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         Monika put her reading glasses down on the table. She stretched, folded her hands behind her neck, and leaned back in her chair until she felt a creaking between her shoulder blades. It had been too long in front of the laptop today. She had decided to work on the rota for the midwives’ clinic at home where things tended to be quieter, especially today when Thor had a meeting and would probably be home late. It was always a cause for celebration in his law firm when they had won a case, and they went into town afterwards for a nice dinner and a few drinks. Sometimes she joined them, but tonight she had stayed home to do her scheduling. And because she didn’t want Lilly and Janus to spend the evening with a babysitter yet again. Things had been somewhat tumultuous recently.

         The evening light shone through the small-paned farmhouse windows, causing bright squares to appear on the rough wooden floor. They had talked about varnishing but had not yet agreed to modernize or maintain the rustic so they had stuck with the old-fashioned look for now. That was the easiest, and they could consider other options later. At least they agreed on that. Monika had begun to like the old house, even though she’d had severe doubts as to whether she would ever feel at home in the countryside after having lived in the city all her life. The surrounding farms reeked of manure in the spring, and the air was full of dust during the harvest in the late summer. But now she was ready to admit that Thor had been right. He had grown up in the country, and he had argued vehemently that it would be very healthy for the children, Lilly especially, to live under the open skies. He had found the sales ad for the house situated ten kilometres outside Silkeborg. Janus and Lilly would have to switch schools, but as neither of them was particularly attached to their old school, that would not be an issue.

         Janus was in Year 4 and Lilly was in Year 2 at school in the small town of Voel, which was close enough to their new house that the children could ride their bicycles to school by themselves. Monika no longer had to chauffeur the children to school in fear of overwhelming city traffic and zebra crossings. Lilly was feeling much better; she hadn’t had a single anxiety attack since the move, and Monika had been delighted to phone the child psychologist and say that no further consultations would be necessary.

         Her gaze shifted from the squares of light on the floor to the window out to the garden. Bello was barking loudly out there. Lilly and Janus were probably playing football; she had seen Janus fetching a ball from his room a while ago. Bello always got tremendously excited when he tried to catch the ball. The dog was also a new addition to the home since they had moved to the countryside. It felt like a natural addition to the household, and it too was mostly for the benefit of the children. It was mostly Lilly who had grown attached to the dog and it to her. That might be down to her tranquil disposition. Janus was a bit more loud and reckless when playing, and sometimes the small dog would get scared. Bello nuzzled himself into Lilly’s blonde curls on her pillow when she had been tucked in at night, and Lilly couldn’t sleep without her living and breathing teddy bear. Initially, Monika had been opposed to Bello sleeping in anyone’s bed, but seeing how fond the two were of each other, she relented.

         Monika put her glasses back on and resumed working on the rota. More and more children were being born, thankfully, but sometimes it was difficult to make sure there was enough staff, and she had had to call in midwives on their days off. That was an unpleasant thing to do, and it bothered her because she was afraid it would look as if she was a bad manager, but it was all due to the constant budget cuts. They had tried to make the politicians understand that the success of reducing the number of stillborn children by 50% was caused by letting the pregnant women see the same midwife throughout their entire pregnancy, but since that was an expensive way of doing things it was no longer an option.

         Monika heard the children’s voices growing louder, and Bello was barking more as well. She stood up and looked out of the window.

         The gnarled old apple trees had white and pink flowers, and the beech hedge around the large grass lawn was still thick with crisp green leaves. Behind the hedge, she could just make out the yellow rapeseed fields contrasting the blue sky as far as the eye could see, and in about an hour there would be a gorgeous sunset. The month of May was her favourite, even though this particular one saw one heavy rain after another. But today the sun was out, a promise of the forthcoming summer.

         Janus and Lilly were standing underneath one of the apple trees, seemingly arguing. Bello was skipping around them and barking. Monika sighed. Looked as if they disagreed on something again. She stepped away from the window. It was important that the children learnt to resolve their conflicts without her interfering. She agreed with Thor on that. As long as no one was crying, there was no reason to get involved. She sat down and went back to work.

         Not long after, the door opened out in the hallway and Bello ran up to Monika with an eagerly wagging tail. She reached down and started petting him. 

         “What are you trying to tell me, little guy?” she said with the soft voice she always used to address the dog, and scratched him behind the ears. She saw her daughter grabbing the leash that was hanging on a clothes peg. Lilly whistled and Bello, recognising the signal, shot out into the hallway to join her. He was wagging his tail so hard that he almost fell over. Lilly attached the leash to his collar.

         “Are you taking Bello for a walk at this hour?” Monika asked, puzzled.

         “Yeah, just a little one.”

         “Take Janus with you. I don’t like you walking alone. It’s getting late.”

         “No, I don’t want to walk with Janus right now. He’s stupid!”

         “Alright, but promise me it’ll be a short walk. Along our hedge and back again.”

