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23 February


Sixty-two days after the disappearance


The night everything changed for ever began with a phone call.


It came at 10.20 on a Monday evening. Outside, it was minus eight Celsius, and the countryside was shrouded in an icy fog. At that hour, Flores was snug and warm in bed beside his wife, enjoying an old black-and-white gangster film on TV. Actually, Sophia had dozed off a while earlier, and the ringing of the telephone didn’t disturb her sleep. She even appeared oblivious of her husband getting out of bed and dressing.


Flores put on a pair of baggy trousers, a polo neck sweater and his heavy winter jacket to face that damned fog, which seemed to have wiped out all of creation, and got ready to go to Avechot’s little hospital, where he had worked as a psychiatrist for more than forty of his sixty-two years. In all that time, he had seldom been dragged out of bed for an emergency, let alone by the police. In this Alpine village, where he had been born and had always lived, almost nothing happened after sunset. It was as if in such a place even criminals chose to lead a sober existence, regularly spending their evenings at home. That was why Flores wondered what could necessitate his presence at such an unusual hour.


All the police had told him over the phone was that a man had been arrested following a road accident. Nothing else.


The snow had stopped falling in the afternoon, but it had got colder during the evening. Flores left the house to be greeted by an unearthly silence. Everything was still, motionless, as if time had stopped. He felt a shudder that had nothing to do with the outside temperature – it came from inside. He started his old Citroën, and had to wait a few seconds for the diesel engine to warm up properly before he set off. He needed that sound to wipe out the monotony of the menacing quiet.


The road surface was icy, but it was the snow more than anything that forced him to keep his speed below twenty kilometres an hour, both his hands firmly gripping the wheel, his back stooped forward and his face a few centimetres from the windscreen so that he could make out the sides of the road. Luckily, he knew the route so well, his mind told him where to go before his eyes could.


Coming to a crossroads, he chose the direction that led towards the centre of the village, and at last saw something through the milky blanket. As he advanced, he had the sensation that everything had slowed down, as if in a dream. From the depths of the white mantle, intermittent flashes of light appeared. They seemed to be coming towards him, even though it was he who was approaching them. A figure emerged out of the fog, making strange, broad arm movements. As he drew nearer, Flores realised it was a police officer warning passing motorists to be careful. Flores passed him and they exchanged a fleeting wave. Behind the officer, the intermittent flashes resolved themselves into the flashing lights of a patrol car and the rear lights of a dark saloon car that had ended up in a ditch.


Before long, Flores reached the centre of the village. It was deserted.


The faded yellow street lamps looked like mirages amid the fog. He drove through the whole of the built-up area and out the other side before he reached his destination.


Avechot’s little hospital was unusually animated. As soon as Flores walked in through the front door, a local police lieutenant came up to him, accompanied by Rebecca Mayer, a young prosecutor who had been making a name for herself lately. She looked worried. As Flores took off his heavy jacket, she updated him on the identity of tonight’s unexpected guest. ‘Vogel,’ was all she said.


Hearing the name, Flores understood the reason for all this concern. It was the night everything changed forever, but he didn’t know that yet. That was why he hadn’t yet quite grasped his own role in this business. ‘What exactly do you want me to do?’ he asked.


‘The doctors in Emergency say he’s fine. But he seems in a confused state, maybe due to the shock of the accident.’


‘But you’re not sure, right?’ Flores’s question had hit the target, and Mayer didn’t need to reply. ‘Is he catatonic?’


‘No, he reacts when stimulated. But he has mood swings.’


‘And he doesn’t remember any of what happened,’ Flores said, completing the case history for himself.


‘He remembers the accident. But we’re interested in what happened before. We need to know what happened this evening.’


‘You think he’s pretending.’


‘I’m very much afraid he is. And that’s where you come in, Doctor.’


‘What are you expecting of me?’


‘We have enough to charge him, and he knows it. That’s why you have to tell me if he’s fully aware of his actions.’


‘And if he is, what’ll happen to him?’


‘I’ll be able to charge him and proceed with a formal interrogation, without fearing that some lawyer will later contest it in court on a stupid technicality.’


‘But it’s my understanding that nobody died or was injured in the accident, is that right? So what would you charge him with?’


Mayer was silent for a moment. ‘You’ll understand when you see him.’


They had left him waiting in Flores’s office. When Flores opened the door, he immediately saw Vogel sitting in one of the two small armchairs positioned in front of the cluttered desk. He was wearing a dark cashmere coat. His head was bowed, and he gave no sign of noticing that someone had come in.


Flores hung his jacket on the coat rack and massaged his hands, which were still numb with cold. ‘Good evening,’ he said, going to the heater to make sure it was on. In reality, this was only a pretext to take up a position facing the man, to get an idea of his condition but, above all, to understand what Mayer had meant.


