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A fly landed on the rim of his water glass. Swatting it away, Wisting sat down in the shade of the parasol. After drinking half the water, he checked the total number of steps on his phone app – almost four thousand, and it was not yet noon. Most of them had registered as he walked back and forth across the grass with the lawnmower. His aim was to walk ten thousand steps every day during his holidays, but the daily average was down below eight.

Some years before Ingrid died, they had each received a step counter for Christmas from their son, Thomas. For the first few days he and Ingrid had competed to see who walked most. Eventually, however, the step counters were left lying in a drawer. But he always had his phone with him.

Squinting at the screen, he opened his browser. The latest news was of Agnete Roll, who had disappeared the same day Wisting had gone on holiday, though she had not been reported missing until two days later. The first articles to appear had described the search for her, but with each subsequent update the story had looked less and less like an ordinary disappearance. It had begun to resemble something different, something Wisting had witnessed before.

Now the leader of the search party no longer explained which areas had been fine-combed. The case had stepped up a gear and acting head of the Criminal Investigation Department Nils Hammer was the spokesperson.

The press coverage actually contained nothing new. Agnete Roll, thirty-two years old, had been in town with her husband when an argument sparked and she had left for home before him. Half an hour later, he told his friends he was heading home too. According to the online newspaper, the missing woman had last been seen when she left the pub in Stavern town centre just before midnight. That had been four days ago.

Each time Wisting picked up his tablet, he expected one of two things to have happened: that Agnete Roll’s body had been found, or that her husband had been arrested and charged. But so far this had not been the case.

He put down his iPad and took another gulp from the glass. Stretching out his legs, he leaned his head back and watched as a seagull wheeled above him.

He still thought there was something special about a physical newspaper, but nowadays it was too long to wait until the next day for a news update. Especially if something was unfolding. He liked having access to the latest news, whenever and wherever he wanted. Besides, it was reassuring to know that he had mastered the latest technology and new methods of acquiring knowledge and information.

He was unaccustomed to following a potential murder case from the sidelines without playing an active part in the investigation. From the facts he had gleaned from the media, a great deal jarred. Agnete Roll’s husband was not named, but Wisting had found him on social media. Erik Roll, who was one year older and worked in a local IT company, had waited nearly forty-eight hours to report her missing.

Missing-person cases were always difficult, but he had already worked out how he would organize the investigation. The approach had to be both wide-ranging and in-depth. Wide-ranging in order to cover everything, and in-depth in order to focus on whatever stood out and might point the investigation in a particular direction.

He knew that Hammer and the others would be knuckling down and that Erik Roll would be a person of interest.

The iPad on the table allowed him to log in to the police computer system and read the case documents, but he had consciously refrained from doing that. Being on the outside was something he would soon have to get used to, as before too long he would be getting ready to retire.

All the same he felt curiosity tugging at him. The key to missing-person cases was almost always to be found in words and incidents from the days before someone went missing.

A sudden noise made him open his eyes wide. The lid of the mailbox slammed shut out in the street on the other side of the house.

He remained seated until he heard the postman drive on. Only then did he get to his feet, walk through the house and exit on the opposite side. A smoky-grey cat, lying in the shade beside the garage, leapt up and darted out into the street, disappearing into a neighbour’s garden.

Wisting cast a glance down towards his daughter’s house. He had promised to take in her post, and she had now been away from home for five days.

Approaching his mailbox, he removed the contents: a collection of advertising leaflets but also one letter, a white envelope with his name and address written in neat capital letters. He turned it over, but no sender’s details were marked on it.

Line’s box contained nothing but the same junk mail. He dropped it all straight into the recycling bin and made his way home, curious about the letter he had received.

Only rarely did he receive letters these days, at least of this kind. He hardly ever received bills either, as most of them were paid by direct debit. The black handwriting on the envelope was unusual and almost looked professionally printed. The ‘W’s in William and Wisting were virtually identical and made him think that this must be some kind of personally addressed advertising material, while the ‘i’s were slightly different and gave the impression that it really was handwritten.

Taking a sharp knife from the kitchen drawer, he sliced the envelope open and removed the contents: a plain sheet of paper that had been folded twice. It looked as if it had been crumpled up and then smoothed out again. In the middle of the sheet there was only a series of numbers: 12-1569/99.

These numbers were written in a similar style to the address on the envelope. Precise and painstaking, stiff and straight.

He hovered in the kitchen with the paper in his hand, aware of what he was looking at, but baffled nonetheless.

It was a case number, labelled in the way cases had been organized when he began in the police. These days, new criminal cases were allocated eight-digit reference numbers, but in the past the case number was designated in such a fashion that it was possible to decipher it. The last segment, after the slash, was the year, 1999. The two initial numbers indicated which police district the case belonged to, with 12 signifying the former police station in Porsgrunn. 1569 was the actual case number, a sequential number given to new cases in chronological order.

He laid the paper down on the kitchen table and stood gazing at it.

Police district 12 also encompassed the local station in Bamble, a neighbouring district, but Wisting had never worked there. In size it was similar to his home district, with around fifty thousand inhabitants. They had approximately the same number of criminal cases per year, around three thousand. Case 1569 should therefore be a case from the summer of 1999.

