fairly well. Knew him, I mean. And I can’t just sit here saying things about Egil either, even if he is dead.” She drew breath at last.

“You can’t remember if any of his mates ever expressed a wish to own the car?”

“Well, yes, I’m sure they did. But he wouldn’t sell. Didn’t even like lending it.”

“And you don’t remember phone calls in the days before he disappeared that might have been about the car?”

“No.”

“What was he like that evening when he left?”

“I’ve told you already. Just like normal. He got home from work at three-thirty. He was on early shift. Then he had a pizza Mexicana, and coffee, and lay in the garage all evening.”

“Lay?”

“Under the car. And tinkered. He was fixated with that car. Afterwards he washed it. I was busy in the house and didn’t give it a thought until he came in right in the middle of Casino and said he was off out to show the car to someone.”

“No name?”

“No.”

“Nothing about where they were going to meet?”

“No.”

“And you didn’t ask why he wanted to sell it?”

She touched her hair and shook her head. “I didn’t get involved with the car. I haven’t even got a driving license. It didn’t matter to me what car we had, so long as we had one. And he didn’t say he was going to sell it, either, just that he was going to show it to someone. And that wasn’t necessarily the murderer. He could have met someone, or given someone a lift, or whatever, I don’t know. This town is full of loonies, it’s because of all this heroin, I don’t know why you lot can’t put a stop to it. Think of Jan Henry, who’ll have to grow up here, he’s not exactly got a strong character, he’s like his dad for that.”

“A strong character,” said Sejer, smiling, “is something one develops over time. Perhaps we should allow him a few more years yet. But we advertised for that prospective purchaser in the newspapers and on television,” he reminded her, “and no one came forward. No one dared. Either your husband lied when he left home that evening, perhaps he was off to do something quite different—or that purchaser was the actual killer.”

“Lied?” She gave him an offended stare. “If you think he had dirty secrets, you’re wrong. He wasn’t that sort. And there was no one after him either, women didn’t find him that attractive, if you must know. If he said he was going to show the car to someone, that’s the truth.”

She said this in a forthright manner that convinced him. He thought a bit, saw the boy come sneaking in and seat himself gingerly on the floor behind his mother. He gave him a surreptitious wink.

“If you think further back, was there anything that was out of the ordinary in any way? Let’s say from six months before he disappeared up to the time his car was found in the dump—can you recall an episode or a period when he wasn’t quite himself, or he was worried, or something like that? I mean, anything at all? Telephone calls? Letters? Maybe days he got home later than normal from work, or didn’t sleep well?”

Jorun Einarsson munched the other sugar lump, and he saw how her thoughts were traveling back. She cocked her head slightly over some memory or other, discarded it, and mused on. Einarsson junior breathed noiselessly; like most little pitchers he had big ears.

“There was some trouble at the pub one evening. I suppose there is most of the time, and anyway it wasn’t anything serious, but someone had got completely legless, so the landlord rang the police to have him taken away. It was one of Egil’s mates, from the brewery. Egil followed them and pleaded with them to let him out. He promised to drive him home and get him to bed. And obviously that’s what they did. That night he didn’t get home till half past three in the morning, and I remember that he overslept the following day.”

“Yes? Did you learn what had happened?”

“No. Only that he’d been completely pissed. Not Egil, but the other man. Egil had the car, he was on the early shift. Anyway, I didn’t ask, that sort of thing doesn’t interest me.”

“Was he a man who cared about other people, d’you think? It was rather good of him. He could have turned his back and left him to it.”

“He wasn’t especially caring,” she said, “since you ask. He didn’t notice his surroundings much normally. So I admit I was a bit surprised that he really had taken that trouble. Saved a bloke from a drunk and disorderly charge. Yes, I was a bit taken aback perhaps, but they were mates, after all. Quite honestly, I hadn’t thought about it much. Not before now, I mean, when you asked about it.”

“When roughly did this happen?”

“Oh God, I can’t remember. Shortly before he went missing.”

“Weeks? Months?”

“No, a few days perhaps.”

“A few days? Did you mention that episode when we spoke to you last autumn?”

“Don’t think so.”

“And his drunken mate, Mrs. Einarsson, do you know who he was?”

She shook her head, stole a quick glance over her shoulder, and caught sight of the child.

“Jan Henry! I thought I told you to go to your room!”

He got up and slunk out of the room like an unwelcome dog. She poured more coffee.

“The name, Mrs. Einarsson,” he said quietly.

“No, I can’t remember,” she said. “There’s so many of them, a whole gang who hang out at that pub.”

