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A phone call from the past. ‘Cecilie speaking,’ she said, and when I didn’t react, she added: ‘Cecilie Strand.’ 


‘Cecilie! Been a long time. How are you?’ 


‘Could be worse.’ 


‘Are you still in social services?’ 


‘Some of us are still hanging in there, yes.’ 


‘Must be at least ten years since we last saw each other, isn’t it?’ 


‘Yes, I crossed the mountains. Went to Oslo five years ago. Summer of 1990.’ 


‘You’re not ringing from Oslo now then?’ 


‘No, I’m in Bergen. Visiting my old mum in Munkebotn. Don’t know if you remember her?’ 


‘No, I …’ 


‘Well, that’s not so strange, but … I’ve got something important I need to talk to you about.’ 


‘OK.’ 


‘If you’ve got time.’ 


‘Time is what I have most of, as I usually say.’ 


‘Could we meet?’ 


‘Of course. Any suggestions where?’ 


‘What about in Fjellveien?’ 


I looked out of the window. The rain this morning had not exactly been a foretaste of autumn. Now the September sun was drifting like liquid honey over the town. Mount Fløien looked green and inviting, with Fjellveien as the equator and not a storm warning in sight. ‘Whereabouts?’ 


‘Shall we just see where we bump into each other? I’ll be leaving here in under half an hour.’ 



I checked my watch. ‘Great. Let’s do that then.’ 


Five minutes later I had put the answerphone on, locked the office door and set off. I crossed the Fish Market, passed the Meat Bazar at the bottom of Vetrlidsallmeningen and took the steps up towards the district of Skansen and the old, white fire station there. The first yellow leaves had appeared, but there were not many of them yet; green leaves still dominated. From the nursery in Skansen Park came the excited shouts of children banging mud cakes out of their plastic buckets. The last pair of magpies of the summer screeched shrilly from a chestnut tree still bearing its fruit. Finally, I cut up the tiny side street to Hesten and found myself in Fjellveien, where we had arranged to meet. 


Fjellveien was Bergen’s number one street for promenading. Generations upon generations of people had taken their Sunday walks up there, enjoyed the view over their beloved town, pointed to the house where they lived and said, as if confiding a state secret: ‘That’s where we live.’ Hesten [The Horse] is the local name for the sign reading Husk at hesten trenger kvile [Remember the horse needs rest] which had been erected next to the drinking fountain, where there had once been a water trough, on the occasion of the Fjellveien centenary celebrations. 


I started walking. A male pensioner with knee breeches, an anorak and a spring in his stride was on his way up to the mountains. A school class was jogging past the forester’s house with a sporty PE teacher at their head. The young children bobbed towards me, a slow wave-like motion, like the ripples on the sea of life they still were, a comfortable distance from the height of the storms even now. I moved to the side as they passed, not to be dragged into a futile dream of youth, into yearnings for long past lap times and the smell of perfumed T-shirts. 


I looked at the clock on Mon Plaisir, the old temple-shaped summer house that backs onto Fjellveien and faces the sea. She should have been here by now. There was only the last bit of Fjellveien to go, by Wilhelmineborg and Christineborg, names that conjured up a time when every man was free to chisel his wife’s name into the landscape, if he could afford to. Here Sandviksfjell’s steep slopes rose to the arrow on top of the mountain telling you which direction the wind was coming from, if your eyes were sharp enough to see that far. Here the trees were tall and erect with trunks like brown columns, and the tree stumps and scree were testimony to the wind and landslide hazards. 



I met her by the green telecommunications station directly up from a street called Sandvikslien. She was walking towards me wearing a denim jacket and jeans, with sunshine in her hair and a shoulder bag hanging down by her side. On seeing me, she stopped to wait, squinting through her oval glasses to make sure it was really me. Her hair was short and dark blonde with a veneer of grey that had not been there last time I saw her. 


We hugged quickly and looked at each other in mild surprise, the way old friends do when the tattoos of time, carved with a sharp knife into your face and other places, cannot be denied. 


She smiled fleetingly. ‘I’m sorry I’m a bit late. My mother … now and again it takes time.’ 


‘We’re still in Fjellveien. No problem.’ 


She pointed to a bench. ‘Perhaps we could sit down? It’s lovely in the sun.’ 


‘Why not?’ 


‘I suppose you’re wondering why I phoned?’ 


‘After so many years, yes.’ 


‘Well, it’s only ten.’ 


‘A lot has happened in my life in those ten years.’ 


‘Really?’ 


She looked at me, waiting, but I didn’t follow it up. 


‘You had something important to talk to me about, you said.’ 


‘Yes.’ She paused as we sat down. ‘Do you remember Johnny boy?’ 


That gave me a jolt. ‘How can you ask me that?’ 


‘Well … it was actually a rhetorical question.’ 



‘For six months it was like he was … ours.’ 


That made her blush, but that was not why I’d said it. It had been like that. 


Johnny boy. At six, at seventeen and now …? 


‘Tell me what’s happened.’ 


She gave a faint sigh. ‘He’s done a runner. In Oslo. Wanted for murder.’ 


‘Oh Christ. Again? How do you know?’ 


‘Yes, Varg. Again. And that’s not all.’ 


‘No?’ 


‘He left behind him a kind of death list.’ 


‘A what?’ 


‘Or … well, he’s made it known there are a few people he’s going to take out.’ 


‘Oh yes?’ 


‘And one of them is … you.’ 


‘What! Me?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


I sat in silence. Slowly my eyes wandered down to Byfjord and back a quarter of a century. I felt the sun weakly warming my face, but inside I felt frost, the frost that had somehow always been there and had never let go. The frost from the missing spring. 
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The first time I had met Johnny boy was one hot, sultry July day in 1970. Elsa Dragesund and I had been sent on a home visit to a flat on the Rothaugen estate, the massive grey blocks of flats near Rothaugen School. Some neighbours had reported the matter to the council and the social security people had passed it on to us. 


Out of the two of us, Elsa was the one with the most social services experience. She was a sharp but good-natured woman, just turned forty at this point, with carrot-coloured hair and a tendency to dress in colours that were a bit too bright. I was completely new to the job. 


The stairway was dark and damp even on a day like this; it was almost twenty-five degrees in the shade. There was no sign of any kind on the brown first-floor door. Through the matt glass panes we could hear the sound of loud music. We had to press the doorbell several times before shuffling steps could be heard inside; the door was opened a little way and a sallow face stared at us. 


‘What d’you want?’ came the response, in broad local dialect. 


Elsa put on a pleasant smile and said: ‘Mette Olsen. Is that you?’ 


