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Kripos, Norway’s National Criminal Investigation Service, maintains a central register of people reported missing across the country. Around 1,800 new cases are opened each year – in other words, five people are reported missing every single day. In missing person cases, they always work on the basis that there are four different possible outcomes: the person committed suicide; the person simply left; they met with an accident; or they were abducted.



ROBERT RIVERHOLT’S LAST DAY AT WORK

‘Now, what do you think?’ Milla Lind sat with her legs pressed together. She was wearing a trouser suit and on that particular day had chosen a hairstyle Robert Riverholt recognised from the dust covers of her books. Her voice was always so gentle and easy on the ear, not assertive and garrulous like the rest of his clientele. Her questions were never mechanical, diverting from the salient points of their conversation. Milla Lind asked because she wanted to know. That was what he liked best about her. That, and her eyes.

‘Fine.’ Returning the manuscript pages to her, he leaned back in his chair and ran his fingers through his hair as he flashed a smile. ‘I’m looking forward to the rest of it.’

‘Brilliant!’ Milla’s Swedish agent, Pelle Rask, nodded enthusiastically from a sofa further inside the loft apartment, though he didn’t look up from his iPad as he spoke. Robert guessed that Pelle had copied the look of timeshare salesmen in Gran Canaria, with his glossy, mid-length hair combed straight back and the two top buttons of his skin-tight shirt left undone.

Milla swivelled towards the sofa without a word before turning back to Robert. ‘I’d like to end the series with Gjertrud entering August Mugabe’s life.’ She grabbed a few strands of her hair and began to roll them between her fingers. ‘The moment everything changes.’

When Robert had first met Milla, he’d assumed this habit of hers was a sign of insecurity, believing she suffered from an awkward form of self-consciousness that compelled her fingertips to search out these locks of hair in order to make them neat and tidy. Now he knew better. ‘That was when his daughter disappeared, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ Milla replied.

Robert let his gaze drift out through one of the roof windows towards the cloudless Oslo sky. ‘I do think that would be a suitable conclusion for the project.’

‘August reminds me of you.’ Milla dropped the strands of hair and put a gold-enamelled pen between her lips. She held it there for several seconds before removing it again and drumming the lid of the pen on her trouser leg while she studied him. ‘More and more.’

‘Come off it.’ Robert forced a hearty laugh. I let that go on too long, he thought, as he pressed his facial muscles into submission, refusing to give way. Far, far too long.

Milla kept looking at him. ‘I don’t know if he always has, or if I’m making him like that.’

‘Well. Don’t tell anyone.’ Robert winked and slapped his thigh before getting to his feet. He gave a nod to Pelle on the sofa before heading for the hallway, where he stopped and turned around again. ‘See you in Tjøme later on tonight. You’ve gathered the troops, haven’t you?’

‘Yes.’ Milla approached him with the manuscript pages in her hand. ‘They’re all coming.’ She stopped and took a deep breath. ‘Have you discovered anything? Anything new?’

‘Tonight, Milla. We’ll discuss it tonight.’

 

Outside, the sun filled the whole sky, radiating down between the buildings to make the streets look absolutely magnificent. Robert Riverholt had been totally captivated by the city once he’d escaped from the rat race and started working for himself. As he walked down the street tonight, he was so enthralled by the architecture and acoustics that he paid no attention to the purposeful, long strides behind him or the shadow that launched itself at him as he rounded the corner into a side street lined with venerable old city trees. All he noticed was the muzzle on the back of his head and the metallic click as the firing pin struck the rimfire ammunition. And then the sun was gone.




Part I

THE ONES WHO GRIEVE




Chapter 1

I’ve never liked the transition from winter to spring. The trees are crooked and bare, reminiscent of mutated wild crops shooting up from the ground after an atomic war. All of Stavanger drowns in endless rainstorms that colour the city green and grey, like algae.

The job centre in Klubbgata in the middle of Stavanger has more visitors now than before. The sofa in the waiting room is crowded, the faces stiff and suffused with defeatism.

‘Thorkild Aske.’ Iljana’s handshake has not changed since last time. If anything, her grip is even feebler and her touch even colder, like shaking hands with a corpse in a freezer. ‘Nice to see you,’ she says, entirely without conviction, as she sinks down into a new blue office chair with distinctive back support.

‘Yes, really nice,’ I reply, taking a seat.

