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PROLOGUE




The Dakota resembled a food processor as it approached the landing strip at the local aerodrome outside Sandefjord. A retro Kitchen Aid which has in recent years regained its popularity, and is available in all the best outlets offering kitchenware. 

The plane had been chartered for the day for a conference of people in the construction industry. Along with the hire of the aircraft itself, the charter included the services of the captain, the co-pilot and whatever else was required. The participants in the conference were accommodated in a harbourside hotel nearby, and right now half of the members were on their way back from a merry junket to Fagernes – heavily sponsored by a tool manufacturer, the main feature of the event being a long boozy lunch. The delightful lady who ran the little hotel where they were staying had arranged both the flight and all the other excursions offered to the participants. According to the hearing that took place afterwards, as the aircraft came in to land, the conversation on board had principally turned to a discussion of this extremely shapely lady’s natural advantages.

Safely back on terra firma, the merry men and ladies poured out of the Dakota and fell greedily upon the ice-cold, dew-fresh wine set out on a table right beside the aircraft. The rough hands of manual labourers gripped bottles of ale. Loud conversation flowed. The main topic was the latest problems in the branch, but there was also much talk about that guy in the Norwegian Labour Inspection Authority, the fellow who had been allocated the thankless task of visiting private construction sites and asking Polish workers and casual labourers to produce their papers, confirm their place of residence, and show their work contracts. He was rather despised, but that came with the territory for some people employed by the state, with steady jobs.

The captain and the co-pilot remained sitting in the cockpit, chatting about the coming weekend and the co-pilot’s youngest son, who was about to sit his Law finals, while the last passengers slowly disembarked. When the last man had exited the aircraft, they did the rounds of the cabin, as always.

On the back row a man remained seated, his head leaning against the wall and a rug tucked in tightly round him, as though he were sleeping. The captain and the co-pilot probably thought the same, I imagine. This was a conference participant who had over-indulged and was now sleeping it off after an action-packed day. With a faint air of resignation, the captain approached, intending to wake him. He must certainly have sighed as he strode down the central aisle. The second before he leant over to give the man a friendly pat on the shoulder, it struck him that the man was strangely still. No sign either of deep breathing or loud snores, which one might expect in an awakening drunk. In fact, awakening was the last term that would spring to mind in connection with this passenger at this particular moment.

In his years in the service, the captain had experienced most things. He simply muttered: “Bloody hell!” For the man on the back row was indisputedly dead.

None of those who first entered the cabin, in semi-darkness, noticed the trail of blood that streamed from some spot behind the left ear of the dead man, forming a large pool on the seat and on the carpeted aisle of the Dakota. The blood was not noticed until an hour later, when Evert Karlsen, the police officer in charge, took a closer look at the deceased. An immediate connection was made between the death and the nail gun which was found lying under the seat of the dead man. That’s the way of things on a little aerodrome in late August, before the the frost sets its chilly grip on the Vestfold countryside, and when it’s impossible to imagine that anything horrible could ever take place here.








  
  
CHAPTER 1




A bowl containing green olives, and a bottle of Perrier, stood on the table in front of me. There wasn’t really wasn't really room for much more – that little round table was hardly intended for banquets. It was the kind of morning you only get in southerly climes: delightfully temperate, redolent of spices, but with the fierce heat of the day just lurking round the corner. I had set down my rather worn pocket book, and was amusing myself by people-watching the early birds, filled with the freshness of the air, as they strolled across the market place in Vence. 

It was my last morning in the South of France. For this time, at any rate. I had to leave the spice-laden air, the soft warmth, the stalls groaning under the heaps of vegetables, and return to the fresh summer air and the nearest discount store on Ankerholmen. I consoled myself with the thought that every place has its own charm, but I knew just the same that I was going to miss those French tomatoes.

It was not quite by chance that I found myself here, in one of the luxury and nostalgia-ridden holiday resorts favoured by the elite. Erik, my ex-husband, owns an apartment here. Since I have eventually managed to establish a good working relationship with him and his new wife, I was very pleased when he asked me if I’d like to borrow their apartment. Because, while sitting with your feet in the water on the beaches of Ankerholmen is all very well in its way, you don’t find much Côtes de Provence or snails in garlic there.

Yet something was different here this time, I noticed. That carefree vibe of former days was more subdued these days. The relaxed ambience that floated on the air, scented with lavender, and the big plaits of garlic in the streets, the cheerful laughter over lobster and champers in the pavement restaurants, had been replaced by a more serious mood. Now the talk was of bad times, unemployment. The refugee crisis, the cancelling of building projects for new apartments.

After enjoying basking in the morning sun for a while, I trotted off in the direction of the market, surrounded by pink tiles on every hand. Vence was a charming mediaeval town, and the centre of town was always cool, even when summer baked the earth all around and sometimes scorched the lavender out in the fields. The stone houses towered, occasionally revealing a square patch of bright blue sky high above me. The stone walls were only interrupted by spaces here and there containing a bar or a souvenir shop offering colourful Provencal material that fluttered about their entrance.

