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            PART 1

         

         1

         A number was nailed to the corner of the house wall. He slowed down, leaned forward and glanced to the side and up as he drove past. There was no light in the windows or any other sign of life. He carried on. Rounded first one bend, then another. A place to turn came into sight. A tractor trail leading into the woods. Frank Frølich braked, reversed into it a few metres, pulled out and drove back, past the house again. This time he noticed the gable of another building behind the main house. He continued for a short distance, still unsure how he should go about this, and came level with a wider turning area beside the remains of a brick construction. It looked like a disused petrol station. He pulled off the road and stopped. Made up his mind. Did a U-turn and drove back. Came to a halt by the bus stop near the drive of what appeared to be an abandoned smallholding. He switched off the ignition. Opened the door and got out. There was complete silence. No traffic. A line of trees along the road screened the property. Through the trees, he could see no neighbouring houses. The deserted house stood about twenty metres from the road, in front of a dilapidated outbuilding. He strolled up the narrow drive. The house was chalet style, with one and a half floors, old and run-down. The white paint was flaking off and there were green stains down the wood panelling. Two upper-floor windows were boarded up. The original front door had been replaced with a newer type. The posts supporting the porch roof were rotten at the bottom, where they rested on a concrete plinth. No name-plate on the door, but the number on the house wall didn’t lie.

         He couldn’t see a doorbell anywhere. But a sheep bell hung from a blue nylon cord beside the door.

         He rang it.

         No response.

         He rang the bell again. Pressed his fingers against the door. Locked.2

         He turned away from the front door and stared at the tumbledown outbuilding. It looked as though a gigantic thumb had pushed the roof down in the middle. One end-wall was bulging under the pressure. Presumably the stanchions had started to give way. Tiles had fallen off. Some of the gaps in the roof had been repaired with corrugated-iron sheets. An optimist had attached a ratchet strap between a post in the entrance and a telephone mast. Probably as a kind of preventative measure against the increasing tilt on one side. An opening in the longer wall was covered with a green tarpaulin. It hung like a huge curtain, with a plank nailed fast lengthwise under the eaves.

         He crossed the yard, lifted a corner of the tarpaulin and pulled it aside. The opening was revealed; it was dark inside. He stepped in. The tarpaulin fell back. He stood waiting for his eyes to become accustomed to the dim light. There were stacks of beer crates and several cardboard boxes. He had found what he was looking for: beer and cigarettes. He took some photographs with his mobile phone. The pictures would probably be evidence enough for his employer – a food wholesaler. The works manager suspected the driver who lived here of siphoning off goods. This stock suggested she was right.

         He crouched down under the tarpaulin again, ambled back to the car, got in and drove towards Moss to find the motorway back to Oslo. This job had been easier than he had imagined. Quick, not much effort involved. All he had to do now was write a report and attach the photographs.

         By the slip road onto the motorway there was a shopping centre. He followed an impulse, braked, headed down to the centre and found a place to park. For ages he had been planning to swim a couple of times a week. But to do that he needed a swimming costume, and now he had the time to buy one.

         The broad glass doors slid open. It was early in the day. Not many customers. He walked down the main avenue with shops on both sides. Passed a café. Green eyes behind heavy eyelids checked him over as he walked past. She was in her thirties and wore her red hair in a bob, like a helmet.3

         It turned out to be too early in the year for swimwear. The assistant in the sports shop tried to sell him some running tights instead. Frølich politely declined.

         He walked back the same way and made eye contact with the woman in the café from a distance. She started tidying up behind the counter, so as to appear busier than she actually was, he imagined. A thought struck him. People usually say, when planning a holiday in a big town: if you are choosing somewhere to eat you should go for a place where there are already lots of customers. No one was sitting in this café.

         She had finely drawn lips and a hint of a cleft chin. A young Catherine Deneuve maybe. The top of a tattoo licked at her neck.

         He stood at the counter and asked what the menu of the day was. She recommended a tapas salad, which she could make up using whatever ingredients she had at her disposal in the kitchen. She assured him that she was good and smiled self-ironically, revealing shiny white teeth in a broad mouth, which made him want to see the smile again. He said: ‘I’ll try that then.’ Immediately she left to make the salad. There was a languorous sensuality about her body. She moved from the counter to a fridge and back again, rhythmically, lissomly, as though dancing. Since there was no one else in the café he saw no reason not to start a conversation. He told her that in fact he had come to buy a swimming costume, but the sports shop didn’t have its summer stock in yet; did she know anywhere else that sold swimwear?

         She looked up with Mona Lisa eyes and almost imperceptibly shook her head. After another sashay she told him she was a naturist, and with that she channelled the conversation into an intimate zone, one where he felt unsure of himself; he wondered whether she was trying to kill off the conversation. But after serving a salad consisting of cherry tomatoes, cos lettuce, salami, roasted pine kernels and slices of parmesan with freshly baked bread, she came over to his table and asked if everything was alright. He said, as was indeed the truth, that it was the best meal he had eaten for a long time. She asked him where he was from. He answered, and 4gradually they moved on to more personal topics, with the result that, as he was driving to Oslo, she was on his mind and he caught himself coming up with new questions he would have liked to ask her. The conversation had rattled along with no longueurs. What a shame she lived so far away.
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         That evening he sat with a laptop on his knees, trying to write a report to the works manager at the food wholesaler’s while studying the photographs on his mobile. The majority of the shots he had taken of the stolen goods were dark and grainy. He put aside the laptop, fetched a beer and hunkered down in front of a serial on TV, having decided that he would repeat the trip the following day. This time he would be able to make use of the digital Canon and flash he had invested in when he started up his business, but which he hadn’t taken many photographs with so far.

         2

         The next day he knew where to go and headed out on the E6 south of Oslo. He maintained a good speed and came off at Vestby, took the Oslo road to Hølen and continued to the slip road onto the R120, where he turned off and drove in the direction of the smallholding. There weren’t any cars in the yard today, either. The house seemed just as abandoned. He parked by the bus stop, walked up to the house, stood at the front door and, to be on the safe side, rang the bell. Pushed at the door. Locked. Then he slipped under the tarpaulin covering the opening in the tilting barn. He took some pictures with the proper camera and flash this time. Checked the display to make sure the quality of the photographs was good enough, then got back in the car and drove to the shopping centre.

         As soon as he was through the automatic doors he feared he was on a wild-goose chase. The café was packed, and she was nowhere to be seen. But as he turned to leave she appeared behind him and said:5

         ‘Hi. Back again, are you? That’s nice.’

         He asked her straight out whether she was doing anything that evening. She was. Presumably she read the disappointment in his eyes because she hastened to ask if he had found the swimming costume he was after. He shook his head. Then she flashed him a smile and said he could go swimming with her at the weekend.

         A swim at the beginning of March, he thought, and nodded. Perhaps she was an ice swimmer. He asked where he should pick her up.

         ‘Just a mo,’ she said, went back to the counter, dealt with a couple of customers and returned a few minutes later with a map she had drawn. She was renting a house in Skjeberg.

         ‘By the way, my name’s Matilde.’

         ‘Frank,’ he said, choosing not to mention that most people called him Frankie.

         He was keen to hear how she pronounced his name, if they ever got as far as calling each other by their first names, that is.

         3

         On Saturday the rain was falling in sheets. A sombre atmosphere lay over the countryside as he drove his Mini Cooper south. Black tarmac and black ploughed fields stole the light, and the rain collected in small lakes on the biggest of them. Bare branches were outlined against the sky. The ground hadn’t started to send up green shoots, either.

         He was going to Skjeberg Bay, not far from Høysand. There were plenty of summer cabins and older detached houses between the rocks. Matilde lived in one of the smallest. It nestled there, with a drive and a handkerchief of a garden behind a white picket fence. As he turned in to park in front of the cabin, the worst of the rain had passed. She was sitting on the terrace in front of the door, barefoot, wearing jeans and a loose sweater. In one hand she held an umbrella, in the other a lit cigarette. Beside her sat a border collie, which meekly stood up to be stroked when he mounted the steps.6

         They stood smiling at each other for a few seconds.

         ‘Crap weather,’ he said.

         She said nothing, just went in and held the door open.

         It was like walking into a room from the 1950s. The sofa looked as if it had been bought from the furniture catalogues of the time, and there was kitsch on the walls: flea-market art – a gipsy girl stretched out on a divan beside a seaman in a sou’wester with a crooked pipe in the corner of his mouth. Above the dining table was a retro wall light with a miniature bulb shining from behind a heart-shaped lampshade. The most modern object in the room was a small Bluetooth speaker on the teak table in front of the sofa. From it came muted country-and-western music. The room had an open kitchen and Matilde was already sashaying between the fridge and the hotplates. The dog sat in front of the wood burner, watching him as he crouched down beside her record collection. Vinyl albums, most of them classics from the golden age. Every One of Us by Eric Burdon and the Animals, Trilogy by Emerson, Lake & Palmer, B.B. King’s Live at the Regal and, further along, gems such as Exile on Main Street, Wave, Spectrum and Heavy Weather. The LPs were wedged onto a shelf beside a Tandberg Sølvsuper 10, with inbuilt speakers in a wooden cabinet, and a record-player with a strobe light on the side of the turntable.

         He could feel he liked her tastes and the contrasts they created. In addition, he was happy she hadn’t broached the subject of swimming. And he appreciated the way they didn’t have to say everything to each other, which was the same feeling he’d had when they spoke for the first time in the café.

         A photograph on the wall showed two ungainly figures on skis, both wearing jeans and anoraks. Both were covered in snow, as if they’d just had a fall.

         Matilde turned away from the stove. ‘That’s me and my mum. Neither of us is very good at skiing, but we have such a lot of fun together.’

         He sat down on the low sofa.

         ‘What’s your dog’s name?’7

         ‘Petter,’ she said. ‘It’s actually my mother’s dog, but she has a new partner and he’s allergic.’