Beneath the coat, Vogel was elegantly dressed. A dark blue suit, a powder-blue silk tie with a floral design, a yellow handkerchief in the breast pocket of his jacket, a white shirt and oval cufflinks of rose gold. Everything looked creased, though, as if he had been wearing these clothes for weeks.


Without replying to the greeting, Vogel raised his eyes to him for a moment. Then he looked back down at his hands lying in his lap.


Flores wondered what bizarre trick of fate had brought them together. ‘Have you been here long?’ he began.


‘What about you?’


Flores laughed at the joke, but Vogel remained grim-faced. ‘More or less forty years,’ Flores replied. During that time, the office had filled with objects and furniture until it was cluttered. To an outside observer, he knew, the whole effect must seem chaotic. ‘You see that old couch? I inherited it from my predecessor. The desk I chose myself.’ On the desk were framed photographs of his family.


Vogel took one and studied it. There was Flores surrounded by his numerous progeny, having a barbecue in the garden on a summer’s day. ‘Nice family,’ he commented with vague interest.


‘Three children and eleven grandchildren.’ Flores was very fond of that picture.


Vogel put the photograph back where he had found it and looked around. On the walls, along with his degree, the various testimonials he had received and the drawings given to him by his grandchildren were the trophies Flores was proudest of.


He was an enthusiastic angler, and the walls displayed a large number of stuffed fish.


‘Whenever I can, I drop everything and set off for a lake or a mountain stream,’ Flores said. ‘It’s my way of getting back in touch with nature.’ In a corner was a cupboard with fishing rods and a drawer containing hooks, baits, lines and other equipment. Over time, the room had ended up looking nothing like a psychiatrist’s office. It had become his den, a place of his own, and he was dreading his retirement, due in a matter of months, when he would have to clear everything out.


Among the many stories those walls could have told, there was now a new one: the story of an unexpected consultation late one winter evening.


‘I still can’t believe you’re here,’ Flores admitted, with a hint of embarrassment. ‘My wife and I have seen you so many times on TV. You’re a celebrity.’


Vogel merely nodded. He certainly seemed to be in a confused state – unless he was a consummate actor.


‘Are you sure you feel all right?’


‘I’m fine,’ Vogel replied in a thin voice.


Flores moved away from the heater and went and sat down behind the desk, in the armchair that over the years had taken on his shape. ‘You were lucky, you know. On my way here, I passed the scene of the accident. You ended up on the right side of the road. True, there’s quite a deep ditch, but on the other side there’s a ravine.’


‘The fog,’ Vogel said.


‘Yes, a freezing fog. You don’t see them often. It took me twenty minutes to get here, usually it’s less than ten by car from my house.’ Then he put both his elbows on the arms of his chair and sank back. ‘We haven’t yet introduced ourselves: I’m Dr Auguste Flores. Tell me, what should I call you? Special Agent Vogel, or just Signor Vogel?’


Vogel seemed to give this a moment’s thought. ‘You choose.’


‘I don’t think a police officer ever loses his rank, even when he stops practising his profession. So for me, you’re still Special Agent Vogel.’


‘If you prefer it that way.’


Dozens of questions were crowding into Flores’s mind, but he knew he had to choose the right ones to start. ‘Frankly, I wasn’t expecting to see you around here any more. I thought you went back to the city some time ago, after what happened. Why have you come back?’


Special Agent Vogel slowly passed his hands over his trousers, as if trying to remove non-existent dust. ‘I don’t know.’


That was all he said. Flores nodded. ‘I understand. Did you come alone?’


‘Yes,’ Vogel replied, and it was clear from his expression that he hadn’t understood the meaning of the question. ‘I’m alone.’


‘Does your presence here have anything to do with the missing girl?’ Flores ventured. ‘Because I seem to remember you were removed from the case.’


These words evidently awakened something in Vogel, who seemed to Flores to get on his high horse, as if his pride were wounded. ‘Why are you detaining me? What do the police want with me? Why can’t I leave?’


Flores tried to summon up all his reserves of patience. ‘You had an accident this evening, Special Agent Vogel.’


‘I know that,’ Vogel replied angrily.


‘And you were alone when it happened, is that right?’


‘I already told you that.’


Flores opened a drawer in his desk, took out a little mirror and placed it in front of Vogel, who didn’t seem to take any notice. ‘And you emerged unscathed. No injuries whatsoever.’


‘I’m fine, how many times are you going to ask me that?’


Flores leaned towards him. ‘Then explain something to me. If you’re unscathed, whose blood is that on your clothes?’


Suddenly, Vogel didn’t know what to say. The anger evaporated, and his eyes came to rest on the mirror that Flores had put in front of him.


Now he had to see them.


