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DAY ONE


A Very Unlikely Murder Victim


I


I have imagined standing here waiting every night for several weeks now. But today, Monday, 24 April 1972, I am actually here, for the first time.


My watch says ten to eleven. The evening is dark and wet. But the rain only adds to my excitement. When I left the house, I still had my doubts as to whether I could do this. Then, the moment I was finally standing here alone in the wind and rain, any doubts were blown from my mind. A neater formulation than I realized at first. I chuckle to myself. I’ve always known that I’m sharper than most people think.


There is even less traffic on the road at this time of night than I expected. I’ve been standing here waiting for nearly ten minutes now without seeing a soul, and only two cars have passed. No one will see us when the moment comes. And the rain will wash away any evidence I might leave behind by the roadside.


My body is quivering with anticipation. I, who normally feel a little sluggish even in the morning, feel more awake than ever, even though it’s late. I would have done it tonight even if I knew that I couldn’t get away with it tomorrow. It feels more and more like a duty, a kind of instinct that’s always been there. Or even a divine task that I have to perform before I can return to daily life. I just have to be strong. And afterwards, I need to be quick and clear-headed to avoid getting caught.


I can’t see anyone yet in the dark, but I can hear her footsteps. Ever since I was a lad, I’ve had exceptional hearing and a knack of remembering different people’s footsteps. When I was two, I could identify my grandparents on the street from the balcony of their second-floor flat. And I recognize her footsteps instantly. They belong to the young woman I’m waiting for. She’s beautiful, but cold. A woman of hot promises, with a heart of ice. The kind of girl who apparently forgets to do up the top buttons on her blouse, who likes men to notice, but has no intention of letting them see more.


I’m standing here waiting to kill one of those women who love only themselves. That’s why I don’t think she deserves to live. I’m perfectly aware that it’s actually not about her – it’s purely about me and my own self-interest. In that sense, I discovered myself a long time ago. And now it remains to be seen if anyone else will.


I have several times, most recently on Friday, heard her say that she nearly always walks this way between a quarter to eleven and five to eleven on a Monday. She’s obviously a little late this evening. People are so unreliable these days, particularly young women. It’s three minutes to eleven now and, hearing the sound of her quick steps drawing nearer, I finally see her emerge from the dark, about twenty yards away.


Her steps slow down – because she’s seen me standing here, and I’ve put out my hand to stop her.


Already, a few weeks ago, I’d worked out what will happen. First she’ll stop for a moment. Then she’ll feel uneasy and wonder what’s going on. Then she’ll recognize me. And she’ll relax a little, perhaps even deign to say something vacuous and patronizing. My guess is that she’ll show no imagination whatsoever and simply ask why I’m standing here. Then the reality and horror of the situation will dawn on her – when she is close enough to see a different expression in my eyes. She will quickly understand why I’m standing here. But by then it will be too late.


She’s taller than me. I often feel that she looks down at me whenever we meet. But I’m far stronger and much better prepared. I will put my hands round her soft, white neck long before she manages to scream or put up a fight. And then all I need to do is squeeze. Squeeze and squeeze, as hard and as fast as I can, until she’s lying dead at my feet. And afterwards, I will walk calmly away and hide myself among the masses in the city.


She stops. I take two steps towards her and look up, so she can see my face.


‘Oh, it’s you. What are you doing here so late in the evening?’ she says.


Her voice is less patronizing and more anxious than I’d expected. I feel a whisper of sympathy – the last traces of doubt. We look at each other for a moment. But it’s too late – both for her and for me. I see that she understands as soon as I reach my hands out towards her.


She doesn’t scream. Just stands there without making a sound, petrified, while my hands tighten round her throat and squeeze harder and harder. For a few seconds I feel her warm breath on my face. Then it stops without warning. Suddenly she collapses, a little sooner than anticipated.


II


‘Agnes Halvorsen,’ I said.


Neither of the other two said a word in response. It was five to midnight, the air was heavy with rain and the atmosphere by the roadside in Hovseter was bleak.


The constable to my right glanced briefly at the student card in my hand and nodded. It said: HALVORSEN, AGNES, in capital letters. The photograph was of the woman who was now lying lifeless between us. Her tongue, which could not be seen in the photograph, was slightly blue and sticking out of her mouth. But the shoulder-length blonde hair and blue eyes were the same, and the necklace was the same – as was the small mole high up on her right cheek.


Agnes Halvorsen was lying on her back by the edge of the road, staring at us with wide eyes. She had nothing on her head and was wearing a long green raincoat. A silver cross lay in the hollow of her throat and a bit lower down, a white blouse could be glimpsed. A calf-length black skirt was visible under the green coat. The deceased had been a tall and presumably very beautiful young woman. I felt that there was something wrong with her clothes but, annoyingly, I could not put my finger on what it was.


According to her student card, Agnes Halvorsen was in her second year at the Norwegian School of Theology and would have turned twenty-two in a month. Just over an hour ago she had been at her best friend’s house, drinking tea and chatting about their studies and life, as they did nearly every Monday. Then just over half an hour ago, her friend had found her dead. The friend lived about eighty yards back down the road – and it was no more than fifty or sixty yards in the other direction to the deceased’s home. The friend had found her lying here in the dark and the bruising on her neck seemed to indicate that she had been strangled.


That was all that I knew so far about Agnes Halvorsen’s life and far too early death.


‘I was supposed to move away from home in March. And Agnes would be alive now if I had. But it wasn’t my fault. There were no rooms available in the student halls until May,’ said the dark-haired young woman standing to my left. She had given her name as Nora Jensen, but for the time being, I simply thought of her as the best friend. She seemed to be a good best friend, and was genuinely upset.


I thought to myself that it would be hard for the young Nora to live with the now fatal implications of her postponed move. Out loud, I said that she could not possibly have guessed that this would happen and that she must not blame herself in any way. She swallowed and nodded, but said nothing.


Her silence felt increasingly awkward. I followed up by asking if she had last seen Agnes Halvorsen alive at ten to eleven.


The best friend nodded gratefully and rushed to answer.


‘Yes, it was just like I said. We normally finish off around half past ten, but were having such a nice time tonight that we sat and chatted until ten to eleven. Agnes never worried about walking alone late at night. She knew that I was more nervous about it, so she always phoned as soon as she got home. She was fit and walked fast, so it usually didn’t take more than a couple of minutes. You can imagine how anxious I was by five past and then ten past eleven, when she still hadn’t called.’


I could well imagine – and almost felt the friend’s fear rising as soon as there was silence. So I asked her to tell me again how she found the body.


‘I called the parsonage twice at twelve minutes past eleven, but there was no reply. Her brother moved out last year, and her parents were away for a few days, so I got really worried when Agnes didn’t answer the phone herself. After the second try, I threw on my coat and ran out. I found her a few minutes later. She was lying here lifeless with her tongue sticking out, her eyes staring straight at me. I was overcome by fear for my own life, so I’m ashamed to say I turned on my heel and ran home as though the devil was after me. As soon as I was safely indoors, I called the police.’


She had already told exactly the same story once before, but it was still convincing. The friend had sounded both out of breath and frightened when she called the main police station just before half past eleven, but had been remarkably clear about what she had seen and where.


I said to the friend that she had dealt with the tragedy very well and that no one could have done better. But then I asked her to think carefully again all the same, to be absolutely sure that she had not seen or heard anyone else outside before she found the body.


She shook her head.


‘I’ve been running through what happened as I’ve been standing here. I was scared when I ran out and terrified when I ran home again . . . but I didn’t see or hear anyone else.’