         “Okay.”

         “And wear your jacket.”

         Monika bent over so she could look into the hallway. Lilly grabbed her red jacket from its peg and swung it around her shoulders in the same movement. 

         “Don’t go too far, alright Lilly?”

         “Okay.”

         Monika heard the door slam and the house fell quiet again. Just a few more slots to fill, and the rota would finally be done. She looked at the clock, it was 8.15 p.m. When Lilly came back, it would be time for her and Janus to brush their teeth and go to bed. No later than 9 p.m. was the rule on school nights. Monika probably wouldn’t see Thor until midnight. The kids usually preferred it when he read their bedtime story. They said he was better at doing the voices, and more easily persuaded to read one more chapter.

         She went back to the window. Janus was trying to throw the ball into the basketball hoop that Thor had put on the wall by the garage door. Monika tapped on the window, but he didn’t hear it. She put on a jumper and went out through the terrace door and over to him. She caught the ball, which had hit the wall again instead of the hoop and threw it back to her son who dropped it because he was unprepared. It wasn’t until now that she realised Thor hadn’t put the hoop lower down on the wall like she had asked him to do. He forgot that Janus was only nine years old and couldn’t throw that high yet. He might end up frustrated and lose interest in the game.

         “What did you and your sister fight about?” she asked. Janus picked up the ball and tried to hit the hoop again. He almost made it, but the ball hit the edge and bounced back. Janus ran over and caught it before it hit the ground.

         “Nothing. She’s just being a baby.” He threw the ball again.

         “You didn’t say anything mean to her again, did you Janus?”

         “No.”

         “Are you sure? She sounded upset just now.”

         “I just told her that she looked like a fish gasping for air back when we found her.”

         Monika looked in horror at her son and grabbed his arm that held the ball.

         “Janus, stop throwing that ball. Why would you say such a thing?”

         “Because she’s so stupid sometimes!”

         “That’s a very mean thing to say, and you know you shouldn’t. You make her sad when you remind her of what happened. Can’t you understand that?” Janus threw the ball hard into the paving stones and caught it on the bounce, then did it again. His blond hair was almost white, and the curls were sticking to his sweaty forehead. His eyebrows wrinkled with anger.

         “You always take her side, it isn’t fair!” He sounded as if he was close to tears as he kicked the ball, making it bounce into the hedge.

         “We don’t take Lilly’s side, sweetheart, but it’s not easy being her, and...” She reached out her hand to stroke his cheek, but he pulled his head away from her.

         “When is dad coming home?” he asked, looking accusingly at her with tears in his eyes.

         “It might be a while. You’ll be asleep by then, but dad always checks on you when he gets back, and he will tonight as well. Do you want ice cream? We have some in the freezer?”

         “Is it the ones in cones?” he asked and dried his eyes.

         “Yes, it’s ice cream in a cone,” she said with a smile and grabbed his hand.

         “Come on inside. I’m sure Lilly and Bello will be back again soon.”

          
      

         Monika looked at the clock on the kitchen wall. Lilly had been gone more than half an hour. Where could she be? She’d promised not to go too far. Monika had emptied the dishwasher and put everything back in the proper drawers and cupboards while Janus ate his ice cream. Now, he had gone to his room to play Fortnite on his computer. He was wearing his pyjamas and he had brushed his teeth; those were the requirements if he was going to play on his computer so late. Monika looked out of the window to see if Lilly might have come back and was playing in the garden with Bello, but no one was there, and she couldn’t see the road through the hedge. She looked in on Janus in his room, but he was deeply immersed in his game and she left him there to go and look for Lilly. She put her jumper back on.

         The wind had picked up a bit, and the beginning of the sunset was beautiful behind the yellow fields. But there was no sign of Lilly. The paved road took a turn by a small cluster of trees a couple of hundred metres on. She walked down to the turn. She could see the road stretch for kilometres here; it weaved its way through wheat and rye fields and the odd patch of wildflowers.

         The farmhouses were far apart, and Monika doubted that Lilly had gone that way. Her heart was pounding now, the palms of her hands clammy. She rubbed them feverishly against each other. She walked back and tried the other direction. That way led to the school, and when she reached it, she knew Lilly wouldn’t have walked any further. There was a T-junction where the larger road ran through, and Lilly knew she was not allowed to go there. Certainly not on her own. Two teenaged boys were having a chat standing astride their bicycles by the school entrance. Monika went over to them.

         “Evening lads. Have you seen a little girl walking by here?”

         They both chewed their chewing gum and shook their heads.

         “Are you absolutely sure? She is seven years old and this tall.” Monika showed Lilly’s height with her hand.

         “She has shoulder length blonde, curly hair and was wearing a red jacket with a hood. Denim shorts and white sandals. She was walking a small, white dog.”

         She could hear her own voice trembling, as if she was begging the boys to say that they had seen Lilly and tell her where she was.