The woman in the doorway gave us a vacant look. She was blonde, but her hair was greasy and unkempt. She was wearing a T-shirt with holes and threadbare jeans that had not been washed for the last month at least. She was thin, haggard and stooped, as though trying to dull chronic abdominal pains. Her lips were dry and cracked, and under the thin material of the T-shirt sprouted two small breasts, like children’s buns, flat and uneven. 


‘We’re from social services,’ Elsa said. ‘Can we come in?’ 


For a second or two, a sudden fear flared up in her eyes. Then the channel closed, she stepped aside docilely and held the door open for us. 



The smell that hit us when we entered the narrow unlit hallway was a delicate blend of acrid cigarette smoke, refuse and alcohol. On top of that, there was a smell of untended toddlers – something I would become depressingly used to during the years I was employed by the welfare authorities. 


Without waiting for our host we followed the sound of the loud music into the sitting room, where a portable radio cassette player was playing a hissing cassette at full volume. I couldn’t place the music; it was rock with a heavy bass line which made the walls vibrate. Elsa resolutely strode in, saw the radio and pressed the right button. 


The silence was deafening. Mette Olsen had trudged after us. She was gesticulating with her arms. Her eyes were blank and glassy. The explanation was not hard to find. On the worn coffee table and floor was a glorious selection of empty bottles, mostly beer bottles, but also wine and spirits, and the characteristic plastic containers used by homebrew suppliers. On a small chest of drawers were several empty boxes of pills, upside down and without lids, seemingly discarded after a last desperate search. 


‘Where’s your little boy?’ Elsa asked. 


Mette Olsen gazed around helplessly, then nodded towards a half-open door at the other end of the room. We stood listening for a moment, but not a sound reached us. Carefully, we walked towards the door, Elsa first, and pushed it slowly open. 


A broad unmade bed filled one wall. A wooden drying rack had been shoved into one corner, loaded down with laundry. Clothes were scattered across the entire room, with no apparent system or pattern. There was a cot beside the bed, and in it was sitting a small boy, two and a half to three years old as far as I could judge, in a stained vest that had once been white and a swollen, soaking wet paper nappy under a plastic liner. He hardly reacted when we entered the room, just looked at us with blank, apathetic eyes. His mouth was half-open and dribbling, and in one hand he held a sandwich with what looked like chocolate in the middle. But worst of all was the silence. Not a sound came from him. 



Elsa took a few steps forward before turning on her heel and staring at Mette Olsen – thin, shadowless and with an aggrieved expression on her face – in the doorway behind us. 


‘Is this your child?’ Elsa asked with an audible tremor from her vocal cords. 


Mette Olsen nodded and swallowed. 


‘What’s his name?’ 


‘Jan.’ 


‘Jan?’ 


‘Jan Elvis.’ 


‘How long is it since you changed his nappy?’ 


She sent us a blurred look and waved her arms around. ‘Yesterday? I don’t remember.’ 


Elsa sighed loudly. ‘You’re aware that this is unsatisfactory? That we will – have to do something about it?’ 


The young woman looked at us with sadness in her eyes, but she did not react, giving us the impression that she had barely understood what had been said. 


Elsa looked at me. ‘Classic case of clause five. Mother needs treatment, the child acute referral.’ 


The front door slammed and a coarse local voice resounded round the flat. ‘Meeette! You there?’ 


No one answered, and shortly afterwards we heard loud cursing and the sound of bottles rolling around the room behind us. 


‘Where the fuck’ve you hidden yourself?’ 


We turned to the doorway, from which Mette had nervously retreated towards us. 


‘What the fuck are you all doin’ here? Who are you? What are you doin’ here?’ 


The man was big and strong, closer to forty than thirty, with tattoos over both forearms. He was wearing a dark brown polo shirt and light trousers; the blood vessels in his forehead were visibly swollen. 



‘We’re from social services,’ Elsa said coolly. ‘Are you the child’s father perhaps?’ 


‘That’s got fuck-all to do with you!’ he snapped and stepped into the room. 


Elsa stood her ground. I moved forward a pace, between them. That made him turn on me. 


He clenched his fists and glowered at me. ‘What was it you wanted? Wanna bit of this, do you?’ 


‘Terje,’ sobbed Mette Olsen. ‘Don’t …’ 


‘What the fuck is it to do with you whether I’m the father of her kid or not? We’re old enough to vote, aren’t we.’ 


I shrugged. ‘Social security asked us …’ 


‘Social security can go to hell. Piss off, the pair of you!’ 


I looked at Elsa. She was the one with most experience. She summoned up all her authority and said: ‘This child is in a critical situation, herr …’ She sent him a quizzical glance, but when he reacted with no more than a snort, she continued: ‘He requires emergency treatment and we’re going to have to take him with us. Your wife … She also needs help, as far as I can see. Should you have any objections, may I ask you to contact us through the appropriate official channels and then we will confer on the matter.’ 


He opened his mouth wide. ‘Tell me, do you understand all the words that come out of that slippery gob of yours? If you and that prick with you are not out of here this minute, you’ll get a taste of this.’ He brandished a clenched fist in front of her. ‘Have you got that?’ 


I could feel I was beginning to simmer inside. ‘Look, big mouth … I may not have as many tattoos as you, but I went to sea for long enough to learn a few tricks, so if you were thinking of attacking anyone, then …’ 


He focused his attention on me again, his eyes a little less secure now. He cast a quick eye over my physique. 



Elsa broke in. ‘I assume that you are – herr Olsen?’ 


‘My name’s not fuckin’ Olsen! Hers is, and she’s not my missus, either. My name’s Hammersten. Remember that!’ he said with a menacing look. 


‘If you don’t let us take the child, we’ll be obliged to call the police,’ Elsa said. 


‘Terje,’ Mette Olsen appealed again. ‘Don’t!’ 


‘But first we’ll have to put a dry nappy on him,’ Elsa said, looking at Mette. ‘If you have any?’ 


She nodded. ‘In the bathroom.’ 


‘Then I’ll go and get them.’ 


Elsa walked right past Terje Hammersten and out. The rest of us stayed where we were. I could feel the tension in my body and was ready for anything. Then he gave a snort of contempt, kicked at the air and left the room. I followed to make sure that he didn’t attack Elsa, but nothing happened. She returned with a bag of unused nappies and directly afterwards we heard the door slam shut. 


‘So you’re not married?’ Elsa asked. 


Mette Olsen shook her head. 


‘But he’s the father of the child?’ 


She shrugged her shoulders. 