         Petter rose to his feet and pinned back his ears when he heard his name. Matilde knelt down and stroked him. ‘So that’s why he lives with me.’ She looked up. ‘Hope you’re not allergic to dogs.’

         They exchanged glances with an energy that was fuelled by all the layers of the question. ‘No, I’m not,’ he said. ‘Not as far as I know.’

         She came over and sat beside him. ‘There’s some coffee on the go,’ she said. ‘Just have to wait a bit.’

         The dog laid his head on the floor and looked up at them. Frank leaned back with his eyes closed and took in all the sounds of the room. Water boiling, the noise of the kitchen extractor fan and the faint quiver of a pan lid, the muted C&W music, the crackling of logs in the stove.

         He opened his eyes and gazed straight at her, she was resting her head on the back of the sofa, too. They sat looking into each other’s faces. Matilde smiled gently as he took her hand and her sweater crackled with electricity as she moved closer.

         4

         He visited Matilde the following weekend as well. And the following one, and the one after that. The fourth weekend she caught a train to Oslo. They went out in the city centre and she stayed over until Monday morning.

         Matilde thought it was good that he had stopped working for the police. She was unwilling to say why, but considered it absolutely fine that he was working as a private investigator. The reason came out on the last day of May. They were sitting in garden chairs on her terrace in the sun. Matilde’s mobile was quietly playing Lyle Lovett on the portable speaker. She said she had loved books about Nancy Drew when she was a child. She had dreamed about becoming a detective herself.

         ‘Then I got myself a detective buddy instead.’8

         ‘The question is: how long will it last?’

         She sat bolt upright.

         ‘The work, I mean,’ he added quickly. ‘I haven’t got any commissions at the moment and I’m living off savings. When they come to an end, I’ll have to get a different job.’

         Matilde stretched for the Marlboro pack on the floor, tapped out a cigarette and lit it using a white lighter. She inhaled deeply and said she had a friend who needed a detective.

         ‘Her name’s Guri, and she works at a refugee centre in Hobøl. What’s the matter with you?’

         ‘She needs a private investigator?’

         ‘Someone’s gone missing, from what I can gather. I’m not absolutely sure. I wasn’t really following when she was talking about it. But when I told her the guy I was dating was a detective she went wild.’

         ‘OK,’ he said, closing his eyes again and continuing to enjoy the atmosphere, the mild weather and all the post-coital peace.

         Later, when the sun disappeared behind the trees and it became cooler, Matilde went in and fetched two blankets. After a while she asked him if he felt up to driving her somewhere.

         ‘Of course.’
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         It wasn’t a long trip. They drove away from the holiday cottages and turned north onto the motorway. Came off by Moss, continued along the R120 eastward and after a while took the Dillingøy exit. Here they drove on muddy gravel tracks as Matilde fed him instructions:

         ‘Right here … carry straight on … There,’ she said, pointing to a padlocked, ramshackle shed. ‘I’ve got a summer car.’

         Matilde smiled mischievously as she inserted the key into the lock. The hinges creaked as she opened one broad door.

         ‘Same model as the one Thelma and Louise drove around in. It’s even the same colour.’

         As the crooked doors revealed metre after metre of chrome and 9steel, he was reminded of something from a film. The flashy convertible was turquoise and had white leather seats. The wings were incorporated into the bodywork. The wheels had whitewall tyres and the long bonnet set off associations with the spaceship in Star Trek.

         ‘Ford Thunderbird, 1966, convertible,’ Matilde said, unable now to hold back the smile. ‘Whenever I say that, it sounds as unreal as ever.’

         She got in, adjusted levers. Moved the column gear shift back and forth. Then pulled another lever. The bonnet opened a few centimetres. She clambered out again. Lifted the bonnet, bent over the engine. ‘We need some electricity,’ she mumbled and attached the earth cable to the battery, dropped the bonnet and climbed back in. Waved another key and said: ‘Cover your ears.’

         It sounded like a landslide as the V8 engine started up. It almost choked. She put her foot on the accelerator. The engine roared and grey exhaust fumes filled the space between the timber walls. ‘It’s a bit out of sorts at the moment,’ she shouted.

         He could barely see the car through the fumes. But when she finally eased the pressure on the accelerator the engine idled comfortably.

         He asked her how she had managed to land such a treasure and was told she and an ex had been on holiday in the US. They had bought the T-bird when they had to drive from San Francisco to New York. On reaching the east coast her ex wanted to sell the car, but Matilde had grown to love it. So she costed the price of transport to Norway. It was freighted across the Atlantic in a container ship. When the relationship finished she bought his share of the car.

         ‘It runs on ninety-eight octane leaded petrol. I have to put lead substitute in the tank whenever I fill up.’

         There was one downside though, she said. There was a faint smell of mould inside the car. Matilde put the smell down to the hard winter and the poor state of the garage. The soft-top over the car couldn’t keep out the damp on its own, she said. But a good 10run-out would help. The smell would go with the fresh air and the heating system working.

         ‘It was the same problem last summer, but it resolved itself.’

         5

         If Matilde was a competent cook she was at least as competent a mechanic, he quickly gathered. At the back of the garage there was a socket set and some flexible box wrenches. On their way back they drove in convoy and popped into a Biltema warehouse. The oil, filters and antifreeze had to be changed. At home she had new fan belts and other parts that frequently needed replacing. The rest of the weekend they spent getting the T-bird ready, punctuated only by bouts of passion in Matilde’s double bed.

         To suppress the smell of mould they went to work with two rounds of water, soap and disinfectant. And still they had to hang four Wunderbaum air fresheners to dull the odour when on Sunday they went on a kind of maiden voyage and cruised northwards to Moss, turned down through the town and crossed the channel to the island of Jeløya. They went past the Sjøhaug naturist centre, which didn’t appear to have opened for the summer. Matilde told him that she and her mother had gone on holiday there every summer, in a caravan. She remained a naturist herself, but had dropped the caravan holiday.

         ‘It’s too crowded when you can hear your neighbour fart in the morning as he gets up. Not to mention all the rest.’

         They continued towards Refsnes Gods hotel. Matilde said she had worked there in the summer as a waitress.

         They walked down to the shore. The sea was dead calm and the sun hung high in the sky. One of the Bastøy ferries was on its way over.

         The beach was full of tiny pebbles. Matilde picked the ones that she considered appealing, either because they felt good in her hand or because they had nice patterns.

         Frank sat down and watched the sea absorb the light from the 11sky. He suddenly thought about his father. Saw him in his mind’s eye with his shirt-sleeves rolled up, walking in the mountains.

         ‘What are you thinking about?’ Matilde said, sitting down beside him.

         ‘My father.’

         ‘I’ve never seen mine,’ she said. ‘He and my mother lived together before they had me. That’s all I know.’

         ‘Did they split up?’

         ‘I don’t know. My mother doesn’t like to talk about him.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘Haven’t you ever had any contact with him?’

         ‘I have a few letters and a couple of photographs.’

         At the end of the beach a boy in an anorak and windproof trousers was walking with a spinning rod in his hand. He jumped up onto a sea-smoothed rock and began to cast his line.

         This sight reminded Frank of his own boyhood. Some summers his family had rented a cabin in Tjøme. When they weren’t fishing from the rowing boat that came with the cabin, he used to cast a line from a hill behind the outside toilet, hoping to catch mackerel and small saithe.

         He watched the boy as he set one foot behind the other, brought the rod back, threw, and let go of the finger holding the line. Heard the sound of the line spinning out of the reel and the little plop as the lure broke the surface of the water. The boy stood still, waiting for the lure to sink before he reeled in.

         After the third or fourth throw, the rod bent in classic fashion.

         The fish tossed around. It might have been a sea trout. They were usually pretty frisky when they bit.

         Frank lay back, felt a breath of wind caress his eyelashes and heard the undulating drone of a passenger plane in the distance.

         Matilde’s mobile rang. She answered it. He opened his eyes and watched her.

         ‘Of course,’ she said, put down her phone and looked at him. ‘Do you remember me talking about Guri?’12

         Frank didn’t.

         ‘The woman who works at the refugee centre and needs a detective.’

         He nodded.

         She put the phone to her ear again. ‘We’ll be there in an hour.’

         She rang off and stood up. ‘Let’s get going,’ she said. ‘It’s quite a drive.’

         ‘A missing person, wasn’t that the story?’

         ‘A woman from the Middle East. She’s searching for her sister. Apparently this girl travelled to Norway because her sister had travelled ahead of her several years before. The detective’s job is to find the sister.’

         He fell silent, concerned.

         ‘What’s the matter?’ Matilde said. ‘Are you going to turn down work?’

         ‘I fear this lady may not necessarily have any money to pay with.’

         Matilde didn’t say anything for a while.

         ‘You could talk to her, couldn’t you?’ she said, slightly disgruntled.

         Frank was still silent.

         ‘I can give you some money. I get paid on Wednesday.’

         ‘Out of the question.’

         ‘What’s wrong with my money?’

         ‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘I’ll talk to her and you’re not paying for anything.’

         Matilde stretched out a hand and squeezed his forearm.

         ‘The main thing is you listen to what she has to say. They don’t have an easy time of it, these poor people, and this girl’s sister means everything to her.’

         6

         Matilde said she had met Guri for the first time after a gig at the Down on the Farm festival in Halden four years before. They had been travelling on the same train home when it hit an elk, which 13affected the electricity supply and left them stuck between two stations. It had been the last train that day, so NSB had organised buses instead. She and Guri had struck up a conversation as they stood waiting for a bus that showed no signs of ever appearing. Then Guri had rung her brother and he had come to drive them home. Afterwards they had often been together. Guri was a trained psychiatric nurse. She was crazy about everything to do with horses and had long had her own horse stabled on a farm not far from Svinndal. There she used to practise showjumping. But the previous winter the horse had baulked at a fence. Guri had dug in her heels, but this startled the stallion; it kicked out its rear legs, or something like that, and Guri fell off.