It still sounded very convincing. Regardless of whether Agnes Halvorsen’s murderer had been standing here waiting or walking in the opposite direction, he would hardly have hung around after the murder. All things taken into account, it seemed that the murderer had killed her right here where I was standing, just before eleven o’clock. And that he then had been smart enough or lucky enough to get away before the friend turned up fifteen minutes later.


I heard myself asking whether she had noticed if Agnes had been anxious or uneasy about anything. Had she known if Agnes was worried about a present or previous boyfriend, or an unwanted admirer?


‘No, no, I wouldn’t have let her walk home alone if she was. Agnes didn’t have a boyfriend, and as far as I know, never has had one. She had a strict upbringing and was rather proper that way. She was just normal this evening. Looking forward to tomorrow and a bit worried about the exams next week.’


Her voice started to break when she said this. Then once again, there was silence. I wondered if Agnes Halvorsen had seen her attacker’s face in the dark – and, if so, had she recognized him? It would certainly make the case less difficult to solve, though no case was ever easy. The rain had become heavier and there was no reason to believe that the perpetrator had been helpful enough to leave behind any evidence.


Agnes Halvorsen’s handbag was lying on the ground beside her. I was holding her purse in my hand. Apart from the student card and a monthly travel pass for Oslo Transport, it contained two fifty-kroner notes, three ten-kroner notes and two one-krone coins. This was slightly more cash than one might expect a young woman to carry with her, but by no means a surprising amount.


There was nothing to indicate that Agnes Halvorsen had had financial worries. And there was no reason to believe that robbery had been a motive.


Other than her purse, the handbag contained nothing more than two lipsticks, a handkerchief and a key ring with two unmarked keys on it. And a small scrap of paper, about an inch long and slightly less wide. I looked at it, puzzled. It was a drawing, and judging by the sharp edges, it had been cut out of a book.


‘Do you know if she usually carried this with her?’ I asked, showing the piece of paper to her friend.


She looked it for a few seconds, then quickly shook her head.


‘No, I’ve never seen it before, and I find it hard to believe that she’d keep it in her bag. Agnes was a very tidy person and always threw away any bits of papers or notes that she no longer needed. She didn’t have any younger brothers or sisters, so she didn’t read children’s books. And she wasn’t particularly interested in animals, certainly not insects. No, it doesn’t seem very likely that she’d carry it around with her.’


I stood there and studied the small drawing of a brown ant, with the odd certainty that this apparently insignificant find could be very important to the investigation. Either, for some unknown reason, the twenty-one-year-old Agnes Halvorsen had suddenly started to carry around a picture of an ant cut out from a children’s book, or the murderer, for reasons that were even more unclear, had left it in her handbag.


As we stood there, it suddenly dawned on me what was wrong with her clothing. Beneath the raincoat, her blouse had been buttoned up wrongly. And that did not tally with the impression I had of the deceased so far. I promptly asked her friend if her blouse had been buttoned up wrongly an hour earlier.


Nora Jensen gasped and swayed for a moment, but managed to stay on her feet and her voice was controlled when she spoke.


‘No, I am almost a hundred per cent certain that it wasn’t. Agnes said she couldn’t breathe properly if her blouse was buttoned all the way up in warm rooms, so she often left the top buttons undone. I’ve never known her to button her blouse up wrongly, and I’m pretty sure that it wasn’t like that this evening. We were sitting opposite each other, so I would have noticed and said something.’


All three of us looked down at the dead woman and the buttoning on her blouse. Her best friend sobbed quietly.


The constable rather unexpectedly came to my aid. He remarked that there was no sign of a struggle and that she still had her skirt on, so the detail with the blouse probably meant nothing.


I said that I agreed. Nora Jensen said nothing, but she breathed more easily on hearing this. The late Agnes Halvorsen’s wrongly buttoned blouse was nonetheless a new puzzle within the greater mystery, and it bothered me.


III


By half past midnight, the crime scene had been cordoned off and the ambulance and the forensics team had arrived. I left the constable on duty, and took the best friend home. She thanked me politely, and looked around twice before letting herself into the house. The door handle moved three times after she had gone in; she clearly wanted to make sure that the door was locked. I guessed that Nora Jensen had always been Agnes Halvorsen’s slightly shorter and more nervous best friend, but tonight she had shown that she possessed both fortitude and initiative, all the same.


After she had disappeared into the house, I paused for a few minutes, then walked back past the scene of the crime to the parsonage where Agnes Halvorsen had lived.


No one answered the door when I rang the bell, but the outside light was on. The parsonage in Hovseter was a big, brown, elegant wooden house, and the garden was exceptionally well tended and lush for the time of year. According to the nameplate by the doorbell, Valdemar, Henriette, Helmer and Agnes Halvorsen lived there. Only that was no longer true. I felt rather uncomfortable standing there looking at the nameplate.


And I felt no less uncomfortable when I let myself in with the dead woman’s keys. I told myself it was my duty to check that there were no fresh clues in the deceased’s home. The large key turned smoothly in the lock.


The house was almost irritatingly tidy and orderly. The parents had obviously hung any outer garments they were not using in the wardrobe before they left. A yellow summer jacket was the only thing hanging in the hall. And I guessed it belonged to Agnes Halvorsen herself. But there was no way of knowing whether she had got it out for the summer, or had swapped it for the raincoat earlier in the evening. Whatever the case, it was not a happy sight. The jacket was there for another summer which its owner would never see. I took my shoes off in the hall and carried on into the house in my socks.


I discovered a more childish side of the late Agnes Halvorsen upstairs. On one of the bedroom doors, it said Agnes’ Queendom in big red, green and blue letters, presumably a sign she had hung up when she was a girl, and which had just been left.


Behind the door, however, was the room of a now grown-up and serious young woman. There was a Norwegian Bible on the desk, and two German theology books, with long titles that I would struggle to pronounce correctly. The bookshelf was full of secondary-school books, as well as textbooks for theology and the university entrance exam. There were no children’s books, with the exception of a children’s Bible, and nor were there any books about ants or other insects.


The bed was neatly made with clean sheets, and there was not so much as a speck of dust to be seen on the bedside table. If Agnes Halvorsen had any idols, none of them had been given space on her walls. Nor had any possible loves. But there was a photograph from her confirmation, showing a younger Agnes together with her rather round parents and dark-haired older brother. And a class photograph from secondary school, where the only person I recognized, apart from Agnes Halvorsen herself, was her friend, Nora Jensen. I thought it was rather fitting that Agnes was the tallest and Nora the smallest in the row of girls, and that Agnes also towered above most of the boys.


The desk drawers contained chronologically filed notes from lectures and seminars, and a certificate for her final school grades, which were remarkable. But nothing else of any interest.


I didn’t know exactly what else I had hoped to find when I opened the drawers, only that I hadn’t found it. There were no secret love letters and no mysterious pictures of unknown people. In short, there was no trace of any potential murderer or any possible motive.


The late Agnes Halvorsen had indisputably been killed, but had so far proved to be a very unlikely victim.


On the back of the door was a timetable of her lectures at the School of Theology. I dutifully noted that she had no lectures the following day, but that she had been to one between two and four that afternoon. The lecture notes were lying on top of the pile in the top desk-drawer. The fact that Agnes Halvorsen had been to the lecture might throw light on her final hours.


The door to Agnes’ Queendom had been unlocked when I opened it. But on the way out, it occurred to me that I should check whether the other key on her key ring was for this door. And this proved to be the case.


As I stood there, the silence was suddenly broken when a large cuckoo clock in the dining room announced that it was one o’clock. It had a point. There was not much I could do to advance the case alone here in the dark. So I locked the parsonage door at Hovseter, as carefully and quietly as I had unlocked it, returned to my car, and drove home.