         “No, we haven’t seen anyone,” one of the boys replied.

         Monika heard them continuing their chat and snickering when she turned around and started walking back.

         “Where are you, Lilly?” she mumbled to herself. She felt the urge to shout her name as loud as she could, but what use would that be when she couldn’t see her or Bello anywhere?

          
      

         Janus was still playing his game when Monika got back. He probably hadn’t even noticed that she’d left. By now she was genuinely worried. She felt like marching in and scolding him for saying those hideous things to his sister and making her want to leave. The three of them had agreed to play a board game together tonight while Thor was out, but she knew that it wasn’t fair to blame Janus. She should never have let Lilly go out by herself at this hour. She should have gone with her and had a chat about the fight she had with Janus. She could have consoled her. She peeked into Janus’s room.

         “It’s late, time for bed,” she said.

         Janus looked up at her.

         “Now? Can’t I finish this round?”

         “No, switch off the computer and get to bed.”

         Monika went inside his room and pulled down the blind before going over to the bed and pulled the duvet aside. Janus reluctantly obeyed, switched off the computer and lay down on the bed. Monika tucked him in.

         “Did Lilly go to bed as well?” he asked.

         Monika nodded. “It won’t be long.” She tried to smile. “Close your eyes and have sweet dreams.” She bent down and kissed his forehead.

         When she closed the door to her son’s room behind her, the panic washed through her. She struggled to breathe. Lilly had been gone far too long. It was almost dark, and it would be hours before Thor came home. Monika paced back and forth on the kitchen floor. Should she phone the police? She thought about the last time she had done that, and what had ensued. Might Lilly have gone to visit a friend from school? That would be somewhat unusual, but maybe she wanted to punish Janus by staying away. Monika tried to remember who lived close by, but she was almost certain they all lived too far away for her to have walked. A girl named Sara lived nearby, but Lilly hadn’t spent much time with her and Monika didn’t know her last name, so she couldn’t find out where she lived. Instead, she phoned Thor. She could hear a cacophony of voices, the hum of music and cutlery against porcelain, and then Thor’s voice.

         “Monika? Something wrong?”

         Thor knew that she would never interrupt a celebratory dinner to tell him that she missed him or that she had finished her clinic rota. He automatically assumed that something was wrong.

         “Lilly is gone!” she gasped, trying not to cry.

         “Say that again?”

         Monika couldn’t determine if Thor was struggling to hear her over the noise of the restaurant, or if he asked in sheer terror, so she repeated herself:

         “Lilly is gone!”

         “How can Lilly be gone? Just a sec,” she heard him say away from the phone, and then the noise disappeared and was replaced with another. It sounded like cars driving in the background. She assumed that he had gone outside to talk without interruption. 

          “What happened, Monika?”

         “Lilly took Bello for a walk and she didn’t come home. I looked for her, but she’s nowhere. She’s gone.”

         “Calm down, sweetheart. Breathe. When did she leave?”

         “Almost 45 minutes ago. I was making my rota, and I... I should have gone with her, I...”

         “Calm down,” Thor said again. “I’m sure she’ll come home soon. Where is Janus?”

         “I put him to bed. I haven’t told him that Lilly didn’t come home.” She almost said that it was his fault. Janus’s fault. That he had a fight with Lilly and took a dig at an old wound that upset her, but she kept it to herself.

         “What am I going to do, Thor?” she asked desperately.

         “I’ll get a taxi and be there as soon as I can. If Lilly isn’t home by then, we’ll have to do something. Calm down, alright?”

         “Yes, alright,” Monika said, but it was a promise she knew she couldn’t keep. She was a long way from being calm. But now Thor would be home soon, and at least she wouldn’t be alone.

          
      

         Thor hung his coat on a peg, threw his keys on the dresser in the hall and went into the living room where Monika sat on a chair with her legs pulled up on the seat, her arms around her knees. She was freezing and shivering. Everything sounded so normal. That was the noise Thor made when he came home. The sounds were the same, the scent of his aftershave was the same, but everything had changed. It was dark outside, and Lilly was somewhere out there. Monika had decided to phone the police before Thor came home. It had taken him a while. It probably wasn’t easy to bow out early from a big celebration. She felt bad for ruining his evening, but Lilly was his daughter too. Monika had felt compelled to do something – anything. But the constable who was on phone duty for the evening had asked her to wait a while yet. The girl might come back on her own. She probably got distracted by a chat with another girl. A chat? Lilly didn’t chat. Monika had panicked even further and shouted into the receiver that a seven-year-old girl who was missing. She shouted so loud that she glanced at Janus’s bedroom door, afraid she might wake him up. She had certainly sounded hysterical. The constable merely replied she should feel free to phone again if her daughter had not returned home in an hour.