Elsa sighed. ‘Oh, well … We’ll have to deal with this one bit by bit, it seems.’ 


The same evening Johnny boy, or Jan Elvis Olsen, which was his official name, was placed in a home for infants in Kalfarveien. The mother, however, was placed in a rehab clinic in Kong Oscars gate where they did their damnedest to get her to agree to a full course of treatment. 


When I went home to Møhlenpris that evening, Beate glanced up ironically over the edge of the book she was reading. ‘Food’s in the fridge,’ she said. 


‘Yes, I’m sorry it took such a long time. If you could only imagine how some people treated their children …’ 



‘Don’t you think I know?’ 


‘Yes, of course …’ I bent forward and kissed her. ‘Had a good day?’ 


‘So so.’ 


In October I heard that Johnny boy had been placed in a foster home. He had suffered terrible emotional damage, I was told, and it was difficult to communicate with him. According to the reports, the mother was not too good, either, and Terje Hammersten was up in court on a GBH charge. He was found guilty: six months’ unconditional imprisonment. Life on the outside went on as before. I didn’t expect to see any of them again. Which just goes to show how wrong you can be. 
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The next time I met Jan, he was six years old. It was early 1974. I had just separated from Beate and had had far better periods in my life. We had been called to a crime scene, to see to a little child, we were informed, and Cecilie and I were the ones given the task. 


At that time I still had my old Mini and we squeezed into the front seats, me at the wheel, Cecilie beside me. Driving a Mini felt like trundling round in a tiny bathtub, with such small wheels that you felt your backside was touching the road as you sped over Bergen’s cobblestone streets. You were so perilously low over the tarmac that any head-on collision would put you well in the running for the flat-as-a-pancake award. On the other hand, you could almost always tuck yourself into a parking gap however tight it looked and petrol consumption was not a lot more than for a medium-sized cigarette lighter. 


The crime scene was in Wergelandsåsen, a hillside dotted with large detached houses lying like a buffer zone between Landås and Minde, Landås with its fifties and sixties blocks of flats, Minde with its sedate twenties residences. The house we were called to was brown and had a wintry grey garden with faded rosebushes, patches of snow in the shrubbery beds, apple trees with long-established mushroom-like growths in the bark and rhododendrons in their hibernation phase, with hanging leaves and brownish-green winter buds. 


Several cars were parked outside the garden gate. The front door was open and a handful of people had gathered on the steps. I recognised many of them from Bergen Police HQ as they stood there drawing their very first conclusions over thin roll-ups. We opened the gate and stepped inside. 



Cecilie had briefed me about the case on our way there. A six-year-old boy had been at home with his father. On her return, the mother had discovered the boy crying in the hallway and when she shouted to her husband, there was no answer. She started to look and found him at the bottom of the cellar stairs. His neck was broken. The man was dead. She had managed to ring for help before breaking down. For the time being she was being held at Haukeland hospital, heavily sedated and with a female police officer at her bedside in case she needed someone to talk to when she came round. ‘What are their names?’ I had asked. ‘Skarnes. Svein and Vibecke Skarnes.’ ‘Background?’ ‘That’s all I know, Varg.’ 


We entered the house, where Inspector Dankert Muus gave us a grim welcome nod. Muus was a tall man with grey skin, a small hat screwed down on his head and the burning stump of a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, like an amputated limb. I hadn’t said more than hello to him before, but he clearly recognised us. He pointed towards a door on the left of the cosy white hallway. ‘He’s in there.’ 


We went into a simply furnished modern living room with dark bookshelves, a TV cabinet alongside the shortest wall, potted plants in the windows and light, shiny curtains. A policewoman, a round-faced Bergen-blonde, was sitting on a sofa with a little boy in her arms. In her hands she was holding a blue transformer with a red button, while on the floor in front of them a small Märklin train was running round an ellipsoid track carefully laid between the rest of the furniture. The boy sat watching the train without any visible signs of pleasure. He resembled a doll rather than a small boy. 


The constable smiled with relief and stood up. ‘Hi! Are you from social services?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


As she put down the transformer, the train came to a halt. The boy sat watching. There was no indication that he wanted to take over the transformer. 



We introduced ourselves. Her name was Tora Persen. Her accent revealed roots in Hardanger, maybe Kvinnherad. ‘And this is Johnny boy,’ she added, lightly placing her hand on the back of the tiny boy’s head. 


‘Hello,’ we chorused. 


Johnny boy? 


The boy just looked at us. 


Where had I heard the name before? 


Cecilie squatted down in front of him. ‘You’re going to be with us. We have a lovely room for you which will be all yours. You’ll meet some nice people there and some children you can play with if you want.’ 


Then it struck me: But it couldn’t be … that would be too grotesque. 


The scepticism in his eyes remained. His lips were clenched together and his gaze was big and blue, as if frozen in a cry, in a terror that still had not released its grip. 


‘Is there anything you would like?’ I asked. 


He shook his head. 


I glanced at Tore Persen. ‘Has he been like this the whole time?’ 


She nodded, half-turned away from him and whispered: ‘We haven’t had a word out of him. It must be – the shock.’ 


‘He was with his mother when you arrived?’ 


‘Yes. A grisly situation of course.’ 


The boy did not move. He sat staring at the electric train as though waiting for it to start of its own accord. There was nothing to suggest that he had heard a word of what we had been discussing. There was not the slightest hint of a reaction. 


I felt myself wince inside. It had been exactly the same with the other boy, whose name was also Johnny boy. 


But it couldn’t be … 


I looked at Cecilie. ‘What do you think? Should we bring in Marianne for this one?’ 


‘Yes. Could you ring her?’ 



‘OK.’ 


I went back to the hallway. A constable was standing by the entrance to the cellar. 


‘Was this where it happened?’ 


The constable nodded. ‘They found him down there.’ 


‘Is he still there?’ 


‘No, no. He’s been moved.’ 


‘When did it happen?’ 


‘About midday.’ He looked at his wristwatch. ‘We received the report at two thirty.’ 


I looked around. ‘Is there a telephone we could use?’ 


He sent me a sceptical look. ‘I think you’ll have to go outside and use one of the car phones. We haven’t examined the telephone here yet. For fingerprints.’ 


‘I see.’ 


The front door was still open. I walked over to the parked cars and asked the plainclothes officer in one of the cars whether I could use his phone. 


He put on a surly expression. ‘And who’s asking?’ 


‘Varg Veum. Social services.’ 


‘Veum?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘Right. I’ll get you a clear line.’ 


He tapped some numbers into the dialling pad and passed the phone to me through the door. ‘You can dial the number there,’ he explained. 