And even after I had fallen asleep, I was haunted by the blue tongue and staring eyes of the minister’s daughter.




DAY TWO


A Missing Motive, Two Key Questions and Two Alarming Details


I


On Tuesday, 25 April 1972, I was woken by the alarm clock at seven, and was out of bed before the second hand had even completed a round.


Last night’s murder had been discovered too late to be included in the morning papers. Arbeiderbladet once again expressed concern that Willy Brandt, the social democrat and friend of Norway, might have to step down as a result of the political crisis in West Germany and that this would in turn exacerbate the difference between east and west in Europe. Aftenposten focused on the EEC debate and whether it might pave the way for a new blue coalition government.


In the shower, I mused that it was almost a law of nature that my need to sleep disappeared as soon as I was working on a murder investigation. In quieter periods, I often found it difficult to get out of bed when the alarm rang. I had even been late to work a couple of times. But as soon as I had a murder investigation, I leapt out of bed in the morning and was wide awake straight away. My hunting instinct took hold and my adrenaline levels soared – and remained high until the investigation was over.


It was only four weeks since my last case closed, but I had had the time I needed to recuperate and was now ready for a new investigation. I reflected on the events of the night before as I ate breakfast and drove down to the main police station. I reached no further conclusion about Agnes Halvorsen’s death, but this did not dampen my spirits. A new hunt had started and I was determined to finish it.


I was outside the door to my boss’s office by five to eight, and he arrived, as usual, at eight o’clock on the dot. My boss was a serious older gentleman, who was rather formal. It was said that his children called him by their surname. But we were starting to get to know each other quite well by now. He nodded briefly at me and left the door open when he went into his office.


‘I presume that you would like to lead the case involving the minister’s daughter from Hovseter,’ he said, as we sat down on either side of his desk.


This was said more as a confirmation and without a hint of humour. I replied in an equally matter-of-fact tone that I most definitely would, but my heart was hammering all the harder: to be taken off the case now would be a defeat.


My boss gave an almost imperceptible nod, before asking me to give him a summary of the case so far.


It took me no longer than ten minutes to fill him in on the previous night’s events. I concluded that the case was, for the moment, pretty straightforward and would not require a large investigation. I added, however, that it was by no means a clear-cut case and so it might perhaps be best if I led it myself.


My boss nodded again – more obviously this time.


‘And I would like you to do that too. But I would like another detective to be with you on the case from the start. What about Danielsen or Helgesen?’


I took a deep breath – and instantly knew the answer. Vegard Danielsen and I were still the two youngest detective inspectors in the force and had previously not seen eye to eye. But then we suddenly seemed to reach a mutual understanding during my last murder case. I could well have died, had it not been for the help I got from Danielsen, and he could have been dishonoured and unemployed, had it not been for the help he got from me. But following an unexpectedly emotional conversation at the end of the case, we had done little more than exchange routine information.


I was fairly sure that Danielsen would prefer not to work so closely with me again so soon. I would certainly be happier to keep a degree of distance. Vilhelm Helgesen was a very different kettle of fish: ten years older than me, a hard worker with a lower rank and no ambitions. He would no doubt be a good and unproblematic subordinate – and that was what I needed right now.


I said that I thought that Helgesen was perhaps best suited to this investigation. Then I added that it was of course my boss’s decision – and that it might perhaps be best if he made any announcements himself.


‘Certainly,’ my boss said. Then he picked up the phone, dialled a number and said succinctly: ‘Can you come in?’


Vilhelm Helgesen knocked on the door barely a minute and a half later. One of Helgesen’s good qualities was that he was so unlike a policeman in many ways, and he did not dominate when he came into the room or when he sat down by the desk. He was of average height and slightly overweight, a middle-aged family man, who might equally well have been a taxi driver or a factory worker. But I did recognize a sense of excitement and the hunting instinct in him too. He straightened up in his chair when my boss explained the case to him in a few sentences. When asked whether he would he assist me with the investigation, he promptly replied: ‘Of course.’


There was much that I appreciated about Helgesen, but right now, more than anything, it was the fact that he was not DI Danielsen. And what was more, he was efficiency itself and did not like to waste his own time or that of others. The same was true of our boss, who without further ado asked what my plans were.


I replied that we should get to work straight away. I would follow up the family and the friend who had found her. Helgesen could start at the School of Theology and as far as possible try to reconstruct what Agnes Halvorsen had done earlier in the day and whom she had met. If he had time, he could also check with local bus drivers to see if they could remember any passengers travelling to or from the stops near Hovseter between half past ten and half past eleven the night before. We could meet back at the station as soon as possible after lunch, and hopefully the pathologist would have his preliminary report ready by then.


‘Good,’ my boss said.


Helgesen asked if I would like him to bring anyone of interest from the School of Theology or Oslo Transport back here, and simply replied ‘Fine,’ when I said that I would leave that to his discretion.


We were just about to stand up when my boss unexpectedly spoke again.


‘Check whether she has a man in her life, or several for that matter. When young women are killed, the answer often lies in their closest circle. But there is something here I don’t like; a small detail makes me wonder if this case is in fact not that simple.’


‘Are you thinking about the ant?’ I asked.


My boss gave a curt nod, but said nothing more. Helgesen did the same.


I thought to myself that at the start of this investigation, we, the police, were all singing from the same song sheet, but were all equally perplexed. I hoped that we would find something at Hovseter or the School of Theology that might change this. At the same time, I thanked my lucky stars that I was already going to dinner in Frogner that evening. I was strangely certain that I would once again have need for my unofficial adviser, Patricia.


II


At twenty minutes to nine, I rang the parsonage at Hovseter. The voice that answered belonged to a young man, but was extremely serious. It was, as I guessed, Helmer Halvorsen, Agnes’ older brother. He had been woken by the bishop himself ringing on the doorbell to tell of his sister’s death, and had managed to contact his parents by telephone. They were on their way back from a visit to Telemark, but were not likely to be in town before half past ten. He would stay in his childhood home until they came, and would of course be available should the police want to ask any questions.


Helmer Halvorsen sounded calm and collected, and it would be a clear advantage if I could talk to him alone before his parents arrived. I therefore promptly agreed. Five minutes later I was in the car on my way to Hovseter again.


I recognized the man who opened the door from the family photograph I had seen in his sister’s room the evening before. He still had dark hair and was slightly shorter than his sister had been. His face was serious, but showed no sign of tears, and his handshake was firm, if brief.


I politely declined the offer of tea or coffee. There was a large glass of water on his side of the table, but as far as I could see it remained untouched.


Someone had once described an older teacher from my secondary school as having drunk too much cold water. It struck me that this description might also be fitting for the twenty-seven-year-old Helmer Halvorsen. He spoke clearly and logically, but without any form of real engagement or emotion. Given the circumstances, I was impressed. I would certainly not have been so controlled if my little sister had just been killed.


Even as he answered my first question, I got the feeling there was not much help to be had here, despite the fact that he was clear and concise and appeared to have an excellent memory.


He started by saying that his sister’s death had come as ‘a bolt from the blue’ and that he found it impossible to understand why anyone would want to kill her. According to her brother, Agnes Halvorsen had a ‘very good and straightforward’ relationship with both him and their parents, as well as the rest of the family. She did not have a boyfriend, as far as he knew, nor had she ever had one.


Helmer Halvorsen hesitated a moment when I asked if she would have told him if she had a boyfriend. His reply was that he might perhaps not be the first to know, which was plausible enough, but that he and his parents would no doubt have noticed pretty quickly. Agnes lived at home and did not go out much, other than to university.