         Afterwards, she wondered if they remembered her from the last time. But then it struck her that this was a different police area. Back then it was the East Jutland Police. This time, following their move, it was the Central and West Jutland Police. Thor squatted down in front of her chair and tried in vain to pull her hands off the cushion that she was now clutching. She could tell from the look in his eyes that he had not yet realised that their daughter had gone missing. Was she too quick to go into a panic? Was she going crazy like the last time they couldn’t find Lilly? Was that what Thor was thinking? That she was overreacting?

         “We have to find her, Thor. We have to go and look for her!”

         “Lilly couldn’t go off the road with Bello. She wouldn’t go into the fields, they’re far too muddy after the rain we got in the last couple of days. I just drove along the road and of course I looked for her everywhere. Maybe she’s with a friend from school?”

         “Sara is the only one who lives close by, but I don’t know what her last name is, and...”

         Thor stood up and found his mobile phone in his pocket. He dialled a number.

         “Who are you calling?”

         “Sara’s parents.”

         Monika nodded. Of course. Why hadn’t she thought of that? Why was everything frozen solid in her mind? Why was she unable to gather her thoughts and think rationally?

         Thor talked for a bit with Sara’s mum, and Monika could tell from what he said that Lilly wasn’t there. He phoned other parents from her class, but none of them had seen Lilly.

         “She hasn’t been very keen to go on play dates, so why would she suddenly go to see anyone at night?” Monika said, defensively, having not examined that possibility on her own. “What are we going to do now, Thor?”

         “We have to phone the police. There’s nothing else we can do.”

         Now something will happen. This time it’s a man with a firm and authoritative voice phoning them, rather than some shrill woman in hysterics, she thought, while listening to Thor’s voice.

          
      

         He had phoned from his mobile phone again, and he calmly informed the police that Lilly Danielsen, their seven-year-old daughter, had taken their dog for a walk but had not yet returned, and that she had been gone for nearly three hours.

         “It might take a while, but they will bring along their dogs to look for her,” Thor said when he had put the phone down.

         “A while? How long is that? They can’t just...”

         “We have to wait, Monika. They’re sending a constable right away. We need a recent picture of Lilly so they can send out a missing person notification.” 

         Monika couldn’t move from the foetal position on the chair, and she merely looked apathetically at Thor who grabbed his mobile phone again.

         “Isn’t this the most recent one we have?” he asked, showing a picture he had found. He had taken it a few days prior in the garden. Lilly was smiling a bit crookedly because she had lost a baby tooth and was embarrassed about showing it, mostly because Janus teased her about it. Monika merely nodded. Thor sent the picture to the constable, put his phone back on the table, and squatted in front of Monika’s chair again. He put his hands on her thighs. She stared at his clean and tidy hands which hadn’t seen much manual labour – except hanging the basketball hoop too high on the wall by the garage.

         “Why don’t we wake up Janus?” he asked.

         Monika shook her head without looking at him. “Hopefully we’ll find Lilly before he wakes up, and then we won’t have to scare him. They had a fight before she left. She took Bello for a walk because he had picked on her.” She didn’t mention how. She didn’t want to remind Thor of that unpleasantness again, not now. Back then they had almost lost her forever. There was something about this situation that felt like déjà-vu.

         “Alright, good point.”

         Thor stood up again and ran his hand through his thick, black hair. The children inherited their curls from him and the blonde from her. Monika noticed that he was nervous. His hand was shaking, and he put both hands into his trouser pockets, probably attempting to conceal the shakes. He was wearing the sand-coloured suit that looked so beautiful on him, and the shirt she had ironed for him before he left. The one with the discreet mauve stripes.

         Lilly had said it looked girly and she’d squealed with joy when Thor had chased her into the living room and tickled her on the sofa. Thor walked over to the window and looked out, even though you couldn’t see anything in the darkness outside. Neither of them spoke until Thor went into the hall.

         “Here they come,” he said, the underlying meaning being ‘pull yourself together.’

         He opened the door for the constables before they rung the bell.

         Monika stretched out her legs and sat properly in the chair. She dried her eyes.

          
      

         Two constables came into the living room and showed their ID badges. They introduced themselves as Anders and Vibeke. Monika pulled herself together as best she could and asked if she could get them anything. Both constables accepted the offer of coffee and sat down on the sofa.

         “She looks adorable,” the male constable, Anders, remarked with a cautious smile. He looked very young, maybe he’d recently finished his police training. Very short hair. A real bodybuilder-type. His uniform was tight around his upper arms. He wore a wedding ring.

         “Lilly is seven years old, which would mean she’s in Year 2?” he continued.

         Thor nodded. “Yes, in the local school down the road.”

         “And she’s not visiting a friend from there?”

         “No, we checked that. Most of them live so far away that she wouldn’t be able to get there on foot. She usually rides her bike, but she had Bello with her. That’s our dog.”

         “What breed is the dog?”

         “A West Highland White Terrier. Small and white. He has a red collar... It is red, isn’t it, Monika?” Thor asked.

