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Chapter 1 – To Let You Win
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“Are you moving home, Line?” Aggie enquired, when she saw my bundle of estate agent leaflets.

“Apparently it’s necessary,” I replied glumly. “My little flat just isn’t big enough for the three of us,” I explained. “I’m just not sure how we can afford it, seeing as I’m the only one with a job!”

I huffed with dismay, threw Aggie a half-smile and headed for the lift to the office. It took just a few seconds to arrive on the correct floor, which was good as it was way too warm in the confined space. I almost stumbled through the office door, and dumped all my stuff onto my desk. Sitting in my chair, I performed the usual first activities of my day; my bag, containing all valuables and notebooks, placed in my drawer and locked, switched the computer on, then returned downstairs to fetch the coffee jug. It was already filled with water, thanks to Aggie. I reminded myself to thank her later. I shuffled back to the lift and within a minute I was at the coffee machine, filling it with Hansen’s favourite coffee.

Yes, Hansen was back – in fact lots of things had changed since Jessica had started her new life; I too had started a new life, but I couldn’t help but wonder if she had received a better deal than me. Prison felt... cosy compared to the living arrangements at home; and although she obviously only had one room, at least it was her space. Sure, I had a couple more rooms than her, but there was no space of my own anymore.

I absentmindedly switched the coffee machine on and returned to my desk, hoping to have some work to do. I had changed recently though; previously I used to prefer to earn my wages, whereas now I was more like Hansen, shudder the thought, and didn’t care. I couldn’t afford to care. 

I now had a little side-job, unpaid of course, discreetly following Hansen, my boss around for his wife, Heidi, who was sure her husband was cheating on her. I was fairly sure myself, as I had spotted him with several different ladies over the last few months. I needed to improve my discretion skills though, as I had been almost caught a couple of times.

Larsen!” he had shouted out loud one day, in Marit’s coffee shop, which was packed full of people. “Are you following me?”

“No,” I had replied, quickly pressing the icon on my phone, which turned from the camera aimed at him, to instead face me, like I was having an online chat. “Bye,” I had exclaimed at this imaginary caller, and shut my phone screen off. 

He had continued to stand by my table, and I could see his eyes searching around my table. The blonde still in my peripheral vision was who I had seen him with on a few more successful stakeouts recently. She was fidgeting with boredom, reapplying her makeup repeatedly. She loved herself more than anyone else, that much had been obvious – again backed up during the observations.

He had then spun around on his heel, thrown a glance over to said blonde, sighed and left the shop. The woman stood up, looked out the window and then sat back down again, confused.

“Larsen!” he shouted at me now, too. I blinked myself back to reality. “File these,” he barked, throwing some folders labelled ‘CONFIDENTIAL’ onto my desk.

Since Jessica’s case, he trusted me less, once he had found out some of my little investigations. Worse still was that he had terminated Thor’s ‘working arrangement’ when it was unearthed that he had assisted me in my research; well, some of the truth, anyway! I’d felt that he had been lucky to get out, as I desperately wanted to find an alternative to this increasingly depressing situation myself. In fact, I had a bundle of newspapers at home, along with job leaflets for recruitment agencies. I was so unhappy that I wanted to change career totally.

“Become a hairdresser,” Astrid had suggested at one of our weekly meetings. “Sure, you’d have to sweep the floor and make hot drinks for the first few months, but we could be together if you worked at my place.” I could feel her excitement bubbling as her beautiful blonde curls bobbed around on top of her head. “I’ll ask them!” she concluded, downing a whole glass of wine.

We still had our weekly meetings, which now consisted of self-defence classes, before our food treat every Friday night. He wasn’t taking that from me. It was the only time I had any fun! Life with Thor, my boyfriend of about six months, had been intense from the moment we finally began our relationship last Christmas.  It certainly wasn’t what I expected of a relationship, to be honest. My parent’s relationship was, tepid I guess, more platonic after all of their years together. On the other end of the scale was Helene, my friend, and her boyfriend, Petter. Both were around the same age as me, but blissfully happy. They both had their own hobbies and interests, as well as joint ones, which seemed to create a perfect combination. Then there was me and Thor, going at a rapid, uncontrollable speed. He had moved in with me after just a few weeks, with his awful brother, Kristian, following a month or two later. We were now cramped in my tiny, one-bedroomed flat. 

Glancing at the list of properties I had brought to the office with me, I could see that there was nothing within my price range close to the centre. Thor had made no effort to find a job since Hansen fired him, saying it was because of me that he was now unemployed. Kris had moved in after his parents kicked him out. They had decided to embrace their retirement by selling their home and living on the money in a small log cabin somewhere up north. Kris had got in the way of their plans, as he too was unemployed. So now I had two houseguests. Why houseguests, I hear you ask – well, because neither make any effort to keep the flat clean and tidy. Sure, I’ve never been the tidiest of people, but when there is three times the amount of mess there, someone needs to pick up the excess. Working 40 hours a week, followed by cooking when I got home, I felt like I should get a free pass on the housekeeping. Apparently, the boys’ online gaming seemed to give them the same free pass too! 

I could feel my anger rising, so I ventured into Hansen’s office for his daily pastry order. It would do me good to get out into the open. The atmosphere in his office was so thick, you could ‘cut it with a knife’ as my gran used to say. He glanced up at me, and pulled out his petty cash box. I stood patiently as he counted all the loose change. Despite me never short-changing him, his lack of trust seemed to extend this far, and he had even spent hours checking all of the receipts to see how much he spent. He handed me a wad of loose change and told me to get ‘the usual’, shooing me out of his office as his mobile phone bleeped. 

“Shut the door!” he bellowed.

Down in the lobby, I felt a welcome breeze. The office and then the lift had been stifling with the summer heat. Aggie had chosen to open up the back door of the building, knowing that it was secure enough that trespassers wouldn’t enter. Only a couple of people, those who had worked in this building, knew this entrance even existed. I still didn’t like it though. Aggie had been attacked just a few months before, I didn’t want her to get hurt again. 

She beamed a welcoming smile at me as I approached her desk. “You look a little flustered, Line,” Aggie remarked. 

“I’ve never liked the heat,” I replied sullenly, “especially trapped in that stuffy office.”

“Hansen still not opening the windows, then?”

I shook my head. Hansen had decided that there were too many important documents lying around the main office for the windows to be opened, so only had his own open, as a kind of punishment.

“I’m just so miserable in there,” I blurted, tears welling up in my eyes.

Aggie’s smile disappeared and a look of concern replaced it. “Come and sit down a few minutes,” she suggested.

“I have to get the pastries...”

“A few minutes won’t hurt!” 

She sat down next to me, a box of tissues in her hand. 

I poured my heart out to her; the job, the home life and she just nodded sympathetically.

“Are you still doing
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