         ‘An Arab. It must’ve been on edge.’

         Guri had fallen badly. Fortunately she had been wearing a helmet, but it didn’t protect her back. So, no more showjumping for a good while. However, the prognosis was better than expected. She had retrained her body by paddling a kayak.

         As they approached Spydeberg they turned off the main road and continued towards Lyseren. Matilde drove right down to a grassy slope, which must have been a kind of beach, and parked beneath a huge pine tree. She texted a message and received an answer at once. They strolled down to the water’s edge to wait.

         Frank sat down on a stump and gazed across as Matilde took off her sandals, folded up her trousers and waded in. A swarm of midges danced above her head; they looked like a little cloud.

         After a while a kayak approached at great speed. The sun glinted on the paddle blades with every stroke that Guri took. The kayak glided up onto the grass, then she lifted herself out: a lithe woman in her thirties, wearing a wetsuit down to mid-thigh, long, blonde hair in a plait over her shoulder.

         She and Matilde hugged.

         Afterwards she turned to him: a face with limpid blue eyes and a narrow, slightly crooked nose above attractive but vulnerable lips that made her seem shy when she smiled. Like now, as they exchanged looks, a ‘hi’ and a handshake.14
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         Guri told him that the refugee centre where she worked had what they called a ‘dedicated area’ for asylum seekers with psychological or other illnesses requiring special treatment. This was where she met the girl who was searching for her sister.

         ‘She’s in a bad way,’ Guri said. ‘The doctors can’t agree on whether this is post-traumatic stress syndrome or a deeper psychological issue. But she’s had an awful time. She’s fled from war and abuse into more abuse here in the west. And now they’ve decided she has to leave again. They’re kicking her out on her arse. The bloody government. It’s so cynical. She can barely look after herself, but out she goes. She has one last hope: her sister, who travelled the same road a few years ago. Her sister came here, to Norway. But no one has a clue where she’s living or what she’s doing. Now Aisha’s stuck in the refugee centre and desperately needs to be reunited with her sister while the police just can’t wait to fly her to Turkey. She’ll never stand it. If she’s sent to Istanbul she’ll die or take her own life, I’m sure of that.’

         Guri’s kayak must have been very light because she carried it under her arm, to a red Volvo estate parked under the trees, and hoisted it onto the roof. She took a couple of rollers with straps from the car and attached the kayak firmly, with sharp yanks, glanced across at Frølich and said: ‘Turn around.’

         He didn’t understand what she meant. ‘I’m going to change my clothes,’ she said.

         He wandered down to the water as the women sorted out Guri’s outfit. On his return Guri was wearing a flowery top, light-blue jeans and sandals.

         They got into their cars. Guri led the way while they followed in the convertible. Guri’s Volvo had only one rear light working.15
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         It wasn’t a long journey. Soon they were driving into the refugee centre by Elvestad. Guri parked by what appeared to be the main building. Matilde pulled up beside her.

         The doors slammed as they got out.

         ‘This is where I work,’ Guri said.

         ‘One of your rear lights isn’t working,’ Frank said.

         ‘He used to be in the police,’ Matilde said.

         ‘Good job you aren’t anymore,’ Guri said. ‘There’s a lot more than the rear lights that doesn’t work on the car.’

         A group of tall, lean Africans were playing basketball on a court. They waved to Guri, who showed Frank and Matilde the way in.

         The place felt like an institution. The residents sat in small groups, chatting, playing cards or Chinese chequers, or simply trying to kill time.

         A man in jeans and a sweater grabbed Guri. All three of them stopped. Guri gave him a quick hug and asked him, in English, to fetch Aisha. But the man said Guri should come with him, so she showed Frank and Matilde into a small room and said, ‘Wait here and I’ll bring her to you.’

         The waiting room also smacked of an institution. Second-hand tables, second-hand chairs and by the windows hung stiff, yellow curtains that could well have been the originals from the time when the house was built many decades before.

         The woman who followed Guri into the room a few minutes later seemed very young. She wore brown trousers and an acrylic sweater with a roll neck, probably a survivor of the 1970s. Her black hair was gathered in a thick ponytail. It was clear from her facial features that she was unwell. When she talked, there was a white streak of saliva at the corner of her mouth, and she sat with a rigid, crooked grimace on her lips as her eyes flickered nervously between Frølich, Matilde, Guri and the interpreter, a buxom woman in a dark dress, her hair covered by a white hijab. She introduced herself as Havin and told them in good Norwegian that she had lived in the country since the early nineties.16

         The woman spoke to the interpreter, who spoke to Frølich. The woman’s name was Aisha. The interpreter took the trouble to explain that Aisha was also the name of the prophet’s youngest wife.

         Aisha said that her sister had left Iraq in the autumn of 2005 and had come to Norway. The family had been in touch via the telephone. She had been working and had earned money and was happy.

         Frølich remembered the time of the Bush administration’s bombing raids on what they called the Axis of Evil. He remembered the immense anti-war demonstration in Oslo in which he’d taken part.

         He asked Aisha what her sister’s name was.

         ‘Sheyma.’

         ‘When was she born?’

         The young woman hesitated. Said something.

         The interpreter said that Aisha thought her sister was eighteen when she fled.

         ‘So she must be around thirty now,’ Frank said, appraising Aisha, who could barely be eighteen.

         ‘You can’t have been very old when your sister fled?’

         Aisha didn’t answer.

         ‘Why did she flee?’

         The young woman shook her head. ‘No understand.’

         ‘She doesn’t understand,’ the interpreter said.

         He took a deep breath and waited, wanting to give her time.

         There was nothing else forthcoming.

         ‘What kind of work did your sister do in Norway?’

         The interpreter translated: ‘Hotel work. She tidied rooms and made beds and cleaned at a hotel.’

         ‘You don’t know which one?’

         The interpreter asked.

         The woman shook her head again. ‘A hotel in Oslo. She made beds, cleaned.’

         ‘When did you lose contact?’17

         ‘No understand.’

         ‘You said your sister rang home. When was that?’

         ‘Two years later, in 2007,’ the interpreter said.

         ‘Has she contacted you since then?’

         Aisha shook her head.

         Frank turned to Guri. ‘But you’ve tried to trace her?’

         ‘We have. But we can’t find her name. She must’ve changed it.’

         ‘Why would she do that?’

         Guri shrugged. ‘Aisha’s sure she’s alive and living in Norway.’

         The interpreter translated. Aisha nodded energetically and said something.

         ‘“I can feel she’s here”,’ the interpreter translated. ‘“I know Sheyma’s in Norway.”’

         ‘She made a long journey to get here?’

         Aisha nodded.

         ‘Was there any special reason for her choosing Norway specifically?’

         Aisha sat thinking after the interpreter had explained. ‘No understand.’

         ‘I mean, did she know anyone here? Why did she choose to come to Norway instead of Sweden or Germany, for example?’

         Aisha glanced anxiously from one to the other and finally shrugged her shoulders.

         ‘Did she ring home many times?’

         ‘Once. She was so happy.’ Aisha smiled. ‘Happy to be in Europe.’

         ‘Did your sister travel alone?’

         The young woman eyed him as the interpreter translated, and she gave a curt answer.

         ‘She doesn’t know,’ the interpreter said.

         ‘Surely she must know whether her sister fled alone or with others.’

         The interpreter sent him a kind look. ‘She doesn’t know. If she doesn’t know, she doesn’t know.’

         Frank leaned back on his chair. Trying to make eye contact with 18the young woman, which appeared to be nigh on impossible. Aisha looked down and away, as though not willing to meet his gaze. An air of helplessness seemed to surround her, but also a vulnerability, which emphasised how lonely she must be. However, none of this made the task any easier.

         He glanced at Guri and Matilde for help, thinking they must see how hopeless this all was, but their attention was focused on the young woman on the chair.

         ‘Help me, sir. Please help me to find my sister,’ Aisha pleaded in English, leaning across the table.

         Matilde nodded authoritatively.

         Frank realised that everyone else in the room was looking at him, as though he were the main protagonist, someone they expected a few timely words from.

         ‘I assume you’ve checked other refugee centres to see if she’s there?’ he said to Guri.

         She nodded.

         ‘I need a pic, a photo,’ he said. ‘Something to show people.’

         The interpreter translated.

         Aisha still appeared confused. She said a name.

         Guri intervened. ‘Shamal?’ She turned to Frølich. ‘Shamal. He’s in this section. He can lay his hands on the picture.’

         Guri went to the door. The same man in jeans and a sweater appeared and was gone again. ‘Shamal’s off to get the photo,’ Guri said, and closed the door.
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         Half an hour later Frank was standing by Matilde’s car examining a tatty photograph of a girl wearing a long, flowery dress, her hair hidden by a light-blue headscarf. Clean features. Large, dark eyes and finely drawn eyebrows. Full lips and a mole on her right cheek. Quite different from the sister in the dedicated area in the centre. According to Guri, one of the doctors visiting the centre thought Aisha had a personality disorder. Another doctor considered it a 19variant of PTSS. A gang rape and other abuse during her escape from Iraq had traumatised her.

         A cruel fate, Frank reflected, re-examining the faded photograph of Sheyma. And wondered what she looked like now. Was she still alive? If she was eighteen when she left she would be thirty or thirty-one. If she still lived in Norway she might be integrated, employed, with her hair uncovered, the mother of small children, with the appearance of someone who had undergone all the changes family life can impose. Or she might be married to a Muslim of the conservative variety; perhaps she lived in a marriage that didn’t allow her to be seen outside. The photograph he was holding in his hand might be completely worthless.

         If Aisha’s sister had a residence permit it ought to be possible to trace her. She might even have Norwegian nationality. But she could also have been deported from Norway, transported back to some transit country. She might be stuck in some refugee camp in Greece or Hungary, or indeed anywhere. Perhaps she was living illegally in Italy or Germany. On the other hand, all the years without a sign of life could just as well mean she was dead.