And then there were the restaurants. Masses of restaurants. During the day you could almost see the clouds of aroma floating out of the eateries, clashing on the street corners. In a flash of imagination I visualised Torstein and myself sitting over glasses of ice-cold sparkling rosé, as he gazed deep into my eyes. I took a deep breath full of longing, but I was startled out of my reverie when the phone in my bag rang. For a while Olivia had been in paradise. Studying the colourful market stalls out of the corner of my eye, I stuck my hand into my bag, fishing out the phone.

“Hi there,” said my brother Oskar down the phone. Or in Norway, in reality.

“Is that you?” We hardly ever rang each other when we were on our individual holidays. Suddenly a cloud fell over my inner reality. “Nothing’s happened, has it? Kasper and Felix are ok? And Dino, and you?”

“Calm down, we’re all fine. But don’t think I didn’t notice what order you mentioned us in,” my brother said acidly.

Something about his tone told me that something or other had indeed happened.

“What is it?”

“I thought you’d like to know,” he began, “but maybe you’re on your way to the playa for one last swim?”

“I’m on my way to the market. Thought I’d make a special brunch before I go to the airport. And by the way, it’s not called the playa here. That’s in Spain.”

“Whatever. Well, there’s something I need to tell you. You know who Birger Bergersen the building tycoon is, don’t you?”

“Didn’t he own the firm Ingrid from the Harbour Hotel’s husband invested a lot of money in? And lost the lot when Bergersen went bankrupt?”

“Ingrid, who sometimes works for Mona? I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah. He ran away leaving a whole trail of creditors behind him, I might add. Ingrid’s husband lost his shirt. A nasty man, they say, but what’s he been up to now?”

“He’s dead. His body was discovered on board the Dakota after a builders’ conference. Two days ago. I just didn’t want to say anything before, because I didn’t want to spoil your holiday.”

“Bergersen? On the Dakota? The veteran aircraft? Your veteran aircraft?”

“Well, not exactly mine, but the DC3 that’s kept here at Torp, yes. The one that can be chartered for flights with paying passengers every Wednesday and Sunday.”

“Was the turbulence too much for him?” I asked, not really all that curious.

“Not exactly. They found him sitting in a pool of his own blood. Back row, window seat. I saw him.”

“Oh?” I said, my curiosity now piqued.

“He was murdered,” Oskar said. He paused for dramatic effect. “Killed with a nail gun.”

“And why was it so important to tell me?”

“Because Dakota Norway, the club, you know, they want to talk to you. They want a competent detective on board to clear the case up quickly. They have doubts about the competence of the local police force.”

I stopped in front of one of the stalls selling vegetables, seeing my own face reflected in a pile of shiny mauve aubergines.

“So there you have it. I thought you’d be interested when I told you that,” Oskar said, sounding pleased with himself.








  
  
CHAPTER 2




Birger Bergersen the construction tycoon, lying in a pool of blood. Quite appropriate that he should be discovered aboard a Boeing, I thought. My mind buzzing with thoughts of vintage aircraft, construction tycoons and nail guns, I hurried home to the flat. Over the hilltop, past the school, the football pitch, the old folks’ home and ‘dog shit alley’ – the last being a favourite haunt of Vence’s dog owners. 

Safely back home in the apartment, I added seasoning to the pieces of fresh tuna I’d bought at the market. I spared a thought for threatened marine species, fishing methods and environ‐ mental conservation, meanwhile comforting myself with the thought that fresh tuna pieces were few and far between chez Henriksen. The pan fizzled with a blend of butter and good oil, the garlic lay minced and ready, drops of water glittered on the the big juicy tomatoes, and the cucumber oozed and squirted moisture when I began to slice it.The pan sizzled loudly as I placed the large lumps of tuna in it.

Oskar had been on duty that afternoon when Bergersen’s body was discovered, and happened to pass the Dakota and the excited builders who had been its passengers when the captain and the co-pilot disembarked from the aircraft.

The tuna, which had had a trace of blood on its spine, was getting to just the stage I liked, juicy and slightly browned. Reflectively I took a sip of the ice-cold rosé I was treating myself to as an accompaniment to the late lunch, the scent of garlic tickling my nose.

Oskar himself had claimed that even though there was no doubt that the Dakota was the oldest aircraft at Torp, it was the best maintained. The enthusiasts who took care of it held it a matter of honour to scrub and scour its motor and fuselage. The result was a gleaming Zeppelin of a plane, that passed over Oskar’s house twice a week, its engine purring with a soothing, evocative hum. Sometimes I even imagined it dipped its wings at me in a salute.

I spooned the tuna on to a plate along with small potatoes and a crispy fresh salad, and carried it out to the big terrace, the apartment’s best feature.

As I nibbled the tuna, pondering, and distractedly pressed a lemon over the tasty flesh, I thought about what Oskar had said. Dakota Norway had chosen me to have a closer look at the case. Hopefully because they thought I was competent, but also, possibly, because they knew Oskar.

The morning was already baking the awning above my head. The fabric gave a creak of protest at bearing the brunt of the sun’s assault. Some workmen started work on the building just across the street, using nail guns – Oh, the irony of Fate! They weren’t at it for long, but long enough for me to register one thing – in order to function, didn’t those nail guns require compressors? Those shirtless, sun-tanned workmen of whom I had a full view certainly had used them. Muscles looked their best under skin gleaming with sweat and Mediterranean sun, that was for sure. Ladies of a certain age were almost obliged to retire and take a cold dip on the pool.