In the meantime, I had found the number for Dr Marianne Storetvedt, the psychologist, in my address book. I called. 


After a few rings, she picked up. ‘Dr Storetvedt.’ 


‘Marianne? Varg here.’ 


‘Hi, Varg. How can I help you?’ 


‘We have an acute situation here.’ I gave her a brief summary. 


‘And the mother?’ 


‘Has been taken to Haukeland. Nervous breakdown.’ 



She sighed. ‘Well … what are you planning to do with him?’ 


‘We were going to take him to Haukedalen. To one of the emergency rooms there.’ 


‘Sounds wise. But do pop by here first. How soon could you be here?’ 


‘Barring anything unforeseen cropping up … in a half an hour’s time?’ 


‘That’s great. I’ll be waiting. I don’t have any more patients today, so that’s fine.’ 


We finished the conversation and I passed back the phone to the officer in the car, who switched it off for me. Then I returned to the house. In the hallway I stopped by a slender bureau. On top was a framed photograph. It was a family picture of three people. I recognised Jan in the middle. The other two must have been his parents. Svein Skarnes looked older than I had assumed. He was almost bald with a narrow, slightly distant face. His wife had dark hair and a nice, regular smile, an everyday beauty, the type you see six to a dozen. Jan looked a little helpless sitting between them, with an expression of pent-up defiance on his face. 


In the living room the situation had not changed. Cecilie had taken a seat on the sofa with Jan. Now she had the transformer and the train ran in fits and starts; she wasn’t used to this kind of activity. The policewoman stood to the side with a pained air. 


‘All done,’ I said. ‘We can go to Marianne’s right away.’ 


‘And she is?’ asked Tora Persen. 


‘A psychologist we consult whenever necessary. Marianne Stortvedt.’ 


‘I suppose we ought to check with Inspector Muus first. To make sure it’s alright that we’re taking him, I mean.’ 


‘Of course.’ 


She disappeared. 


I looked at Jan. Six years old. I had a boy of two and a half, Thomas, living with his mother now, after things had gone wrong for Beate and me six months ago. For the moment we were separated, but the outcome of the waiting period was a foregone conclusion. I had tried to change her mind, but she had given me a look of despair and said: ‘I don’t think you understand what’s behind this, Varg. I don’t think you understand anything.’ And she was right. I didn’t understand at all. 



I gazed at the vacant, apathetic look on his face and tried to summon up the photograph of the tiny boy on the Rothaugen estate from three or four years ago. But my first impression had been too hazy. I remembered the awkward atmosphere in the small flat, the loudmouth who had burst in, the mother’s despairing eyes; and I remembered the tiny boy in his cot. But his face … it still had not taken shape; had hardly done that now. 


I crouched down beside the sofa where they were sitting, to be on the same level as him. I put one hand on his knee and said: ‘Would you like to come in my car, Johnny boy?’ 


For the first time a glint appeared in his eyes. But he said nothing. 


‘Then we can go have a chat with a nice lady.’ 


He didn’t answer. 


I took his hand. It was limp, lifeless, and he didn’t respond. ‘Come on!’ 


Cecilie rose to her feet, carefully took him under the arms and warily lifted him onto the floor. He stood upright, and as I led him to the door he offered no resistance. He tentatively placed his feet in front of him as if he were setting out across a frozen pond, unsure it would bear his weight. 


Then we were brought to a halt, all of us. Inspector Muus filled the doorway. Behind him I glimpsed Tora Persen. The tall policeman stared down at the boy in a surly manner. ‘Has he started talking?’ 


‘Not yet.’ 


‘Well,’ he growled. ‘And where had you been thinking of taking him?’ 


‘First of all to a psychologist we use, then to an emergency shelter organisation in Åsane.’ 



He nodded. ‘Just let us know its whereabouts. I suppose it’s not impossible that some of us might have to interview him.’ 


‘Interview!’ exclaimed Cecilie. 


‘He’s the only witness,’ Muus said, sending her a measured glare. 


‘I’ll keep you posted,’ I said. ‘But now we have to think about Jan. Could we pass?’ 


‘Less haste, young man. What name did you say?’ 


‘Veum. But I didn’t say.’ 


‘Veum. I’ll make a note of it,’ he said with a faint smile from the corner of his mouth. ‘We could have an amusing time together, we two could.’ 


‘But not today. Can we go now?’ 


He nodded and stepped aside. Cecilie and I led Jan into the hallway and headed briskly for the door. From the corner of my eye I saw Muus turn quickly and return to the cellar staircase while Tora Persen remained in the hallway, looking as abandoned as a passing headlight on an ice-bound road. 


Outside on the steps I took Jan in my arms and carried him the last part of the way. He didn’t object; I might just as well have been carrying a sack of potatoes. By the car I said to Cecilie: ‘I think you’ll have to sit at the back with him.’ 


She nodded. I sat Jan down and pushed the right-hand seat forward so that they could get in. Cecilie clambered in and eased herself into the seat behind the driver. I lifted Jan up and she held out her hands to take him. Suddenly he turned his head round and looked me straight in the eye for the first time. ‘Mummy did it,’ he said. 
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Dr Marianne Storetvedt was a somewhat old-fashioned-looking beauty, around forty years old. Her hair fell in loose cascades over her shoulders. She had an attractive, narrow face with high cheekbones. Her sharp eyes were softened by the adjacent laughter lines. She was dressed simply, a bright twin set and a brown skirt with a pearl necklace. 


Her office was at the far end of Strandkaien and looked over the docks, Rosenkrantz Tower and Haakon’s Hall or towards Skansen and Mount Fløien, if she cast her gaze in that direction. I would not have minded an office there myself, had anyone offered me one. 


The Åsane-bound line of traffic in Bryggen had come to a standstill, as usual at this time of the day, and on the archaeological dig site after the 1955 fire, the new museum building on the slope down from St Mary’s Church was beginning to take shape. 


Marianne Storetvedt was in the waiting room to greet us. She had immediate eye contact with Jan, who, after the statement he made while being lifted into the car, had been as silent as a trapeze artist. ‘Hello,’ she said, smiling at him, then laying a friendly hand on his shoulder. ‘We’re going to be good friends, you and I.’ 


He looked at her without saying a word, without any visible reaction. 


She turned to Cecilie and me. ‘I think I’d prefer to speak with him on my own, but … do you have anything to tell me first?’ 


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘If we could have a few words undisturbed.’ 


‘I’ll look after Jan in the meantime,’ Cecilie said. ‘We’ll find ourselves a magazine to look at, won’t we.’ 