This was so long ago that the case had probably been deleted from the electronic records. He would not be able to find it in any computer system, but the files should still be held in an archive somewhere.

He tried to cast his mind back, wondering if there had been any special events in the summer of 1999, but could not think of anything. Line and Thomas had turned sixteen in the June of that year and were about to start upper high school that autumn. He could not recall having gone on any summer holidays. Line had had a summer job at an ice-cream kiosk in Stavern, or had that been the following year? He did remember that Thomas had been working at the marina.

He left the letter and headed out on to the terrace again, where he sat down with his iPad to look up the year 1999. By then major newspapers already had their own web pages but it was difficult to retrieve individual coverage. However, there were Internet pages listing the most significant milestones of each year. The notorious triple murder at Orderud Farm in Akershus took place on 23 May. In Russia, Boris Yeltsin’s government resigned and fifteen thousand lost their lives in a Turkish earthquake. There had been local council elections in Norway and Bill Clinton had paid a visit to Oslo.

Having conducted a search for Porsgrunn combined with the year number, he ended up with an incomprehensible list of results. Some of these were police matters, but there was nothing at all that made sense.

Case 1569 had not necessarily received media coverage, but the anonymous sender must have a particular reason for sending him that number. It must be a case to which he had some kind of connection.

Or not.

As a detective, he had received any number of anonymous letters, normally lengthy, full of conspiratorial thoughts and disconnected allegations. Some were directed at him personally and concerned cases on which he had worked, while others had simply found their way to him in his capacity as a criminal investigator.

Moving inside again, he studied the unusual formation of the individual letters. A black felt-tip pen must have been used. The strokes were approximately one millimetre in breadth. There was a stamp on the envelope, which had been postmarked the previous day, but that failed to reveal where the letter had been posted.

It felt intrusive to receive such a letter in his mailbox at home. No threat seemed to be involved, but it was unpleasant all the same. Disquieting, as if it contained a warning of more to come.

Opening a kitchen drawer, he took out a roll of plastic freezer bags, tore off two and used a fork to prod the letter into one bag, the envelope into the other.

This entire business had begun to irritate him. It was not something he could ignore. He felt compelled to track down the case.

There was no longer a police station in Porsgrunn, but if he were lucky the case may have been included in the boxes moved to the new police headquarters in Skien. He might then be able to get an answer as early as today. In the worst-case scenario, if the case files had ended up in the national archives, it could take a few days.

He rang Bjørg Karin in the records office. A civilian employee, her work was nevertheless one of the most important elements in the force’s daily operations. She had been employed in the police longer than he had, was familiar with all its labyrinths and was his go-to person when he needed to decide where to turn within the system. In all likelihood, she would know who to phone to request a search in the archives of a neighbouring district.

He omitted mention of the anonymous letter and simply said that his enquiry had to do with an old case in an adjacent district.

‘Can you requisition it for me?’

Bjørg Karin asked no questions. ‘I’ll phone Eli,’ she answered. ‘And then it’ll be here by the time you come back.’

Wisting assumed Eli worked in a similar post to Bjørg Karin.

‘I’d really like to have it sent over as soon as possible,’ he said.

‘I see,’ Bjørg Karin replied, though it did not sound as if she genuinely did. ‘We get the internal mail tomorrow around noon.’

‘That would be fine.’

They were about to round off the conversation.

‘One more thing,’ Wisting said, glancing again at the letter. ‘Can you ask Eli to check what kind of case it is and let me know?’

He understood from Bjørg Karin’s response that she found it strange for him to be asking to have such an unknown quantity sent over, but she made no comment and merely promised to comply with his request.

Wisting moved out on to the terrace again and sat down to read the online newspapers. Half an hour later, Bjørg Karin called back.

‘I’ve spoken to Eli,’ she said, holding back a little: ‘Could this have to do with a murder case?’

‘I expect so,’ Wisting replied. ‘I only have a case number.’

‘She’s sending it over,’ Bjørg Karin continued. ‘It’ll arrive here around lunchtime tomorrow.’

‘Excellent,’ Wisting said.

Getting to his feet, he walked to the railings and gazed across the town spread out below him.

‘Who was murdered?’ he asked.

‘Tone Vaterland,’ Bjørg Karin told him.

The name meant nothing to him. He repeated it to himself but it held no associations.

‘Then I’ll see you tomorrow?’ Bjørg Karin asked. ‘You’ll drop into the office?’

‘See you then,’ Wisting confirmed.
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4 July 1999, 20.48

Tone Vaterland hopped on her bike. The pedal scraped the chain guard each time she pushed down and it began to rattle when she picked up speed. It had been like that since she fell in a ditch last autumn. The front brake didn’t work the way it should either, but that didn’t matter so much. Soon she would have no need for it. She would turn eighteen in six weeks’ time and would take her driving test at the beginning of September and inherit her mother’s car.

She had no choice but to cycle along the E18 main road. This was the third year of her having a summer job at the snack bar at Norheimsletta. In the first year, either her father or mother had driven her to and from her workplace. Usually her mother. This year they were on holiday further north and she was on her own at home for four whole weeks.