I took a sip of my delicious chilled rosé, trying to order my thoughts. Rumour had it that Bergersen frequently enjoyed a glass or three. Everyone on Ankerholm knew that the good master builder had been done for drink driving. Fuller than the famous Big Dipper. He was found asleep behind the wheel, with the car’s bonnet smashed in against the first lamp-post just after the bridge to Nøtterøy.

Carefully I set my glass down on the table, put my feet up on the nearest terrace chair and watched the planes as they flew in to land at Nice airport. In the evening they were just shiny dots, you’d have sworn they were UFOs, until they suddenly and almost imperceptibly swung round and revealed the red and green lights that adorned them. I never tired of watching them, but in the bright sunlight they were all but invisible. I cast a glance at my watch and jumped abruptly to my feet. So abruptly that I felt the tuna drop to the tarmac, while the rosé rose to my head.

Having a final panicky clear up of the flat, and jumping on the lid of my suitcase helped a bit. Cheese, olives and a thick plait of garlic had been safely packed among my clothes, along with a charming quilted bed-cover in Toile de Jouy. As I pressed down the lid, my thoughts strayed to what awaited me back home. My tummy tingled with anticipation when I thought of all I was going to have to do, if I could only get this wretched suitcase closed. The last lock finally closed with a loud click. Almost reminiscent of a muffled shot from a nail gun.








  
  
CHAPTER 3




The plane dropped on to the runway at Torp. It felt like being on a seesaw from our childhood, rather than an SAS aeroplane equipped with the latest and most impressive technology. Not that I was complaining. I was as usual just happy to be back on the ground. I remained in my seat until the keenest passengers had piled out of the cabin before I stood up. At the foot of the landing steps stood a figure in uniform, looking up. 

“Great that you’re on duty,” I said to Oskar, giving him a hug.

“God, I was longing to get home.”

“Just had to come and meet you. Can’t offer you Mediterranean temperatures today, but yesterday we were melting.”

There was still a hint of warmth in the rather cool afternoon breeze that wafted over the asphalt of the runway. There was no sign of the sun, but it glimmered golden on the strip of woodland just over the way. The grass was scorched. I knew that back home on Ankerholmen the sea would still gleam in the sunshine of the days that lay ahead. Childishly, I was looking forward to flaunting the suntan I had acquired in the South of France; the beach down by the Sailing Club was the ideal venue for that kind of thing. It had to be done quickly, because in a few weeks’ time the grey tones of the rocks would once more perfectly mirror the colour of my skin.

“Have there been any developments in the case?”

“You mean Bergersen, the construction tycoon?”

“Yes,” I agreed as we followed everyone else towards the entrance.

“No, I haven’t heard anything new. The police claim they are throwing everything at it.”

“I can imagine. They’ll have to pull the whole lot of them in for questioning.”

“The rumour mill has started. I had a word with the head of the construction association, he came to collect some luggage that had gone astray.”

“Speaking of the association, how come Bergersen was on the trip? I thought he’d been declared bankrupt? Wouldn’t that mean he had to leave the association?”

“I gather the conference was not exclusively for master builders. According to the chap I spoke to, several people wanted Bergersen to be included. He’d started up a new company, and was fired with enthusiasm. They felt very sorry for him, so I’m told. He was apparently a likeable chap when you got to know him.”

“Right,” I said, hearing the rather obvious note of doubt in my voice. “Well, I hope someone’s told that to Ingrid. And his other creditors.”

“Probably not,” Oskar said quietly. “There was more sticky red stuff under his chair than at the tomato festival.”

“On Finnøy?” I asked, trying to keep a straight face.

“Finnøy? You’re so funny! No, I wasn’t thinking about politically correct festivals in this country, but the most politically incorrect festival one can imagine, in Spain, where they bathe in home-made ketchup.”

“How come you know all that stuff about the blood, anyway?”

“From Anders. The guy who captained the Dakota on that flight. He often comes in, we speak almost every day.”

I pulled my case off the baggage carousel. Seeing how heavy it was, Oskar took hold of it.

“Excess?” he asked in a brotherly fashion.

“No, it wasn’t, actually. Are you finished for the day now?”

“Yep, and since I’ve brought the Saab today, I thought I might transport my lady and her accoutrements home.

“That’s very kind of you. By the way, have you seen anything of Torstein?”

Torstein was on a trip to his cabin with his kids, in Southern Norway. In my heart, I’d half hoped he might be standing out by the Narvesen convenience kiosk, waiting for me. Along with all the friends and families of people who’d been away on holiday, work trips, au pair jobs in Australia, military service in Iraq, safaris in Africa – or whatever. There was great jubilation in many quarters over the joys of reunion.

“Yes, as a matter of fact. He asked me to give you his regards and said he’d ring you tonight. His son got tonsillitis while they were in the hut, so Torstein had to change his plans and fly back to Bergen with him.”

“Cabin,” I smiled. “They call it a cabin. It’s a Bergen thing.”

