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1

The three cardboard boxes were stored at the bottom of the wardrobe. Wisting lifted out the largest. One corner had started to tear, so he had to be careful as he carried it into the living room.

He opened the lid and removed the top ring binder—black, with a faded label on the spine: Katharina Haugen. Laying it aside, he took out a red binder marked Witnesses I and two others of the same colour tagged Witnesses II and Witnesses III. Soon he found what he was looking for—the ring binder labelled Kleiverveien.

These cardboard boxes contained everything written and undertaken in the Katharina case. Strictly speaking, he should not have brought the case documents home, but he felt they did not deserve to be locked away in an archive room. Sitting there at the bottom of his wardrobe, they reminded him of the case every time he took out a shirt.

He picked up his reading glasses and sat down with the ring binder on his lap. One whole year had passed since he had last looked through it.

Kleiverveien was where Katharina had lived. The unpretentious detached house, surrounded by forest, had been photographed from various angles. In the background of one of the images it was just possible to make out the shimmering waters of Kleiver Lake. The house itself was situated on a small plateau, about a hundred metres from the road. It was brown, trimmed in white, with a green door and empty window boxes on the ledges.

Browsing through the folder of photographs was like walking through a ghost house. Katharina was gone, but her shoes were left on the floor in the porch. A pair of grey trainers, some brown leather boots and a pair of clogs, beside her husband’s clumpy sandals and work boots. Three jackets hung from the row of pegs. On the chest of drawers in the hallway lay a ballpoint pen and a shopping list, an unopened letter, a newspaper and a few unaddressed flyers. A half-withered bouquet of roses lay beside an ornament. A few little memos were stuck to the mirror above the chest—one with a date and time, another with a name and phone number, and a third with three initials and a sum of money. AML 125 kr.

Her suitcase lay open on the bed, full of clothes, as if she had intended to be away for some time: ten pairs of socks, ten pairs of briefs, ten T-shirts, five pairs of trousers, five sweaters, five blouses and a tracksuit. There was something about the contents he had never managed to make sense of, though he could not quite put his finger on why. The selection seemed so rigid and formal, as if it had been packed by someone else, or for someone else.

He continued to peruse the photos. Five books taken from the bookcase lay on the coffee table. Wisting had read some of them himself: Mengele Zoo, The Alchemist and The Satanic Verses. Beside them was a photograph of Katharina with Martin Haugen, taken at a scenic viewpoint—they were standing with their arms around each other, smiling at whoever had taken the picture. The picture had been framed but had been removed from its frame and lay beside the glass.

The photographs of the kitchen were the ones that caused the greatest puzzlement. A plate with a slice of bread and butter and a glass of milk were left on the kitchen counter. The chair she usually sat in had been pushed out from the table, and on the table lay a ballpoint pen and what subsequently became known as “The Katharina Code.”

Wisting squinted at the photocopy of it, which comprised a series of numbers arranged along three vertical lines. So far, no one had succeeded in deciphering its meaning.

In addition to the police’s own experts, they had involved cryptologists from the military’s security centre in the examination of the mysterious message, without arriving any closer to a solution. The code had also been sent to experts abroad but, to them, the paper had also seemed to hold a senseless combination of numbers.

Wisting turned the copy this way and that, as if something might change on this occasion to allow him to grasp its significance.

All of a sudden he looked up. Line had come in, but he had failed to catch what his daughter had said. He had not even registered that she had entered the room.

“Eh?” he asked, as he removed his reading glasses, leaving them hanging from a cord around his neck.

Line sat down with her daughter on her knee and began to take off the toddler’s jacket and shoes, all the while peering over at the cardboard box Wisting had brought out.

“I’d forgotten tomorrow is 10 October,” she repeated.

As Wisting put down the ring binder, he held out his arms to his granddaughter and lifted her on to his lap. She was no longer a baby. The helpless little creature he had held in his arms for the very first time fourteen months earlier had now developed a personality of her own. He pressed his lips to her round cheek and gave her a loud kiss. Amalie burst out laughing and tried to catch hold of his glasses with her chubby hands. Unhitching them, he laid them well out of her reach.

“Do you think there’s anything in there you haven’t read before?” Line asked, gesturing at the ring binder on the table.

She seemed annoyed and out of sorts.

“Is something wrong?” Wisting queried.