It was only a matter of a couple of kilometres along the busy highway. On warm days like this she was in the habit of stopping at Stokkevann lake for an evening swim to wash the stink of the deep-fat fryer from her hair and put on clean clothes. That was the worst aspect of the job, the smell of frying smoke and cooking oil that permeated everything. She kept a bag with a change of clothes outside beside her bike to avoid the smell clinging to it. Apart from that it was a decent job. She was well paid and there wasn’t too much to do but enough to make the time pass quickly. Most of the people who stopped were on holiday, on the move, but there were also a few regular customers. One or two of them were disgusting, coming out with smutty remarks that she had learned to ignore. And then there was Moped-Rolf, who never spoke a word, with the exception of number eight and cola. Number eight was his selection from the menu, a beef burger with a half-litre drink on the side. He always used the loo, both before and after he ate, sometimes spending as long as a quarter of an hour in there. But it had been a few days now since she had seen him.

Between the trees on her right she could see the glitter of water.

Turning off the highway on to what remained of the old road, she dropped her bike where the path began.

There were no other bikes and she couldn’t hear any sounds from the shore. She would probably have the place to herself.

She slung her bag over her shoulder and ran the last stretch along the path down to the landmark U-shaped rock. A number of wet patches on the stone told her it had not been long since someone else had been there.

She looked around. Almost all the way across on the other side of the water there was someone in a canoe, but that was all.

Pulling the Bamble Snack Shack’s purple shirt over her head, she kicked off her shoes and shrugged off her jeans.

Two nights ago, she had swum naked.

She looked around again, wondering whether she should try that again. The canoeist was paddling in the opposite direction and there was no one on the path. All that could be heard was the distant hum of traffic on the E18.

She took her towel and placed it down at the water’s edge beside her shampoo bottle to make it easy to grab them both. Then she quickly undressed, hiding her underwear beneath the bag, and prepared to dive.

She felt so free and stood still for a brief moment, revelling in that feeling. Soon to be eighteen years old and alone at home for the entire summer. Earning her own money. But that wasn’t all. She had finally broken up with Danny too.

Taking another small step closer to the edge, she stretched her arms out in the air and joined her hands above her head. Then she bobbed up and down before launching herself, gliding several metres underwater with her eyes closed and breaking the surface effortlessly.

The water was even warmer today than yesterday evening. Her long hair clung to her face and she pushed it away with one hand as she peered up at the shore. Still no sign of anyone else.

She swam a few strokes on her back before twisting round and moving on with a steady breaststroke – raising and dropping her face above and below the water line, finding her rhythm.

She had work tomorrow as well, but after that she would have two consecutive days off. She and Maria were going to take the bus to Langesund. Maybe they would get in to the Tordenskiold Disco since Maria knew one of the bouncers.

Twenty metres from land, she turned and swam back. Once she had found her footing, she staggered across the stony lakebed towards the shampoo bottle.

A few birds flew off from a tree by the path, but apart from that everything was still completely silent.

Filling her palm with shampoo, she let the bottle float on the water as she massaged the suds into her hair. Then, crouching, she used the shampoo to wash the rest of her body while she kept an eye on the path. Afterwards, she swam a few strokes out from shore, ducking under and rinsing before quickly drying off and throwing on her clothes.

She was just in time, because she could hear someone approach along the path.
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Wisting woke as usual just before 4 a.m. After swinging his feet out of bed, he stood up and padded, half asleep, to the bathroom. He refrained from switching on the light to make it easier for him to fall asleep again once he had answered the call of nature.

His sleepy thoughts turned to the case from 1999. It had nagged at him for the rest of the day, making it difficult for him to drop off, and was still churning around in his head.

Case 12-1569/99.

There was very little on the Internet but from what he had read it appeared to be an open-and-shut case. A man had been arrested after only three days and had subsequently been sentenced to seventeen years’ imprisonment.

The thin, weak flow of urine splashed into the water at the bottom of the bowl.

What preoccupied him most was the letter. Obviously someone was keen to draw his attention to the old case and that person had succeeded. He just couldn’t fathom why.

As he finished off, he realized he would not be able to fall asleep again for a while so he moved into the kitchen and filled a glass with water.

The envelope and letter still lay on the worktop. He lifted the bag containing the letter and held it up to the light at the sink. He had worked on cases where the impression of what had been written was left on the next sheet in the same pad. This had helped unmask the sender, but there was nothing of that sort here.

Laying aside the letter, he fired up his iPad and checked the online newspapers as he drained the glass of water, but there were no updates of any interest. The most important news to impart in the course of the night, according to VG, was a new report on eating habits. Nevertheless, he stood staring at the bright screen. Suddenly an idea struck him, a possibility he was keen to test out before he went back to bed.

He carried the iPad and the bags containing the letter and envelope into the study. He kept envelopes in one of the drawers and various pens and pencils in another. Choosing a black marker pen, he placed the iPad inside a large envelope. The screen shone through the paper, allowing him to read the headline, and he used the pen to copy it. Consumption of meat must be halved.

When he removed the iPad from the envelope, the message remained, in what closely resembled printed lettering.

This was what the sender could have done, used a computer screen as a light board to achieve handwriting with no special characteristics.

Leaving the results of his experiment on the desk, he returned to the bedroom. The window was open a crack and he pushed the curtain aside to peer out. A swarm of insects circled the light from the streetlamp above the mailbox stand.

It would not stop at one, he thought. There would be more letters.
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5 July 1999, 11.17

This was the third time she had tried to call, but there was no answer now either.