         The sad fates of asylum seekers were only one side of this business. Naturally, Frank felt sorry for Aisha, because she was a victim. She had fled the war, lost her family and been exposed to abuse and mistreatment, and now she had to live an undignified transit life. If he could alleviate some of the girl’s suffering by searching for her sister he would happily try. But he was unsure whether Guri or Aisha understood how pointless the whole thing was. Had he made it clear enough to them? Or was he creating unrealistic expectations by agreeing to this job? Would it be more honest to spell it out? Forget your sister. It’s a waste of time trying to locate her. But how cynical was that approach? The poor girl was alone in a strange part of the world. She was on the threshold of a good life in Norway while the sands of time were running out. The machinery of power was about to close the door on her. Out you go, back to broken dreams. It could happen tomorrow, or in a week’s time. No wonder Aisha was desperate.20

         Yes, he told himself. You know people at Kripos and Oslo Police. You’re bound to be able to pull in a favour.

         The front door of the red building slammed. Matilde and Guri came out, stopped and talked. Matilde said goodbye to Guri, who waved to him, turned and went back inside.

         He stuffed the photograph into the breast pocket of his shirt.

         ‘Thank you so much for doing this,’ Matilde said as they got into the car. ‘I can feel it,’ she said. ‘I can feel your energy and aura. I know this is going to be a success.’
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         Later that evening, driving towards Oslo, he mulled over the strange meeting at the refugee centre. It wasn’t only the futility of the enterprise that bothered him. If he was to have a sniff of a chance of achieving some kind of result he needed more information. But it wasn’t only that, there was something about Guri’s involvement. What made her hire a private investigator on behalf of someone in the refugee centre? Sure it was a shame about Aisha, but it was a shame about anyone fleeing a country. And people who worked with refugees ought to be trained to keep a professional distance. The first commandment in that line of work was not to get involved personally. Why did Guri feel so strongly about Aisha’s fate?

         Another thing he should check more thoroughly was Guri Sekkelsten’s family. He had recently completed an investigative assignment involving another Sekkelsten. The driver who stole beer and cigarettes from his employer. Ivar Sekkelsten had had to go to prison because he already had a conditional sentence. After producing visual evidence against Ivar Sekkelsten, Frølich had also testified against the man at the trial. It was his evidence that had sent Sekkelsten to the slammer.

         Could Guri and Ivar be related? If they were, might that be a problem? Should he reject the job?

         Well, he thought at once, this was a favour to a friend. Locating 21Aisha’s sister seemed pretty futile anyway. What he could do was go through the national registers, talk to the right people and have his assumption confirmed: finding Sheyma Bashur in Norway today is mission impossible.

         
            [image: ]

         

         After returning home, he started on precisely that. He tried a few electronic searches for Sheyma Bashur without getting a nibble. That offered three possibilities: she had left the country; she was still living in Norway but had changed her surname, possibly her first name as well; or she could be dead and had died here in Norway. Matilde, Guri and Aisha insisted she was still alive and in this country. They had no basis for this assumption. But if he was going to work on this hypothesis he was looking for a woman with a different name from Sheyma Bashur.

         
            [image: ]

         

         He started the next working day with nothing to tax his brain apart from the photograph in his breast pocket. In other words, he had no employment that offered any prospect of earning an income. He refrained from checking his bank account, but knew from earlier checks that he would have enough for his rent and other necessities for at least a month. The smartest move now would be to sit down and write job applications. With his police experience he would be in with a chance at the biggest security agencies. Looking for work, however, required the kind of motivation he didn’t possess at present.

         He rang NOAS, the Norwegian organisation for asylum seekers. Frølich introduced himself and presented the case. A woman fleeing Iraq – reportedly in 2005 – and coming to Norway – possibly in 2006, perhaps later. Which countries she had passed through was unknown, but presumably included Turkey, Greece, Italy and Germany, because that route was supposed to have been used a lot at the time. But no one with this particular person’s name existed in the national registers Frølich had been able to peruse. If 22she had taken Norwegian nationality or had a residence permit for Norway, she was not registered anywhere under her real name. Nor was she registered at any refugee centre. She had left Iraq in November 2005. Two years later, in late autumn 2007, she rang home from Oslo. She told her family that she was working as a cleaner in a hotel in Norway, in Oslo. She was fine. Thereafter, silence. No one knew why.

         ‘I’ve checked the missing-persons register at Kripos. No hits.’

         The man on the telephone asked if she had travelled from Iraq on her own.

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘How old was she when she left her home country?’

         ‘About eighteen, apparently.’

         ‘It seems rather unlikely that she’d travel alone then. As a woman, she was vulnerable. Presumably she did travel with someone. One other thing: if she’s been in Norway without an official residence permit there are not many jobs she could have taken. She must’ve looked for illegal work, and in the environments frequented by people from the Middle East it is usually the men who get the few jobs there are. As a refugee from Iraq she came from a strongly gender-segregated society. A male society.’

         ‘Her family insists she worked here in Norway.’

         ‘Are you sure you have the correct name, then? If she was employed it suggests there was a residence permit.’

         ‘I had her name spelt to me by a member of the family.’

         ‘Sure it’s spelt correctly?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘As I said, paid work suggests a residence permit. Some women fleeing alone can be forced into prostitution or taken care of by someone who either protects or exploits them. Are you sure she wasn’t travelling with a man?’

         Frank Frølich hesitated. ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘Why did she flee?’

         ‘I don’t know that, either.’

         ‘What ethnicity? Kurd, Armenian, Turkmen, Sabaean…’23

         Frank smiled with embarrassment at his reflection in the window and said in all honesty: ‘I don’t know that, either.’

         ‘She’s a Muslim, not a Christian Syrian?’

         ‘Her sister’s named after the prophet’s youngest wife – Aisha.’

         ‘Shia or Sunni?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘The reason I ask is that there have been, and still are, tensions between these branches of Islam in Iraq, as I’m sure you’re aware. But it seems improbable that a woman would flee alone. To escape from a country requires preparation and money. It’s often organised, usually by the family. They collect money. A young woman on her own … Are you sure she set out with the family’s blessing?’

         After the conversation Frank sat studying his notes. On the piece of paper were a number of logical questions. They made him wonder why he hadn’t been more persistent with Aisha? Why hadn’t he questioned her in more detail?

         Because he hadn’t prepared for the meeting.

         He knew nothing at all about refugees. All he had to go on was an old photograph and some hearsay that the sister had worked at a hotel in Oslo. He had gone with Matilde to Lyseren to be accommodating. He’d met Guri to be accommodating and joined them at the refugee centre for the same reason. Deep down, though, he hadn’t taken this assignment seriously.

         As he had taken on the job now, it was obvious he would have to talk to Aisha again. And ask the right questions.

         It would have to be another day. But he couldn’t let the day go without doing something. The best thing he could do was make a start.
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         Over the last ten to twelve years the hotel business had seen many changes. The acquisition of hotels to form chains was only one side. Several of today’s commercially run establishments didn’t exist 24when Sheyma Bashur rang home. Travel and tourism were industries that had grown in the capital. If Sheyma had worked in a hotel in Oslo, there was no guarantee the place was still in business.

         A woman of around twenty, in transit, with years behind her as a refugee, presumably had to live from hand to mouth, had to deal with people smugglers and border police, possibly without a legal permit to stay in the country, but she still got work as a cleaner, someone who tidied and cleaned up after others travelling through. There was a substantial dose of irony in that. If Aisha’s sister had worked illegally, it would have been in a less luxurious hotel, he reasoned. As though a hotel’s size and standards would tell us anything about its relationship with the tax authorities, he thought afterwards, but he did what he had decided nonetheless. He started at the bottom of the price range, with the youth hostel in Sinsen, continued fruitlessly through Oslo centre, with pension houses and B&Bs. Then he went to work on smaller well-known hotels in the Oslo ‘pot’. On the occasions he met hotel managers, most of them tried to convince him that they didn’t employ illegal staff. However, they had agreements with sub-contractors and couldn’t guarantee what they got up to. Frølich nodded understandingly and asked if he could talk with someone on the cleaning side. Many hotels had delegated this service to agencies. Frølich made the effort anyway to question them. Most of the cleaners he met were of foreign origin. There were Russian women, there were Ukrainian women, Lithuanians, Filipinas, Polish, Somalian, Nigerian, Eritrean, Iraqi, Thai women wearing plastic gloves on their hands pushing vacuum cleaners or trolleys equipped with detergents, cloths, soaps, kitchen scourers and mops. They straightened up, blew strands of hair from their mouths, looked at the photograph, shook their heads and passed it back. He felt like a fisherman with one pathetic rod faced by an enormous sea with only one fish that was worth reeling in. He had, however, been smart enough to collate a list of hotels and overnight accommodation in Oslo and the region. He crossed off the places he had visited and started on the next. The plan lacked much ambition. He set himself a target of getting through the list, 25only so that he could sit back with a clear conscience – he had no hopes of actually getting a bite.

         
            [image: ]

         

         When evening came he tried to work out how he could write a report for Guri about his lack of success – but without seeming too negative.

         Matilde rang a little before midnight. She had got hold of a CD by a German indie band who had released two records before they went their separate ways in the nineties. She was excited and asked him to listen while she turned up the volume. He said he would rather be with her and listen to the music there, which was the truth. She agreed and asked him how he had got on ‘with his search for the sister’.

         He had to be honest. It had gone badly. But he added that he was planning another trip to Elvestad to talk to Aisha again. Some additional information would focus his search better.