She sat down with him on one of the upholstered benches in the waiting room and took a weekly from the shelf under the coffee table. I followed Marianne Storetvedt into her office. 



The room was as simply kitted out as she was herself: a desk with a chair, a very comfortable leather armchair on the other side of the desk and a leather couch along one wall for those of her clients who preferred to be lying down during the consultation. On the walls hung a handful of beautiful, unpretentious landscapes – sea, mountain and forest – broken only by one of Nikolai Astrup’s pictures of Jølster, the well-known spring evening motif, where a man and a woman were on their knees working in a meadow, the apple tree in blossom and the moon reflecting off the lake beneath them. 


We stood, and she looked at me with a little smile. ‘Well?’ 


‘Well, we don’t know much. He’d been at home with his father who was found dead at the bottom of the cellar stairs. He was standing in the hall crying when his mother returned home. He didn’t say a word to us until …’ 


‘Until?’ 


‘Well … when we were getting in the car to drive here he said …’ 


‘Yes? Come on!’ 


‘“Mummy did it.”’ 


‘“Mummy did it?”’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘Did you tell the police?’ 


‘No, we haven’t yet. She’s still at the hospital and … I suppose it’ll all come out at some point. Anyway …’ 


‘Is there anything else I should know about?’ 


‘I’ll have to get it checked out first, but I was wondering whether Jan could be … whether he might’ve been their foster child, and I’ve met him before.’ Briefly I told her what I could remember of the flat on the Rothaugen estate that July day three and a half years ago. 


‘What’s the background of the foster parents? Do you know anything?’ 



‘No. We haven’t been told anything as yet. They’re called Skarnes. Svein and Vibecke. That’s all I’ve been told. But they live in a detached house in Wergelandsåsen, so we’re not talking about a low-income family here.’ 


‘No one else? No brothers or sisters, I mean?’ 


‘No, not as far as I’ve been informed.’ 


‘OK, so let’s get cracking. I’ll see if I can get him to loosen up. But I don’t want to push him too much. If you and Cecilie wouldn’t mind waiting out there, then …’ 


We walked into the waiting room together. Outside the windows it was getting dark. The street lighting had come on and the car headlights in Bryggen resembled a torn necklace, the pearls falling off one by one as they headed for Åsane. After a further, unsuccessful, attempt to establish contact with Jan, Marianne guided him into her office and closed the door behind her. 


Cecilie and I sat outside. She was flicking through the same weekly magazine. It was hardly her taste. I had known her since the summer of 1970, and a periodical like Sirene would have been more up her street, workaday feminist that she was. 


Some people would call her the classic social worker: short hair, metal oval-framed glasses, no make-up, white blouse under a bright little waistcoat I guessed had been manufactured in a Mediterranean country, dark brown, somewhat worn velvet trousers and short black winter boots. Her accent revealed that she came from south of Bergen, more Røldal than Odda. We were chums; we had a great relationship that had moved in two directions since Beate went for separation. On the one hand, we had become more open, on an almost personal level, and, on the other, a new distance had sprung up because her sisterly solidarity demanded that Beate should be seen to be right. But when Beate had complained that I spent too many nights away, on business, in fact it was Cecilie I had spent most of them with, and truly on business: on the streets looking for children and youths who had upped sticks. 



‘What do you think?’ I asked. 


She looked up into my eyes, as though she could see down to the very bottom of them, and shrugged. 


‘I don’t know. Hard to imagine that he’s making it up.’ 


‘The stuff about his mother?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘Do we know anything about – the parents?’ 


‘No. It all happened so quickly.’ 


‘Perhaps we should delve a little deeper?’ 


‘Really we should just hand him over to the Haukedalen centre, shouldn’t we.’ 


‘Yes, but …’ 


She gave a weak smile. ‘You always have to dig deeper into cases, don’t you, Varg.’ 


‘Well, that’s the way I am. A bit too nosy perhaps. Anyway …’ 


‘Yes?’ 


‘Mm, I’m frightened that I may have met him before.’ 


‘Met – Johnny boy?’ 


‘Yes.’ Once again I told the story about the hot July day in 1970. 


After I had finished, she said: ‘Yes, we’ll definitely have to do some digging into this one. I agree with you.’ 


She flicked through the magazine without really reading. It was obvious that I had given her something to ponder. I walked round studying the pictures on the wall. They were old photographs of Bergen, most were of the area around Vågen, the bay, some of down from Murebryggen wharf, others of the market square. It was a town in black and white with busy people in motion, something the camera of the time had not always been able to capture, some of the figures were fuzzy at the edges, like apparitions. In the bay the forest of masts revealed how many boats there were. Down on the quay, delivery boys and porters passed by with sacks over their shoulders and barrels on their handcarts. Another town, another time, other problems. 


Almost an hour passed before the office door opened again. Marianne Storetvedt carefully led Jan through the double doors into the waiting room. She shot us a look and gave a quick shake of her head. Then in a friendly tone, while patting him on the shoulder, she said: ‘Johnny boy doesn’t feel like talking to us today. That’s his right. I think what he needs most now is something to eat and perhaps a nice cup of hot chocolate.’ 



I nodded. ‘If I could just use your phone …’ 


She pointed to her office. ‘By all means.’ 


I went in, alone. The desk was nice and tidy, and there were no notes about what she might have got out of Jan. I leafed through my address book and dialled the Haukedalen Children’s Centre, an institution which was mainly for children at risk. 


The manager himself answered the phone, a colleague of ours called Hans Haavik. I explained the predicament to him and said we were on our way. He promised to have a hot meal ready for us when we arrived. 


I took the opportunity to search through Marianne’s telephone directory. 


Skarnes, Svein was in the book, no mention of a profession. His wife was not listed. Above the surname I found something called Skarnes Import with General Manager Skarnes, Svein mentioned, giving the same private address and telephone number. The text did not detail what he imported. 


I went out to join the others. Marianne Storetvedt and Cecilie were standing by one window speaking in hushed voices. Jan stood behind them with the same distant expression. When I came in, his eyes sought mine, and for a moment I had the impression he wanted to say something. I smiled encouragement and nodded, but not a sound emerged after all. 


‘Are you hungry?’ 


He gave a slight nod of the head. 


‘Shall we go in the car again?’ 


He nodded again, with a bit more energy this time. 


‘I’ve been talking to someone called Hans. He’ll have a meal ready for when we arrive,’ I said, including the two women in the conversation. 



Cecilie said: ‘Well, I could do with something to eat, too.’ 