‘Do you remember your date of birth and ID number?’

‘Of course.’ Between us sits the bowl of plastic bananas, just as dismal as ever. I can see that they’ve been joined by a bunch of red plastic grapes and an artificial pear, though this fails to give the room a more fruitful atmosphere than when the bowl contained nothing but imitation bananas.

‘Can you give me them, then?’ Slightly irked, she swings back and forth on her chair.


I recite the series of numbers, at last allowing Iljana to turn away from my ruined face to the computer screen.

‘So, you no longer wish to claim work assessment allowance, but instead be paid disability benefit?’

‘Yes.’ I hand her the envelope I’ve brought with me. ‘Following consultation with my support team, I’ve decided that this is the only real way forward.’

She snatches her glasses from their perch on her nose. ‘After what happened when you …’

‘Visited my sister in the north of Norway last autumn, yes.’

‘You tried to …’ Iljana looks hesitantly at me, ‘take your own life?’

I nod. ‘You’ll find the records inside that envelope.’

Iljana clears her throat and leafs through the papers. ‘Yes. And you were stabbed with a …’ She looks up from the papers. ‘Harpoon?’

‘The pressure got too great.’

‘Pressure from … us? From the unemployment services?’

I nod again.

Ulf, my psychiatrist and friend, has reached the conclusion that the time is right to go for the grand slam. Full disability benefit. Ulf and my doctor have even collaborated on writing a letter in which they assert that it was pressure from the job centre to accept a post in the Forus call centre that had resulted in two near-death experiences. In one I had jumped into the sea and in the other I had been shot with a harpoon through the hand and chest. We make no mention of the case I’d got mixed up in up north. In fact, Ulf has threatened to cause a media storm if the job centre continues to make demands of his brain-damaged, extremely suicidal patient in need of nursing care.

‘I see.’ Iljana continues to riffle through the documents. ‘Well, I think we have everything we need to progress matters on our side.’ She gathers up the papers and returns them to the envelope before folding her hands on her lap.

‘What happens now?’ I rub my fingers over the scar on the back of my hand, still sore where the harpoon went in, especially on the rainiest of days. And in Stavanger there are plenty of those.

‘So,’ she sighs, putting her thumbs together. ‘The next step is a neuropsychological investigation.’

‘What does that involve?’

She tilts her head slightly in my direction, without meeting my eye. ‘That consists of a series of cognitive tests. You’ll be called in sometime in the spring.’

‘Thanks,’ I say, getting to my feet.

Iljana smiles a practised smile that doesn’t include her eyes, before leaning forward towards the bowl of plastic fruit. ‘Live a quiet life, Aske. Respect your limitations. No more travelling while you’re under investigation.’

‘Never again,’ I tell her. ‘Nothing but tranquil nights in my bedsit spent in deep contemplation of the cunning wiles of life and job centres.’

Iljana shakes her head a little and pivots back to her computer screen as I turn and leave.

My mobile rings before I’ve even left the job centre.

‘All done?’ Ulf’s voice sounds tense and in the background I can hear the thrum of an engine as Arja Saijonmaa sings ‘I Want to Thank Life’.


‘All done.’

‘And?’

‘I’ll be called in for a neuropsychological investigation sometime in the spring.’

‘Good, good,’ Ulf says. ‘That means we’re on the move. Excellent, excellent.’ This is followed by a pause, and I can hear him switch on his indicators as he hums along and chews desperately on yet another piece of nicotine gum.

When I came home from Tromsø, Ulf took my medicines from me, and in order to set a good example, gave up his Marlboros at the same time. This has resulted in a massive overuse of nicotine patches and chewing gum. It soon became clear to us both that Ulf had landed himself in a real predicament by this decision. Now he can’t possibly give in to his craving without also reconsidering my new medicine regime. It has all developed into unspoken trench warfare, with me biding my time and him chewing.

‘By the way, have you packed for tomorrow?’ Ulf asks before I have the chance to hang up.

‘Sure, all set.’

‘No coffee machine or any other unnecessary nonsense, like last time? You can’t afford to make a mess of this for your own sake, Thorkild.’

‘Only clothes and good intentions. No nonsense this time.’

‘This chance with Milla Lind that has come about might be the last one you get.’

‘I promise.’

‘By the way, Doris is looking forward to meeting you. She’s never met an Icelander before.’