Little red stains on the cuffs of his white shirt. A couple of bigger ones over the stomach. A few darker ones, less visible because of the colour of the suit and the coat, but noticeable from the thicker texture. It was as if Vogel was seeing them for the first time. But part of him knew they were there, Flores was sure of that. Because Vogel wasn’t unduly surprised and didn’t immediately deny their presence.


There was a different light in his eyes now, and his confused state started to fade as if it were fog. But the real fog was still there, outside the window of the office, hanging over the world.


The night everything changed for ever had only just begun. Vogel looked Flores straight in the eyes, suddenly lucid.


‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I think I owe you an explanation.’




25 December


Two days after the disappearance


The fir woods clung to the mountain slopes like the serried ranks of an army preparing to invade the valley. The valley was as long and narrow as an old scar, and through it ran a river. The river was an intense green, sometimes placid, at other times treacherous.


That was where Avechot was, bang in the middle of this landscape.


An Alpine village a few kilometres from the border. Houses with protruding roofs, a church with a steeple, a town hall, a police station, a small hospital, a school, a couple of bars and a sports stadium.


The woods, the valley, the river, the village. And a huge mine like a monstrous futuristic scar on the past and on nature.


There was a restaurant just outside the built-up area, by the side of the main road.


From the window, you could see the road and the petrol pump. Over it was a neon sign wishing passing motorists HAPPY HOLIDAYS. Inside, though, the letters were the other way round, which resulted in a kind of incomprehensible hieroglyphic.


In the restaurant, thirty-odd blue Formica tables, some hidden inside booths. They were all laid, but only one was occupied. The one in the middle.


Special Agent Vogel was alone, eating a breakfast of eggs and smoked pancetta. He was wearing a lead-grey suit with an olive-green waistcoat and a dark blue tie, and hadn’t taken off his cashmere coat to eat. He sat bolt upright, his gaze fixed on a black notebook in which he was writing with an elegant silver fountain pen that he put down on the table every now and again in order to take a forkful of food. He alternated the gestures at precise intervals, diligently respecting a kind of inner rhythm.


The elderly proprietor wore a grease-stained apron over a red and black checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. He left the counter and approached with a newly made pot of coffee. ‘To think I didn’t even want to open today. I said to myself: Do you really want to come here on Christmas morning? This place used to be full of tourists, families with children … But ever since they found that fluorescent crap, things have changed.’ He uttered these words as if regretting a distant, happy era that would never return.


Until just a few years earlier, life in Avechot had been quiet and uneventful. People lived off tourism and selling craftwork. But one day, someone from outside had come in and speculated that beneath those mountains lay a fair-sized deposit of fluorite.


The old man was right, Vogel thought: ever since then, things had changed. A multinational had arrived and purchased the lands above the deposit, paying the various owners handsomely. Many had become rich overnight. And those who hadn’t been lucky enough to own one of the lots had found themselves suddenly impoverished because the tourists had disappeared.


‘Maybe I should make up my mind to sell this place and retire,’ the man continued. Then, shaking his head irritably, he topped up Vogel’s coffee, even though he hadn’t been asked to. ‘When I saw you coming, I thought you were one of those salesmen who come in every now and again to try and flog me their cheap rubbish. Then I realised … You’re here because of the girl, aren’t you?’ With an almost imperceptible movement of his head, he indicated the flyer on the wall next to the front entrance.


On it was a photograph of a smiling teenage girl with red hair and freckles. Then a name, Anna Lou. And a question: Have you seen me? followed by a telephone number and some lines of text.


Vogel saw that the old man was trying to peer at his black notebook, so he closed it. Then he put the fork down on the plate. ‘Do you know her?’


‘I know the family. They’re good people.’ The man pulled one of the chairs out from under the table and sat down opposite Vogel. ‘What do you think happened to her?’


Vogel put his hands together under his chin. How many times had he been asked that question? It was always the same story. They seemed genuinely apprehensive, or made an effort to appear so, but in the end there was only curiosity. Morbid, pitiless curiosity. ‘Twenty-four hours,’ he said. The old man didn’t seem to understand the meaning of this reply, but before he could ask for clarification, Vogel went on, ‘On average, teenagers who run away from home can only stand keeping their mobile phones switched off for twenty-four hours. Then, inevitably, they have to call a friend or check if people are talking about them on the internet, and that’s how they’re located. Most come home after forty-eight hours anyway … So, for two days after their disappearance, unless they run into someone nasty or have an accident, there’s a strong possibility that things will end happily.’


The man seemed thrown by this. ‘And what happens then?’


‘Then they call me in.’


Vogel stood up, put his hand in his pocket and dropped a twenty-euro note on the table to pay for his breakfast. Then he headed for the exit, but before walking out the door he turned once again towards the proprietor of the restaurant. ‘Listen to me: don’t sell this place. In a little while, it’ll be full of people again.’