“Whatever,” Oskar snapped, annoyed at the interruption. “In case you were wondering, apparently Torsten’s phone is on the blink, too, so he hasn’t been able to contact you. They’d had an awful downpour down there, and he’d left the phone out on a garden table. But he managed to get hold of me at check-in this morning on his way to Bergen. The lad did look a bit under the weather, but apparently he was much better than he had been.”

“Oh, goodness, poor lad, I hope he’ll be better soon,” I replied, feeling rather concerned for Torstein’s son, whom I’d met a couple of times. Fredrik was a pleasant, sweet-natured lad of fifteen, so a bit younger than my own sons, but straightforward and confident, a boy who looked you straight in the eye. Presumably the ideal stepson, should one aspire to acquiring such a one. There were times when I did.

“I just need to pop in here,” I said, heading for the little tax-free shop.

“I’ll wait for you. Here, let me take your bag.”

Oskar took up position by the nearest pillar while I collected two bottles of wine, some scent I’d been wanting, anti-wrinkle cream and a bar of chocolate. Everything I needed to keep the wheels of my life turning.

“We need to make one more stop before we go home,” Oskar said mysteriously when I came out of the shop.

“Where?” I asked. Although Torp was an airport where at times there was lot going on, I didn’t really fancy spending my leisure time there.

“It’s not a sale of Yves Saint Laurent here at the duty-free. It’s something much more exciting. No, you have an appointment with the Dakota Club. After all, you’ve accepted a contract from them.”

“But ...” I ventured mildly.

“But me no buts. You wait there, I’ll fetch the car.” Before I could utter another syllable, my beloved brother rushed out of the revolving door and sped off in the direction of the staff car park. I took up my position in front of the terminal building, arranged my duty-free bags with as little embarrassing clinking as possible and turned so as to enjoy the warmth of the sun caressing my face. The air smelled of Norwegian forest, along with diesel exhaust fumes and a trace of aviation fuel. In other words, a perfectly ordinary day at a perfectly ordinary Norwegian aerodrome on a miniature scale.

“It was Anders, the captain of the Dakota, who asked me to approach you, because he captained the flight that day.” Oskar opened the boot and threw my case in. I placed my shopping bags on the back seat of the Saab with a little more care. “He is very impressed by my sister the private detective, and we have an appointment in five minutes.”

“Why me? Why don’t they just leave it to the police?”

Oskar buckled his seat belt. “Well, he knows me pretty well, and of course I’ve praised you to the skies. He remembers you, too, he’s met you a few times at summer parties out here.”

“Not that I remember.”

“Well, don’t tell him that. You’ll remember him the moment you see him.”

“No doubt,” I said, ransacking my memories of the more recent summer parties at Torp. There’d been quite a few of them. “Whatever. I think there’s a kind of general lack of confidence in the competence of the police, and Evert Karlsen in particular. Anders felt the Club needed the services of a private detective.”

“People are often wrong about Evert,” I said, with a sharp glance at Oskar.

“He can come over as rather ... under-qualified?” Turning the key on the dashboard, he indicated that he was exiting the short stay parking space.

“Perhaps that’s why people find it so easy to confide in him, too,” I reflected. “But they don’t need to be sceptical. Maybe Evert doesn’t appear to be the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he has the keenest edge in the world at times.”

I spoke from experience. When Evert lumbered over clumsily to me the first time ever I saw him, wearing the world’s most gruesome striped sweater, its shoulders snowy with dandruff, I had put him down on my list of government employees who owe their jobs to seniority rather than brilliance. I’d had to revise that view on numerous occasions.

“Well, anyway, many people think the investigation is being conducted in an unprofessional manner. And a lot of people in the Club feel they need an extra detective.”

“I still don’t quite understand why they want to conduct their own investigation. They can just contain their souls in patience,” I said, stifling a yawn. Airtravel after a tuna brunch and a panic-stricken clear-up after a holiday took their toll on mature ladies.

“They’re thinking of their reputation. They want to finish the season as well as possible, running fully-booked flights. They’re afraid this will ruin things for them.”

“Can’t they turn it round, accentuate the positive, offer murder tours next year?”

“Would you book a tour like that?” Oskar asked, staring at me in disbelief, and then glancing into the Dakota’s hangar.

I’d meant it as a joke, but when I thought about it, the idea didn’t seem so off the wall.

“It would be so crazy that I’d certainly go for it. And I bet you would, too, and Mona, Keith, Ulla, Torstein …”

“Ok, ok,” Oskar grinned.

“Great. But I hope this isn’t going to take too long, because I’m a bit bushed. My curiosity needs a little rest.”

“Oh, you’re tough, you can take it,” said Oskar, braking. Sometimes it dawned on me just why Oskar was still single.

Despite his charm and good looks, he was as stubborn as a mule. And he also had his quirks. I felt like sitting down at my desk at home on Ankerholmen, checking my messages and possible contracts, then flinging myself into a comfortable armchair with a cup of tea after a strenuous afternoon. But I’d also always wanted to have a closer look at the fine old veteran aircraft. And I wanted the contract, of course I did. Hopefully, the cup of tea would still be there, and the potential new clients would wait a little longer for an answer. I had no time for further reflection, as we stopped just by the door of the Dakota Club.