‘Half,’ I answer. ‘I’m half-Icelandic, as you well know, and I haven’t been there for more than twenty years.’

‘No bloody difference. The point is, she’s looking forward to it.’

‘Ulf,’ I begin, screwing up my eyes against the sharp spring sunshine that pushes its way through the rain clouds above the job centre building in the middle of Stavanger city centre, ‘about that dinner.’

‘Forget it. I issue the invitation, you turn up. No excuses this time … Yes, as a matter of fact,’ Ulf goes on in between snippets of his duet with Arja. ‘You need to buy some chervil.’

‘What?’

‘Chervil. You have to bring along some chervil.’

‘What’s chervil?’

‘Chervil,’ he barks. His jaw muscles are working in top gear. ‘It’s a kind of parsley. Pop into a supermarket before you come. They’ll have it there.’

‘Must I?’

‘Yes, I insist,’ Ulf concludes as he rings off.




Chapter 2

‘Ulf says you’re impotent?’ Doris looks at me quizzically as we sit at the kitchen table in Ulf’s villa in Eiganes. His new girlfriend is a fifty-seven-year-old German sexologist and columnist with her own blog, whom he met at a conference in Bergen.

‘No! Believes!’ Ulf chops chervil within an inch of its life on a kitchen island nearby. He is wearing a loose, sleeveless tunic, and I can see three nicotine patches on one of his upper arms.

Doris tears a bread roll with her fingers and places the chunks on a plate beside her soup bowl. Soon Ulf arrives with a handful of chopped chervil to sprinkle over her soup. Picking up one of the pieces of bread, she uses it to submerge the chervil leaves in the cloudy liquid before dropping it in her mouth and chewing vigorously. ‘Tell me, do you often masturbate?’

I stare intently down into my soup bowl and pretend I didn’t catch her question.

‘Thorkild doesn’t masturbate,’ Ulf interjects helpfully as he pours wine into our glasses before sitting down between us.

Doris sinks another morsel into the chervil broth, all the while studying me through narrowed eyes. ‘So, how do you know that?’


‘That’s the whole point.’ Ulf licks the green residue from his fingertips. ‘He doesn’t know. He creates these obstacles, insuperable barriers so that he can avoid engaging with the world beyond his bedsit. Aske is on the run from everything that might be called interpersonal interaction.’

‘The modern hermit,’ I add, in a desperate attempt to appear cheerful in the midst of this nightmare of a social get-together. I grab my glass and drain the contents. Doris folds her hands under her chin. Her red hair is cropped and spiky, sticking out in all directions in a contemporary hairstyle that reminds me of a flower arrangement designed by a manic depressive. Her thin lips are dark red and her pale complexion hangs loosely in folds without making her seem plump or bloated, but more as if she has lost weight and her skin hasn’t had enough time to adjust. She looks content, both with herself and with the plunging neckline on the outfit she’s chosen for the evening’s interrogation.

‘Have you tried to place yourself in a sexual scenario, imagined situations, people who normally would arouse a sexual reaction, to bring about an erection?’

‘I don’t know,’ I reply in a strained voice, and once again let my gaze fall upon the soup bowl in front of me. The sweet aroma and the green, oily liquid bring to mind algae-infested, brackish water. ‘What I can say …’

Doris fishes out a cigarette from her handbag once she has finished eating and lights it while Ulf stares, angry and yearning, at the glowing end of her fag. ‘You must dare to fantasise,’ Doris tells me. ‘Let your desires run free again.’ Leaning forward, she blows a cloud of smoke up towards the ceiling. ‘Sometimes you store them away, believing they’re no longer accessible. Sexual repression is not only a feminine concept. Nor is it necessarily forced upon you by others.’ She inhales more cigarette smoke and contentedly exhales it again. ‘I can give you some exercises that might be worth trying when you’re on your own.’

‘Thanks,’ I mumble as I stir my spoon aimlessly around in my soup. ‘You’re too kind.’

Ulf turns away in annoyance from Doris and her cigarette and runs a hand over the patches on his upper arm. Then he fixes his eyes on me. ‘Maybe we should have one final run through of what awaits you in Oslo tomorrow?’

‘OK,’ I answer, pleased at last to be able to change the subject and to watch Ulf suffering as much as I am.

‘I love her books,’ Doris purrs happily. ‘Few writers have created a better antagonist than Gjertrud, August Mugabe’s wife. By the way, have you read any of Milla’s books?’