Outside, the day was cold but the sky was clear and everything was lit by a bright winter sun. Every now and then, a heavy goods lorry passed along the road and the displacement of air lifted the flaps of Vogel’s coat. He stood motionless, both hands plunged in his pockets, on the restaurant forecourt, next to the petrol pump. He was looking up.


A young man of about thirty came up behind him. He, too, was wearing a suit, a tie and a dark coat, although not a cashmere one. He had fair hair with a parting on one side and deep blue eyes. He looked earnest and good-natured. ‘Hello,’ he said. There was no reply. ‘I’m Officer Borghi,’ he persisted. ‘I was told to come and get you.’


Vogel still didn’t deign to respond, but continued to stare up at the sky.


‘The briefing starts in half an hour. They’re all there, as you requested.’


At this point, Borghi leaned forward and realised that Vogel was actually looking at something on the roof over the petrol pump.


A security camera pointing at the road.


Vogel finally turned towards him. ‘This road is the only access to the valley, am I right?’


Borghi didn’t even need to think about it. ‘Yes, sir. There’s no other way to get in or out. It runs straight through it.’


‘Good,’ Vogel said. ‘Take me to the other end.’


Vogel walked quickly towards the anonymous dark saloon car in which Borghi had come to fetch him. Borghi hesitated for a moment, then followed him.


A few minutes later, they were on the bridge that crossed the river and led into the next valley. The young officer parked the car on the side of the road and waited outside it while Vogel, some metres from him, repeated the same action as earlier, this time staring at a speed camera perched on a post beside the carriageway, while vehicles passed close to him and drivers sounded their horns in protest. But Vogel was unfazed and continued to do what he was doing. Whatever it was, Borghi found the situation both incomprehensible and paradoxical.


When he’d had enough, Vogel walked back to the car. ‘Let’s go and see the girl’s parents,’ he said and got in without waiting for Borghi’s reply. The young officer looked at his watch and patiently climbed in behind the wheel.


*


‘Anna Lou has never given me any trouble,’ Maria Kastner stated confidently. The girl’s mother was a tiny woman, but you nevertheless sensed an unusual strength in her. She was sitting on the sofa next to her husband, a solid but apparently inoffensive man, in the living room of the little two-storeyed house where they lived. Both were still in their pyjamas and dressing gowns, and they were holding hands.


There was a sickly-sweet smell in the air, a mixture of cooked food and air freshener. Vogel couldn’t stand it. He was sitting in an armchair, Borghi on another chair a bit further back. Between them and the Kastners was a low table with cups of coffee that would soon get cold since nobody seemed interested in drinking it.


Elsewhere in the room was a decorated Christmas tree, beneath which seven-year-old twin brothers were playing with presents they had just unwrapped.


One package was still untouched, with a nice red ribbon around it.


The woman saw where Vogel was looking. ‘We wanted the boys to celebrate the birth of Jesus anyway. It was also a way to distract them from the situation.’


The ‘situation’ was that their eldest child, who was sixteen and the only girl, had disappeared almost two days earlier. She had left home that winter afternoon at about five to go to a meeting in the local church, which was a few hundred metres from the house.


She had never arrived.


Anna Lou had taken a short walk in a residential area of identical houses – small houses with gardens – where everybody had always known everybody else.


But nobody had seen or heard anything.


The alarm had been raised at about seven, when her mother realised she hadn’t come home and had called her in vain on her mobile phone, which had been switched off. Two long hours in which anything might have happened to her. The search had gone on all evening, but then they had yielded to common sense and decided to resume it in the morning. In any case, the local police didn’t have the resources for a thorough search of the area.


As of now, there were no theories as to why she might have disappeared.


Vogel again observed the parents in silence. They were hollow-eyed from lack of sleep. In the weeks to come, this sleeplessness would cause them to age rapidly, but for now it had only just started to leave its mark on them.


‘Our daughter has always been a responsible girl, ever since she was little,’ the woman continued. ‘I don’t know how to put this … But we’ve never had to worry about her: she grew up without any prompting from us. She helps out around the house, she looks after her brothers. At school, her teachers are pleased with her. She recently became a catechist in our brotherhood.’


The living room was modestly furnished. On entering, Vogel had immediately noticed that the place was full of objects bearing witness to a deep religious faith. The walls were covered with sacred images and Biblical scenes. Jesus was everywhere, in the form of plastic or plaster statuettes, but the Virgin Mary, too, was well represented. And there was a vast array of saints. A wooden crucifix hung over the TV set.


Also in the room were framed family photographs. A girl with red hair and freckles appeared in many of them.


Anna Lou was a female version of her father.


And she was always smiling. On the day of her first communion. In the mountains with her brothers. With skates over her shoulder at the ice rink, proudly displaying a medal after a competition.


Vogel knew that this room, these walls, this house would no longer be the same. They were full of memories that would soon start to hurt.