Oda Vaterland put down the receiver. Her disquiet had grown into anxiety, a niggling sense that something was wrong.

Tone had been alone at home for almost three weeks, but they had talked on the phone every single day. The arrangement was that Tone should ring when she got home in the evening, but she had failed to do so last night.

This had happened once before, when she had been at Maria’s house watching a video. She had arrived home late and was reluctant to phone and wake them. But then she had made the call the very next morning. The phone was in the hallway, right outside her bedroom. No matter how tired she was, she would hear it ring.

Oda turned to face her husband. He had been the one to suggest they travel up to Beisfjord by themselves and leave Tone at home.

‘She’s not answering,’ she said. ‘I wonder if I should call Maria.’ Arne nodded as he munched on a slice of bread.

Maria’s mother answered. Oda explained the situation and Maria came on the line.

‘Have you spoken to Tone?’ Oda asked.

‘Not since yesterday. She’s on the evening shift this week.’

The clock on the wall behind Arne showed almost half past eleven. Her daughter should be at work in two and a half hours.

‘I can’t get hold of her, you see,’ she said.

‘I can tell her you phoned when I see her.’

Oda hesitated. ‘Do you think she could be at Danny’s?’ she asked.

The reply came without hesitation: ‘No. They’ve split up.’

That was good to hear. She had never liked Danny Momrak, and she was pleased that his relationship with her daughter was over. At the same time, she felt a stab beneath her chest. The only logical thought left in her head was that Tone might have been with him.

‘Do you know if she’s met someone else?’ she asked.

‘Nothing serious,’ the girl replied. ‘Not that I know of, at least.’

‘Well, thanks anyway.’ She ended the call. By now, Arne had got to his feet.

‘Do you think I should phone Danny?’ she asked him, but then an alternative idea crossed her mind: ‘I can ring Erna and Torfinn.’

Arne nodded. Erna and Torfinn were their neighbours, pensioners who had babysat Tone when she was little. Oda knew their number off by heart.

Torfinn picked up. ‘Is something wrong?’ he enquired. ‘You’re not coming home until the middle of next week, surely?’

‘That’s right,’ Oda answered, uncertain now of how to proceed. ‘I was just wondering if there might be something wrong with the phone,’ was what she decided on. ‘Tone’s not answering. Maybe the receiver’s not been replaced properly.’

‘I see,’ grunted the man. ‘I can go round.’

‘You know where the key is?’ Oda asked. ‘In case she doesn’t open the door.’

It was stashed under the carport roof. In previous summers when Tone had gone north with them, Erna and Torfinn had looked after the house, taking in the post and watering the plants.

‘What’s your number up there?’ Torfinn asked. ‘And I’ll call you back.’

She struggled to remember the numbers in the correct order. Arne helped her get it right before she hung up.

They waited in silence. Oda cleared the table as Arne stood by the window scraping paint off his fingers, waiting to head outside and continue the work. The house in Beisfjord was his childhood home. They had talked about selling it, but nothing had come of that. Perhaps mostly because there were not so many interested buyers.

Ten minutes passed. The ringing of the phone made her stomach lurch.

It was Torfinn. ‘There’s nothing wrong with the phone,’ he said.

‘Was Tone at home?’ Oda asked.

‘No,’ he replied.

Arne had turned around and now stood with his back to the window. ‘Ask about the bike,’ he said.

‘Is her bike there?’ Oda asked. ‘She usually leaves it right outside the door.’

‘It’s not there,’ Torfinn told her.

‘When did you see her last?’

Torfinn cleared his throat. ‘I’ll have to ask Erna.’

She heard the two of them discuss this and arrive at the conclusion that Erna had seen Tone two days earlier.

‘That was on Saturday,’ he relayed to her. ‘But we’ll keep a lookout for her. I can ask her to call you when she turns up.’

Oda thanked them and rounded off the conversation. She managed to keep her voice calm, but despair was making her hand shake. After fumbling to replace the receiver, she was left standing with a feeling of helplessness. The distance was so great. They had taken two days to drive up here. Even without an overnight stop, it would take more than twenty-four hours to reach home.

‘Have you got the number for the snack bar?’ Arne asked. ‘Maybe she’s changed shift with someone.’

That was a possibility, of course, and would explain such a lot. Tone could have had an early night yesterday and got up early this morning.

Her fingers struggled to find the right page in the address book. When she found the number, she handed the book to Arne. ‘You call,’ she said.

Arne picked up the phone and dialled. Once he had introduced himself, he asked for Tone. The answer was brief.

‘I see,’ Arne said. ‘But she was at work yesterday evening?’

Oda understood the direction the conversation was taking. She pulled out a chair and sat down.

‘Phone Danny,’ she said when Arne had rung off. ‘It might be …’ She saw his reluctance.

‘Do you have the number?’ he asked.

She read it out to him. The phone rang for a long time.

Danny lived at his mother’s house. His parents had never been married and had separated immediately after Danny was born. He was one year older than Tone, and they had made a handsome couple, but he was no good for her. After junior high school, he had spent two years learning his trade as a mechanic, sometimes working at his uncle’s workshop, but not on a permanent basis. She had heard stories of parties and fights. There was also some talk of hash, and she knew that Danny had been caught stealing at the retail centre. It had not happened while she was at work there, but all the same it had been uncomfortable the first time Tone had brought her boyfriend home. Although he had behaved politely, it had been difficult to sustain a conversation with him.