Marianne Storetvedt said she would like to talk to Jan ‘when he was in the mood’, as she expressed it. We thanked her and took our leave, then went down to the car which I had parked in the quay area across the road from the building. 


Not long afterwards we had joined the traffic queue to Åsane as though unable to keep away, despite all our efforts. An anthropologist might have called it the eternal longing to migrate that all humanity has in its blood. 


We were like a small family unit as we wended our way, and not that untypical: no one said a word. For myself, I had more than enough to ponder. Not least – and in vain this time round – Jan’s mother’s real name. If it was him, that is. 
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Haukedalen Children’s Centre lay discreetly set back from Hesthaugvegen on the ridge leading to Myrdalskogen and Geitanuken, one of the mountains screening the central parts of Åsane from the sea. The area, originally considered countryside, had been included in the town at the local council merger of 1972. At this time it was the setting for huge building projects, from rows of detached houses to tall blocks, schools and shopping centres. Road extensions had not managed to keep pace with developments, and the proposal for an urban railway that had been put to the council had been rejected by the majority as economically irresponsible. They had decided to build motorways instead. Until these plans were realised we all sat in jams, if we were intending to go in that direction. It wasn’t until we reached the top of Åsavegen, by the turn-off to Tertnes, that the traffic began to flow without any further delays, and by the time we were in Haukedalen, Hans Haavik had had plenty of time to prepare the meal. 


Hans Haavik was a big man, around one-metre-ninety tall, as broad as a barn door, in his mid-thirties, with a good-natured temperament that inspired trust in all those who, for a variety of reasons, sought shelter beneath his wing. Cecilie’s need for food was met. He had set the table for us all in the refectory, a bright room with large, vivaciously decorated wood panels against the grey concrete walls behind. On the way in we had passed two thirteen- or fourteen-year-old boys standing and kicking a ball to each other in the car park by the entrance. From the lounge we could hear the characteristic sounds of an ice hockey game with the puck whizzing between the one-dimensional mini-players like a bullet. 


The meal consisted of a thick stew, served with fresh slices of wholegrain bread and delicious butter. We were given cold water from a jug, and Hans promised us hot chocolate, coffee and home-made cakes for dessert. 



Jan did not eat much. He sat picking at his food, regarding the bits of meat with suspicion, but tried the slices of sausage. We left him in peace, but so long as he was sitting there, we couldn’t talk about him. 


So we talked shop instead. We were all social workers, Hans had been in harness for ten years, Cecilie and I came into service later, she a couple of years before me. When we had finished eating, Hans glanced across at us and said: ‘It might be a good idea if one of you stays here until he has fallen asleep.’ 


Cecilie nodded and looked at me. ‘I can stay. After all, you’ve got …’ 


She caught herself in time, and I returned a stiff smile. I knew what she had been going to say, but, well, I didn’t have anyone waiting for me any more. 


‘Fine,’ said Hans. 


I observed Jan. Six, six and a half. Thomas was two and a half. It was strange how dependent you became on such small creatures. As soon as the daily routines were broken, there was a void in your existence, a hole which if you were lucky could be filled with something else, but not necessarily, and not always. 


I sighed, and Cecilie sent me a dejected smile as if to apologise further for her tiny slip of the tongue. 


‘Well, then I’ll be off.’ 


A telephone rang and Hans went to answer the call. Cecilie came over to me. ‘Sorry, Varg. I didn’t mean to open up old …’ 


‘Not at all. Relax, it’s not your …’ 


Hans returned. ‘Police on the line. They’re wondering whether one of you could talk to them.’ 


I looked at Cecilie, who nodded towards me. ‘OK, I’ll take it.’ 


I went into the hall, to the coin-operated telephone on the wall. ‘Veum speaking.’ 



‘Inspector Muus here.’ 


‘Yes?’ 


‘The situation has changed.’ 


‘Uhuh.’ 


‘This woman, Vibecke Skarnes. We went to the hospital to see whether she could receive visitors, but she couldn’t.’ 


‘What do you mean?’ 


‘Er … she wasn’t there any more. She had gone.’ 


‘Gone?’ 


‘Hopped it without leaving much more than her imprint on the mattress.’ 


‘But I suppose you’ve started to search for her?’ 


‘What do you think we are? Idiots?’ 


‘Not all of you.’ 


‘I beg your pardon.’ 


‘No.’ 


‘But we think it might be handy if someone kept an extra vigilant eye on the boy. Until she reappears.’ 


‘I see. I’ll talk to Haavik. If he can’t, I’ll stay here myself. Keep us posted.’ 


‘Fine.’ 


We hung up, and I rejoined the others. I looked at Jan and smiled. ‘Don’t you think it’s time to head for bed?’ 


He watched from somewhere far away, a land where adults were refused admission. Sometimes I wondered whether that wasn’t a better place to be. But the way back was closed – for most of us, anyway. 


Over some brisk activity, carrying out the soup bowls and plates in two trips, I managed to update Hans and Cecilie on the latest developments. We agreed that Cecilie would stay as planned, but now she would sleep in the same room as Jan, while Hans would inform those on the night shift about the situation. 


‘But she can’t know where he is, can she?’ Cecilie queried. 



‘Not as far as I understand things. I wonder whether I should pop up to Wergelandsåsen again in case she turns up there.’ 


She looked at me in surprise. ‘But isn’t that the police’s job?’ 


‘Yes, it is.’ 


She rolled her eyes in response. 


We went with Hans while he showed Jan where he was to spend the night. It was a room on the first floor with two beds, a table and two chairs in the middle, a double wardrobe and a view onto a mountain face. The only picture on the wall had been taken from a book I vaguely seemed to remember from my own childhood. It showed some children lost in a forest of gigantic toadstools that grew high above their heads. I was not so sure how reassuring that would be. 


However, Jan appeared to be at ease there. He still gave an impression of apathy, and I said to Cecilie that if he hadn’t snapped out of it by the day after, we would have to summon further medical support. She nodded indulgently, as if to say that she didn’t need to be told. 


Cecilie stayed upstairs to help Jan with preparations for the night. I followed Hans back down to the refectory. From the adjacent room the sounds of the ice hockey game had died away. Now the TV had taken over, although I was unable to identify the programme. 


Before leaving, I went upstairs to say goodnight to Jan. He had been given a pair of pyjamas from one of the wardrobes. Cecilie had found a book on the shelf over her bed and was reading aloud from it. The boy lay in bed with his eyes open, staring up at the ceiling and giving no obvious sign that he was listening. 


‘Goodnight, Johnny boy,’ I said. 


He didn’t answer. 