‘We won’t take down the Christmas tree until our daughter comes home,’ Maria Kastner announced, almost proudly. ‘We’ll keep it lit so that it can be seen through the window.’


Vogel pondered the absurdity of this, especially in the months to come. A Christmas tree used as a beacon, pointing the way home for someone who might never return. Because that was the risk, although Anna Lou’s parents didn’t yet realise it. Those festive lights would signal to everyone outside that within these walls a drama was being played out. They would become a burdensome presence. The neighbours wouldn’t be able to ignore the tree and its significance. On the contrary, as time went on they would be upset by it. Passing the house, they would cross the street to avoid seeing it. That symbol would alienate everyone from the Kastners, making their solitude even worse. The price you had to pay to keep going with your own life, as Vogel well knew, was indifference.


‘They say it’s normal for children to be rebellious when they get to the age of sixteen,’ Maria said, then shook her head resolutely. ‘Not my daughter.’


Vogel nodded. Although at this stage he had no evidence for it, he was sure she was right. He wasn’t simply humouring a mother who was trying to absolve herself and her own role as a parent by vouching for her child’s incorruptibility. Vogel was convinced she was telling the truth. What gave him this conviction was Anna Lou’s face smiling at him from every corner of the room. That simple, almost childlike air told him that something must have happened to her. And whatever it was had happened against her will.


‘We have a very strong bond. She’s very much like me. She made this for me, she gave it to me a week ago …’ The woman showed Vogel a bracelet of coloured beads she was wearing on her wrist. ‘They’ve been her passion lately. She makes them and gives them to the people she loves.’


Vogel noticed that as she told him these details, which were of no significance for the investigation, her voice and eyes betrayed no emotion. But it wasn’t coldness. He knew what it was. The woman was convinced that this was some kind of test. They were all being subjected to a test so that they could demonstrate how firm and intact their faith was. That was why, deep down, she accepted what was happening. She might think it was unfair, but she nevertheless hoped that someone up there, maybe God himself, would soon put things right.


‘Anna Lou confided in me, but a mother is aware that she doesn’t know everything about her children. Yesterday, while I was tidying her room, I found this …’ The woman let go of her husband’s hand and held out to Vogel the brightly coloured diary she had been keeping close to her chest.


Vogel reached out across the low table to take it. On the cover was a picture of two sweet kittens with ruffled fur. He started leafing through it absently.


‘You won’t find anything suspicious in it,’ the woman said.


But Vogel closed the diary and took his fountain pen and his black notebook from the inside pocket of his coat. ‘I assume you’re familiar with all the people your daughter mixed with …’


‘Of course,’ Maria Kastner said with a touch of indignation.


‘Has Anna Lou met anyone new recently? Made a new friend, for example?’


‘No.’


‘Are you absolutely sure?’


‘Yes,’ she said emphatically. ‘She would have told me.’


She had only just admitted a mother couldn’t know everything about her own children, but now she was making a great show of certainty. It was typical of parents in missing persons cases, Vogel recalled. They want to help but they’re aware that they’re partly to blame, at the very least for not paying enough attention to their children. When you try to point that out, though, the instinct for self-defence kicks in, even if it means denying the evidence. But Vogel needed more information. ‘Have you noticed any unusual behaviour lately?’


‘What do you mean by unusual?’


‘You know how young people are. A lot of things can be figured out from small signals. Has she been sleeping well? Eating regularly? Has her mood changed? Has she been sullen?’


‘She was the usual Anna Lou. I know my daughter, Special Agent Vogel, I always know when something’s wrong.’


The girl owned a mobile phone. From what Vogel could tell, it was an old model, not a smart phone. ‘Did your daughter surf the internet?’


The two parents looked at each other.


‘Our brotherhood frowns on the use of certain technologies,’ Maria said. ‘The internet is full of snares, Agent Vogel. Misleading notions that can compromise the upbringing of a good Christian. But we’ve never forbidden our daughter anything, it’s always been her choice.’


Yes, of course, Vogel thought. About one thing, though, the woman was right. The danger did usually come from the internet. Sensitive teenagers like Anna Lou were particularly susceptible. There were hunters out there, clever at manipulating vulnerable young people and insinuating themselves into their lives. Lowering their defences little by little and inverting relationships of trust, they managed to replace the teenagers’ closest relatives and remotely control them until they could make them do whatever they wanted. In this sense, Anna Lou Kastner was the perfect prey. Maybe the girl had only apparently supported her parents’ wishes while going on the internet elsewhere, at school or in the library. They would have to check. For the moment, though, there were other aspects he had to go into. ‘You’re among the fortunate few in the village who sold land to the mining company, is that right?’


The question was addressed to Bruno Kastner, but it was once again his wife who spoke up. ‘My father left us a plot of land up in the north. Who would ever have imagined it was worth so much? We gave part of the money to the brotherhood and paid off the mortgage on this house. The rest is intended for our children.’