         “Yes, red,” Monika confirmed absent-mindedly from the kitchen. She struggled to count the number of spoonfuls of ground coffee she was putting into the filter.

         “What was Lilly wearing when she left?” the other constable asked. Monika was relieved that it was a woman. A woman who might also be a mother would understand what was happening to her right now. She had been careless in looking after her daughter, but any mother understands the fear of failing. Of looking away for only a second. Did Thor blame her? She stole a glance at him from the kitchen. His expression was serious but not angry. She could always tell how he was feeling, and right now he was doing everything he could to provide the two constables with the information they needed to be able to find his daughter. “Did she change clothes after I left?” he asked her. She pushed the button on the coffee machine and went back into the living room with four mugs which she placed in the middle of the coffee table. She sat down next to Thor.

         “No, she is still wearing her denim skirt with ruffles, white leggings and white sandals... but she put on her red hooded jacket when she left.”

         The constable made another note on his notepad.

         “Any other identifying marks?” Anders asked.

         “She lost one of her front teeth recently, and another is loose.”

         Monika nodded. “And she has a birthmark on one of her shoulders. It looks like a tiny brown duck.”

         “Does Lilly have any siblings?” Vibeke asked. She had been looking at the photographs on the bookshelves, one of which featured Janus and Lilly posing next to each other in the studio of a professional photographer in Aarhus. The only time they had ever paid to get the children photographed. It was a Christmas present for Monika’s parents who had decided to move to Málaga, so they didn’t get to see their grandchildren very often.

         “Yes, her brother Janus.”

         “How old is he?”

         “He’s nine. He’s asleep now. He doesn’t know that his sister is missing, and if we find her again soon, we didn’t want to scare him unnecessarily,” Monika explained.

         “So you didn’t ask if he knows where she went?”

         “No, and he wouldn’t know. They had an argument in the garden, and... well, then Lilly took Bello for a walk.”

         “They argued then? Was she sad or angry when she left?” Vibeke made another note.

         “They did. Siblings argue sometimes. Do either of you have children?” Monika looked back and forth between the two constables.

         Anders nodded, but Vibeke shook her head. Monika felt disheartened. Perhaps she wouldn’t understand how Monika felt after all. Women who didn’t have children were incapable of understanding the responsibility of looking after them.

         The coffee machine made a snoring noise in the kitchen. Monika stood back up to fetch the coffee pot. It smelt just like it always did, which seemed out of place. Surely everything had changed. She was beside herself, as if brought to an alien world.

         “What work do you do? I believe you said you were an attorney?” Anders said when Thor started pouring coffee into his mug, as if they were about to have a conversation and getting to know one another.

         “That’s true, I work at the firm of Skov & Brygger in Aarhus.” Thor poured coffee into all of their mugs. “Monika is a midwife at Aarhus University Hospital.”

         “So you both commute every day?” Vibeke asked. Monika didn’t feel that was very relevant to the conversation.

         “It’s not that far from Voel to Aarhus, only a half-hour-drive each way,” Thor began to explain, but Monika interrupted.

         “Aren’t you going to start looking for Lilly?”

         “We’re waiting for the dogs. It’s almost too dark to deploy helicopters and drones, but let’s see if the dogs can’t find Lilly.” Vibeke took a sip of coffee.

         Monika looked towards the window when she heard a car pull up in front of the house.

         “That must be the dogs,” Vibeke said and stood up. They could hear faint barking. Monika wanted to grab her coat and go with the dogs’ handlers. One of them had come inside and received instructions from the two constables, and with tears in her eyes and as if in a trance, Monika had found one of Lilly’s jumpers which the handler took with him so the dogs could catch her scent. But Vibeke told her and Thor to sit back down and assured them that the dogs and the handlers could more easily do their jobs if they were left to do it by themselves.

         “Are we just supposed to sit here and wait?” Monika asked and reached for Thor’s hand. He grabbed hers and gave it a soothing squeeze, stroking the back of her hand lightly with his thumb.

         “Let’s see if the dogs can find her in the area,” Anders said. He hadn’t touched his coffee.

         “So you aren’t doing anything else now?” Monika asked.

         “If we don’t find her tonight, which I hope we will, we’re sending out a missing person’s report.”

         Monika quickly let go of Thor’s hand when she heard Janus calling her from his room. She went inside and sat down on the edge of his bed.

         “What’s the matter, sweetheart?”

         “I heard Bello barking,” he mumbled.

         “That wasn’t Bello, sweetheart. Go back to sleep.” She stroked his hair.

         “Is dad home?”

         Monika tucked him in anew.

         “Yes, dad is home.”

         “He didn’t come in to say good night,” he said halfway asleep. The tears were burning in Monika’s eyes when she kissed Janus’s hair and promised that dad would be in to say good night soon. She sat for a while on the edge of the bed and listened to his breathing. What if they didn’t find Lilly? What would she tell him? That it wasn’t his fault that his sister had left? Wouldn’t he jump to that conclusion on his own after the fight they had? She switched off the lamp by his bed.