To Cecilie I opened my palms, gave her a pat of encouragement on the shoulder and was off. 


Hans accompanied me out. He laughed when he saw my vehicle. ‘Is there really any room in that sardine can, Varg?’ 



‘More than you would imagine,’ I answered. ‘But it would have been a size too small for you.’ 


He stood watching as I got in. I peered up at him. He wore an air of concern. 


‘Anything bothering you?’ 


He shrugged. ‘It’s just an occupational disease, Varg. You’ll get it, too, after a few years in this line of work.’ 


‘And it has what effect?’ 


‘A slow accumulation of disillusionment regarding what some adults do to the children they brought into the world.’ 


‘Well …’ 


We nodded to each other, then I put the car into gear and set off. I glanced at him in the rear-view mirror as I turned out of the car park. Standing where he was, he looked strangely forlorn: a big, good-natured teddy bear forgotten by a child who had long grown up, slightly at odds with the times. 


Beate had kept the flat in Møhlenpris. I had found myself two rooms and a kitchen in Telthussmauet, in Fjellsiden. But I didn’t go there. I did what I had told Cecilie I would do, and drove back to Wergelandsåsen. 
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February was dark and this year there wasn’t much snow. It wasn’t cold, either. It had been an unseasonably warm winter, and in January the föhn winds had swept through the town for such long periods that man and beast had smelt spring in the air long before it was due. No one would have been surprised if the first migratory birds had arrived a month or two early. 


Wergelandsåsen was an almost noise-free zone this evening. All you could hear was the distant hum of cars down in Storetveitvegen, a cat meowing furiously in a garden and an aeroplane passing overhead towards Flesland airport. 


Behind the hedges, the houses were lit and peaceful. I pulled in, got out of the car and carefully put the car door to, without closing it. I stood taking stock of the area. 


The street was narrow and surrounded by withered brown hedges, most of them neat and tidy. A few cars were parked down one side. I bent forward to see if anyone was sitting in them, but there was no one. 


I closed the car door quietly and moved forward. There wasn’t a hedge around the brown house but large dark green rhododendron bushes, the biggest of them at least twenty years old. I paused by the gate. The police had cordoned off the house with red and white plastic tape, a measure which did not prevent anyone from entering if they wished. I looked towards the house. It had a dark, closed air. An outside lamp was on. That was all. 


A car door further down the street was slammed. I stared after it. Two men were coming towards me. Neither of them wearing a uniform, but they didn’t need to. I recognised them by their gait, and when they were close up I recognised Ellingsen and Bøe. Ellingsen because he had married an ex-girlfriend of mine; Boe I had seen at the police station. 



‘Something we can help you with?’ asked Boe, the older of the two, weasel-faced, lean and wiry. 


‘I know him,’ said Ellingsen, a bit chubbier, dark-haired with visible bristles. 


‘Hello, Elling,’ I said. ‘Everything alright at home?’ 


‘Yes, thanks.’ 


‘You know him, did you say?’ Boe asked. 


‘Just by repute.’ 


‘His wife,’ I began. 


‘They were in the same class at school,’ he added with alacrity. 


I gave a thin smile as though I knew something he would have preferred not to know. 


‘And what the hell are you doing here at this time of night?’ Boe pressed. 


I studied him. ‘The fact is I was here earlier in the day on business. Social services, if you’re curious. I just felt like – seeing how things were up here, during the evening.’ 


Ellingsen expelled air through his nose and Boe sent me a suspicious glare. ‘Seeing how things were?’ 


I opened my mouth to answer as a car turned into the narrow street. When the driver became aware of our presence he switched off full beam. For a second, time stood still. Then the two policemen began to walk towards the new arrival, a BMW of the sporty variety as far as I could see, as muscular as it was lowbrow and in an unbelievably indecorous colour, the closest relative to which was orange. Before they had closed in, the driver had opened the door and got out. He was slim, wore a short jacket and was only visible as a silhouette in the distance. 


I followed Ellingsen and Boe. 


‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’ asked the man with natural authority in his voice. 


‘We should ask you the same,’ Boe said, showing his police ID. 



‘My name is Langeland and I’m the family’s solicitor.’ 


‘Which family?’ 


‘Skarnes. Who did you think?’ 


Ellingsen looked sheepish. ‘Well, we had to ask, didn’t we.’ 


‘Not necessarily.’ 


The two policemen introduced themselves. Langeland looked at me. ‘And this is?’ 


Ellingsen and Boe turned round in astonishment, as if they had never seen me before. 


‘Veum,’ I said. ‘Social services.’ 


‘Are you responsible for looking after Jan?’ 


‘He’s in safe hands.’ 


‘That’s good to hear. Where?’ 


‘I don’t know if I can divulge that information.’ 


‘As I said to the policemen here … I’m the family’s solicitor. You can tell me everything.’ 


‘I’ve learnt that you should say as little as possible to solicitors.’ 


Boe gave a crooked grin. ‘Perhaps you should take Veum with you for a ride in your car, Langeland. Make him an offer he cannot refuse.’ 


‘You’ve seen the film, too, have you?’ I said. 


‘What is in fact the problem?’ Langeland said. 


‘What’s what problem?’ 


‘What are you doing here?’ 


‘Perhaps I should ask you that question. Are you expecting to find your client in?’ 


He sent me a chill look. ‘My client?’ 


‘Vibecke Skarnes. You’re the family’s solicitor, didn’t you say?’ 


‘Yes, I am … Isn’t she in hospital?’ 


‘In which case wouldn’t it make more sense if you were visiting her there – rather than here?’ 


Both policemen focused their attention on Langeland as if they shared my view of the matter. 


He glowered at us. ‘I came here to see what the situation was. I hadn’t received a report back on what had happened before this evening.’ With a sidelong glance at the policeman, he added, ‘I was working on a case in Kinsarvik, but I understand there is nothing else to be done here.’ 



‘Never say never,’ I said. 


‘And that is supposed to mean?’ 


I turned to Boe again. ‘I don’t know how much I’m allowed to disclose. To be on the safe side, I’ll leave an assessment of that to our friends here.’ 


Boe took stock of Langeland. Then he said succinctly: ‘It turns out fru Skarnes has disappeared.’ 


‘What! Disappeared?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘From the hospital.’ 


No one said a word. Boe just nodded in silence. 


For a moment, Langeland stood mesmerised. ‘Well, I never!’ He turned to me again. ‘Do you know anything about this?’ 


‘No more than has already been said.’ 


An apparently dumbfounded solicitor was such a rare sight that I was distracted for a moment. Then he had himself under control again. 