         Matilde said she would ask Guri to call him.
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         Next day he carried on with the list of overnight accommodation. And after another series of wasted trips he got what appeared to be a nibble. It was at a hotel near Bankplassen. A chain with a low-budget profile. The clientele seemed to be predominantly backpackers, most of them with their noses buried in their mobile phones or iPads. One person stood at the check-in desk in front of shelves of soft drinks and peanuts. The other end of the lobby was fitted out as a breakfast bar. He showed the photograph of Sheyma to a Thai-looking woman who was clearing the breakfast tables. She removed her disposable gloves and studied the picture. Then she took it with her and disappeared through a swing door. Frølich followed her. He found her again, in a kitchen with a line of sinks and dishwashers. She was standing and talking animatedly with a thin African-looking woman in a tight, grey, ankle-length 26dress. The Thai woman pointed at Frølich and gesticulated. Both women turned their backs on him. Eventually the Thai woman came back, passed him the photograph and said in English:

         ‘Sorry, we don’t know this woman.’

         But she wasn’t so sure, Frølich thought. What gave rise to the uncertainty? And why did she have to confer with the other woman before she could make up her mind?

         They stood eyeing each other. The woman seemed suddenly uneasy. She started putting her gloves back on. On her chest she wore a badge bearing her name: Gamon. She turned away from him.

         ‘Gamon.’

         She turned back.

         He rummaged in his wallet and handed her his business card.

         She read the card and looked at him enquiringly.

         ‘Keep it,’ he said. ‘If you should happen to remember something or see her, I’d be grateful if you got in touch.’

         She turned on her heel and left.

         He walked out and trudged in the direction of his office. Bought a couple of newspapers on the way at one of the kiosks down in Kirkeristen and continued to Storgata. His stomach told him he was hungry, so he turned into Oslo’s last outpost of the old-style, dimly lit, café bar: Dovrehallen. He found some of the regulars were already in position: carefully combed grey hair above ruddy-cheeked faces staring pensively into the day’s first and perhaps Oslo’s cheapest beer. He nodded to the familiar faces and sat at a window table in a partitioned stall completely to himself. He ordered a fry-up from the faded beauty who brought the menus. She recognised him and asked what he wanted to drink. He was tempted to order a Pils, but went for iced water and coffee. After all, it was the middle of the day and he had convinced himself he was working on an assignment. This didn’t stop him musing on the fiasco that was Frank Frølich while he waited for the food. He had left the police in what some might call disgrace. And now he resembled the parody of a failed private detective, 27someone who wasted his time on an absolutely pointless assignment without getting paid, and on top of that had managed to slip into this place without even a second thought: Dovrehallen, which a hundred years ago had been a theatre and revue venue with enough excitement to entertain both the working class in the stalls and the champagne-sipping middle class in the boxes. What remained after fires, innumerable conversions and bankruptcies was the long railway carriage of a restaurant with chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, pictures of old film stars on the walls, the cloakroom adorned by unused clothes hangers and a ballroom for the old guard: retired tramway employees, former taxi drivers, lift installers and brewery workers and not least the women they had once been aroused to great passion by. The interior was originally of heavy wood. The historical patina gleamed on the walls, and Frølich could easily imagine the place was haunted by the revue queen Hansy Petra, who might let her hair down after the doors were closed. He was served his two fried eggs, potato wedges and crispy bacon, ate with a hearty appetite, flicked through the newspapers and savoured how much he appreciated exactly this: home-made food, the peace and aura of the place, the fact that in Oslo there were still oases where you could escape from American-style urban hustle-and-bustle, from the noise, the pace of life and boiling-hot drinks in paper cups. Once he was full and pushed the plate aside, the waitress appeared, unbidden, with coffee in a porcelain cup, which was so delectable that he was able to repress all his self-contempt and continue reading the papers.
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         At home he had access to the net and all digital conveniences. He was accessible via his mobile at all times of day and night. All his work could be done on site, so to speak. So renting an office was probably one of the most stupid decisions he had taken when he started up. He knew that, but still he set great store by being able 28to walk there. It was like a continuation of an earlier existence. In a way, having a workplace to go to seemed therapeutic. The office was a symbol, confirmation that he was in charge of his life as a self-employed businessman. He had felt important when he put his name on the board on the ground floor, as important as when he bought the desk from a widow in Smestad. But it cost an arm and a leg to rent an office, even in the cheapest parts of Oslo. The rent was so painful that every time it fell due he had to confront the decision of whether to continue or not. And every time he realised that the expense stung because his income was so poor. And every time he told himself that business would soon pick up. So he deferred the decision, like the master of self-deception that he was.

         His office was in the corner block at the crossroads between Storgata and Brugata, with an entrance in Storgata. It was at this corner, in Frank Frølich’s view, that middle-class Oslo finished and multi-ethnic Oslo started. His office was on the second storey, above a dentist’s surgery that infected the whole floor with the smell of dental care and sterilisation. From the west-facing window he could look down on the city’s most hardened drug addicts performing self-destructive acts and related business activities on the corner beside the entrance. If he lifted his head he could make out the Folketeater building, beside it the opera passage where Marc Quinn’s sculpture of Kate Moss projected a western art aesthetic on an eastern yoga position. If he got up from the desk, went to the other window and peered down, he could observe Brugata, where international phone-call kiosks and hawala money transfer bureaus served Somalis, Afghans and others who in this way bypassed inefficient infrastructure in their home countries.

         In the corridor outside the office the owner of the block had provided a kind of kitchenette with a sink, a cupboard filled with cups, a worktop, and on top a modern coffee machine and a dish containing two packets of Marie biscuits. Beside the kitchenette was a chair. It was Frank’s chair. It had been placed there in a moment of optimism when the office was being furnished and he 29imagined there could possibly be more than one client at a time. The chair was considered a waiting room.

         Now something unusual must have happened, because someone was sitting on it.

         When there were three metres left between Frank and the waiting-room chair and office door, the man stood up. He was a slight figure in his late forties, dressed in red cords and a light-green shirt. The man was somewhat smaller than Frank. His fair hair was short, but long enough to reveal suggestions of a curl at the nape and on top. He was carrying a leather shoulder bag.

         ‘Are you Frølich?’

         Frank nodded and rummaged in his pocket for the keys.

         The man extended a hand. ‘Fredrik Andersen.’

         Frank shook his hand and mumbled a greeting, then unlocked the door and held it open. The air inside was stuffy and stale. The office stank of dust and inactivity. The sense increased as the man entered the room and Frank imagined what he must smell. Frank went straight to the window facing Storgata and managed, after struggling with a stubborn handle, to push the window ajar.

         ‘What can I do for you, Andersen?’

         ‘I’m a writer.’

         There was a well-camouflaged melody to his intonation. Trondheim, Frølich thought, refined standard Norwegian. A genuine Trondheimer of the finer sort, he concluded, sitting down behind his desk. He watched his guest, who stayed on his feet, in a state Frank interpreted as unease.

         He stood up again and made for the door. ‘May I offer you something? Coffee perhaps?’

         ‘No, thank you.’

         He plumped back down on his chair. It rolled backwards, collided with the wall and came to a halt. This was his routine. He stretched out a foot as usual, hooked the tip of his shoe under the drawer handle, pulled out the bottom drawer of the desk and rested his foot on the edge.

         He pointed to the chair in the corner. ‘Won’t you sit down?’30

         The writer remained where he was, in the middle of the room.

         ‘Among other things I’ve written a book about the Sea Breeze disaster, which happened in 1988. Have you read it?’

         ‘No,’ Frank Frølich said. ‘But I’ve heard about it. Well, not about your book – the disaster.’

         ‘There are lots of people with ties to the police who don’t like the book.’

         ‘Oh, yes?’

         ‘I find fault with the police investigation and their conclusions, and also criticise their working methods and the culture in the Oslo Police. I demonstrate how the police have overlooked evidence and as a consequence the killers have gone free.’

         ‘How can I help you in this regard?’

         ‘I know that you used to be a policeman.’

         There was nothing he could say to that.

         ‘And that you fell out with the force and left.’

         Frølich still had nothing to say. It was interesting that this man had investigated his background. It wasn’t against the law. And if the guy had come to hire him for a job, it wasn’t at all strange either. The only thing that slightly rankled was the talk about police incompetence. As though the writer were suggesting a kind of common cause between them.

         ‘I’ve come here for a completely different reason though,’ Andersen said. ‘I’m working on a new book, about immigration – legal and illegal – especially the grey area between, and people smuggling.’

         The writer walked towards the open window. He looked out, as though the words he was searching for were to be found there.

         ‘People smuggling organised from departure countries and the networks across Europe and here in Norway. The book I’m working on is based on a number of cases.’

         He turned from the window and stared straight at Frølich. ‘It’s come to my ears that you’re searching for someone who figures in one of my cases.’

         ‘Is that so?’31

         ‘You visited a hotel in town, presented a photo and asked after this someone.’

         Sheyma is alive, Frølich thought. She is in Norway. Had he not had some practice in concealing his reactions, he might have got up and waltzed around the floor. Instead he concentrated on not smiling.

         Fredrik Andersen approached the desk, placed both hands on top, leaned forward and looked Frank in the eye.

         Frank met his gaze.

         ‘Let me put it like this,’ Fredrik Andersen said in great earnest. ‘The woman you’re looking for is very vulnerable. Both she and I would like to know why you’re asking after her.’

         She is here, in Norway, Frank thought. Aisha’s right. Her sister is alive and living here. Success. Bull’s eye, jackpot and eight score draws on the pools.

         He said: ‘I don’t talk about my assignments with strangers. I’m sure you understand.’

         ‘I wouldn’t have visited you unless this was important. This woman fears for her own safety.’

         ‘Can you expand?’

         Fredrik Andersen straightened up. ‘This is about the life of a vulnerable person,’ he said.

         Frølich waited for him to continue. He didn’t. Andersen just looked at him.

         ‘Then I suggest you try to convince me,’ Frølich said. ‘Tell me what threats you’re talking about, so that perhaps we can have a dialogue.’

         Andersen cleared his throat. ‘You’ll get twenty thousand kroner if you tell me who’s asked you to trace this person.’

         ‘Are you trying to bribe me?’

         ‘Did you hear what I said? We’re talking twenty thousand!’