“Anders promised to be here now,” Oskar said.

“Is he fifty?” I asked, humming a little tune as Oskar referred to a well known children's song.

“You’re so funny.” Oskar rolled his eyes. “He’s retired. Retired SAS pilot. Most of the Dakota fans here are former pilots. Some served with the defence forces.”

Together we made our way slowly over to the bulky yet elegant bird. It stood parked in front of the hangar, resting lightly on its tail, its nose in the air. It might have had an air of arrogance, had it not possessed the grace of an era when women tip-toed about in pencil skirts and silk stockings with seams, and all the men smoked incessantly and looked like Humphrey Bogart. Well, for the most part, anyway. Nothing from that era seems very dangerous, I thought, as I totally ignored the thought of kids charging about in cars without seatbelts, smoking with mouthpieces, the World War in which the Dakota might well have played a part.

The runway lay deserted. Along its verges, the grass was yellow and withered. A few swallows swooped playfully over the roof of the hangar, and a faint breeze was blowing. As I studied the runway, looking at the tumbleweed and its accompanying dust cloud, my vision was spoiled by the appearance of a familiar figure. Alas.

“Hello there!”

“Hi,” I replied, more subdued that I had intended, because I had not really thought that I was very likely to run into him here.

“Well, if it isn’t the private detective herself!” said Evert, the senior police officer, jovially, striding over towards us with his hand outstretched. He seized my hand forcefully and shook it vigorously up and down. The spongey texture of his flesh that I had noticed the first time we met had gone. “No need to ask what brings you here?”

“You remember Oskar?” I said simply, half turning towards my brother. I registered that he was sending me a warning glance, which no doubt meant something like “Watch your mouth.”

“Of course, of course ... it’s a few months since we met, but I certainly remember Oskar, oh, yes, indeed.” Evert shook Oskar’s hand as heartily as he had shaken mine. Oskar went over to speak to an aircraft mechanic he probably knew, and Evert turned back to me.

“How did you find out about this, may I ask?”

“Well, from ... from Oskar,” I admitted diffidently, unsure whether this was the right thing to say or not. “He works here, you know.”

“Yes, yes, that’s right. So you came out of curiosity?”

“You know what I’m like. Besides, I know Anders, who captained this flight. We just wanted to make sure he was alright. It must have been a shock,” I said quickly, feeling rather proud of myself.

“Right. Yes, well, something’s certainly gone on here, that’s for sure,” said Evert, suddenly the consummate professional again. “But just to be clear, I’m not going to be telling you anything today. We’ve blocked the area off, so don’t cross the tape, please. Even though the technicians have finished, there can still be things. We are keeping the area clear of intruders as long as we can.” he said, scrutinising me intently. “Been on holiday? You look so well, so tanned.”

“Just a little trip to the South of France. Only a week, but it was lovely down there.”

“Officer Krohn will be pleased to see you looking so well and attractive, when he finally gets back from his cabin trip or whatever he’s been up to.”

I chose to ignore this somewhat male Chauvinist observation about looking attractive. Evert would hardly have said that to a man, would he?

“Yes, he’s on holiday with his youngsters. He has them for half the holidays.”

“People ought to stay married,” muttered Evert. I chose to ignore that remark, too. “I could use hin here now, what with this new case, but of course you can’t foresee every eventuality. You can certainly say that about this death.”

“Yes. If I know him, he’s panting to get back to work.”

“You have a point there,” said Evert slowly, still studying me.

“By the way, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you. It never seems to be the right moment to broach the subject. I may as well mention it now.”

“Oh?” I said. Half curious, half scared, but above all on my guard.

“It’s about Torstein. And you.” Evert stared down at the tarmac, looking as uncomfortable as a duck perched on a telephone wire. “The thing is, people are beginning to talk.”

“Yes, I guessed as much,” I said, with a sinking feeling in my gut. “So what are they saying?”

“Well, unfortunately some people are beginning to question Torstein’s competence. How much does he tell you? Does he help you in your work? Stuff like that... I don’t think it’s very easy for Torstein to deal with it.”

I didn’t know what to say. Of course I was aware that there was speculation among Torstein’s colleagues, but I hadn’t really known that we were the subject of gossip. Nor had Torstein ever told me that he was bothered by it. Not very much, anyway. I ought to have understood, and Torstein ought to have said something, I saw that now, because in a small police station rumours spread as fast as head lice in a kindergarten.

“I’ve been asking myself how we should deal with it,” Evert went on. “And the truth is, I really don’t know. Because I know you, and I have full confidence in you. I’ve tried to refute the rumours as best I could, but of course I don’t catch everything people say, you know.”

“No, I quite understand, and thank you for your efforts ... and for telling me.”

Evert sighed and drew his hand over his sparse hair. “I just wanted you to be aware of it. Either it’ll resolve itself, or we’ll have to take steps. In the long run.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“Take it easy, I dare say it will all sort itself out.” His mobile rang. “Sorry”, he said, picking up the phone with an apologetic smile. He stepped away and mumbled into the phone briefly, then turned to face me again. “I’m sorry, Olivia, but duty calls. Please don’t cross the barrier.”