I shake my head.

‘Well,’ Doris continues, now using her soup bowl as an ashtray. ‘Milla Lind is not only the undisputed queen of crime in Scandinavia, she’s big in Germany too.’

Ulf follows her every word as he slurps his soup and then adds: ‘She’s written twelve books in the series about the melancholy local police officer with the juicy name August Mugabe, whose wife has tried to murder him on two occasions.’

‘Three,’ Doris contradicts him.

‘What?’ Ulf drops his spoon, gazing at her and her cigarette with obvious irritation. ‘No, it’s two. The first …’

‘Mugabe’s wife has tried to kill him three times.’ Doris refills her wine glass. ‘In the first book she poisons him, in the fourth she sets fire to the cabin while he is lying in the loft drugged with sleeping tablets, and in the eighth—’


‘No, no, not at all,’ Ulf breaks in. ‘In the eighth book, the hired killer who tries to dispose of him is quite clearly following orders from Mugabe’s corrupt boss, Brandt. He says so himself just before he shoots, that this is a greeting from an old friend. If it had been Gjertrud who had hired him, he would have said that the greeting came from someone August loved.’

Ulf looks at me, nodding fiercely, as if to persuade me to confirm his thesis. I refuse to accept any theory from the man who stands between me and my pills, so I ignore him and turn my attention back to Doris.

‘It’s precisely because he says that,’ Doris parries, ‘that we know it’s Gjertrud who’s behind the hired killer. By saying it’s from an old friend, it’s simply one last insult from the almost seventy-year-old woman who is so filled with contempt for the man who refused to give her a child. Just the same as with the cold potatoes she always serves him for dinner. Powerful symbolism from a childless woman suffused with sadness and bitter regret.’

Ulf smacks his lips as he chews. ‘Hm, well, maybe you’re right.’ He turns to me again. ‘As you know, Milla’s last consultant, Robert Riverholt, was shot dead in broad daylight by his ex-wife six months ago. Milla Lind took it very hard, and hasn’t worked since then. It was through a course in grief therapy at Fornebu that I came in contact with her psychiatrist. Milla and her previous consultant had just started on the research work when he died, and she needs help in completing it before she embarks on her final, concluding book about August Mugabe. Readers around the world are waiting for this book, Aske.’

‘And this is where I come in?’ I round off. ‘As a crime consultant, whatever that is.’


‘Ten days in the company of the greatest crime writer in the country, for 3,500 kroner a day,’ Ulf adds, raising his glass in a silent toast.

‘Rather that than making candles in a sheltered workshop in Auglendsmyrå run by the unemployment services,’ I reply.

‘It’ll be a few weeks before you’re called in for that neuropsychological examination anyway, and this is as safe and sound as anything can be. Travelling around with no less a person than Milla Lind – that’s not a prescription I can write for all my patients.’

‘Thanks,’ I respond tersely, and drain my wine glass. ‘I need money.’

‘Bloody hell, of course we’ll see to that,’ Ulf says, going on to address Doris: ‘You know, I think Gjertrud will make one last attempt on August Mugabe’s life in the final book. And the series will end with her succeeding. Eh? Wouldn’t that be something?’

‘Absolutely,’ Doris agrees, taking another cigarette. ‘I expect nothing less.’

Ulf leans back demonstratively in his chair, holding the soup bowl in his hands, and drinks the rest straight from the bowl. ‘You’ve to meet them tomorrow at one o’clock at the Bristol Hotel,’ he goes on once he has finished. Digging out a blister pack of nicotine chewing gum from his trouser pocket, he snaps out two or three tabs and puts them in his mouth. ‘The flight to Oslo leaves at half past eight, so be a good boy and set your alarm. I’ll call you anyway to make sure you’re ready. Also, we can go through your list of medicines if you like, in case there’s anything you want to discuss.’


‘You know what I want,’ I tell him coldly as I put down my glass.

‘That time is over,’ Ulf replies as he cleans the side of his mouth with his tongue and drums his fingertips on the porcelain. ‘For both of us.’ Then he gets up and starts to clear the table. ‘You made sure of that up there in Tromsø. But if you’re not ready for this, I can respect that; after all it’s less than six months since you were in the line of fire, and we can easily—’

‘No, I want to do it,’ I say. ‘I just thought it might be a good idea to have something in reserve, maybe a blister pack of Oxy-Norm at the very least, or …’

‘Forget it. Neurontin, Risperdal and Cipralex for anxiety. No Sobril, no oxies. That’s the deal.’