When she was a teenager, Agnes Halvorsen had sung in a choir and played tennis, but she had then settled down to focus on her end-of-school exams and Christian activities. She participated in several of the parish youth groups, and every now and then met up with friends from school. Nora Jensen was the only name he could remember off the top of his head; she was a fellow student and the only friend who came to visit regularly.


Helmer Halvorsen had never considered his sister to be particularly interested in animals and even less so in insects. If anyone in the family was interested in science, it was him, though his sister had achieved good grades. Midges and wasps were the only living creatures he had seen his sister kill, he added with a cautious smile. The word ‘ant’ said nothing to him, and he was polite enough not to query why I had asked.


He told me that he himself had studied biology at university and now had a permanent job as a science teacher at Persbråten secondary school. He lived alone in Makrellbekken, but was engaged to a primary-school teacher and they planned to get married in the summer. His sister had been very happy about the engagement and had got on well with her future sister-in-law on the few occasions that they had met. As far as her brother knew, Agnes did not have any enemies.


Helmer Halvorsen hesitated a moment again when I asked if his sister’s choice of study had caused any friction in the family. He then replied that there had initially been some pressure on him to study theology, and that his sister had in turn been encouraged to study something else. Both children had, however, managed to get their way, and their parents had respected their wishes. ‘Our parents are somewhat conservative in terms of their religion, but they are very fond of me and adored Agnes,’ was how he put it. I caught a whiff of a clue when he said that, but could not put my finger on it.


Helmer Halvorsen was equally calm and collected when he answered the more difficult question that followed. Now that his sister was dead, he was sole heir to his parents’ wealth. The house came with his father’s job and the family had ‘always prioritized spiritual values over material values’. His parents had been open about the fact that they had around 30,000 kroner in the bank, and Helmer guessed that the total inheritance would be in the region of 50,000 kroner. But he was not likely to inherit this for a good many years, as his parents were still in their fifties and in good health. There was nothing to indicate that Helmer Halvorsen would need his sister’s share of the inheritance, either now or later.


Helmer Halvorsen almost had an alibi for the time that his sister was killed, but it was only almost. His fiancée would be able to confirm that they had had supper together the evening before, and then spent the rest of the evening at his place, until she went to catch the bus at ten to eleven. This would make the timing tight, but not impossible. Makrellbekken was only a few minutes’ drive from Hovseter.


It was an uncomfortable situation. However, Helmer Halvorsen understood very well that I had to ask questions about his parents’ financial situation and his alibi for the previous evening, and he was helpful and precise in his responses. He repeated several times that he hoped I would be able to shed light on who had killed his sister, but he could tell me nothing that might help to identify who had done it. Even though I did not look forward to meeting the parents, it was almost a relief when I heard a car stop in front of the house.


III


Helmer Halvorsen jumped up and hurried out to meet his parents in the hall. Soon afterwards, they came into the living room to speak to me. Their son, however, only popped his head round the door to ask if I had any more questions for him, and then withdrew when I said I had none for the moment.


Reverend Valdemar Halvorsen was a tall, sturdy man, with dark hair and a serious, furrowed face. The resemblance to his son became apparent when I shook his hand; his grasp was equally firm, dry and brief. In contrast, his wife was trembling and she held my hand for some time. Henriette Halvorsen was slightly plump with greying hair. I could see a likeness to her daughter in her face, but not her build.


They accepted my condolences with the briefest thanks. Understandably enough, they both looked very sombre, but neither of them was crying. In this way, their son took after them, and I wondered if the daughter had been the same.


It was the deceased’s father who unexpectedly broke the silence, before I had time to ask a question.


‘The ways of Our Lord are often inscrutable even to those of faith. I have never found them more inscrutable than in the early hours of this morning. Our daughter, who was our little angel throughout her childhood, remained firm in her faith. We could not understand at first why God had taken her from us in this way. But now we understand that it was essentially we who betrayed both God and our daughter.’


His voice was muted and intense. The differences between the minister and his son were becoming more apparent.


I sensed a possible generational conflict in the family and therefore asked what he meant.


‘We tried to let our children live their own lives. I am in no doubt that it was the right thing to do, but we perhaps let it go too far in terms of their studies. God told us clearly that He wanted Agnes to follow another path, not to become a priest. If we had been firmer with her, she might still have been alive today.’


I looked cautiously over at his wife, but she gave a resolute nod and agreed with her husband.


I was taken aback and initially did not know what to say. I tried to offer some words of comfort, to say that they must not blame themselves for their daughter’s death. The killer alone was responsible, and the police would prioritize catching him.


I expected a positive response, but did not get one. They exchanged fleeting glances. Somewhat surprisingly, it was the minister’s wife who broke the increasingly oppressive silence.


‘Are you a believer, my young man?’


Once again, I felt I had to weigh my words like gold. My initial response was that my life philosophy was a private matter and of no relevance to the investigation. Then, when they still said nothing, I added that I was not a member of the state church or any other denomination.


‘In that case, there is no point in discussing this aspect of the case any further. Ask whatever secular questions you wish, and we will answer as truthfully as we can. As far as we understand, it was a stranger who killed our daughter. We would of course like to know who he is and why he did it. But this stranger could never have killed our daughter if God was still watching over her. We will always feel that we are in some way to blame for that.’


The minister was sounding more and more like a prophet from the Old Testament. Again, I looked to his wife for her reaction, and again she nodded in agreement. They had obviously discussed it on the way here.


To me, as a younger non-believer, it seemed absurd. If I had been in their situation, I might possibly have lost faith in God, and would certainly not under any circumstances have assumed the blame. At the same time, I accepted that it was a personal matter that I could not change, and it was none of my business. I was obliged to respect the family’s faith and perception of reality, no matter how misguided they might seem to me. Furthermore, it was not unusual for parents to blame themselves in some way for a child’s death.


I therefore said that my job was to catch the killer, not to discuss questions of faith, and as such I wanted to ask some specific questions about their daughter and her life.


They nodded more or less in tandem.


The rest of the conversation was less confrontational and more constructive. The deceased’s parents confirmed that their investments and property were worth roughly 50,000 kroner. They had always considered their relationship with their daughter to be good. With the exception of a few tentative suggestions about secretarial college and home economics, they had not wanted to cause any conflict about her choice of study. She had never asked her father for help with her studies, and he had not wanted to impose. They could not remember their daughter ever being particularly bothered about animals of any kind.


They gave the names of four classmates, but Nora Jensen was the only one they had seen since Agnes left school. Their daughter had never introduced them to any men, and they were pretty certain that she had never had a boyfriend. They were not aware of her being at loggerheads with anyone, be they man or woman.


As far as practical circumstances were concerned, the parents’ statement tallied with that of the brother – and did not further the investigation by even a single step. Otherwise, the parents had been at a dinner party in Skien until around ten o’clock the evening before and therefore had an indisputable alibi.


They both stood up as soon as I did, and followed me out. The father shook my hand and wished me luck with the investigation, as did the mother, but with a slightly shaky voice.


We all hesitated by the door. It felt as though they wanted to say more, but in the end, the mother simply repeated that they were certain there had never been a man in her daughter’s life, although if I discovered otherwise in the course of the investigation, they would appreciate being told the truth. They were of course keen for the case to be solved and would be ready to answer any questions I might have, whenever that might be.


I politely withdrew, just as the clock struck half past eleven. I hoped that the victim’s best friend would be able to tell me more today, but I doubted it.


I almost bumped my head on the unusually low door frame on my way out, which seemed symbolic of my situation with regards to the investigation.


IV


Nora Jensen lived in a two-storey terraced house. From the outside, it was far less ostentatious than the parsonage I had just left. It looked as if all the lights were out. The outside door was locked and there was no response when I rang the bell first once, then twice. However, as I turned to go, I did notice a curtain moving upstairs, and the door was opened before I had a chance to ring the bell for a third time.