          
      

         The constables were getting ready to leave when Monika returned to the living room.

         “Thank you for the coffee. We won’t disturb you anymore. We hope the dogs will find Lilly.” Vibeke shook hands with both of them. “We’ll let you know as soon as we hear from the dog handlers. Try and get some sleep.”

         Monika went over to the window and saw the car’s headlights shining onto the gigantic old chestnut tree by the driveway, before the light faded and disappeared behind the hedge and everything went dark. She couldn’t keep herself from crying any longer. The thought of Lilly walking around on her own outside where it was dark and chilly was too much for her. Where was she?

         Thor put his arm around her shivering shoulders and pulled her close to him. She turned around and buried her face in his shoulder as if she had been the one who went missing and had returned to a safe embrace. He stroked her hair and kissed her forehead.

         “They’ll find her,” he said, but it neither convinced nor comforted her. “Bello is with her. She has Bello.”

         *
      

         Vibeke Andersen pulled up behind the dog handler’s car, which was parked by the side of the road, and stopped the engine.

         “What are you doing?” Anders asked. She knew that he wanted to go home to his wife, who had given birth to a baby boy only a couple of months ago. Vibeke was single and didn’t have any obligations of that sort.

         “I just want to chat with Thorsen. I won’t be long. Just stay there,” she pulled the handbrake and opened the door.

         It smelt of the countryside: wet soil and manure. She enjoyed living in Silkeborg, which was not a big city. With all the beautiful forests and lakes in the area, sometimes it barely even felt like a town at all.

         She walked over to the handler who was leaning against his car smoking a cigarette. The smell of smoke masked countryside when she got close to him.

         “Evening, Thorsen. No luck?” She gestured to the German Shepherd.

         Thorsen was a tall, lanky man. She had to look up to see his face, and the uniform jacket made his shoulders look broad as well. He shook his head.

         “Want one?” he said pulling his pack of cigarettes out of his pocket.

         “No thanks, I quit. Besides, Anders is waiting in the car.”

         “Alright. Lulu had a thorough sniff along this fence and in that shrubbery. She didn’t find anything. We just needed a break before we’ll join the others in that woodland area east of the road.

         “Let’s hope it’ll all be worth it,” Vibeke said with a sigh, letting her glance drift through the darkness across the fields.

         “What do you mean?” Thorsen asked.

         Vibeke glanced up at him. “When we get reports like this, the first thing I always do is run a background check on the parents. They tend to be in focus if there has been a crime. Lilly Danielsen has been reported missing before.” Thorsen flicked the ash off his cigarette and hesitated.

         “Maybe she’s the sort of girl who runs away from home and then returns later? To get attention or suchlike?”

         “Nothing like that. It was the East Jutland Police that handled the case. Lilly was five years old at the time, and the police deployed every resource they had. Dogs, helicopters, search parties, the works. It turned out the girl hadn’t left home at all, but she had hidden in the basement in a small cupboard where the door had slammed shut so she couldn’t get out. She had been playing hide-and-seek with her brother. As I understand it, she was in a very bad way when they found her in the cupboard the next day. The oxygen was almost all gone. There’s nothing in the parents’ explanation that suggests she was playing hide-and-seek this time though.” 

         “I’d hate to think all this work was wasted. I was supposed to play poker tonight,” Thorsen sighed. “Did you check the basement just in case?”

         “There’s no basement in their new house. Maybe that’s why.” Vibeke smiled, then she gave Thorsen an encouraging pat on the arm.

         “Best of luck. You’ll let me know the moment you find something, won’t you?” Thorsen nodded curtly.

         *
      

         It was almost 3 a.m. when Thor’s mobile phone lit up, buzzing on the coffee

         table. Monika and Thor hadn’t gone to bed, but sat close together on the sofa. Thor had dozed a bit while Monika was sure she hadn’t slept a wink. She did jolt when the phone started its erratic dance. The mugs were still on the table, two of them full of now ice-cold coffee.

         Thor reached past her to grab the phone. Monika sat up straight and felt her heart beginning to hammer furiously in her chest. Had they found Lilly? Would she soon be able to help her get into her pyjamas and wrap the covers around her? Kiss her? Sing her a lullaby? Monika was better at singing lullabies than she was at telling bedtime stories, Lilly said.

         But she soon realised that it wasn’t good news. Thor put one hand on his forehead, and his voice was hoarse as he replied in monosyllables. The sounds became a faint blur in Monika’s ears, as if a protective layer covered them to protect her from bad news. She could not comprehend the words anymore. Something had happened to Lilly; she felt every cell in her body telling her that. The tears came back, and then were trickling down her cheeks. Through blurry vision she saw Thor putting the phone back on the table. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.