With a sigh, Line thrust her hand into her bag and quickly dug out a yellow plastic strip. A lipstick, a ballpoint pen, a packet of chewing gum and other bits and pieces spilled out of her bag at the same time.

“I got a parking ticket,” she explained, tossing it on the table before stuffing the rest of the contents back into her bag. “Seven hundred kroner.”

Wisting glanced at it. “Parking in contravention of sign 372,” he read out. “What is sign 372?”

“No parking.”

With a broad smile, Wisting bent down and rubbed his nose on his granddaughter’s cheek.

“Mummy got a fine,” he said, in an affected voice.

Line rose to her feet. “I can’t fathom why you still keep going through these papers,” she said, heading for the kitchen. “After all these years.”

“Are you going to complain?” Wisting asked. “About the parking fine?”

“There’s nothing to complain about,” Line answered. “I didn’t see the sign. I’ll just have to pay the money.”

Returning with a teaspoon, she produced a yogurt from the changing bag and hoisted Amalie on to her lap.

“Have you found any more of her relatives?” Wisting asked.

Line tore off the lid of the yogurt pot. “A few fourth and fifth cousins in Bergen,” she replied, flashing him a smile.

“How do you get to be a fifth cousin?” Wisting quizzed her.

“When you have four-times-great-grandparents in common,” Line explained as she fed Amalie.

“And what four-times-great-grandfather are we talking about?”

“Arthur Thorsen,” Line specified. “He was Mum’s great-great-grandfather.”

“Never heard of him,” Wisting admitted.

“Born on Askøy in 1870,” Line told him.

With a shake of the head, Wisting picked up the report he had been reading. “And you think I’m messing about with old papers?” he said jokingly.

“But what you’re looking for isn’t there,” Line said. “You’ve kept this up for twenty-five years, but the answer’s certainly not in those papers.”

“Twenty-four,” Wisting corrected her, and stood up. He knew the answer probably wasn’t to be found in any of the boxes in his wardrobe, but at the same time he was convinced that at least one of the 763 names that had cropped up in the investigation material belonged to someone who knew what had happened on that October day almost twenty-four years ago.

He picked up one of the red ring binders and riffled through to a random document. A witness statement. The paper it was written on was tattered and the text faded. Wisting read the beginning of a haphazard sentence in the middle of the page and knew how it ended without having to read to the conclusion. A routine interview, it contained nothing of significance, no interesting details, but every time he read it, or any other document for that matter, he had the same idea that this time he would discover a detail he had previously overlooked, or spot a connection he had not made before.

“Are you?” Line asked, shaking him out of his thoughts.

He closed the ring binder, aware once again of missing what she had said.

“Are you tagging along with him on another trip to his cabin?” she asked.

“Who’s that?” Wisting asked, even though he knew what she meant.

“Him,” Line replied, with a long-suffering look at the heaps of case documents.

“I don’t think so,” Wisting answered.

“But you do intend to visit him tomorrow?”

Wisting nodded. It had become a habit, visiting Martin Haugen every year on 10 October. “Sorry,” he said, putting down the ring binder.

He knew his behaviour changed as the anniversary approached. The old case filled his mind, pushing everything else to one side.

“What are you doing this evening?” he asked, walking towards the window. It was dark outside, and raindrops speckled the glass.

Line gave her daughter the last spoonful of yogurt. “I’m going to the gym,” she replied, lowering Amalie to the floor. “I was hoping you could babysit. She doesn’t like the crèche very much.”

Little Amalie stood on the floor, wobbling.

“You’re welcome to leave her here,” Wisting said happily, clapping his hands to entice his granddaughter towards him. She toddled across and laughed loudly when Wisting caught her and lifted her up in the air.

“Careful, now,” Line warned him. “She’s just eaten.”

Putting her back down again, Wisting headed into an adjacent room to fetch a box of toys. He poured the contents on the floor and sat down beside her.

Amalie grabbed a red wooden block and said something that Wisting could not make out.

“Thanks, Dad,” Line said as she stood up. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

She waved to them both, but Amalie was far too busy to notice her mother leave.

They sat together on the floor for ten minutes or so, but after a while Wisting’s grandchild grew more interested in playing on her own.

His knee joints creaked as he got to his feet. He made for the cardboard box, took out a notepad and sat down again in the chair. As he flipped through the pages, he reached for his glasses and put them on once more.