‘Sorry I didn’t open straight away. I couldn’t sleep last night and don’t really feel myself yet,’ Nora Jensen said.


Her eyes were puffy and her voice and hands were trembling. She seemed to be even smaller and more fragile in daylight than when I had seen her the night before. Nora Jensen was, in other words, not a pretty sight as she stood there alone in the doorway, but I immediately felt great sympathy for her. She was perhaps weaker than Agnes Halvorsen’s parents and brother, but appeared to be far more emotional.


I assured her that it was perfectly understandable that she was not feeling herself, given that she had found her best friend dead the night before, but I hoped that we could talk a little more about what had happened, all the same.


She said yes, and opened the door for me. Her parents had gone to work before she got up and would be back in the afternoon, she told me in a quiet voice. I realized that she felt more secure knowing that she wouldn’t be on her own in the evening, but that she dreaded talking to her parents about what had happened. It was not hard to sympathize with these feelings.


There was a pot of coffee and a half-full cup on the otherwise empty table in the living room. Nora Jensen disappeared out into the kitchen and came back with a cup for me, before sinking down into an armchair by her own cup.


‘This can’t be easy for you,’ I said, by way of opening the conversation.


She let out a heavy sigh, but then leaned forward and answered in a stronger voice.


‘Finding your best friend dead is a shock and a loss I wouldn’t wish on anyone. And when you find her only a hundred yards from your house, you can’t help but fear for your own life. They say that talking to someone about your sorrows and fears can help, and obviously, if I can, I really want to help you find the monster who killed Agnes.’


The word ‘monster’ was unexpected. I realized that Nora was possibly stronger than I thought. So I swiftly asked if she had anything to add to her statement from the night before.


This did not produce any results. Nora sighed and drank the rest of her coffee before she replied that unfortunately she did not. She couldn’t think of anyone who might have had something against Agnes. And she couldn’t imagine that anyone in their circle of friends would have a motive for killing her. Agnes Halvorsen’s life had been so routine that it was hard to believe she had any secrets.


‘If I was to say not what I know, but what I believe . . .’ she said, tentatively.


I told her I would listen carefully to anything she had to say – I would listen to whatever people wanted to tell me, be it what they thought or knew.


She attempted a smile, but managed no more than to show a couple of rather large front teeth.


‘Thank you. In that case, I believe more and more strongly that Agnes must have been in the wrong place at the wrong time, and is a random victim. It doesn’t make it any less tragic, but it does make the question as to why anyone would want to kill Agnes less incomprehensible.’


I had played with the same thought myself, but was not supposed to share my theories with her. And in any case, it was not a very uplifting thought. If the murderer was a man with no links to Agnes Halvorsen’s life, we had no clues as to who he might be.


I dutifully jotted down what she had said. Then I asked if she knew whether there had been any conflict with Agnes’ family and friends about her choice of study.


Nora Jensen tilted her head to one side, and then held up a hand. ‘I refuse to believe that that’s where you’ll find a motive for murder. Agnes spoke about it a little when we first applied to the School of Theology. At the time she was upset because she could tell that her parents were strongly opposed to it, and she was very grateful to them that they didn’t make a fuss. Her brother supported her choice, so there was no problem there. If they ever discussed it later as a family, she certainly never told me.’


My next question was about reactions and possible conflicts within the school.


‘Agnes and I were the only female students in our year. We know that some of the male students were very glad to have us there, whereas others didn’t want us there at all. The same is true of the lecturers. And while no one has changed their mind over the years, there has never been any outright conflict. I have to say I find the idea that a Christian man in Oslo in 1972 could strangle a Christian woman in order to prevent her becoming a minister absurd.’


She said this with surprising strength and conviction. The idea did seem utterly ridiculous to me as well. But I still found myself clutching at straws for want of a better explanation.


I switched tack and asked if Agnes had had a personal tutor.


Nora Jensen replied faster this time.


‘Yes, Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl. He’s also my tutor. He’s in his early forties and young to be a professor, but he’s very clever and very nice. In fact, he’s one of the most liberal theologians in the school. He’s heavily involved with solidarity work in South America and an open advocate of women priests.’


I wrote down the supervisor’s name as someone else we needed to talk to. Then finally, I asked if I was correct in thinking that the next lecture was tomorrow, and whether she was thinking of going.


Nora Jensen sighed heavily. Then she said in an even more subdued voice than before that there was a lecture at a quarter past twelve tomorrow, and that there would probably be some kind of memorial for Agnes. She felt that she had to go, but didn’t know if she could face leaving the house. Just taking the bus without Agnes would feel like an ordeal right now.


I said that it would be good if she could go to the lecture, and that I had thought of going myself so I could pick her up on the way, if that made it any easier.


If I had hoped she would show any sign of pleasure at this, I was disappointed. Nora Jensen simply said ‘yes please’, in the same staccato voice, with the same expressionless face.


She must have heard that her own voice was not particularly enthusiastic. She certainly then thanked me more warmly for my ‘very generous’ offer and added that she looked forward to seeing me again tomorrow. It was just that fear and grief still hung over her and her home like heavy clouds.


Nora Jensen wished me luck with the investigation, and said she would be happy to answer any questions whenever needed, and that she would be extremely grateful for any further news about her friend’s death. She hoped it might be easier to move on if she knew what had happened, she added hesitantly.


I left the house without looking back, but then turned around on impulse as I closed the gate. I couldn’t see Nora Jensen from the road, but the movement of the curtains told me that she was standing by the window. If nothing else, I had to find Agnes Halvorsen’s killer so that Nora Jensen could have her answer and move on with her life.


V


The police station was a little more frantic than usual when I got there at a quarter past one, after a quick lunch. Helgesen was still not back and had not phoned. On the other hand, more and more journalists from various papers were now calling about yesterday’s death. I promised the switchboard that I would get a press release to them within the next thirty minutes, and then hurried to my office to write it.


There was a small, modest man in a suit waiting outside my office, who I immediately recognized as one of the best pathologists from forensics. His full name was Haldor Jørgensen, but here at the station he was simply known as Pathologist Jørgensen. No doubt as a result of his profession, he was terribly serious, and always correct and reliable.


As soon as he saw me, Pathologist Jørgensen said that the autopsy of the Hovseter victim was not yet complete, but that a couple of results were already clear. And he had come immediately to tell me in person.


I very much appreciated this and asked him to come into my office.


Without further ado, Pathologist Jørgensen started to give me a short report of the main points in his ever-steady voice.


‘We will have to wait a day or so before the full autopsy report is ready, but the main conclusions are clear, given the physical injuries. The woman shows all the signs of death by strangulation. Given the marks on her throat, it would appear that this was done with bare hands. There is nothing to indicate that rope or anything else was used.’


‘Can we conclude from this that the murderer is a strong man?’


The pathologist pulled a face, and shook his head hesitantly.


‘That would simply be guessing. It is unlikely that the murderer is old or handicapped, and more likely that it is a man than a woman. But a young and determined woman, who was in good shape, would also be capable of this, particularly if the victim was taken by surprise. It is not unusual for shock to result in paralysis, and the victim’s ability to fight back is quickly reduced if the attacker manages to get a firm hold and squeeze. It’s most likely that it is a man between eighteen and fifty, but we can’t rule anything out. And other than the marks on the victim’s neck, there doesn’t appear to be any clue on the body that might help the investigation.’


I looked at him in surprise and followed this up with another question when he didn’t take the hint.


‘That is to say, you haven’t found any signs of sexual assault on the body?’


The pathologist did not say anything for a moment, but then carried on in the same steady voice.