It must be a tidy sum, Vogel thought. Probably enough to guarantee a more than decent existence for several generations of Kastners. They could have allowed themselves all sorts of luxuries, or chosen to buy a larger and more impressive house. Instead, they had decided not to modify their lifestyle. Vogel couldn’t understand how you could ignore such a windfall so easily. For the moment, he simply registered it. Head still bent over his notebook, he said, ‘You haven’t received a ransom demand, so I’d rule out a kidnapping. But have you received any threats in the past? Is there anyone – a relative, an acquaintance – who has reason to envy you, or bear you a grudge?’


The Kastners seemed taken aback by these questions.


‘No, nobody,’ Maria said immediately. ‘The only people we see regularly are the members of the brotherhood.’


Vogel reflected on the implication of these last words: the Kastners were naïvely convinced that conflict was impossible within the brotherhood. In fact, he’d never doubted that this would be the response. Before setting foot in their house, he had looked into their lives, trying to find out everything there was to know about them.


Public opinion, as usual, went entirely on appearances. That was why, when something unusual happened, like a simple, well-brought-up girl going missing, and when it happened within the context of a respectable family, everyone tended to assume that the evil had come from outside. But an experienced police officer like Vogel was always reluctant to look outside, because in all too many cases the explanation was more simply – and horribly – hidden within the walls of the family home. He had dealt with fathers who abused their daughters and mothers who, instead of protecting them, had treated their own daughters as dangerous rivals. Then, for the sake of a quiet life, the parents reached the conclusion that the best way to save their marriage was to get rid of their own offspring. He had once investigated the case of a wife who, on discovering the abuse, had chosen to cover for her husband, and to avoid her own shame, had killed her daughter herself. In short, the range of savagery within the family was ever more varied and fantastic.


The Kastners seemed respectable.


He was a lorry driver, and hadn’t given up work on becoming unexpectedly rich. She was a modest housewife, completely devoted to her family and her children. In addition, both were fervent in their religious faith.


But you never could tell.


Vogel pretended to be satisfied. ‘It seems to me we’ve covered everything we can, for the time being.’ He got up from his armchair, immediately imitated by Borghi, who had remained silent throughout. ‘Thank you for the coffee. And for this,’ he added, waving Anna Lou’s diary. ‘I’m sure it’ll be of great help to us.’


The Kastners walked the two policemen to the door. Vogel glanced again at the children playing imperturbably by the Christmas tree. God alone knew what would remain of all this in their adult memories, he thought. Maybe they were young enough to escape the horror. But the package waiting for Anna Lou, its red ribbon still uncut, told him that there would always be something to remind them of the tragedy that had struck their family. Because there was nothing worse than a gift that doesn’t reach the person it is intended for. The happiness it contains slowly decays, poisoning everything around it.


At that moment, Vogel realised that the silence between them had lasted too long, so he turned to Borghi. ‘Could you wait for me in the car, please?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Borghi said deferentially.


Alone now with the Kastners, Vogel spoke in a new, thoughtful tone, as if he had taken ‘the situation’ to heart. ‘I want to be frank with you,’ he said. ‘The media have got wind of the story, they’ll soon be arriving in their droves … Sometimes, reporters are better than the police at digging up news, and what ends up on television isn’t always relevant to the case. Not knowing where to look, they’ll look at you. So if you have anything to say, anything … now’s the time to say it.’


A silence followed, a silence Vogel drew out longer than necessary. It was like sealing a pact. His advice had contained a warning: I know you have secrets, everybody has them. But now your secrets belong to me.


‘Good,’ he said at last, breaking the silence to release them from further embarrassment. ‘I see you’ve had flyers printed with a photograph of your daughter. That was a good idea, but it’s not enough. So far, it’s been the local media who’ve dealt with the matter, but now we’ll need to do more. For example, it’d be helpful to make a public appeal. How do you feel about that?’


Husband and wife looked at each other questioningly. Then Anna Lou’s mother took a step forward, slipped off the bead bracelet her daughter had made for her, took Vogel’s left hand and put the bracelet around his wrist, as if in a solemn investiture. ‘We’ll do everything that’s necessary to help you, Agent Vogel. But you’ll bring her home, won’t you?’


As he waited in the car, Borghi was busy speaking into his mobile phone. ‘I don’t know how much longer he’ll be, he asked to do it,’ he was explaining to one of the officers who had been waiting for more than an hour for the scheduled briefing to start. ‘I have family, too. Calm them down and assure them that nobody will miss their Christmas dinner.’ Actually, he wasn’t sure he should be making a promise like that, because he didn’t know what Vogel had in mind. He knew only what he needed to know, and this morning all he knew was that he had to be Vogel’s driver.