All the information from the cases he was working on ended up in his thick blue notebook. First, the crucial facts of the case, then details, witness statements, documentation and lab results. The notebook was the case’s anchor, a compendium of every single interview he had conducted and every single scrap of evidence collected. It always formed the basis for deciding the next move.

He could not understand why Line was so averse to his continued interest in this old case. Usually she was attracted to unsolved mysteries and unanswered questions. The same thirst for knowledge that had made him into a detective had turned her into a journalist. After Amalie was born she had taken up genealogical research. She was mostly keen to provide her daughter with a big family, since Amalie’s father was more or less out of the picture. However, her deep-seated curiosity was another reason. He could well understand the satisfaction in uncovering new family connections and gradually creating a family tree. It was not so different from a police investigation.

The search for answers lay at the heart of everything Line had done as a journalist. As far as Line was concerned, it was not simply a matter of reporting on a news event. She wanted to know what lay behind it. This was a quality the editorial team at the VG newspaper regarded highly. They were eager to keep her and had extended her maternity leave in the hope that she would return to her post.

He had no desire for her to involve herself in the Katharina case, but could not understand why she was so uninterested. Maybe it was because the case had always been there. Line had been six years of age when Katharina Haugen had disappeared. She had grown accustomed to him taking out the old documents from time to time and immersing himself in them. Or perhaps it was because she, like so many others, had accepted the explanation most people had become reconciled to—that Katharina Haugen had chosen to take her own life one dark October night twenty-four years ago.

But if that were true, what had become of the body?

An alternative theory was that there had been an accident. That she had gone for a walk, fallen and been left lying unconscious. However, that simply raised more questions than answers.

Regardless of the circumstances of her disappearance, there were also other unsolved aspects to the case. These were what made Wisting take out the case files again, year after year. Such as the mysterious code on the kitchen table, the peculiar neighbour, and the business of her unidentified father. And then there were the flowers: fourteen red roses.

Amalie had scrambled to her feet and was now standing in a world of her own, clutching an armrest and chewing a brightly coloured plastic rattle.

Wisting beamed at her before locating the interview with one of the last people to see Katharina Haugen alive, a friend of hers called Mina Ruud. She and Katharina sang in the same choir and had known each other for five years. For the last few weeks, Katharina had not attended choir practice. In a phone call, she had explained to her friend that she was not feeling well, that she had no energy. So, two days before Katharina vanished, Mina had paid her a visit. True enough, her friend had looked tired and pale. Something was obviously bothering her, Mina thought, but Katharina had brushed off any questions and explained that she had started a course of vitamin tablets in the hope of feeling better. During the interview, Mina had explained that she had seen a huge change in Katharina in the course of the past year. She was usually what Mina would call a vivacious person, always happy. Bubbly was the word she used. But then something must have happened to change her personality. She stayed at home, seldom went out and hardly ever mixed with her friends. She became reclusive, depressed and quiet.

One paragraph in Mina Ruud’s statement in particular had drawn Wisting’s attention. She believed Katharina was hiding a dark secret that she was reluctant to reveal to anyone.

Several people described Katharina Haugen as depressed before she went missing, both friends and work colleagues. A widespread perception attributed this to missing her family and friends in Austria.

Wisting skipped forward slightly and read a few other extracts from Mina Ruud’s statement. He stopped abruptly at a sentence he had not lingered on before. Mina Ruud had been trying to put a date on a conversation with Katharina during which her friend told her that she had met an Austrian man two days earlier. It had been a chance encounter in a café, when he had asked her if the chair at her table was free, and Katharina had noticed his accent and asked him if he came from Austria. It had been pleasant for her to meet someone from her own country.

The investigators had committed endless resources trying to locate this man. Because of this, it had been crucial to discover when exactly the encounter had taken place. As far as Mina recalled, it had been one afternoon in the middle of August.

He read the sentence one more time: It was afternoon in the middle of August.

A word was missing. He had always read the sentence as if it said, It was one afternoon in the middle of August, but the word one was missed out. It was a common mistake, one he made himself sometimes. Not all the words that ran through his head ended up on the paper. On reading it through, the brain was tricked into believing that the word was there, because in fact you didn’t read the sentence word for word but let your eye run across it.

This missing word was of no consequence. It changed nothing, but it made him think there might be other things in the comprehensive investigation material that he had overlooked.

He put down the report and plunged into the nearest bundle with renewed interest and enthusiasm. When anyone disappeared as Katharina had done, there were four distinct possibilities: suicide, accident, escape or some sort of crime. They had investigated all the theories, including the possibility that she had left the country without telling anyone in order to start a new life.