“But he overslept the next day, didn’t you say?”

“Yes.”

“And they’ve got a time-clock at the brewery, haven’t they?”

“Mmm.”

He considered. “And when you got the car back from our technical people, you sold it?”

“Yes, I needed the money. Besides I can’t afford to drive anyway, so I sold the car to my brother, along with some tools that were in the back. A socket set and a jack. And some clutter which I hadn’t got a clue what it was. Besides, there was something missing, something that wasn’t there.”

“What?”

“I can’t remember now. My brother asked about it, and we searched but couldn’t find it. I can’t remember what it was.”

“Try. It could be important.”

“No, I don’t think it was important, but I can’t remember what it was. We searched in the garage too.”

“Ring the station if you remember. Could you ask your brother?”

“He’s off traveling. But he’ll be back sometime.”

“Thanks for the coffee, Mrs. Einarsson,” he said, getting up.

She leapt up from her chair, slightly flustered and blushing because he was off so suddenly, and followed him to the door. He bowed and went to the car park. Just as he put the key in the door, he caught sight of the boy, he was standing with both feet in a flower bed, turning the soil with terrific energy. His trainers were filthy. Sejer waved.

“Hi. Haven’t you got anyone to play with?”

“No,” he smiled bashfully. “Why haven’t you got a police car when you’re at work?”

“Good question. But you see, I’m actually on my way home. I live a bit further along the road, and this way I don’t have to go back to the station to change cars.” He thought for a moment. “Have you ever been in a police car?”

“No.”

“Next time I come to see your mom I’ll come in a police car. You can come for a drive with me, if you’d like.”

The boy smiled from ear to ear, but there was a shadow of doubt, perhaps it came from bitter experience.

“It’s a promise,” Sejer assured him. “And you won’t have to wait long!” He slid in behind the steering wheel and rolled off slowly down the street. In the mirror he saw the thin arm waving.

He was still thinking about the boy as he passed the trotting course on the left and the Church of the Latter-day Saints on his right. “God forgive you, Konrad,” he said to himself, “if you forget that police car next time.”
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EMMA WAS PLAYING with a farm on the living room floor.

The animals were arranged in neat lines, pink pigs, brown and white dappled cows, hens, and sheep. A Tyrannosaurus rex surveyed the scene, the head with its tiny brain just reached to the ridge of the barn.

At regular intervals she ran to the window, watching eagerly for her father’s car. Every other weekend she stayed with her father and she looked forward to it each time with equal fervor. Eva was expectant too. She sat tensely on the sofa and waited, needing to get the child out of the house so she could have peace to think. She usually used such free weekends for working. Now she was totally paralyzed. Everything was different. They’d found him.

Emma hadn’t brought up the subject of the dead man for several days. But that didn’t mean she’d forgotten him. She could tell by her mother’s face that he wasn’t to be mentioned, and although she didn’t know why, she respected it.

In the studio a canvas stood prepared on the easel. She had already primed it black, without a hint of light. She couldn’t be bothered to look at it. There was so much else now that needed to be done first. She sat on the sofa listening with the same intensity as Emma for the red Volvo which would turn into the courtyard at any moment. Complete order reigned on the farm, apart from the green monster that towered behind the barn. It looked strange.

“That dinosaur doesn’t quite fit in, does it, Emma?”

Emma pouted.

“I know that. It’s only visiting.”

“Ah, I see. I should have realized.”

She drew her legs up and pulled her long skirt over her knees. Tried to empty her head of thoughts. Emma sat down again, pushed the piglets one after the other under the sow’s belly.

“There’s not enough teats. This one hasn’t got one.” She raised a piglet between two fingers and looked inquiringly at her mother.

“Mmm. That’s what happens. Those piglets starve to death. Or you have to feed them from a bottle and farmers usually haven’t got the time.”

Emma pondered this for a bit. “I can give it to Dino. He’s got to have food, too.”

“But they only eat grass and leaves and that sort of thing, don’t they?”

“Not this one, he’s a meat-eater,” Emma explained, and pushed the piglet between the green monster’s sharp teeth.

Eva shook her head in disbelief at this practical solution. Children never ceased to amaze her. And just then there was the sound of revving in the courtyard. Emma vanished as fast as she was able, out through the hallway to greet her father.