         Frølich shook his head again.

         ‘What’s your price?’

         Frølich took a deep breath. ‘Try to digest the following: I don’t give the names of my employers whatever money you slap on the table. The answer’s no.’32

         ‘You don’t enter a hornet’s nest without an agenda,’ Andersen countered.

         ‘A hornet’s nest?’

         ‘The place you’re heading isn’t very welcoming. We’re talking about an unparalleled cynicism. About people smugglers, pimps and fortune hunters who make filthy lucre from the trials and tribulations of others. We’re talking about people who have had to drop whatever they’re holding to escape barrages of bombs. They’ve walked for mile after mile through war zones; some of them have bought a place on unseaworthy, overcrowded rafts to cross strips of water, knowing the chances of drowning are much greater than landing safely. Those who reach a western country are thrown out; they live in a kind of hiatus then try again. They live hand to mouth for year after year. Dante’s descent into hell is nothing compared with what some of these people go through or have gone through. But not even in Norway can they breathe freely. However, so far they’ve been able to content themselves with the fact that Norwegians are happy to observe what’s going on and only draw a conclusion when there are elections. For the moment Norwegian businesses haven’t entered this market in order to make money from other people’s suffering. The appearance of your profession in this cynical killing game would be unflattering in a book, Frølich.’

         Frank couldn’t repress a smile.

         ‘What’s so funny?’

         ‘Your version of reality. Isn’t business interested in the politics of asylum seeking? Norwegian refugee centres are private concerns and have been for years. The whole logistics of refugees and asylum seekers in Norway is a big money-spinner. You say you’re going to write a book about this. So you’re going to profit from these people’s suffering, too. Let me be honest with you: I have no agenda, other than to reassure a very anxious individual. I haven’t decided yet, but I doubt I’m going to demand a fee when this job’s done. It’s you who is the cynic here, not me.’

         Andersen continued to send Frank grave looks. ‘Perhaps you 33imagine you know what this is about,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Believe me, you have no idea. I’ve researched this shadowland for years. You imagine you have a perspective and control. You imagine the person who commissioned you is an honest soul. Even in that you’ve revealed your naivety.’

         ‘I represent someone whose desire to be reunited with the person you want to protect is sincere – transparently so. Why can’t we meet each other halfway? Show me your cards and I’ll show you mine. The result will probably be two happy people.’

         Andersen heaved a deep sigh and shook his head, desperate. ‘You may think this client of yours is open and sincere. You may not think this person has a hidden agenda. Unfortunately you’re showing all too clearly where you come from. At one time you might’ve considered yourself a good policeman. But on this pitch, in this game, you’re an amateur. You know nothing, Frølich.’

         ‘How come this woman’s identity is so secret if she’s going to be in your book?’

         ‘I anonymise all my cases.’

         Andersen picked up his shoulder bag from the floor, opened it and placed an envelope on the table. ‘Have you got a pen?’

         Frølich walked the swivel chair, and himself, back to the desk. Opened the top drawer and rooted for a pen. Considered making a witticism about writers who had nothing to write with, but thought better of it. In the drawer was a blue Bic. He tried it out on the margin of an old newspaper that lay on the desk.

         ‘Here you are.’

         Fredrik Andersen took the biro and scribbled something on the envelope. Then he made for the door, leaving the envelope where it was.

         ‘And what’s that?’ Frank asked.

         ‘An advance,’ Andersen said. ‘I’m hiring you to find out what your client’s actual agenda is. You’ll get double that when the job’s done.’

         With that he was gone.34
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         Frank looked down at the envelope. Picked it up. It had once been addressed to Fredrik Andersen. Under the address Andersen had written a telephone number.

         He opened the envelope. There was a little wad of blue notes inside.

         ‘Hey, wait.’

         He got up, crossed the floor and tore open the door. Fredrik Andersen was nowhere to be seen. Frank strode down the corridor, holding the envelope in his hand. The lift was on its way down. He broke into a run. And reached the bottom at the same time as the lift.

         A heavily made-up woman came out. Where was the writer? Outside, Storgata was packed with people. He stepped onto the pavement and looked in both directions. No Fredrik Andersen.

         He turned and took the steps up to the reception desk on the first floor. No writer there. He carried on up to the second. Walked back to the office and stopped inside the door.

         He opened the envelope and counted the notes. Twenty thousand kroner. That was the fee for a lot of hours’ work. It covered the rent for his home and office for quite a while. But he wasn’t going to take this man’s assignment. What sort of a person was he actually? Giving him money to conspire against his client? The whole thing was ridiculous.

         He took a deep breath and picked up his phone. Keyed in the number the writer had scribbled on the envelope. The phone rang four times before the voicemail kicked in.

         ‘Hi, this is Fredrik. I’m busy at the moment. Just leave a message and I’ll consider getting back to you.’

         The answer tone peeped.

         ‘This is Frølich. I’m not taking the assignment in this way. We don’t have an agreement. You can come back and collect the money.’

         Then he ended the call. Put the phone down on the desk. Stared at it. This wasn’t right. He shouldn’t be dependent on people calling back.35

         He raised his head and looked out. In the offices behind the glass wall on the opposite side of the street sat a line of successful young people in front of their screens, deep in concentration. They were links in some value chain. As for himself, he felt like an idiot. An angry idiot, but one who didn’t intend to let Fredrik Andersen get away with this easily. After all, Andersen was the person who knew where Aisha’s sister was. The smart move now would be to have another chat with the writer. He grabbed his phone and rang again. And once more reached Andersen’s voicemail.

         ‘You don’t need to come here to collect the money,’ he said. ‘I’ll go to yours. Now.’
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         The writer’s address was on the envelope. He stuffed the banknotes into his pocket, took the key of his Mini Cooper and left. The car was in Spektrum multi-storey car park in Christian Krohgs gate. In the streets the air was warm, a breath of summer. Two pencil-thin boys in hoodies and drop-crotch pants skated past. One performed a jump onto the pavement, rotated the skateboard and landed back on it. The second boy cheered and almost fell flat on his face.

         Frank had already begun to sweat, so he was happy to feel the cool air in the car park. From here it wasn’t far to Gamlebyen and up the mountainside to Holtet, an attractive area with fruit trees, birches wrapped in green veils of leaves, spiraea bushes and other bourgeois idylls along the picket fences.

         Fredrik Andersen lived in a west-facing detached house with a garden. The house didn’t have a view of the sea, though he could probably still bask in the long sunsets he’d get up here. It was a yellow building slightly set back from the road, typically functional – no doubt with a square living area, flat roof and small windows.

         He parked by the fence, walked through a low, wrought-iron gate and onto a tarmac path to a double garage and a set of steps leading up to a teak front door. He rang the bell. Heard some noise 36inside, but no one opened the door. He rang again. Walked back down the steps and looked up. He saw a curtain twitch on the floor above and the outline of someone backing away. He rang again. No reaction. Well, sooner or later the person would come out or someone else would go in. He decided to wait. Walked back to the gate, closed it behind him and got into his car.

         Time passed interminably slowly. Nothing happened around the house. But eventually a car did appear. A Toyota RAV4 with darkened windows. The car drove up at a crawl, braked by the entrance to Andersen’s house and stood idling for a long time.

         He watched the car in his side mirror, but resisted the desire to get out and ask what the problem was. He glanced over at the house. The same curtain twitched. As though the fluttering material was a sign, the car moved off, indicated right onto Solveien and disappeared.

         He made a note of the registration number and went back to his mobile and social media.

         Then the door opened.

         An elderly woman came out. She turned, rattled a bunch of keys, locked the door and carefully walked down the steps.

         Her grey hair was fastened in a bun at the back. She walked with a stoop and wore light-blue trousers and a grey jacket. Over her arm she carried a handbag.

         She made for the gate, opened it and walked out.

         Here, she turned back to the house. She waved to someone inside, turned and continued down the road, away from Frølich’s car.

         And who might she be? Frank wondered. A house help? Andersen’s grandmother or a tenant?

         He looked in the mirror at the figure toddling into the distance. Took a decision and got out of the car. He went after her.

         She shot a glance over her shoulder when she heard his footsteps.

         ‘Yes?’ she asked, and stopped. She had a body that age refused to straighten. Her pale face was wrinkled, and the eyes that met his were ones that had seen most things.37

         ‘My name’s Frølich,’ he said. ‘Frank Frølich. I was hoping to talk to Fredrik Andersen. I rang the bell.’

         She eyed him in silence.

         He nodded towards the house. ‘But no one answered the door.’

         ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I probably didn’t hear. That’s how it is with age. Getting old is a tragedy. One thing is you don’t hear so well. Fredrik won’t be home until late tonight. His days are busy.’

         Then she turned away from him and carried on.

         He walked back to the car. Got in. What should he do? Wait or do something more sensible?

         He chose to stay. After a long wait he could see in the side mirror that the car was on its way back. The same Toyota that stopped and waited with the engine idling. The minutes dragged by.

         Now he concentrated on the first-floor window. At last the curtain twitched. He could no longer control his curiosity. He opened the car door, got out and walked towards the Toyota, which revved up and drove off so suddenly that he had to jump to the side to avoid being knocked down. An instinct made him get in his own car and drive after it, onto Solveien, left onto Kongsveien, over the tramlines and straight on.

         Frank was doing 110 km/h without gaining any ground on the Toyota. It wasn’t much slower down Mount Ekeberg. The tyres screeched on the bends. He registered oncoming cyclists as shadows.

         What am I doing? he asked himself, and slowed down. He let the Toyota go.

         At that moment his phone rang. A number he didn’t recognise appeared on the display. He put the phone to his ear.

         ‘Hi, this is Guri. I was with you and Matilde at the refugee centre. Matilde asked me to call you.’

         ‘Hi, Guri,’ he said, and looked around. He was in Gamlebyen. He pulled into the kerb.

         She was wondering how things were going. Had he started his investigation?