Wisting had never believed in the idea that Katharina had disappeared of her own free will. Even though they had no body or crime scene, he had always regarded the Katharina case as a murder investigation. No single aspect caused him to draw this conclusion but rather the sum total of circumstances. Such as the suitcase on the bed, the books removed from the bookcase and the picture taken out of its frame. And then there was the code on the kitchen table.

He picked up the photocopy and studied it once again. Three faint curved lines divided the sheet of paper and formed two columns, with a line drawn across at the bottom. The remainder consisted of a series of numbers. The number 362 was circled and noted in two instances. The same applied to 334. Similarly, the number 18 was written twice and enclosed in a square. In addition, several numbers were scattered around the paper: 206, 613, 148, 701, 404 and 49. What made the cryptic information so intriguing was that a plus sign had been drawn on one side of the paper, with the vertical line longer than the horizontal, so that it resembled a religious symbol, a cross. Time after time the black ballpoint pen had been drawn back and forth over the same symbol almost until a hole was torn in the paper.

Yet again Wisting sat looking at the cross and the numbers. This time it was as if something tugged at his subconscious—he felt as if the numbers were about to convey some sort of meaning.

He took in a deep breath and held it. Such a spark was what he was after when he took out the old case documents again, a hope that he might have learned something in the course of the year gone by—heard, seen or somehow lived through something to extend his experience in such a way that when he reread the papers he would be able to interpret the contents differently. He felt he was there now, on the brink of understanding. A response, a picture or an insignificant detail that had attached itself to his subconscious in the course of the past twelve months was about to provide him with a lead in the case.

He read the numbers aloud in an attempt to assist his brain to let something surface: “Two hundred and six, six hundred and thirteen, one hundred and forty-eight…”

Little Amalie mimicked him. She tried to say the same numbers and laughed at her own unsuccessful efforts.

Wisting glanced across at her. All around her mouth was completely blue, and she had a ballpoint pen in her hand. She had bitten a hole into it and the ink was running down her hand.

She gurgled and chuckled as she put the pen back in her mouth.

Wisting threw aside the papers, rushed across and snatched the pen from her fingers.

Her lips, teeth, tongue and the entire lower part of her face were stained blue. Carrying her under his arm, he dashed out to the bathroom, where he turned on the water and held her over the basin. He filled his hand with water and splashed it on her face repeatedly. Amalie began to shriek but he scooped up more water and flung it at her, into her open mouth. Amalie coughed and spluttered. Coloured water ran into the basin. Despite her protests, he continued to rinse her face until he was sure her mouth had been emptied of ink, then he sat down on the toilet seat with his granddaughter on his knee and tried to comfort her.

“It’s okay,” he said, struggling to sound cheerful.

Amalie calmed down a bit. Wisting coaxed his mobile phone from his pocket: he rang Accident and Emergency and gave a hurried account of what had happened.

The nurse asked for the child’s name. “Ingrid Amalie Wisting,” he answered, and provided her date of birth.

He heard the sound of a keyboard rattling at the other end of the line. “How much ink has she ingested?” the nurse asked.

“I don’t know,” Wisting admitted, carrying Amalie back into the living room. The pen was lying on the floor and had left a blue mark on the carpet.

“There’s just over half the ink left,” he said. “But I think most of it is probably on her clothes and hands.”

“Small quantities of ink are normally perfectly harmless,” the nurse reassured him. “The worst thing is if she’s swallowed some pieces of plastic.”

As Wisting studied the pen, he saw that the top was splintered. “What would happen then?” he asked.

“They could get caught in her throat,” the nurse replied. “But it sounds as if she’s fine. She might have an upset tummy, but any fragments will probably come out naturally.”

Wisting thanked her and carried Amalie into the bathroom again, where he wet a flannel and tried to wash her face and fingers. This helped a little, but the blue stain stubbornly refused to disappear. He picked up her toothbrush, applied some toothpaste and made an effort to brush her tiny, discoloured teeth. Amalie protested and began to grizzle again. Now he gave up, brought her back to the living room and slumped into his chair with his granddaughter on his lap. The fear he had felt was changing to annoyance: he was furious with himself.