‘Quite the contrary, I would say. Her blouse had been buttoned up wrongly, and may well have been opened and closed by the killer. But her dress and underwear were intact. In fact, this is one of the few cases where one could say with absolute certainty that the perpetrator, if it was a man, has had no sexual contact with the victim. That is to say, no man has ever had sexual contact with her.’


I looked at him quizzically, but again had to ask a question to get him to say more.


‘What you’re saying, in other words, is that at the time of her death Agnes Halvorsen was still a virgin?’


‘There is absolutely no doubt about it. She was fully intact.’


I suddenly did not feel like talking to the pathologist any more, and it seemed that he had no more to tell me either. So I thanked him for the information.


He said, ‘You’re welcome,’ then stood up and left, without looking back.


I sat there on my own, deep in thought. It felt as though the little information I had been given only made the murder more inexplicable. At the same time it made the case even more tragic, as Agnes Halvorsen had been killed before she could experience real love.


I wrote a short, routine press release confirming that a young woman had been found dead by the roadside in Hovseter the night before, that the dead woman had been identified as twenty-one-year-old Agnes Halvorsen, and that the death was being treated as suspicious. I added a request that any witnesses who had been in the area between half past ten and half past eleven in the evening should contact Oslo police immediately.


I knew that I had only been half concentrating as I wrote the press release – and realized when I checked the spelling that I had not even been that. I fed a new piece of paper into the typewriter, forced myself to concentrate for three minutes, and wrote the press release again without spelling mistakes. I took it to my boss first, and then to the switchboard.


My boss had no comments on the press release, and no advice to give me with regards to the investigation. Helgesen had still not come back from the School of Theology. And I had no idea how to proceed with this unusually puzzling murder case.


So at ten to two I dialled one of the seven numbers, apart from my own, that I knew by heart. I knew the phone numbers of my parents, my younger sister and my boss, as well as the switchboard at the main station. Then there were two that I had not managed to forget but could no longer use: those of my former fiancée, Miriam Filtvedt Bentsen, at the halls of residence at Sogn, and of her parents in Lillehammer. The last and best number that I could remember was the one I now used: that of my friend and secret adviser, Patricia Louise I. E. Borchmann in Frogner.


VI


I felt more confident about ringing Patricia now than I had the first time I called her in connection with my previous murder investigation, just over a month before. Much had changed in the meantime. I was no longer engaged. And the conclusion of that case had brought Patricia and me closer, on a personal level, than we had ever been before.


This time we had continued to meet after the investigation had closed. I had asked Patricia out twice and been invited to supper at her house twice in the past three weeks. On Friday, she had come to my place for the first time. We had eaten together in the living room while her maid, Benedikte, had waited alone in the kitchen for several hours. Before she left, Patricia had remarked that it had been very pleasant, and invited me for supper again after work on Tuesday. We had agreed that I would be there at half past four, but that might now need to be put back. So in that sense, there was nothing odd about me calling her at all.


I had, truth be told, not been looking forward to it and had even considered postponing the meal. In contrast to our efficient and interesting discussions during my earlier murder cases, our meetings now felt unproductive and drawn out. We talked about everything and nothing, but without purpose. Patricia was less acerbic and much nicer these days, but also less interesting. Neither of us had shown any desire to talk about more difficult things, such as the loss of her parents and the traffic accident that had left her dependent on a wheelchair. And we were certainly not keen to discuss our previous relationships. On the whole, her life was not very eventful, and nor was mine, with the exception of my work as a police detective.


Our meetings were more exciting when we talked about my work and about earlier murder investigations. Patricia was particularly interested in our shared experiences and in what had happened to other people who were involved. But the big question as to whether we were a couple or just good friends remained unclear – as did the question of a possible future together. We hugged each other when we met and parted, but nothing more had happened. I was not sure if Patricia wanted anything more. She never refused an embrace, but always felt slightly tense when we hugged.


And even more unsettling was the fact that I was still not sure that I wanted any more physical contact myself. I was, more than ever, very aware that Patricia was now an attractive young woman. Especially when she gave me one of her teasing, slightly provocative smiles. Every time we met, my feelings swung this way and that. I felt more at a loss than I had done with any other woman before. In a way, we had known each other too well and for too long before our recent dates. We knew all the answers to the usual questions about parents, siblings, life and interests.


On one date, in the middle of the main course, Patricia asked what I thought about relationships where there was a considerable age gap. This was only lightly camouflaged by a reference to a recent article in the newspaper about the ageing actor Charlie Chaplin and his much younger wife, Oona O’Neill. I quickly replied that even their thirty-six-year difference was obviously not a problem, and that in our day and age when people were more enlightened and liberal, anything less than eighteen years should be acceptable to everyone, given that it was fine for the two people in question. Patricia gave one of her mischievous smiles and said that she agreed. A moment later, she added that here in Norway, fifteen years seemed to work well enough for the prime minister. Neither of us pursued the subject, but the subtext was clear. I was born on 15 March 1935 and Patricia on 12 January 1950. The age difference had never bothered me. I had had relationships with several younger women, most recently in the spring.


What bothered me more was the difference in our mobility. I had never been in a relationship with a woman who was physically handicapped, nor had I ever considered that I might. And now that I had to consider it, I found the principle easy enough, but the possibility challenging. Furthermore, both of us had been in a relationship with someone else only a matter of weeks ago. In a way, the fact that Patricia was on the pill and not a virgin made things a little easier. But I was still very uncertain as how I would deal with the situation if I was lying naked in bed with a woman who couldn’t move her legs without my help. Especially when I also knew that she had lain there with another man only a few weeks before. The thought was less testing than it had been three weeks ago, and the night before last I had dreamed about it, but it had not only been pleasant.


The woman I was dating was possibly one of the richest young women in Oslo, but I did not give much thought to that side of the matter. I had a good and secure salary, and stood to inherit a tidy sum. Moreover, I was very happy with my current job and had no burning desire to do anything in life that I could not afford myself. On the other hand, I had once before, when I was in high school, known a girl first as a friend and study partner for a couple of years, before embarking on a romantic relationship with her. Our physical encounter, when it finally came, had been a disappointment, and, as a result, did not develop into the great love we had anticipated, but rather the loss of a friend forever.


I felt that I could not risk the same happening with Patricia. No one could ever know just how much she knew about my previous cases, and what was more, she might be invaluable to any future investigations. But I also realized that if she wanted physical contact and I did not respond, that might also lead to a break-up. And so I was doing what I had done all too often in my personal life: carefully treading water, leaving the dilemma hanging in the air.


Patricia answered the phone as soon as it rang – with an unusually bright ‘Hello.’ It sounded as though she had not only expected me to call, but was also very pleased that I had. An image of her sitting there in her wheelchair by the phone, waiting patiently in anticipation, the bookcases of her enormous private library behind her, flashed through my mind. And suddenly I realized that I had begun to fall in love with her. But of course I did not say that. Instead, I got straight to the point: ‘Hello! Have you heard anything of particular interest in the news today?’


Patricia was, as I expected, immediately on the ball.


‘You are of course thinking about the young woman who was found dead by the roadside at Hovseter late last night? They said on the radio that the death was being treated as suspicious. And given that you have called so soon, it is obviously murder and the police have no idea who did it. Unfortunately I can’t tell you much more than that on the basis of the little information I have.’ This was then quickly followed up: ‘But I can of course set aside some time later this evening to talk about it, if you have more information and would like to hear my humble opinion.’


I replied that I would be more than happy to hear her opinion on the case later that evening. Then I said that I was now busy with the investigation and that it might perhaps be best if I used my time to gather as much information as possible first.