Before I could say so much as “See you,” Evert was behind the wheel of the police car. So therefore I was no wiser about what he might be planning to do “in the long run...”

Nor was I sure I really wanted to hear it.








  
  
CHAPTER 4




Luckily, I soon had something else to think about, because a man I could not remember ever having seen before walked out of the hangar. He stood squinting in the sunlight, and he was the kind of person who automatically attracts the eye. Mine too. He was not tall, but he emanated a kind of radiance. Not a halo, of course, but a kind of glow. I would bet my tax-free allowance that this shining man had an everyday name like Anders. 

I leaned against the steps up to the aircraft and looked about for Oskar.

They weren’t the kind of steps they normally wheel out, but the sort that are attached to the plane itself and hang from the fuselage like a frog’s tongue. A sort of bed-ladder with no handrail, you had to hold on to the steps as you climbed them. Luckily, they weren’t too high, and back in the 30s that was probably as much as health and safety required, I thought, watching my brother go over to meet Anders.

“How’s today gone?” I heard him ask.

“Fine, quiet and calm. I’m doing a bit of clearing up on the outside. No flying so long as the police are pursuing their investigation,” said Anders, looking at me as they approached. “This must be your beautiful sister?” he asked, grasping my hand. Gallant, urbane, confident, almost on autopilot. I thought. His former career must have fit him like a glove.

I allowed my hand to rest in his grip, and he looked me in the eye as he held it just a second longer than strictly necessary. Swallowing, I had a sudden vision of British pilots from the Second World War. Handsome British flyers in smart uniforms with heavy forelocks, well-trained bodies and burning eyes.

“Yes, this is Olivia,” Oskar said, a little uncomfortable as so often when anyone flirted openly with me. I smiled secretly.

“Oskar tells me you’re a private detective, it’s great to have you on board,” said Anders.

“What do the letters stand for?” I asked, with unfeigned interest.

“What?” asked Anders, genuinely confused.

“The letters LN-WND?”

“Oh, our identification letters?” He laughed. “Well, the LN is for Norway, the W is for Warbirds, the N for Norway again, and the D for Dakota.”

“So the aircraft flew during the War?”

“Correct. It was built as a troop transporter. We purchased it from the Finns early in the 1990s.”

I looked down at him, for he was a small-boned, lithe man. Perhaps that was the reason he took a step backwards and placed his foot on the bottom step. He reached up and fiddled with something or other on the floor of the cabin just inside the door, stretching the police tape a little. Suddenly I was looking at him face to face, which was much pleasanter.

“Yes, that’s right. I heard you’ve had a death on board?”

Anders drew a large hand over his chin, looking somewhat puzzled. “These builders chartered the aircraft for the day. I flew them up to Leirin and back in two groups, because there were more than thirty-five of them altogether. It was when we landed here for the second time that the chap was discovered.”

“Leirin?”

“Oh, sorry, Fagernes. But it was no run-of-the-mill pleasure flight, because there was something off about it all the way.”

“How do you mean?” I asked, with a stab of curiosity.

Anders studied the flag painted on the tail of the aircraft. I could sense that he was weighing his words. “I often notice people’s mood when they come on board. After all, compared to a modern aircraft, this is small and cramped, the atmosphere is intimate.”

“Did you notice anything out of the ordinary?”

“Yes, the fellow who died, Bergersen, he was puffing and panting like a grampus when he boarded. I asked him if he was feeling OK, but he dismissed my enquiry, saying he was just tired and worn out. And I also thought he was in poor shape. We don’t want anything untoward occurring whilst we’re in the air,” said Anders, and suddenly realised what he had just said.

“Well, it did, didn’t it, but ...”

“Did anyone else speak to him? That you noticed?”

“No-one else asked him how he was feeling, no. But a couple of the other participants said something but I didn’t catch what they said. I think it was something about him having eaten something that didn’t agree with him. If I’d only known what was going to happen to him. But I did notice that he withdrew when they spoke to him, blocking the aisle. That was when he got annoyed and went and chose the seat on the back row. The aircraft only has nineteen seats, and the cabin is rather unusual in that the entry is half way down the fuselage.”

“Would you recognise the people who made remarks about him?”

“Maybe. Not sure.”

“But the trip itself went well?”

“Brilliantly. Excellent flying weather, and the atmosphere among the guests improved. But when we landed, we found ...” Anders waved his hand, almost as though trying to brush something away.

“It must have been a shock.”

“Well, yes, quite horrible. Unfortunately, I’ve found dead people on my routes before. I flew long distance for SAS for 25 years, so I’ve seen quite a lot, but this ... I’ve never experienced a murder, and then there was all that blood that the police eventually discovered.”

“If he was shot, that was only to be expected, perhaps? The blood, I mean.”

“No, but I’d heard he was in poor health, taking a lot of medicine. That could have meant that he bled more profusely. Blood-thinners, probably.”

“There’ll be a postmortem?”

“Yes, and I bet they’ll find a ninety millimetre nail in the guy’s head.”

“Ninety millimetre?”