‘Is Danny at home?’ she heard Arne ask. A minimal response followed, presumably from his mother. Oda gained the impression that the son was in bed fast asleep.

‘We can’t get hold of Tone,’ Arne continued.

There was a short response at the other end.

‘I know that,’ Arne replied. ‘I just wondered if he might know something all the same.’

Oda stood up again and came closer. ‘She’s gone to ask him,’ Arne explained.

Danny’s mother returned to the phone almost straight away. Oda was standing near enough to hear what she said.

‘He hasn’t seen her since before the weekend,’ was the reply. ‘Sorry,’ followed by a click as the receiver was put down.

‘She sometimes goes for a swim,’ Oda said, ‘on her way home from work. On her own.’

The thought had been there for a long time, like smouldering embers.

‘Maybe something has happened,’ she went on. ‘An accident of some kind.’

‘We’ll wait until two o’clock,’ Arne said. ‘If she doesn’t turn up at work, then we’ll call the police.’
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The post had not arrived by the time Wisting left home and he also checked Line’s mailbox just to be sure.

He drove the short distance down to Stavern, through the small town and into Larvik. On the way he encountered two fire engines responding to a call-out, first a fully crewed outfit and then a heavy vehicle with a turntable ladder. He veered on to the verge to make room for them to pass. The crew in the first vehicle were getting ready, buttoning their jackets and strapping on their helmets. Wisting cast a glance in the rear-view mirror as he drove on, scanning the skies for smoke, but could see nothing.

There were plenty of parking spaces in the police station’s back yard. He parked his car as close to the staff entrance as possible and let himself in.

In the basement he greeted a couple of summer temp workers whose names had slipped his mind. As he made his way up through the building, every floor was quiet, with nothing to indicate any breakthrough in the missing-person case, or any other kind of dramatic development.

At Bjørg Karin’s office, he stopped in the doorway and said hello.

‘Your case files have arrived,’ she told him. ‘They’re on your desk.’ She nodded in the direction of his office. ‘And I have fresh coffee in the pot.’

Wisting thanked her with a smile. ‘I’ll get myself a cup,’ he said.

Bjørg Karin was pouring out the coffee when he came back. ‘How are things going here?’ he asked.

‘We’re managing,’ Bjørg Karin assured him. ‘But Christine Thiis is on sick leave. She wasn’t here yesterday either, so we don’t have a police lawyer.’

Wisting remained on his feet, sipping from his cup. ‘Anything serious?’

‘I don’t think so. She’d seen the doctor and was told to rest up for a few days. Hammer’s at a meeting in Drammen, if you’d wanted to speak to him.’

‘I’ve come to take a look at the old case files,’ Wisting said.

As Bjørg Karin sat down again, she glanced at the computer screen.

‘Do you know where the fire is located?’ Wisting asked.

‘It’s the Kleiser house,’ Bjørg Karin replied.

‘Again?’ Wisting asked, taken aback.

Bjørg Karin changed the screen image and opened up the log from the central switchboard. ‘A message came in twenty minutes ago to say that the fire had flared up again,’ she explained. ‘It must have been smouldering for a long time.’

The blaze at Antonia Kleiser’s home had been the last case he had investigated before signing off for holiday leave. The technicians had come to the conclusion that the cause of the fire had been the electrics in the old house, but the report was not yet complete. The fire had started overnight and Antonia Kleiser, an eighty-two-year-old widow, had been found dead on the floor near her bed.

Wisting thanked Bjørg Karin for the coffee before leaving to let himself into his own office. The desk was just as tidy as when he had left, apart from a large archive box.

Lifting the lid, he removed the contents, a total of six folders with green covers held together with rotting elastic bands. The name of the accused was written on the front of each document folder, the surname in block capitals, followed by the first name. MOMRAK, Dan Vidar.

Each folder was numbered in Roman numerals from I to V. Roman numeral II contained all the information about the victim, including the missing-person notification, the form that had set the ball rolling for the investigation.

Roman numeral III held the technical investigations, Roman numeral IV the witness statements and Roman numeral V encompassed everything to do with the accused.

Filed within Roman numeral I was a collection of different signed documents, from each time the set of files had been circulated around the system. There were also the judgements, firstly from the District Court and then following the hearing in the Court of Appeal. He leafed through to the final page to read the conclusion and the sentence.


The accused has demonstrated a clear motive of revenge and seems today to completely lack any sign of remorse. The act appears particularly selfish and to have been committed with ruthless aggression. His statement to the court has no credibility and nothing has been said in mitigation. The prosecutor has demanded that the accused be found guilty of the indictment and sentenced to imprisonment for 17 years with a deduction of 168 days for the remand period already served. The decision of the court is to accede to the prosecutor’s request.



Wisting had anticipated that the anonymous sender would wish to draw his attention to an unsolved case or at least a case in which there was doubt about the question of guilt, but this judgement appeared thorough, clear and well founded.

But a sentence of seventeen years meant that Momrak would already be released on licence. The computer records could tell him where he was now and what he was doing.

As he switched on the desktop computer, he noticed someone at the door from the corner of his eye. He turned around to greet Maren Dokken with a smile.