         Yes, he had.38

         ‘Just wanted to know,’ she said. ‘Matilde said you wanted to talk to Aisha again. I’m not sure if that’ll be possible. The police came last night. They moved Aisha and some other women to the centre in Trandum – the prison, that is. It means she could be deported at any moment. We’re pretty desperate. The immigration police are bloody Nazis. They put her in a security cell without letting her talk to her solicitor. They claim she’s lying about her age and bluffing about her health. She only found out at five o’clock in the morning that her appeal against being rejected asylum had been turned down. One of the Nazi bastards told her. Her solicitor knows nothing. So she has no information about what rights she has. Then it was off to Trandum. Her solicitor has only been informed just now that she’s in a cell. If I wasn’t so angry, I’d be ashamed of my own country. We’re behaving almost worse than the regime she escaped from.’

         Frank didn’t know how to answer. He had heard similar stories before. However, the police were only the musicians in this concert; after all, they had a job to do, even if it was a shit one.

         ‘I’ve had confirmation that her sister is in Norway,’ he said.

         ‘What?’

         The joy in Guri’s voice immediately made him regret what he had said.

         ‘Tell me more,’ she shouted down the phone. ‘No, wait,’ she added. ‘Where are you?’

         He craned his neck. ‘In Oslo, by Ruinparken, in Konows gate.’

         ‘I’m outside Sentrum police station,’ she said. ‘In Hammersborggata. Shall we meet for a coffee?’
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         Twenty minutes later he found Guri at one of the tables in a café bar in Byporten. She was drinking from a cup that looked more like a soup bowl. Her blonde hair billowed becomingly around her face. She was not unlike Agnetha of Abba fame.

         He took a seat and told her the little information he had. He 39hadn’t got a lead from visiting Oslo’s hotels, but someone must have reacted and informed the central actors in this drama that he was looking for Sheyma – because a writer had come to his office and confirmed that Sheyma was alive, but in hiding.

         ‘It seems as though she has taken precautions so that she can’t be traced.’

         Guri put the cup down on the table. ‘What writer?’

         ‘You gave me this job. You have to let me do it. I can’t have any interference from my client. That’s not how this works.’

         ‘But this means everything to Aisha. We can contact the Foreign Office and tell them she really does have a sister in the country and that their rejection of a family reunion is based on false premises. It means she and her sister can be reunited.’

         ‘Give me a bit more time.’

         ‘But this is urgent. Aisha’s in Trandum Prison. She might be on her way out of the country now, at this very minute.’

         ‘You’ll have to get her solicitor to enter another appeal against the rejection or find some ploy. We need more time.’

         ‘That’s no good. She’s used up all the appeals.’

         They sat looking at each other in silence for a few seconds. Until he decided to ask what had been on his mind for the last twenty-four hours:

         ‘There’s something I’m wondering about, Guri. Why are you so committed to this woman?’

         Guri was clearly unsettled by this question. She lowered her gaze and fidgeted with her coffee cup on the table.

         No answer was forthcoming, and he suddenly felt embarrassed as well. ‘I mean, there are lots of people in distress,’ he said. ‘You work with so many people in this situation every day. I’m sure all of them have a tragic story behind them. Have you set up any other investigations?’

         ‘No.’

         He waited for her to carry on. She still seemed ill at ease. In the end she raised her head and met his gaze. ‘You saw her. You saw how unbelievably helpless Aisha is.’40

         She searched for more to say. But was apparently unable to find anything else.

         She was right, Frank thought. Aisha was incredibly helpless. But could that be the whole answer? He wasn’t convinced it was.

         ‘There’s so much at stake now,’ Guri said. ‘They’re on the point of kicking her out. If that happens, she’ll die. I know she will. I can feel it in my bones. And now we know her sister’s alive and living in Norway. The finishing line’s in sight. Don’t you understand what that means?’

         She gripped his forearm in her agitation. Then she looked down at her hand and let go.

         ‘Yes, I do,’ Frank said. ‘But Sheyma’s in hiding and doesn’t want to be found by anyone. I was following this up when you rang. Let me carry on with my work, let me finish the job.’

         ‘Surely you can tell me which writer told you about her? I’m just curious.’

         ‘His name’s Fredrik Andersen.’

         When she raised both eyebrows in enquiry they took on the form of outspread bird wings. ‘Who’s that?’

         ‘He writes books. That’s all I know.’

         Suddenly he had a sense that sitting and chatting here with Guri was wasting valuable time. ‘Now I’ll carry on from where I left off when you rang. You’ll be hearing from me.’

         He stood up. She followed suit.

         ‘Frank.’

         He turned towards her.

         ‘Thank you very much,’ she said, stood on the tips of her toes and gave him a hug. Then she headed in the direction of the railway lines.

         He stood watching her. A breath of fresh air, a blonde woman full of well-meant commitment and solidarity with her fellow creatures. Someone to cherish.

         As though she could feel the energy of these thoughts she turned right round, waved to him again and walked backwards for a few metres, smiling, then disappeared around the corner.41

         Frank thought about the meeting with Fredrik Andersen in his office. One thing at any rate was certain: Andersen was way off target with his conspiracies and Frank could feel nothing but irritation at not being able to get in touch with the guy to return the money.
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         He made his way back to his office. Logged onto the net and checked the registration number of the car he had seen outside Andersen’s house.

         The Toyota belonged to an ex-colleague: Bjørn Thyness.

         So the police were carrying out surveillance on Andersen. Or at least Thyness was. But why? He knew Bjørn a little. It wouldn’t hurt to ask. He had Bjørn’s number on his phone.

         He plugged his mobile in to charge and rang Thyness.

         ‘Hello.’

         ‘Frank Frølich here.’

         ‘Hi.’

         ‘I saw your car in Holtet a couple of hours ago.’

         ‘Oh, you did, did you?’

         ‘Did you see me?’

         Bjørn didn’t answer at once. And when he did it was in a measured tone.

         ‘What is it you actually want?’

         ‘You were outside the house of a guy called Fredrik Andersen. I was just wondering if you have a case on the go involving him. You see, Andersen’s part of one I’m working on.’

         He stopped there. Waited with his ear to the phone. But Bjørn didn’t answer. The phone was dead. Had he rung off?

         He called again. A message said the phone had been switched off.

         He sat back, thinking. Even when they had been working together Bjørn and he hadn’t been good friends. The fact was that he had once shared a bed with Gøril, Bjørn’s partner. It had been 42a passionate but extremely short relationship and had all happened a long time before Gøril and Bjørn got together.

         Nevertheless he wondered if that could be the reason for Bjørn’s dismissive attitude. Had the guy been walking around for years nourishing a sense of slighted manhood?

         There was no point speculating.

         Instead he took his phone and rang Andersen. Once again he went through to voicemail. He left a message:

         ‘Hi, Frølich here again. I’ve rung you several times now and I’ve been to your house, all without success. It’s important we talk. You can call me whenever.’

         17

         He sat for a while longer, pondering what to do. And concluded he would have to leave the writer in peace. Sooner or later Fredrik Andersen would come to his senses and contact him. He got to his feet, went to the window and peered out, bereft of ideas as to his next step. The phone on the desk rang. He shuffled over and picked it up.

         It was Matilde. She was excited. Guri had been talking to her. ‘I knew you’d crack it,’ she shouted down the phone. ‘I knew it!’

         ‘I haven’t cracked it yet,’ he answered and regretted telling Guri everything. Now the cat was out of the bag it would be hopeless trying to put it back in.

         Matilde asked where he was.

         ‘At the office.’

         ‘Have you got any time?’

         If there was one thing he had enough of, it was time.

         ‘I can be with you in ten minutes,’ she said. ‘In the T-bird. Would be good if you could meet me outside. It’s hard to find parking spots there.’

         After ringing off he stood deliberating. He had rung Andersen several times. He had been to his house. He had waited for ages without catching a glimpse of him. Aisha’s case was urgent, yes. 43But he wouldn’t get any further unless Andersen decided to call him.

         He went outside. He didn’t have to wait long on the pavement before the turquoise convertible floated up in front of a tram. The car stopped. The tram had to stop, too. The tram driver clearly wasn’t best pleased. She splayed a palm in desperation, tapped her forehead at him, then gestured with her arms to Frølich, as though he were sitting behind the wheel and could move the car. The tram driver hooted his horn.

         A man with a shaven head clambered out of the passenger seat. He was wearing a T-shirt and military fatigues.

         ‘This is Harry,’ Matilde said.

         Harry and Frank shook hands.

         The tram driver leaned on the horn. Matilde took no notice.

         ‘Harry’s got an appointment with his psychiatrist,’ she said. ‘Good luck,’ she said to Harry and squeezed his hand.

         Harry set off down Storgata.

         Frank got in and looked around at the rear seat.

         ‘Where’s the dog?’

         ‘At my mother’s. She’s helping me out.’

         She pushed the automatic gear lever and moved off. ‘Harry’s an Afghanistan war veteran,’ she said. ‘He freaked out, but I’m not sure if that happened over there or afterwards – him losing it, I mean. Harry and his comrades were in a column making for Meymaneh, and a vehicle in front of them was blown up by a landmine. Metal and rags and body parts rained down over them. It was his best friend. And Harry was jumpy enough before, sitting there with his machine gun, scouring the mountainsides for armed Taliban and ISIS loonies and God knows what. Then there’s a bang and he has bits of his best friend falling on his head, right. So that’s probably the reason, the shock, I think. But maybe he didn’t go properly crazy until he came home. They had moved his post box. Bit special. Nothing ever happens in the tiny village of Ise, does it. He was stationed in Afghanistan for years and years. And when he returned home everything was as it had been. The 44same woman with curlers in her hair looking out of the window and checking to see who came out of the shop, and the local paper dropping into his post box. He had his on a metal stand, like a lot of the neighbours. And the pole had always been on the right-hand side of the path, for him coming out, that is, past the bus stop. But then along came the Highways Agency and moved the post box to the other side of the road, by the actual bus stop. They did this so that the postwoman would be able to park without being run over by a juggernaut or suchlike as she put the post in the boxes. But Harry hadn’t realised that. The safety argument, I mean. He had been in Afghanistan and was suffering from PTSS. When he came home and had to search for the post box he lost it completely, mounted a pallet fork on his tractor, lifted all the post boxes and stands and tipped them in the river. All the bills and love letters and short lyrical poems, etc, floating downstream. That was when he started to attend therapy classes. What are you thinking about?’