The previous evening, his immediate superior had told him he would have to go to Avechot in the morning to help Special Agent Vogel in investigating the disappearance of a minor. Then he had handed him the meagre file on the case and had concluded with some unusual instructions. He was to be at the roadside restaurant on the outskirts of the village at eight thirty on the dot, wearing a dark suit with a shirt and tie.


Obviously, Borghi had heard plenty of rumours about Vogel and his eccentricities. He and his cases were often featured on television, and he had been a guest on a number of crime-related programmes. He was in great demand for newspaper and TV interviews. He was at his ease in front of the cameras, always able to talk off the cuff, confident of success.


Then there were the stories that were told in the police, which described him as a meticulous character, a control freak, concerned only with looking good on screen and making sure that attention was focused on him, never on anyone around him.


Recently, though, things hadn’t gone so well for Special Agent Vogel. One case in particular had called his methods into question. That had pleased some in the police, but it still seemed to Borghi, naïvely perhaps, that there was a lot to learn from an officer like Vogel. After all, he himself was just at the beginning of his career, and this experience certainly wouldn’t do him any harm.


Except that Vogel had always dealt with unusual crimes, especially gruesome murders that had a strong emotional impact. And it was said that he always chose his cases carefully.


Which was why Borghi was now wondering what Vogel had seen that was so extraordinary in the disappearance of a young girl.


Even though he found the fears of Anna Lou’s parents understandable, and suspected that something horrible might have happened to her, he couldn’t see it as a media sensation. And usually those were the only kinds of cases that interested Vogel.


‘We’ll be there shortly,’ he assured the officer at the other end, just to finish the call. As he did so, he spotted a black van parked at the end of the street.


In it were two men, observing the Kastner house without exchanging a word.


Borghi would have liked to get out of the car and check who the men were, but just then he saw Vogel come out of the house and walk along the drive in his direction. After a moment, though, Vogel slowed down and did something that made no sense.


He started clapping.


Softly at first, then increasingly loudly. As he did so, he looked around. The sound echoed, and faces started to appear at the windows of the neighbouring houses. An elderly woman, a married couple with their children, a fat man, a housewife with curlers in her hair. Gradually, others joined them. They all watched the scene uncomprehendingly.


Vogel stopped clapping.


He looked around one last time, still watched by the neighbours, then resumed walking as if nothing had happened and got in the car. Borghi would have liked to ask him the reasons for this strange behaviour, but once again it was Vogel who spoke first. ‘What did you notice in that house today, Officer Borghi?’


The young man didn’t need to think about it. ‘The husband and the wife held hands the whole time, they seemed very united, yet she was the one who did all the talking.’


Vogel nodded, looking through the windscreen. ‘The man’s dying to tell us something.’


Borghi made no comment. He started the car, forgetting all about the clapping and the black van.


The village police station was too small and cramped for what Vogel had in mind, and he had asked for a place more suited to the investigation. So the school gym had been placed at his disposal as an operations room.


The mats and the gym equipment had been piled up along one of the walls. A big basket of volleyballs stood forgotten in a corner. Some desks had been brought in from the classrooms, and a few folding garden chairs had also been procured. There were two laptops and a desktop computer provided by the library, but only one telephone connected to an outside line. A blackboard had been placed under one of the baskets on the basketball area, and on it someone had written in chalk: Case findings. Underneath were stuck the only elements gathered so far: the photograph of Anna Lou that featured on the flyers printed by the family and a map of the valley.


At that moment, the room echoed with the chatter of a small group of plain-clothes officers from Avechot, gathered around a coffee machine and a tray of pastries. They were talking with their mouths full and kept impatiently checking the time. It was impossible to make out what they were talking about in that clamour, but from their expressions it could be inferred that they were all complaining about the same thing.


The dull thud produced by the fire door being thrown open made them all turn. Vogel entered the gym, followed by Borghi, and the chatter faded. The door closed with a bang behind Vogel. Now the only sound in the room was the distinct squeak of his leather shoes as he walked forward.


Without saying hello or deigning to look at anybody, Vogel approached the blackboard beneath the basket. He looked for a moment at the ‘case findings’, as if studying them carefully. Then, with an abrupt gesture, he rubbed out the words with one hand and tore off the photograph and the map.


With the chalk, he wrote a date: 23 December.


He turned to the small audience. ‘Nearly two days have passed since the girl disappeared,’ he said. ‘In missing persons cases, time is our enemy, but it can also be an ally – it all depends on us. We have to take full advantage of it, which means we have to get moving.’ He paused. ‘I want roadblocks on the main road in and out of the valley. I don’t want anybody stopped, but we have to send a signal.’


Those present listened in silence. Borghi had taken up a position against the wall and stood there watching them.


‘The security camera over the petrol pump and the speed camera on the main road,’ Vogel said. ‘Has anyone checked if they’re working?’