‘Cipralex is for kittens.’

Ulf pulls a face and spits the chewing gum into the sink before pressing out another two tabs. ‘Well, what the hell do you think these are?’ He holds the chewing gum out to me in the palm of his hand. ‘We’ve both chosen to sacrifice something for the good of our health. If I can manage it, then so can you.’

‘And if I can’t sleep?’

‘Then drink a cup of camomile tea and write a poem about it.’

Doris places her glowing cigarette in the soup bowl. ‘Is it not a bit dodgy, Ulf, to send him there with nothing but Cipralex?’

Fuming, Ulf tosses the chewing gum into his mouth. ‘Certainly not. It’s exactly because of what happened last time that he’s not getting any of the pills he wants.’


I shake my head despondently and get up to leave. Doris approaches me and places a hand on my shoulder. ‘About what we were saying earlier. Maybe you should use the time to see if you can find your way back to your own sexuality while you’re on the road. See if you have the courage to be curious, to fantasise and reflect on that.’ She stops for a moment and looks at me with a half-smile before asking: ‘Do you think you’d like to do that?’

‘Ulf says that fantasies are dangerous for me,’ I reply.

‘Well.’ As she tenses her lips, the folds at the corners of her mouth pucker slightly. ‘You should always reflect on where your fantasies take you, and not least on which fantasies to indulge in. But you’re allowed to keep them to yourself, deep down inside, you know. As long as you feel that they give you something, and they don’t harm either you or anyone else.’

‘You’re right.’ I give her a smile of some kind and a brief handshake. ‘As long as they’re not harmful, then.’




Chapter 3

The number 9 bus to Tananger is empty apart from the driver and me. It’s dark outside, yellow streetlights hurtle past the windows, and the bus rocks from side to side as if it were a ship scudding through the mild spring evening. The trees have new leaves now, and coltsfoot flowers sprout between the asphalt verge and the pavement as we roll westwards out of the city.

I alight at the bus stop just outside the old chapel to find the car park deserted. Pinpoints of light shine between the hedges behind the buildings.

As soon as I reach the path leading into the graveyard, I come to a halt. In front of me I see new brown heaps of earth decked with flowers, gravestones with golden lettering, angels and birds faintly lit up by glass lamps and torches. In the moonless night sky, grey-black clouds flit in from the sea. I’ve been here many times since I returned from Tromsø. The first time I just stood here without venturing into the graveyard itself.

I keep to the outer edge, following the path between the plots until I reach the right side. A gentle breeze brings me to a stop when I catch sight of her gravestone. It lies fourth from the path, with a lamp on either side, though only one lamp is lit. I stand motionless, staring at the black stone.


‘It looks best in the dark,’ a voice suddenly says behind me.

‘What?’ I turn abruptly and gaze into the narrow eyes of an elderly man in a brown overcoat and hat who is standing several paces behind me, with a scruffy dog on a lead. ‘Sorry, what did you say?’

‘The graveyard,’ he answers gently. ‘I prefer to come here in the evenings too. It doesn’t feel so bare when it’s dark. Besides, I think the lights make it look really nice, even when it’s raining and windy.’

‘Yes.’ I pull my jacket collar more snugly around my neck. ‘They’re lovely.’

‘Do you have family here?’

‘No, she …’ I begin, but stop.

‘My wife.’ The man nods in the direction of one of the rows of gravestones on the other side. ‘I’ve been a widower for nearly seven years now. My daughter suggested that I should get a dog,’ he says, smiling at the mutt at his feet. ‘For company. It’s good to have something to fill the emptiness, until the day we meet again.’ He looks at me with a gaze strengthened by solemn conviction. ‘In paradise.’

I nod faintly.

‘Do you have a dog?’

‘What?’

‘A dog, do you …’

‘No. I take happy pills.’

‘Oh? Do they help?’

‘I don’t really know,’ I mumble, while my eyes search out Frei’s grave.

‘Ah, well,’ the man says as his dog tugs on the lead. Then they disappear into the darkness.


I wait for a while before taking a step forward on to the soft grass. All at once the ground feels colder, as if winter has not really yielded here, and I retreat to the path again. I rush out of the graveyard, back to the car park.
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