She answered that we could in that case meet a little later than originally planned. Her idle staff were not likely to have started preparing the food yet, so it would not make any difference.


This certainly confirmed that Patricia was her good old self, for better or worse, and I sent a sympathetic thought to her devoted and at times tyrannized staff. Out loud, I said that I hoped to be there by six, if that was all right for both her and the staff.


Just then, our telephone conversation was interrupted by a knock on my office door. Patricia said, ‘That’s fine.’ I said, ‘There’s someone here. Speak later.’ Then we both hung up at the same time.


VII


Detective Sergeant Vilhelm Helgesen was standing outside my door, together with a man and a woman who were unknown to me. They were both polite and tense.


Helgesen explained that he had two witnesses with him, but should perhaps have a word with me first. I waved him into my office.


‘It all took a little time. None of the bus drivers at Oslo Transport had anything to report from Hovseter yesterday evening, unfortunately. But I’ve managed more or less to piece together the victim’s last day at university. And I have with me two of the three witnesses who might be of interest. You can meet the third one later this afternoon.’


I asked him to give me a brief outline of Agnes Halvorsen’s last day at university and a quick introduction to the witnesses before we asked them in.


Helgesen took a notebook out of his pocket. The first few pages had more writing on them than mine usually would after only a few hours’ work.


‘Agnes Halvorsen usually took the bus to and from the School of Theology, and did so yesterday as well. She got there a little before half past ten, and then sat in the library until ten to two, when she went to a lecture. This finished at four, and she caught a bus home at a quarter past four, which got to Hovseter just after half past four. The bus driver on that route, Hilmar Lauritzen, was on the day shift from ten until five, so happened to drive the victim both ways. He’s waiting outside with the library assistant, Astrid Marie Nordheim, who was on duty for the time that Agnes was there. Unfortunately, I don’t think either of them have much of interest to tell us, but you can be the judge of that. The lecturer was Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl, who was also her personal tutor. He had to go to an important meeting with the school board, but is available later on this afternoon if you want to talk to him.’


I told him that Bergendahl was on my list of people to talk to as soon as possible, and thanked Helgesen for his good and efficient work thus far. This pleased him inordinately, and he said that it was a delight to work with such a young and positive inspector. I asked him to sit beside me at the desk when we spoke to the witnesses. He nodded attentively when I told him about my meetings with Agnes’ brother, parents and friend, and about the pathologist’s preliminary conclusions. If nothing else, the mood of the investigation team was still buoyant.


Hilmar Lauritzen was a relatively solid man of average height, who gave me an assured handshake. He told us that he was thirty-nine and had worked at Oslo Transport since he finished his military service. He drove on various routes, but generally worked the day shift and drove between Majorstuen and Hovseter two or three days a week. A small number of students from the School of Theology often took this bus, so he knew them by sight.


Agnes Halvorsen had been a frequent passenger on that route for about a year and a half now, and so was one of perhaps twenty or thirty ‘regulars’ that Hilmar Lauritzen ‘nodded to, without knowing their names’. She had had her bus pass ready on the way into town, but on the way back to Hovseter, she had rummaged in her bag for it, so the bus driver just waved her on, as he knew she had a pass.


She seemed like a nice young lady and had made a friendly impression in their limited routine exchanges. Even though he hadn’t known her personally, it was still a shock to hear that she had been killed only a few hours after her last bus trip.


The driver reckoned there had been around twenty passengers on the bus that afternoon, which made a full overview difficult. However, he hadn’t noticed anyone following Agnes Halvorsen either on or off the bus, ‘except, of course, the friend who was with her’.


But then it also seemed unlikely that anyone would follow her onto the bus at a quarter past four in the afternoon, and kill her more than six hours later.


The most interesting piece of information from Hilmar Lauritzen was about the friend Agnes had with her on the bus.


‘I don’t know her friend’s name, but I’ve seen them together many times. Her friend is nearly a head shorter and has dark hair. She normally got on the bus behind Agnes and seemed to be more serious. They took different buses into town, but caught the bus back together. And actually, yesterday, there was something that surprised me a little . . .’


The bus driver paused for a moment, but then carried on as soon as I prompted him.


‘Well, they obviously knew each other well and usually sat together near the front of the bus. But yesterday, they were clearly discussing something at the bus stop. The friend was unusually animated and swiped at Agnes just as the bus pulled in. She got onto the bus first. Agnes seemed a little agitated and was still looking for her bus pass when she got on. She then walked past her friend and sat down several rows behind her. It was probably just a normal tiff between friends. But I thought I should perhaps mention it to you as it was unusual, and then she was killed later that evening.’


Helgesen nodded and looked at me. I assured the bus driver that he had done the right thing in telling us, and that of course we would not jump to any hasty conclusions based on the information. When I asked if he could think of anything else that might be of interest, his reply was, ‘No, I’m afraid not.’ He did not have a business card, but wrote his address and telephone number down on a piece of paper, and said that we could contact him anytime if there were any further questions.


Helgesen and I exchanged a fleeting glance as the door shut loudly behind the helpful bus driver.


‘You’ve already managed to get more out of him than I’d even thought of,’ Helgesen said, without a hint of bitterness.


I magnanimously pointed out that, first of all, it was he who had brought the witness here, and second, it was not by any means a given that what he had told us would be of any importance. And in any case, we still had work to do. This was good news in what was turning out to be a difficult investigation.


The library assistant, Astrid Marie Nordheim, was forty-one and of medium height. She was, however, quite striking thanks to the combination of an unusually high, blonde hairdo and unusually thick glasses. She was a qualified librarian, and had worked at the School of Theology since finally leaving ‘the ranks of housewives’ two years ago.


Mrs Nordheim came across as a dynamic and observant lady, who knew the students by name and appearance. She even noted when people came and went, and so could tell us the precise times of Agnes Halvorsen’s last visit to the library. It was hard not to notice Agnes as she was one of the few female students in the school. She was otherwise a hard-working and diligent student, and never a problem in the library. As far as the library assistant could tell, she had read two course books yesterday and taken notes.


Nora Jensen came to the library less often and for shorter periods, but had spent an hour there yesterday before the lecture. She had been sitting behind her friend. The library assistant had not seen any contact or communication between them. She had, on the other hand, noticed a short and whispered conversation between Agnes Halvorsen and a male student from the same year, Jan Ove Eliassen. He had gone over and started the conversation, which lasted no more than a minute or two.


The two did not usually talk in the library, but then again, it was not unusual for students to exchange messages. The observant library assistant felt it was only right to mention it to us, even though it was not likely to be of any importance – and she certainly did not want to direct suspicion towards anyone without grounds. She wrote down her address and telephone number as soon as I asked, and said that we could contact her whenever she could be of any use.


Our session finished with this mildly comical similarity between the two otherwise very different witnesses. I chuckled and Helgesen gave a careful smile. ‘Well, you found a thin thread there that we might be able to follow up,’ he said, tentatively. I told him what I thought: that it was an even thinner thread than the previous one, but that it was better to have vague clues than no clues at all.


I noted down a new and more critical question for Nora Jensen, and then added the student Jan Ove Eliassen to my list.


The only person left to talk to now was Agnes’ tutor, Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl. I asked Helgesen whether he felt it was necessary to talk to the tutor that afternoon – and what he made of the case so far.


Helgesen scratched his head and thought for a while before answering. ‘We now have a couple of key questions regarding the case, but still don’t have anything that resembles a motive or a suspect. In that sense, the pathologist’s conclusions are a bit of a blow. Young women are most often killed by a husband, boyfriend or lover who has already been jilted or is about to be. That seems less likely now that we know there was no man in her life. The first and most important question, then, is whether the murderer knew the victim or not. If he did, we still don’t yet know who he is and why he did it, but it does mean there is a limited number of people to investigate. The girl lived a quiet and ordered life. There can’t be many who have a possible motive for killing her, nor can there be many who knew where she was often to be found on a Monday night. If, on the other hand, it was a stranger and she was a random victim . . .’