‘Well, I’ll have to go up there myself and find out what could have happened.’ He looked from me back to the policemen. ‘And you?’ 


Boe gazed at him from under weary eyelids. ‘We’ve been assigned to surveillance duties outside the house. In case she turns up. Veum’s going home to bed.’ 


I winked at Ellingsen. ‘Yes, if Elling’s here then …’ 


His face instantly went scarlet. ‘Veum! I’ve warned you!’ 


‘You have indeed. But has that scared me off? Not yet.’ 


‘One day I’m going to hit you so hard you’ll …’ 


‘We’ll be in the papers?’ I looked at the other two. ‘Now I have witnesses anyway. Will you take the case, Langeland?’ 


‘Alright, alright,’ Boe said, with impatience. ‘Since neither of you has any official reason to be here, I suggest you leave – now!’ 


‘Fine,’ I said, looking at the dark garden around the house. 



‘I’m going to the hospital,’ Langeland said. 


I followed him to his car, which stood next to mine, an appropriate demonstration of the difference between our respective monthly salaries. The Mini blushed to its rust stains and pointedly looked away when I came to a stop beside it. 


Before getting into his polished chariot, Langeland turned to me once more. ‘Why won’t you say where Jan is?’ 


‘I certainly will, Langeland. It’s no big deal. He’s staying at the Haukedalen Children’s Centre.’ 


‘With Hans Haavik?’ 


‘Yes. Do you know him?’ 


‘We’re old friends. From university.’ 


‘Well, in that case you’ll know where he is. But before you go, Langeland …’ 


‘Yes?’ 


‘Is there a possibility that Vibecke and Svein Skarnes are not Jan’s biological parents?’ 


He sent me a hostile glare. ‘Where have you got that from?’ 


‘Did you catch my line of work? I think I’ve met Jan before, when he was two or three years old. And in a very different home.’ 


He averted his eyes, looked across the car roof at the two policemen. ‘Well … I can’t see any reason to deny that. But Vibecke and Svein had adopted him. They have full parental rights.’ After some reflection he added: ‘Well, Vibecke, anyway.’ 


‘Does Jan know, do you think?’ 


‘That he’s adopted? I doubt it. You’ll have to ask Vibecke about that. Why do you ask?’ 


‘Well, I … it was just a thought.’ 


‘OK … I’m off then.’ 


After a final nod he got into his car, closed the door, started up and reversed out of the side street, so quietly that you could hardly hear the sound of the tyres on the tarmac. I stood watching him before I got into my own car, ill at ease. 


Mummy did it, he had said. Which mummy? I wondered. 
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I had an uncomfortable night. Waking up next morning, I could remember fragments of a dream in which the boy sitting on the other side of my kitchen table eating chunks of bread with Norwegian goat cheese was Thomas, and he was suddenly six years old and had Jan’s eyes: expressionless and thus accusing. 


I rang Haukedalen and got Haavik on the line. ‘How was it?’ 


‘He’s up anyway. He and Cecilie are having breakfast.’ 


‘And the mother … You haven’t heard from her?’ 


‘Not a peep. Would you like to talk to Cecilie?’ 


‘I could have a quick word.’ 


I waited while he went to get her. ‘Hi,’ she said, taking the receiver. 


‘Slept well?’ 


‘No. I had one eye open the whole time. I was worried that if I fell asleep he would try and run away.’ 


‘But he didn’t?’ 


‘No. He slept like a log. Really. He had the odd nightmare, was sobbing and thrashing around, but he didn’t wake up. Not even when I sat on the edge of the bed stroking his hair.’ 


‘And now? Have you got him to say anything?’ 


‘No. He’s just as distant. If he doesn’t improve, I’m afraid a Child Psychiatry Centre will be the next stop.’ 


‘Let’s try Marianne one more time. I’ll see if I can get her to come out here. And then I’ll try to find out what’s happened to his mother. Or mothers.’ 


‘You haven’t checked that out yet? Whether it’s the same boy or not?’ 


‘No, but it’s top of my list of things to do. Of course, it would have been useful to know whether he himself knows that he’s adopted. But I doubt it. And if he won’t speak anyway, then …’ 



‘Then it must have been the foster mother he meant?’ 


‘On the face of it, yes.’ 


‘Have you told the police what he said, Varg?’ 


‘No. Not yet.’ 


‘But … why not?’ 


‘I don’t know. Client confidentiality maybe.’ 


‘But … well, I understand. A potential murder case, though.’ 


‘The most likely scenario is still an accident, isn’t it.’ 


‘Yes, but nevertheless.’ 


‘I’d like to carry out a few investigations of my own first.’ 


‘You’re just so incredibly nosey, Varg! This is way out of line … the best is to go to the police – and tell them everything. That’s what we’ve got them for.’ 


‘I’ll think about it.’ 


‘If you don’t, I will.’ 


‘Give me a few hours first.’ 


‘OK! You’re just absolutely hopeless.’ 


I thanked her for her confidence in me and we concluded the conversation. I promised to call back later. In the meantime she would try to find out something about Jan. 


From Telthussmauet I took the quickest route down, straight across Vetrlidsallmeningen and past the Fløien funicular. The weather had turned. Outside it was bitingly cold with specks of frost in the air. The low cloud cover hung like a taut drum skin over Bergen valley, a snare drum ready to be used. 


I dropped in on Elsa Dragesund. She had been promoted to assistant director since we had last met, but her office door was always open and she waved me in when she saw me in the doorway. 


I went straight to the point. ‘Can you remember the summer of 1970 when you and I were sent to the Rothaugen estate to take care of a neglected child? The mother was a drug addict and a man turned up while we were there.’ 



She nodded, deep in thought. ‘Yes … vaguely. There have been quite a few of those cases unfortunately.’ 


‘The boy was placed with foster parents who later adopted him.’ 


‘Right …’ 


‘He was known as Johnny boy. But he’d been christened Jan Elvis.’ 


She grinned. ‘Yes, I do remember that bit.’ 


‘You wouldn’t have the adoption papers, would you? I’m afraid I may have bumped into him again, in perhaps an even trickier situation.’ I explained the background to her and I observed that not even twenty years in social services had taken from her the ability to be visibly moved. 


‘My goodness … Mummy did it! Did he really say that?’ 


‘Yes, he did.’ 


‘Talk to Cathrine. She’ll find you the papers. But … what is it exactly you’re after?’ 


‘Most of all, confirmation that it is the same boy. After that … well.’ I shrugged. ‘I suppose, strictly speaking, it’s a police matter.’ 
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