Eva raised her head dully as he appeared in the doorway. This man had been the guiding beacon in her life. When Emma stood next to him she seemed smaller and trimmer than usual. They suited one another, both with red hair and carrying far too much weight. They loved each other, too, and Eva was pleased about that. She’d never been jealous, not even of the new woman in his life. Her great grief was that he’d left her, but now that he’d done it, she wished him the best of luck. It was that simple.

“Eva!” he smiled, his ginger forelock nodding. “You look tired.”

“I’ve got one or two problems.” She smoothed her skirt.

“Artistic things?” he asked, without a trace of sarcasm.

“No. Tangible, worldly things.”

“Are they serious?”

“Far worse than you can imagine.”

He contemplated her answer and his brow furrowed. “If I can help with anything, you must let me know.”

“You may have no choice in the end.”

He stood there staring at her earnestly, with Emma hanging on to his trouser leg. The child was heavy enough to make him lose his balance. He felt enormous sympathy, but she inhabited a world that was completely beyond his ken, an artistic world. He’d never felt at home there. Nevertheless, she was an important part of his life and would always remain so.

“Fetch your bag, Emma, and give Mom a hug.”

She obeyed his command with great enthusiasm. Then they disappeared through the door. Eva went to the window and looked after them, followed the car with her eyes as it slid out into the traffic, then seated herself again, with her legs up and her head on the back of the sofa. She shut her eyes. It was pleasantly dusky in the room and perfectly still. She breathed as calmly and regularly as she could and allowed the silence to settle over her. This was the sort of moment she must enjoy to the full, treasure and remember. She knew it wouldn’t last.

 

Sejer had poured himself a generous whiskey and chased the dog off the sofa. It was a five-year-old male Leonberger weighing seventy kilos, but really soppy, and his name was Kollberg. In fact, he was called something else, because the kennel put their name on the pedigree according to their own system. In his case they’d used Beatles song titles. They’d begun at the beginning of the alphabet, and by the time Kollberg had been born they’d got to L. And so he was given the name Love Me Do. His sister was called Lucy in the Sky. Sejer groaned at the mere thought of it.

The dog resigned himself with a heavy sigh and settled at his feet. His great head rested on Sejer’s feet and caused him to sweat inside his tennis socks. But he hadn’t the heart to move them. And anyway it was lovely, especially in the winter. He sipped his whiskey and lit a roll-up. These were his vices, this one glass of whiskey and a single hand-rolled cigarette. Because he smoked so little, he immediately felt his heart begin to beat a little faster. On calm days he went to the aerodrome and went parachuting, but this he didn’t regard as a vice, as Elise had done. Now he was in his eighth year of widowhood and his daughter was grown up and well taken care of. In any case, Sejer wasn’t a daring man, he never jumped except in ideal weather conditions and never tried any dangerous stunts. It was just that he enjoyed the tremendous rush through the air, the relinquishing of all contact, the giddying view, the perspective it gave him, the farms and fields so far below with their lovely patterns of subdued color, the light, delicate road network in between, like the lymphatic system of some giant organism, and the buildings arranged in neat rows, red, green, and white houses. Man really is a creature who needs systems, he thought, and blew smoke under the lampshade.

Egil Einarsson had a system, too, with his orderly life, a job at the brewery, a wife and son, a stable group of friends and the pub on the south side. A fixed routine year after year, home, brewery, home, pub, home. The car with all its minute parts that needed to be cleaned and oiled and tightened. Week after month after year. Nothing on his file. No drama of any sort had ruffled his life, he had toiled his way through school like every other youngster, without arousing much attention, was confirmed, went on to do an engineering apprenticeship in Gothenburg which lasted two years, and which he never actually used, and finally ended up as a brewery worker. Liked it. Earned enough. Never reached any of life’s dizzying heights, but didn’t fall into many of its sloughs either. A straightforward man. His wife was nice enough and had certainly done her bit. And then someone had stabbed him. Fifteen times. How could a bloke like Einarsson arouse such passions? Sejer wondered. He sipped his whiskey and went on grappling with vague thoughts. Of course it was true that they ought to have some new names on their list, people they hadn’t thought of, people he could interview, so that an entirely new angle might suddenly emerge and throw new light on the whole tragedy. He kept coming back to the car. An Opel Manta, ’88 model. All of a sudden he’d wanted to sell it. Someone had expressed an interest in it, that was what must have happened. He hadn’t advertised it in any of the papers, hadn’t told a soul he wanted to sell, they’d checked that. He sucked at his roll-up and held the smoke inside him for a few seconds. Who had he bought it from? he thought suddenly. That was a question he’d never actually asked himself. Perhaps he should have done. He jumped up and went to the phone
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