Helgesen had said a surprising amount, but then stopped abruptly. It was about as far as I had thought myself, and I was pleased to be able to finish the sentence for him.


‘. . . we are literally back to square one, with no physical clues at the scene of the crime. For the moment we can only hope that a witness will come forward who saw something in the area yesterday evening, or that the murderer gives themself away somehow or other. The picture of the ant remains a mystery.’


Helgesen agreed with me.


‘As far as the tutor is concerned, I doubt that there’s anything of real interest to be got there, but you have already managed to get more than I anticipated out of our two witnesses today. Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl is a likeable man, but he didn’t have much to say about Agnes – except that she seemed to be a nice person, and was a diligent and talented student. He said that he would be back in the office by half past three and would stay there until five, if you wanted to speak to him. You will have to decide for yourself whether it’s a good time to go and see him now. Based on what we’ve heard, it might be good to talk to her friend again. I finish my shift at four and have arranged to do something at half past, but will of course work overtime if you’d like me to.’


I took the liberty of asking Helgesen what he was going to do at half past four. He hesitated, then told me that it was his youngest son’s tenth birthday – but repeated that he would work overtime if needed.


I thought about it for a second or two, then said what I had first intended: that I would go and talk to the tutor before talking to the friend again, and that there was no reason for him to come with me and run into overtime.


Helgesen held out his hand and thanked me for my understanding. We left the police station together just before four, but were going in opposite directions. Helgesen said that his son would be very happy to see him, as he had already called home to say that he might have to work late this evening.


I stood there on my own for a moment in the damp, rather cold spring air. I had no birthdays other than my own to celebrate – and no children who were looking forward to me coming home. That afternoon, a few weeks after my thirty-seventh birthday, was perhaps the first time that I felt a twinge of envy of my colleagues who did.


Fortunately it did not last long. Less than a minute later I was in the car and driving through the afternoon traffic towards the School of Theology.


VIII


By the time I got there it was twenty past four and most of the offices had been abandoned for the day. But Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl was there, as he said he would be, and even had his door ajar.


I recognized him without any trouble from the descriptions that Nora Jensen and Vilhelm Helgesen had given. Bergendahl was a trim man with a headful of dark hair and I would have guessed that he was in his thirties rather than his forties. My first impression was that he seemed to be somewhere between nice and overly friendly, and consequently I found it easier to imagine him as a car salesman than a theologian. Before the door had even closed behind me, he had managed to shake my hand, apologize that he had not been available earlier and thank me for coming to see him – as well as assure me that he would do everything he could to help solve this ‘terrible and pointless crime’.


Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl struck me as being slightly false. But once all the small talk was out of the way and we had sat down, his shock and desire to help felt more genuine. He said twice, in a tremulous voice, that Agnes Halvorsen had been an extremely talented student and an exceptionally nice person. Her death was a great loss for the school and a tragedy for everyone who knew her.


When I asked about her academic performance, he was quick to say that her work had been outstanding.


‘In theology, it takes considerable knowledge or understanding to be a good student, and Agnes Halvorsen was one of the rare people who had both. Bearing in mind that theological circles and higher education establishments in Norway are often divided by strong opinions, I think it would be safe to say that she was seen to be one of two exceptional students in her year. Even the more conservative staff who were actually opposed to her being here agreed that, in academic terms, she was an extraordinary talent. In fact, her academic performance had persuaded several lecturers to soften their stance on women priests.’


Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl hesitated slightly when I asked about Nora Jensen, and what he thought of her friendship with Agnes Halvorsen.


‘Well, I would certainly be more cautious about making any bold statements about her academic work, and naturally I know very little about their personal relationship. However, they were the only two women in their year and had known each other since they were children. Their fathers had been friends before they were born and both called their daughters after Ibsen characters. I am possibly more positive about Nora Jensen than many others here. The truth is that she seems to be less motivated and hard-working than Agnes, and less intellectually gifted. Her performance is by no means bad, just weaker than her friend’s, with whom everyone automatically compared her. I have often thought that having Agnes as a friend was both a blessing and a curse for Nora.’


I asked whether he had recently or previously noticed any tension between the two, be it about male fellow students or anything else.


He smiled broadly.


‘No, absolutely not, I would say . . . First of all, I’ve neither seen nor heard anything to indicate that either of them had a boyfriend. And no, I have never noticed any disagreement between them. It seems very unlikely that there would be any kind of conflict, partly because they’ve known each other for so long and partly because Nora has always shown Agnes such great respect.’


‘You said that Agnes was seen to be one of two exceptional students in her year. Who is the other?’


‘Jan Ove Eliassen. They are at once so alike and yet very different. Jan Ove’s family are members of the Pentecostal Church and he is in many ways far more conservative, but he and Agnes have both become better people through their discussions about divisive issues. To begin with, there was some rivalry between them, but that is no longer the case and my impression is that they get along well now.’


Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl spoke slowly and said this in a kind voice as he leaned back comfortably in his chair. Then it was as if something struck him; he leaned forwards over the desk and his speech was now fast and intense.


‘But really – if you’re looking for a possible murderer here among the students, I can assure you, you’re on the wrong track. Of course there are tensions and rivalries; there are in any student environment. But the atmosphere here is devout to the point of pacifist, and I can’t imagine that any of our students would take another person’s life under any circumstances. It’s an almost shocking idea.’


He said this with unexpected force. As he spoke, I caught a glimpse of a different Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl, a more passionate, serious and physical man, whom one might not want to get on the wrong side of. It was fleeting. He quickly calmed down and settled back in his chair again. Just then, I noticed something on the wall behind him.


Between two large bookcases, Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl had hung up a single photograph. It was a christening picture, showing two smiling parents and a howling child. I reckoned the photograph was no more than two years old – the father still looked very much the same.


For the second time in an hour, I felt a stab of envy when confronted with a man who had children. In what was more or less a fit of guilt, I expressed my hope that all was well with his family.


Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl drew a couple of deep breaths before he answered, but did not straighten up.


‘Well, I’m afraid to say it definitely is not. You’re looking at the last happy memory of my small family. My son died very suddenly in his cot the day after that photograph was taken, and my wife is currently in hospital with a serious lung condition. She has been so strong and brave, but then yesterday the doctors said that I should ready myself for letting her pass into our Lord’s hands.’


I saw a tear twinkle in the corner of Bergendahl’s eye, and hurried to apologize for my insensitive question. He kept his composure and held up a hand.


‘On the contrary, your question was well meant and I appreciate you asking. I hope and pray for a miracle that can save my wife and give us another child, but more and more frequently have to console myself with the thought that the three of us will be reunited in Heaven one day.’


When he said ‘Heaven’, I remembered that I still had something to ask him – which was where he had been the previous evening between half past ten and half past eleven. It felt very wrong to ask about that now, even though it was simply a routine question. So instead, I gently queried whether he had been to see his wife in hospital yesterday.


If Oscar Fredrik Bergendahl realized what I was actually asking, he disguised it well.


‘Thank you for your kindness. I drove straight to the hospital after the lecture yesterday and stayed far longer than was good for her. She dozed off around nine o’clock. I sat there watching her sleep, gazing at her peaceful face for another half hour or so, and drove home around a quarter to ten, when I realized that she wasn’t going to wake up again before morning. She wasn’t strong enough to talk much yesterday evening, but I hope she might be better today.’
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