         ‘I was thinking post should go into digital boxes,’ he said.

         ‘Harry wouldn’t have been able to destroy that,’ Matilde said. ‘He would’ve wrecked the computer instead.’

         They passed the bus terminal and she queued to go onto the E6 towards Bjørvika.

         ‘Where are we going?’ he asked.

         ‘Thought we could go to yours,’ Matilde said with a grin. ‘We’ll find something or other to do.’
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         It wasn’t yet morning when she shook him awake. ‘A bell’s ringing,’ she said. ‘And it won’t stop.’

         With that he realised what the annoying racket was and opened his eyes. She was right. The doorbell was ringing.

         Matilde wasn’t ready for this noise. She buried herself deeper under the duvet.

         He sat up. Swung his legs to the floor. Stood up. Teetered. 45Walked around the bed. No clothes. The bell rang again. Now whoever it was wasn’t taking their finger off the bell.

         He opened the bedroom door and stumbled through the sitting room to the intercom in the hall. ‘Hello?’

         ‘It’s me.’

         He recognised the voice. But hearing it confused him. Besides, he was thirsty. Strangely enough, his voice carried when he spoke.

         ‘What are you doing here?’

         ‘Let me in.’

         He pressed the intercom buzzer. Heard the front door open in the receiver. Hung up.

         He walked into the kitchen and drank two glasses of water in quick succession.

         ‘What’s going on?’ Matilde stood in the bedroom doorway with the duvet wrapped around her body. ‘Who was it?’

         He found his trousers and pulled them on. ‘Someone I know.’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘A cop.’

         A hollow thud told him that the lift door had closed. Seconds later the bell rang. Matilde backed into the bedroom and closed the door behind her.

         Frank looked around him in panic. An empty bottle of wine on the floor. He put it on the table. Went to the front door and opened it. ‘Apologies for the mess,’ he said. ‘But you woke me up.’

         He turned, found his T-shirt on the sofa. He pulled it over his head.

         Gunnarstranda bent down and picked up the wine bottle, read the label and placed it back on the table. ‘Fredrik Andersen,’ he stated sharply.

         ‘What about him?’

         ‘He’s dead.’

         ‘Dead?’

         ‘Come on, Frølich. If I say a man’s dead, he’s dead.’

         Frank slumped down onto the sofa.

         ‘Killed by an unknown perpetrator,’ Gunnarstranda said. He 46stood in the middle of the room with his hands buried in his coat pockets.

         Gunnarstranda turned to the closed bedroom door. ‘Late night?’

         Frank didn’t answer. He was thinking about Fredrik Andersen. Dead. That was definitely unreal.

         Gunnarstranda turned back. ‘Your car was seen outside his place yesterday afternoon. Now he’s been murdered and you have something to tell me.’

         Frank didn’t answer at once. He formed a mental image of Fredrik Andersen on the chair outside his office. The well-spoken Trondheimer with the shoulder bag and the tenacious commitment.

         As he tried to digest the tragic event he felt the smart of a growing annoyance. Andersen had sprung up from nowhere and into his office. The writer had known what Frølich had been doing. Now Gunnarstranda had come through the door and he knew what Frank had been doing. As though he were a chess piece being moved around, watched by an invisible audience.

         Gunnarstranda sat on the chair opposite the sofa. They sat eyeing each other. Frank noticed Gunnarstranda had given up on ties. The top button of his shirt was open. There were red patches on the skin around his Adam’s apple. It moved.

         ‘Something’s happened to your mug.’

         Involuntarily, Frank ran a hand over his chin. ‘Am I bleeding?’

         Gunnarstranda shook his head.

         Frølich twigged. ‘I shaved off my beard.’

         Gunnarstranda produced a wan smile. ‘So that’s what you look like.’

         He cleared his throat before Gunnarstranda could say any more: ‘I was there about an assignment. Andersen hired me for a job.’

         ‘What kind of job?’

         ‘Oath of confidentiality.’

         ‘Are you being funny?’

         ‘I earn my bread from this. I don’t joke about the source of my existence.’47

         ‘Frølich. The man was killed.’

         ‘How?’

         Gunnarstranda gave a wry smile. ‘Why was your car outside his house?’

         ‘He came to my office and told me he was working on a book. For some reason he thought I could help him with it and wanted to hire me.’

         ‘To do what?’

         ‘This assignment is between me and my client.’

         ‘This client’s dead.’

         ‘Then I’ll deal with his heirs.’

         Another wan smile from Gunnarstranda. ‘Andersen hires you to do a job and you decide to drive to his house and spy on him?’

         ‘I was waiting for him. Others were spying on him.’

         ‘And what do you mean by that?’

         ‘Bjørn Thyness. He had Andersen under surveillance. I went there because I had to turn down the job. I wanted to make that clear and return the advance he’d given me. That was why I was sitting in my car.’

         ‘Did he turn up?’

         ‘No. But I waited there from two till four. And I saw Thyness stop outside the house twice in that time.’

         Gunnarstranda was silent.

         ‘Has that given you food for thought?’

         Gunnarstranda shook his head. ‘Bjørn Thyness works in the immigration unit. What he or the immigration police were doing outside Fredrik Andersen’s house yesterday I have no idea, but I doubt it was surveillance of Andersen. I would’ve known.’

         ‘Immigration? When did he start there?’

         ‘Six months ago – maybe more like a year. I don’t remember. But you’re digressing. Did you try to contact Andersen in any other way?’

         ‘I rang him. But I got his voicemail. That happened every time I called. By the way, he’s written a book about the Sea Breeze. The fire on board the ferry.’48

         ‘I know. I’ve read it. Crap, if you ask me.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Conspiracy theories and a load of hot air about how incompetent the police are. Crap and always has been.’

         ‘Were you on the case at the time?’

         ‘I interviewed some survivors, yes. It was a massive job. It wore people down. It used all the resources we had for months. A hundred and fifty people died.’

         ‘What do you reckon? Was the case solved?’

         Gunnarstranda shook his head. ‘Don’t know.’

         ‘You don’t know?’

         ‘It’s possible. But the chief of police was a clown and the DPP never had any direct dealings with the work that was done. This happened half a lifetime ago, though, and I don’t give a shit about the case. You’re digressing again. You used to have a gun. A Heckler & Koch P30.’

         ‘Don’t have it anymore.’

         ‘What happened to it?’

         ‘I sold it.’

         ‘You did what?’

         ‘Relax. The guy who bought it had all the right papers.’

         ‘The guy? Why won’t you say his name?’

         ‘You didn’t ask. And I still can’t see what relevance it has to your case.’

         Gunnarstranda sat watching him without speaking.

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘Time for the question we’ve both been waiting for: Where were you between midnight and two o’clock last night?’

         Frølich smacked the table.

         ‘You were on the table?’

         He nodded.

         ‘What were you doing there?’

         ‘Would you believe me if I told you?’

         ‘Try me.’

         ‘I was pretending to be a lion tamer.’49

         Gunnarstranda got up and made for the door.

         Frølich watched him go. ‘Was Andersen shot?’

         Gunnarstranda turned. ‘Funny old situation we’ve ended up in,’ he said. ‘Don’t you think?’

         Frank nodded.

         Gunnarstranda gripped the handle and pulled the door open.

         ‘Let me put this the way they do in the films you like,’ he said. ‘Don’t leave town. The police will need to question you again. Many times.’

         Then he was gone. The door slammed behind him.

         He waited until he heard the lift start up. Only then did he struggle to his feet and go to the window.

         In the reflection he saw the bedroom door open. Matilde came out, without the duvet this time.

         ‘You’ll catch a cold,’ he said.

         She didn’t answer.

         Gunnarstranda appeared on the pavement in front of the block. Bald, lean and stooped. His coat tails flapped. He resembled a miserable bird of prey flapping its wings.

         ‘Who’s he?’

         ‘Someone I worked with for many years.’

         ‘What did you do?’

         ‘We caught crooks. Now he’s probably thinking I’m one of them.’

         ‘Does that matter?’

         He turned to her. It struck him that Guri would be upset when she heard what had happened. Aisha, too. The hopes that Guri had for her had probably gone with Andersen.

         ‘Not sure,’ Frank said. ‘This situation’s new for both of us.’

         19

         While Matilde was in the shower, he went online. The various websites presented the case in very similar ways. A man in his forties had been found dead in his home by the police and medics 50between two and three o’clock in the morning. A neighbour had heard some noise in the house and rung emergency services. Some news sites focused on a potential scandal about response times. The ambulance had arrived two hours after the neighbour rang. The man had been dead when the ambulance staff finally reached the place. The cause of death wasn’t given, but police assumed it was murder. So, he mused, Andersen must have been stabbed or shot. Gunnarstranda asking about his Heckler & Koch suggested shot. But if he had been, neighbours would surely have reacted to the sound, it wouldn’t have been just some noise in the house.

         Found in his home.

         There had only been one name under the doorbell. Did Fredrik Andersen live alone? The way the news was being reported suggested he did. But someone had been in the house while he was waiting in the car outside. An elderly woman had come out. Furthermore, someone else had remained inside. The woman had turned and waved to them. Who was she? And who had she waved to? Andersen? A partner or a guest?

         Matilde came out of the bathroom wearing jeans and a black bra. Water dripped from her hair onto his shoulder as she stood behind him, reading.

         ‘Is the dead man the one who knew about Aisha’s sister?’
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