“That’s according to the guy who deals in tools. The Master builder arranged the whole excursion. I actually saw the nail protruding from his skull, behind his ear, almost in his neck. It looked almost as if he had a ... peg sticking out of his head. The tools-dealer took it very hard, poor guy. I think in some strange way he felt guilty. Because a nail gun was involved.”

“But what was the nail gun doing there in the first place?”

“When they were on the ground, on Fagernes, he’d demonstrated it for all his clients. Afterwards they just chucked all the stuff in the tail storage area of the plane, accessible to anyone.”

“But ... is there no kind of safety check, then?”

Anders looked at me rather patronisingly. “Safety checks? No. You know what, that’s not really our style. Here we create a good atmosphere and promote confidence. Safety checks would ruin everything.”

“Right ...”

“We assess our clients. We’ve never had a problem.”

Anders smiled at me apologetically, a beautiful, charming smile. I might add. I might have allowed his charm to affect me more had it not been for my own police officer and the broad gold ring Anders wore on his right hand. The kind that was popular in the late 70s.

“This time, we knew a few of the passengers. The co-pilot had travelled round the world with one of the people on the trip in his youth, for example. You should probably have spoken to him, but it’s impossible right now.”

“Would you know where I can get hold of him later?”

“I can give you his phone number, but it could be difficult to get hold of him over the next few days. After the police interviewed him he went back to work. Flying return to Johannesburg.”

“Wow. That’ll take a while.”

“Over twenty-two hours one way, you know. He’s one of the lucky ones.”

“Sounds pretty exhausting to me, but I expect he’ll be well paid for his efforts.”

“Oh, yes, even though the golden age in the branch is over. He works for Lufthansa, and they’re a great company to work for. Everyone’s aspiration. He’s in the Club but it’s not often he gets the time to go up.”

“When is he expected back, do you know?”

“In a few days’ time, I think. But I spoke to him before he left. Asked him whether he’d seen or noticed anything untoward.”

“And had he?”

“No, apart from what I said to you – the atmosphere was pretty heavy when they were at Fagernes.”

“Would you tell him I’d like to speak to him, if you see him before I do.”

“Will do. The police must have ruled him out as a suspect, since they allowed him to leave. We were in contact with the control tower during the flight, and that, along with the log, will confirm that we never left the cockpit. They’ve promised to keep us in the loop when the postmortem report is completed. Since the guy died on on board. That’ll probably be in a day or two. But I don’t think there’s much doubt about it.”

“No,” I was thinking aloud. “It can hardly have been suicide.”

Anders stood still, and I saw he was shuddering. “Would you have the courage to kill yourself with a nail gun? Good God!”

I shuddered too, and decided to lighten the mood. “It can hardly have been the way you were flying that killed him? Or that set off the nail gun?”

Anders laughed. “No, we’re more like a Rolls Royce in a world of Lamborghinis. Flying with us, you’d be more likely to die of a surfeit of comfort.”

“What you said about the atmosphere on board seems to suggest he wasn’t the most popular person? Not with everyone, anyway,” I said.

I was thinking about how he’d behaved when he let Ingrid’s husband down. It was claimed that he’d been arrogant and had displayed a marked lack of empathy. Mona had suggested Ingrid ought to buy one of those voodoo dolls, wrap it up in the contract with Bergersen and stick a whole pinbox full of pins into it. Fortunately, Ingrid had contented herself with chopping the onions for the Harbour Hotel’s famous mushroom soup extra fine.

“No, but then who is universally popular?” Anders said. “I heard that various things happened in connection with his bankruptcy. You do know he went bankrupt?”

“Oh, yes. I know one of his victims,” I said vaguely.

“Right. Well, I don’t know how he or she felt about it, but someone whispered in my ear that he abandoned a half-finished construction project three weeks before Christmas. Not a way to win the Humanitarian of the Year award.”

“No, I dare say not.”

“It was as though the others were going out of their way to avoid him. I felt rather irritated on his behalf, but he was a grown man, and he didn’t say anything himself.”

“You mean he was sent to Coventry? The sort of thing school kids do?”

“Oh, not just school kids. It’s effective, and it still goes on in workplaces and in society at large, and it pisses me off. Being sent to Coventry is one of the worst things you can experience,” Anders said, his feelings carefully controlled. He struck me as the born pilot, utterly calm, but quick-witted.

“Yes, but those are the cases you usually read about.”

“Yes, well,” Anders shrugged. “People can be very nasty.”

“You’re right there,” I said.

At the same time I sent a thought to Bergersen. I wouldn’t say it was affectionate, but it was sympathetic. Whether he had been conscious or unconscious when he met his death, perhaps the back row of a veteran aircraft was hardly the place you’d choose for your grand exit from this vale of tears. But when I caught Anders gazing at the fuselage, I thought that, for an enthusiast like Bergersen, that really might be heaven. After all, you were half way to your ultimate destination. For some people, that would be important. I regarded the aircraft, too. It reminded me a little of a lumbering heavy-arsed goose, but I didn’t dare to express that thought aloud.

Anders turned to face me. “But I’m beating about the bush,” he said, smiling. “I’ve already asked Oskar, and he praises you to the skies, so now I’m asking you straight out: Will you find our murderer for us?”