After a few moments’ hesitation, one of the officers, a paunchy man in a check shirt and blue tie, raised the cup of coffee that was in his hand. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said self-consciously. ‘We’ve got hold of the videos for the time of the disappearance.’


Vogel seemed pleased. ‘Good. Now trace all the male motorists who drove by at that time and check the reasons they entered or left the valley. Concentrate on those with a history of violence or a criminal record.’


From his privileged vantage point, Borghi sensed the men’s displeasure.


A second officer spoke up, an older man confident that he could allow himself a criticism. ‘Sir, there aren’t many of us, we don’t have many resources, plus there’s no money for overtime.’ There was a murmur of approval from the others.


Vogel was unfazed. He looked at the desks arrayed in front of him. The shortage of resources was obvious, and made them all look ridiculous. He couldn’t blame these men for being sceptical and unmotivated. But nor could he allow there to be any excuses. So he continued in a calm tone: ‘I know you’d all like to be at home celebrating Christmas with your families right now, and that you see Officer Borghi and myself as two strangers who’ve come here to order you about. But when this business is over, the two of us, Borghi and I, will be able to go back where we came from. Whereas you …’ He looked briefly from one to the other of them. ‘You’ll have to keep meeting that girl’s parents on the street.’


There followed a brief silence. Then the older officer intervened again, humbly this time. ‘Sir, forgive my question, but why are we looking for a man when it’s a girl who disappeared? Shouldn’t we be concentrating on her?’


‘Because someone took her.’


As he’d intended, this statement had a powerful effect on the audience. For a moment, they didn’t know what to say. Vogel looked around at those present. Any police officer with common sense would have dismissed the statement as a procedural heresy. There was no evidence to support the hypothesis, not so much as a single clue. It came out of nowhere. But all Vogel had to do was plant in their minds the idea that it was possible. He just needed that seed of a possibility, and soon the certainty would grow. He knew that if he could convince these men, he’d be able to convince anybody. That was the challenge. Not in a real operations room equipped for a crisis, but in a school gym. Not with professionals with five years’ experience in the field, but with ill-equipped local officers who had no idea how to conduct a complex investigation. In these few minutes, the fate of the case would be decided, and so perhaps would that of a sixteen-year-old girl. That was why Vogel started bringing out all the tricks he had learned over time, with the aim of selling his merchandise.


‘There’s no point beating about the bush,’ he continued. ‘We have to call a spade a spade. Because, as I’ve said, anything else is a waste of time. And that time belongs to Anna Lou, not to us.’ Then he took his black notebook from his coat pocket, opened it with a flick of the wrist and consulted his notes. ‘It’s about five o’clock on 23 December. Anna Lou Kastner leaves home to go to a church meeting, the church being about three hundred metres from her house.’ Vogel turned and drew two dots on the blackboard, some distance from each other. ‘As we know, she’ll never get there. But she isn’t the kind of girl who’d run away. That’s what those who know her say, and it’s confirmed by her lifestyle: no internet at home, no profile on social networks, and she only had five numbers in the memory on her mobile phone.’ He counted on his fingers: ‘Mummy, Daddy, home, grandparents’ house and church.’ He turned again to the blackboard and drew a line between the two points he had previously drawn. ‘The answers are all in those three hundred metres. Eleven other families live there: forty-six people in all, thirty-three of whom were at home at that hour. But nobody saw or heard anything. The security cameras point towards the houses, not at the street, so they’re useless. What is it they say? “Everyone cultivates his own garden.”’ He put the black notebook back in his pocket. ‘The kidnapper studied the habits of the neighbourhood, he knew how to pass unobserved. The fact that we’re only hypothesising his existence tells us that he prepared well before he went into action … and that he’s winning.’


Vogel put down the chalk, clapped his hands to get the dust off them, then scrutinised the audience, trying to see if the concept he had just outlined had made any progress. Yes, he’d done it. He had instilled doubt in them. But he had done more than that: he had offered them a motivation. From that moment on, he would manoeuvre them easily and nobody would again question a single word of his orders.


‘Good, now remember: the question is no longer where Anna Lou is now. The question is: Who is she with? Now let’s get going.’


Borghi, who hadn’t yet eaten anything, went back to the little hotel room he had reserved the previous afternoon, along with one for Special Agent Vogel. He’d been sure there wouldn’t be any vacancies on Christmas Day. But although it was among the last hotels still active in the valley, the Fiori delle Alpe was practically empty. All the other hotels and guest houses had closed down after the arrival of the fluorite mine. Borghi had wondered at first how come they hadn’t been converted to guest apartments for those working for the multinational that ran the mine, but the doorman had explained to him that the workers were almost all local, while the company’s executives came and went in their helicopters and never stayed very long.
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A small Italian village holds big secrets;
How can a girl just vanish?