         “They... the dogs still haven’t found a trace of her. They searched the entire area around here, but no sign of Lilly or Bello. They’ve called off the search for now.” Monika had never heard Thor’s voice like this before. She gently put her hands on his face and looked into his eyes. They were full of tears.

         “Where is she, Thor? Where is our little girl? We have to go out and look for her.”

         “It’s no use, sweetheart. The police searched everywhere. They’ll continue in a couple of hours at dawn. They’ll send a helicopter to join the search. The constables are coming back in the morning, they want to talk to us again.”

          
      

         Monika didn’t wake up Janus at 7 a.m. like she usually did. She wanted to spare him the message as long as possible that his sister was missing, and they agreed to let him stay home from school today. She had also phoned the clinic to let them know that she wouldn’t be coming in today. She had simply told the receptionist that she was ill. She didn’t feel as if she could mention that Lilly was missing – again. The police would find her soon. They had to. Thor had phoned his firm to tell them he would stay home for the day as well. She had no idea what reason he gave them. Probably the truth. He had certainly spent a long time talking to his manager. Monika pulled herself together and brewed a fresh pot of coffee. She wasn’t hungry. Fortunately, the sun was shining today as well. If Lilly was out there, at least she would be able to stay warm. The mug fell out of Monika’s hand and shattered on the tiled floor of the kitchen. She leant against the kitchen counter and sobbed uncontrollably.

         Thor came running into the kitchen. 

         “What happened, Monika?” He saw the shattered mug on the floor and found the small broom and dustpan in the cupboard. He knelt down in front of her and started sweeping up the shards. 

         “I’m sorry,” Monika stuttered between sobs. She felt as if her insides were shaking, and that something within was in danger of being torn apart.

         “It was just a mug, sweetheart. No big deal,” Thor replied hoarsely.

         “I’m sorry for not looking after our little girl,” Monika continued, sobbing. “I’m sorry! I should have gone with her. I shouldn’t have let her go by herself...”

         Thor opened the bin and threw in the shards, then he walked over and put his arms around her again.

         “It’s not your fault, Monika.” He brushed her hair away from her tear-soaked cheeks. “It’s no one’s fault, and they’re going to find her today. Remember? They’ll find her today.”

         “Mum? What’s wrong?”

         Monika saw over Thor’s shoulder that Janus was standing in the open door to his bedroom. His voice sounded so much like Lilly’s that for a second she made herself believe that it was Lilly’s voice she had heard.

         “Janus!” she exclaimed and dried her eyes. Of course, she couldn’t keep it hidden from him forever.

         “Morning, Jay,” Thor said. That was Janus’s nickname when he was little, but it had been ages since Thor last used it. He let go of Monika and went over to his son, lifting him all the way to the ceiling, then setting him down on a chair by the kitchen table. Janus laughed out loud.

         “Mum just dropped a mug and it broke, but I need to tell you something...” His expression darkened, and Janus immediately noticed the change in his dad’s face and stopped laughing.

         “Some police officers are coming to talk to us soon. Lilly didn’t come home last night, and they’re looking for her. Both her and Bello.”

         Janus stared in shock at his dad’s face.

         “Where is she? Where’s Lilly?”

         “She’s taking Bello for a very long walk, but now the police are looking for her, and they’re going to find her soon.”

         Monika went over and sat down on the chair next to the one where Janus was sitting. She stroked his hair which was pointing all over the place, just as it always did in the morning before he showered. Lilly’s hair was easier to manage. Her curls always remained similar.

         “You’re crying, mum,” Janus said in a trembling voice.

         “Yes I am. I’m sad that Lilly hasn’t come home. But we’re going to find her. Once we’ve talked to the police officers we’re going out looking as well, alright?”

         Janus nodded.

         “Am I not going to school today then?”

         Thor shook his head. “No, not today.”

          
      

         Vibeke and Anders arrived again. Thor had prepared the coffee while Monika helped Janus get dressed, trying as best she could to make his morning seem as normal as possible.

         “As you know, the dogs unfortunately didn’t find anything,” Vibeke said when she had sat down by the table and been handed a mug of coffee. She smiled at Janus, who was eating cereal.

         “Your sister didn’t say where she was going to walk Bello, did she?” Janus squeezed his lips together and shook his head.

         “Did you two have an argument?” Janus shook his head again.

         “Your mum told us last night that you had an argument before Lilly left,” Vibeke revealed, and Janus looked accusingly at Monika.

         “It wasn’t anything serious,” Monika said defensively. She put her arm

         around Janus’s shoulder.

         “And you hadn’t been playing hide-and-seek?” Vibeke continued.

         Janus looked at her with puzzlement, then shook his head.

         “What do you mean by that?” Monika asked. Did the constable know anything about the other time? It was a different police area, but did they exchange information? Did the constable think that the same thing had happened again? That she and Thor would have to admit they’d been wasting everyone’s time, that Lilly hadn’t been missing at all? That she was still in the house?