“Of course I will. Or I’ll give it my best shot, anyway,” I replied, with a feeling of relief. This contract would mean a steady income for a while.

“On condition you work with the utmost discretion, and don’t reveal the identity of those who gave you the contract,” Anders continued, after seizing my hand and thanking me. “We, the members of the Club, don’t want the police to learn that we’re conducting our own independent investigation. It would threaten the good relations we have with the police force.”

“I quite understand, and that’s fine by me,” I said quickly.

“Discretion is my middle name.” Well, maybe I was exaggerating a little, or a whole biscuit, but what wouldn’t you do to get your paws on an exciting commission? I could already feel my whiskers twitching in the direction of the Dakota.

“Try and find out what really happened. And who did it. And as soon as possible, because it could really impact our business.”

“What have the police said about their progress?”

“They say they’re working on it ...” Anders snorted. “Evert Karlsen blames understaffing, and then they’ve got to wait for the results of the autopsy, and I don’t know what all. And they’re also waiting for some officer or other to get back from leave.”

“I’ll get going right away,” I assured him, well aware of the identity of the officer who was due back from leave. I felt a pang of sympathy for Evert, and for Torstein most of all.

“Would you like a look inside her cabin?”

“Oh, I would, but is that possible?”

“Well, not strictly speaking. We love showing her off, but I promised officer Karlsen we’d wait until all the investigations had been concluded. The police have blocked off the cabin. But...” he paused, reflecting, “I’ve got pretty reliable information that they’ve finished for today. If you promise to watch where you put your hands and feet, and keep mum about it afterwards.”

“But of course,” I replied eagerly.

Oskar stood at my side, arms crossed over his breast. When he heard what I said he raised his eyebrows a little, at the same time smiling reassuringly at Anders. So I should jolly well hope, otherwise I’d have given him the rounds of the kitchen!

“Come on, then, it can’t do any harm at this stage of the game,” Anders said, beckoning me over. He glanced quickly round. “But just you – and not a dicky-bird to anyone else!”

“My mouth is sealed as a cell on Alcatraz,” I said, before I thought what an artificial far-fetched comparison that was. Even if it was true. “When it was a prison,” I added quickly.

Anders lifted up the tape at the bottom of the steps so I could creep under it. I was reminded of limbo. Of all things. Not very popular with people of my advanced years as it involved too much twisting and turning and ducking amnd diving under sticks.

Anders continued chatting as we climbed the few steps. On the top step, he turned to me. “And what I can also give you is the passenger list.” He thrust some curled up papers at me.

“Here. There’s a telephone number here for Karl Holthe, the co-pilot, as well. The list covers both the trips, and I’ve made a note of the seating on the return trip. What I could remember, and where people were sitting at departure. Afterwards they moved about freely, so I’ve no record of their movements. These lists are probably classified too, and no doubt the police wouldn’t like it, but you’re working for us now, and we have an agreement. I trust you.”

“Thank you,” I said, and elegantly obliterated from my mind’s eye the image of Evert Karlsen’s face if he had known that I had the lists and was inside the aircraft before he had given clearance. “And nobody who wasn’t part of the expedition or who had nothing to do with it could have sneaked in just after the landing? Someone who’d been on the first trip. for example?”

“No, I think that’s highly improbable, virtually impossible. The ground crew stand ready when we land, and they hook up the steps. People are kept at a distance, because propellers are not something to mess about with.”

“And someone opens the door from the inside too? Like in a modern plane?”

“Oh, yes, but it can be opened from the outside, as well, if necessary. We usually have a guide with us, and that task falls within his job description. He keeps a check and always looks out for the passengers too, if someone is anxious or needs something. And he also looks after the door. Nobody is allowed to disembark before everything is ready, and nobody is allowed to board. It’s never happened so far.”

“You’re the expert,” I said. following him.

Anders ran his hand lovingly over the rivets beside the door before entering. The bright, spotlessly shining fuselage gleamed in the afternoon sun. No marks, no nervous sweaty finger prints there, nothing.

“Now you’ll see – Oh, watch your head!” Anders said as he dived inside the bright bird.

“All under control,” I said, pressing through the door.

I entered a cabin that was unlike that of any modern plane I had ever seen. And I’d seen all kinds of planes, from the luxury models where you were served champers and and entrees in first class and could stretch out on wide leather seats, to simple old flying crates with narrow, stained seats where the highlight of the flight was the serving of tepid hotdogs.

“We take good care of her,” Anders said with pride. “But let me get a light on the scene.”

Anders and I moved towards the cockpit. It was slightly uphill, for the aircraft was resting on her tail. He fetched a couple of extra lamps. Inspecting my surroundings, I noted that the plane was as clean as a kitchen awaiting inspection from the Food Authority, and it smelled clean, too. The air smelled of detergent with a hint of oil and a trace of old blood. The seats were virtually antique, the blue canvas as spotless as the rest, head-rests in grey skai, seatbelts lying draped over the seats like ancient cats’ tails. The carpet was actually blood red – very appropriate – and someone had taken the trouble to hang curtains in front of every single little window. Nothing was out of place. Well, so I thought until something caught my eye, on the back row. Anders followed my gaze.
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