‘Back?’ she asked.

‘Just popped in for a few minutes,’ he replied.

Maren Dokken had been redeployed from the patrol section after being severely injured in an explosion. A scar on her left cheek, close to her ear, was hidden when her hair was down. The most serious injury had been to her shoulder and she still had restricted movement in her left arm, making her unfit for active duty. It had been a matter of straightforward personnel policy for her to be transferred to a job as an investigator, but at a time when reorganization bled them of local resources, she was a welcome addition to their team. Also, she was competent. More than thirty years ago, Wisting had worked alongside her grandfather. She shared his attributes of patience and precision. In addition she possessed the ability to keep track of major, complex cases, drawing out details and spotting connections.

‘Is that the missing-person inquiry?’ he asked, gesturing towards the papers she held in her hands.

Maren nodded. ‘Everyone’s working on it.’

‘What direction is it taking?’

‘Straight towards her husband.’

‘What have you got?’

‘Nothing specific, but there’s something that doesn’t add up.’

Wisting leaned back in his chair, keen to hear more.

‘He’s given a statement three times,’ Maren began. ‘First to the patrol that visited his home when she was reported missing, then in two separate interviews. It’s the same statement every time.’

Wisting cocked his head. When a suspect began to change his statement, this was usually the first sign of guilt.

‘I mean, word for word,’ Maren continued. ‘When you’re telling the same story several times over, there are usually a few subtle variations. Tiny details are left out, and something else is mentioned instead. You express yourself a little differently, “around ten o’clock” becomes “tennish”. That sort of thing. Erik Roll sticks to exactly the same testimony, as if it’s a speech he’s learned by heart. Do you get what I mean?’

Wisting knew what she meant. It was difficult to retell a fabricated story. The liar usually concentrated on sticking to the same account of a sequence of events. This made it tricky for investigators to challenge the statement, but it took a good acting performance in order to appear believable.

‘What was their argument about?’ he asked, referring to what he had read in the newspapers. ‘The one that made her go home before him?’

‘Money. It started with a disagreement about who would pay at the bar, and became a quarrel about all the family finances, which are strained.’

That was what these things were usually about, money or jealousy.

A phone rang further along the corridor. ‘That’s mine,’ Maren said as she dashed out the door.

Concentrating now on the stack of papers facing him, Wisting took out the first document. Missing-person notification. It was always interesting to see where a case began.

The report was written by a local police officer called Kathe Ulstrup, who was unknown to Wisting. The actual report was brief and had been written in response to a phone call from Tone Vaterland’s father. According to what he had found out, his daughter had last been seen when she left her work at half past eight the previous evening. By the time the report was logged, seventeen hours had elapsed.

The first interviews confirmed that she must have disappeared somewhere along the road between the snack bar where she worked and her home in Damstien, a stretch of only three kilometres. Her colleagues said she had left work as usual, but none of her neighbours had seen her come home.

It seemed, from the initial investigations, that Tone Vaterland had drowned. Information quickly emerged that she often stopped for a swim in a lake along that route. Nothing was found on land, no trace of clothing, bike or rucksack. Nevertheless, a search was initiated. Her body was not found until two days later and then it became clear that this was now a murder inquiry.

It was difficult to concentrate on reading. Something was bothering him. His eye strayed to the window, where a large sailing ship was moving into the fjord.

Pushing his chair away from the desk, he got to his feet and headed out to see Bjørg Karin. ‘Have they put out the fire?’ he asked.

She changed her computer screen to check. ‘It’s been logged that the fire brigade have it under control,’ she replied. ‘No more than that.’

He gave her a brief nod of thanks and returned to his office. There, he closed the folders he had been reading, wrapped an elastic band around them and replaced them in the archive box. Then he took the box home with him.
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He saw the smoke from a distance. A thin white plume, like a marker against the pale blue sky, that rose straight up and slowly dissolved into the still air. When the house had gone up in flames for the first time, he had spotted the smoke from his own home, dark and thick. The blaze was reported just before 6 a.m. and the house had already been burning for an hour by the time Wisting got up and looked out through his window.

It was only a week since the last time he had driven up the old gravel track. When Ingrid was alive, they had sometimes gone for a stroll in this area, past the Kleiser house. Close by, there was an old smallholding with a herb garden and farm shop where Ingrid had liked to buy tea, mixed spices and vinegar infused with herbs.

The Kleiser house itself was an old timber villa of two storeys and a basement, with verandahs, bay windows and an extensive garden. The property was situated in a forest owned by the Kleiser family for generations. When Antonia and Georg Kleiser had built the villa, it had been completely secluded. In the nineties, a property developer had persuaded the childless couple to hive off a large portion of land and a brand-new housing development was built, though none of it overlooked the old house.

Curious bystanders from the neighbourhood stood huddled together on the ground in front of the house when Wisting arrived. He drove up behind a police patrol car and stepped out. After the first fire, half of the house had remained, but now it looked as if it would be completely destroyed. The entire roof had collapsed and only the south-facing wall still stood.

On his last visit, barriers had been set up around the fire-damaged house. Now these were scattered about, along with what was left of the police tape.

Although flames still flared here and there, the fire crew were taking no action to control them.