         Had the police had done all that work for nothing?

         “I merely asked.” Vibeke shifted her gaze to Thor, who was sitting across from her. “We have to ask if you suspect that anyone might have kidnapped Lilly. I know it’s a lot to take in at this point, but if you suspect anyone, that might give us a lead.”

         Thor glanced at Janus who was still eating his cereal.

         “Perhaps we might wait a little bit with that?” he asked.

         “Unfortunately not. Not if we want to find Lilly. You’re an attorney. Surely there must be people who aren’t too fond of you at times?”

         “Well, of course. If I don’t win a case, some clients might get upset. But to go as far as...”

         “Has that happened recently?” Anders asked. He looked even more haggard than the previous night.

         “No, I... wait, yes.” Thor thought for a moment and looked at Monika. “Remember Michael Kruse? The one who lost custody of his daughter and blamed me for losing the case?”

         Monika nodded. She did remember the case. One of the few times when Thor had lost in court.

         “Could he have taken Lilly?’ Monika asked. ‘He did threaten you. He wrote that e-mail saying that he knew where our kids go to school. But would he be as vengeful as that?” 

         She felt a strong urge to cover Janus’s ears. He had stopped eating and was staring at her as if mesmerised. But she had to get used to the fact that her children couldn’t be protected from all the evils of the world. They were going to see and hear and experience gruesome things.

         “Do you have his address?” Vibeke asked.

         Thor stood up and went to his small home office, returning soon after with a small notebook from which he gave Vibeke the address. 

          
      

         While he was gone, Monika remembered that she too had been threatened. It was that tragic birth a week ago where the newborn died in her arms. The birth had been going as planned. The couple had started out wanting a home birth, but due to potential complications they had been brought into the clinic at the last moment. Everything had been going well, but when Monika stood there with the newly born girl in her hands – the moment she knew she had helped bring a new life into the world, the reason she had become a midwife – the child’s heart had suddenly stopped beating. They had tried all the CPR they had been trained for, but nothing helped. The mother had screamed and shouted hysterically on the bed, but then her grief had turned to rage against Monika for not saving her child. She had threatened Monika that something might happen to her daughter someday as well, and that she would be punished for Monika killing her baby. It would be easy for her to find out where she lived.

         Vibeke wrote it all down on her notepad.

         “We’ll establish whether or not these people had anything to do with Lilly’s disappearance. We have issued a missing person’s report, so if anyone has seen her they’ll let us know. You should be prepared for the press to turn up. They usually do that, especially if the missing person is a child.

         Janus had finished his cereal. His eyes were big and full of tears.

         “Did Lilly walk away because I said that stuff about her looking like a fish gasping for air when we found her in the cupboard?” he asked, his voice trembling again.

         Monika stroked his cheek.

         “Of course not, darling.”

         “Maybe she got in the car that stopped on the road after she left,” he said.

         “What car?” Vibeke asked hurriedly.

         “A big car.”

         “A van?” Vibeke asked, shooting a glance at Anders.

         Janus nodded.

         “What colour was it?”

         “Grey, I think. An old car with rust on it. I only saw it through the hedge when I was looking for Lilly, and I only saw it because it drove past slowly, and then it stopped.”

         “Did you see Lilly getting into the car?” Anders asked.

         Janus shook his head.

         “Why didn’t you say anything before?” Monika asked him angrily.

         “Because... because I didn’t think about it, until...” Janus was crying now.

         Thor pulled his head into his chest and stroked his hair.

         “It’s alright, Janus. I’m sure it’s nothing to do with Lilly.” But Monika could see in Thor’s face that he too was shocked.

         *
      

         No journalists had arrived by the time Vibeke and Anders got into the car they had parked by the large chestnut tree.

         “Not exactly brilliant news the lad gave us at the end there,” she said as she turned the key in the ignition.

         “The car he’d seen?”

         “Yes, a grey van with rust on it. Doesn’t that sound like the one that was noted as suspicious a while back after the reports we’ve received?

         “Remind me again,” said Anders

         You know, the one where the driver addresses children and tries luring them inside.”

         “You’re right, it bloody does.”

         Vibeke started the car and pulled out of the driveway. The gravel crunched beneath the wheels, and then she braked hard with both feet. A hare jumped out in front of the car and disappeared into the bright yellow rapeseed field. Anders clutched at his seatbelt.

         “Fuck!” he burst out.

         Vibeke put on her sunglasses. She didn’t know if Anders’s sudden exclamation was due to the sudden braking, or the fact that they might be dealing with a potential child molester. The countryside was gorgeous, but it could easily conceal darkness. The last time anyone spotted the van had been in this very area, by the school in Voel attended by Lilly and Janus, in fact. Perhaps the driver was a local. Had Lilly gone with him?

         She certainly hoped not.
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