Wisting strode towards the chief firefighter for a briefing. ‘It was well ablaze when we got here,’ he explained. ‘Last time we tried to save what we could of the house, but now we’re conducting a controlled demolition.’

‘That was a week ago,’ Wisting pointed out. ‘Could it really have flared up again?’

‘Most likely that’s what’s happened,’ the firefighter answered.

As the last wall slowly caved in, the burning timber creaked, followed by a deafening crash when it finally gave way. A stream of black smoke belched out and sparks were caught by the hot air and flew skywards.

Wisting ran his hand through his hair. ‘I want you to extinguish it,’ he said. ‘As fast as possible.’

The firefighter looked at him. ‘It’s been cleared with your central HQ,’ he said, glancing across at the two uniformed police officers. ‘The technicians have done their investigations. It was an electrical fault. There’s no residual value. The insurance company will have no objection if we let it burn down. Quite the opposite, in fact.’

‘There are other considerations, though,’ Wisting replied, taking out his phone to avoid any further explanation.

The chief firefighter looked at him with incomprehension but shouted to a colleague and issued fresh instructions. The generator on the fire engine changed speed as the crew moved to the hoses and shot arcs of water at the flames. The timber sizzled and crackled and the air filled with ashy water vapour.

Wisting withdrew slightly and clamped the phone to his ear. Maren Dokken answered at the other end. ‘I’m out at the Kleiser house,’ he began.

‘I heard it had flared up again,’ Maren said.

‘How far is it from here to Agnete Roll’s home?’

Silence.

‘You think she might be in the Kleiser house?’ she eventually asked.

Wisting answered his own question: ‘It can’t be further than five or six hundred metres from here to her house if you go through the woods.’

‘The search party checked it all out,’ Maren objected. ‘The woods, at least. They must have checked the house as well.’

‘How carefully?’ Wisting asked.

‘That I don’t know,’ Maren replied. ‘I’ll have to talk to the officers who were there.’

‘All the same, that was several days ago,’ Wisting said. ‘She could have been brought there later.’

One of the fire engines drew closer and a water cannon on the roof sprang to life. The jet fanned out into a broad carpet of water.

‘It’ll probably be completely extinguished here in the course of an hour or so,’ Wisting went on. ‘You can have the site of the fire examined some time this evening.’

Hearing Maren Dokken’s hesitation, Wisting regretted not having called Nils Hammer instead. Maren was inexperienced and more used to following orders than taking decisions and instructing others.

‘I’ll get the patrol here to secure the site as soon as the fire crew are finished,’ he said. ‘Then you can take it from there.’

‘I’ll alert the technicians,’ Maren said. Her tone became more decisive as they brought their conversation to a close.

Wisting skirted around the burning house outside the barriers. The grass was too long, but apart from that the garden contrasted starkly with the fire-damaged house. Lush and well tended, with paths and stone sculptures.

A black wrought-iron fence separated the garden from the forest. A gate lay half open. When Wisting pushed it with the toe of his shoe, the hinges made an excruciating noise. On the other side, an overgrown path led into the woods: he considered following it but dismissed the idea. Instead he strode back to his car.
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6 July 1999, 09.08

‘They’re looking for the body,’ Fredrik said. ‘The dead woman,’ he added, to make sure the other two understood.

The three local kids hung over the handlebars of their bikes as they watched the search party on the opposite side of the road, walking side by side, some with long poles in their hands, others with walkie-talkies. One had a dog. Altogether there must be almost a hundred people in red overalls and the search chain stretched from the edge of the ditch before disappearing in between the trees.

‘They won’t find her there,’ Ida said. ‘She’s drowned.’

‘They’ve already searched in the water,’ Fredrik said. ‘With divers. They didn’t find her.’

An articulated lorry thundered past, whirling up dust from the road. The draught ruffled their clothes.

‘Mum knows her,’ Stian said once the vehicle had passed. ‘She used to be her teacher.’

None of the three said anything for a while, until Fredrik proposed that they should search for her themselves.

‘Whereabouts?’ Ida asked.

Fredrik sat up straight in his saddle. ‘On the old road,’ he suggested, starting to pedal in the opposite direction from the Red Cross contingent.

It had been more than twenty years since the new motorway had been built, but part of the winding old road still remained. They had been there on their bikes lots of times before. The road was no more than three hundred metres in length and seemed to go nowhere. It just ended suddenly at a ditch.

Weeds had forced their way up through the cracks and holes in the grey asphalt. Bushes and trees had encroached on either side. In some places the branches formed a canopy above their heads so that it was like cycling through a green tunnel.

They agreed that Fredrik and Ida should search along the right-hand side of the road while Stian followed suit on the left. They had to be careful where they cycled. Shards of glass from broken bottles were scattered in a number of places.

Once when Fredrik and Stian had been on the old road, they had come across a group of teenagers there, drawing tags with spray cans on the asphalt, and on another occasion they had spotted a couple kissing in a car. But mostly there was nobody to be seen.

Pettersen’s garage, an old grey brick building with two garage doors, was situated halfway along the old road. Olaf Pettersen lived two houses along from Fredrik. He was retired now, but had run a transport company in the past. When the motorway was constructed, he had been allocated a different plot of land by the roads authority and built himself a new, larger garage. The old one had just been left to rot. The walls were no longer straight. Most of the windows were smashed and the rest were spattered with bird droppings and dust.

Fredrik hopped off his bike. ‘Maybe she’s in there?’ he said.

The sunlight slanted through the dense treetops, forming patterns on the dark brick. Behind the woods they could hear the buzz of traffic out on the motorway.

‘Maybe,’ Stian said, ‘but it could be dangerous in there.’

They had been inside before, all three of them, but that had been a long time ago. The first time, Stian’s foot had plunged through some rotten planks and he had almost toppled into a cavity full of water, an inspection pit over which Pettersen could drive vehicles, enabling him to stand below and repair the undercarriage.

Ida set down her bike and edged around to the other side, where they could gain access. A broken window was covered with a panel of wood, but it was only attached at the top. If you levered it out from the wall, the gap was big enough to climb inside. On the ground beneath the window there was a pile of breezeblocks you could stand on, almost like a staircase.

The metal door beside the window had always been locked but Fredrik tried it and found it was now open. ‘Someone’s been here,’ he said in a whisper.

As he pulled the door open wide, the light flooded in to form a square on the cracked cement floor. They stood outside, peering in, and Fredrik used his hand to swat a fly. He was nearest and had to lead the way.

Inside, the oppressive air was cold and raw and there was a horrible, acrid smell. The space was almost completely empty with only a workbench against one wall and a stack of old tyres in a corner.

When Fredrik glanced up, he saw holes in the ceiling and a variety of chains hanging from a beam. At the rear of the garage they spotted the room that Pettersen had used as an office, with his desk still inside.

The sound of their footsteps echoed off the walls as they walked towards the desk. Beer bottles were strewn across the floor and the desk itself was littered with candle stumps.

Stian wanted to go out again. ‘She’s not here,’ he said, making for the door.

‘We have to check the pit,’ Fredrik insisted.

As they gathered around it, they noticed that some of the planks were still in place, but the pit was almost filled to the brim with water.

Fredrik picked up a small lump of concrete that had loosened from the floor and tossed it in. It disappeared with a plop, sinking down into the dark water.

‘Find a stick!’ he said.

Ida headed outside and returned with a twig.

‘That’s too small,’ Fredrik told her.

He stalked out with the others at his heels. Snapping off a little birch tree, he stripped it of branches and brought the slender trunk back with him. Stian and Ida stood by watching as Fredrik drove the stick down to the bottom of the inspection pit, swirling it around on the pit bed as he poked and prodded his way along.

‘There’s something here,’ he said.

He used the stick to push what he had found up to the edge of the pit but lost it before he managed to draw it to the surface.

‘You’ll have to catch it,’ he told Stian as he made a second attempt.

Stian lay prone on the dirty floor while the stick buckled under the weight of the unknown object on its way up. As it broke the surface of the water, Stian grabbed it.

It turned out to be an old quilted jacket, with water streaming off it, and Stian flung it to the floor. ‘That’s been there for a long time,’ Ida told them.

Fredrik used the stick again, stirring it around in the water, but he could not find anything else. In the end he dropped it into the pit. ‘Let’s go,’ he said.

As they mounted their bikes again, all three looked up in the direction of the noise from a distant helicopter. They failed to spot it through the trees but heard it approach, its pulsing rotor blades slapping through the warm air.

‘Looks like they’re going to use a helicopter to search for her as well,’ Stian said.

The harsh thrumming sound intensified before the aircraft passed directly overhead, low in the sky. Fredrik cycled after it, following in the same direction. He jerked his bike up on to the back wheel and pedalled a few metres on one wheel before letting it drop.

Ida was the one who spotted it first, the handlebars of a bike protruding above a bank that flanked the road verge, almost entirely concealed by twigs. She would never have noticed it if it hadn’t been for the sun twinkling on the metal.

She called the others over.

‘It could be hers,’ Stian said.

Fredrik dropped his own bike on the asphalt and hurried to take a closer look.

‘It’s a lady’s bike,’ he said. It was stuck fast in the twigs and he pulled and tugged at it to lift it free. ‘It looks like an old wreck.’

Ida approached him to look around while Fredrik struggled with the bike. He succeeded in wrenching it out but lost his balance and stumbled. When he managed to regain his footing, Ida poked him in the side and pointed.
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Driving up in front of the house, Wisting set down the archive box full of old case documents on the car roof while he checked his mailbox. It was empty.

He juggled the box as he let himself in and then laid it down on the kitchen table.

There was a pork chop in the fridge. He had actually intended to have a barbecue out on the terrace, but it was easier to use the frying pan.

While the meat was browning, he served up some potato salad and a few other accompaniments and set the table. Then he took out the five case folders and arranged them on the table in front of him. He saw that Chief Inspector Sten Kvammen had assumed responsibility for the investigation at some point. They had met sporadically throughout the noughties, not in connection with cases, but at conferences and courses. As far as Wisting knew, he had started working at Kripos, the National Criminal Investigation Service, a few years after this murder case.

Once the meat was ready, he dished it out, sat down and selected the folder containing all the technical investigations from 1999. He wanted to begin with the crime-scene report. This was one of the most important documents in all homicide inquiries, the one that described the technical evidence that would later link a perpetrator to the case and have them found guilty.

He read as he ate. The discovery of the body had been called in on 6 July at
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