Amalie went on sobbing. She was probably tired and his anxiety had affected her. He stood up again and, with his granddaughter hoisted on his hip, he collected all the papers connected to the Katharina case and returned them to the box. One of the ring binders was not closed and loose papers drifted on to the table and down to the floor. He swept them up and stuffed them back into the large box, heedless of whether they became crumpled or disordered. He simply wanted it all out of the way.

Shifting Amalie to his other hip, he closed the lids on the big cardboard box and used his foot to push it alongside the wall. He sat down on the floor and studied her closely. Her clothes were ruined. She was probably growing out of them anyway, but he would have to offer to replace them.

By the time Line returned home Amalie’s tears had subsided and they were both absorbed in a game of stacking wooden blocks.

She smiled when she saw them playing but froze when she noticed the blue dye around Amalie’s mouth and on her clothes.

“What happened?” she asked, lifting her daughter.

“She got hold of a ballpoint pen,” Wisting answered.

“Weren’t you watching her?”

“She was too quick,” Wisting replied.

“But you were with her, weren’t you?”

“Of course,” Wisting said. “But then all of a sudden she was sitting there with her face covered in ink. I think it was your pen. It must have fallen out of your bag when you showed me your parking ticket.”

Line moistened her thumb and began to rub Amalie’s chin.

“I phoned Accident and Emergency,” Wisting explained. “Ink isn’t dangerous, at least not in small quantities. A bit difficult to remove, but not harmful.”

Line sighed. “I’ll have to take her home and give her a bath.”

She sat down on a chair and began to put a snowsuit on her daughter, while Wisting started to clear the toys from the floor.

“I can buy her some new clothes?” he offered. “Or at least pay for them.”

Line shook her head. “Not at all,” she said, getting to her feet. “Thanks for looking after her, anyway.”

“I’m sorry,” Wisting said. “I’m obviously a terrible babysitter.”

Line gave him a fleeting smile. “It’s perfectly okay,” she said, glancing at the box of case documents. “Remember Thomas is coming home this weekend, won’t you?” she said.

Thomas was her twin brother who worked as a helicopter pilot in the military, and he came home only a couple of times a year.

“I’ll make pizza!” Wisting said enthusiastically.

This was something Wisting had instigated when Line and Thomas were teenagers. Every Friday when he returned home from work, he made pizza dough and Line and Thomas helped to prepare the topping. This was a practice they had continued right up until Thomas left to join the army.

“We’ll be there,” Line said, hugging her daughter. “Are you going to say cheerio to Grandpa, then?”

Wisting approached them and gave each a hug before accompanying them to the door. He stood gazing after them as they walked through the rain down to Line’s house at the bottom of the street.

He had lied, and he realized how easy it had been to say he was with Amalie instead of admitting how engrossed he had been in the Katharina case. It wasn’t only that he had lied, but he had pushed part of the blame and responsibility on to Line by claiming it was her fault that a pen had been among the toys.

Closing the door, he returned to the living room and stood looking at the cardboard box he had shoved aside.

Lies were an element of every investigation. Everyone lied. It was seldom a matter of downright untruths, but most people avoided the unvarnished truth in some way or another. They equivocated, kept quiet about particulars, exaggerated and embellished things to make them more interesting or held back circumstances that cast them in a bad light. In addition, things slipped people’s minds, they remembered their experiences differently from how they had actually taken place. And instead of admitting they could not remember, they filled in the blanks with what they believed and thought must have occurred, usually based on what other people had heard or seen. In order to expose these lies, you depended on being in possession of supplementary information, making it possible to verify what had been stated.

He crouched down to retrieve the pen Amalie had been chewing. The Police Federation logo was only just visible beneath the marks left by Amalie’s teeth. It was his ballpoint pen. He wondered whether he should tell Line or just let it drop. He slung it into the kitchen rubbish bin. He returned to the living room, opened the flaps on the cardboard box and extracted the case notes once again.
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Torrents of water slashed through the darkness in front of the headlights as Wisting reversed from the garage. The rain had intensified overnight. He had stayed up past midnight in an effort to seize the lead that had eluded him earlier that evening, but it was gone.

Glancing over his shoulder, down towards the house where his daughter lived, he spotted a light in the kitchen. He knew Amalie woke around six o’clock and hesitated momentarily behind the wheel, wondering whether he should stop to ask Line how Amalie was doing. He had plenty of time, as usual in the mornings. His working day did not begin for another hour, but she would probably be struggling to get Amalie back to sleep again, and he didn’t want to disturb them.

Twenty-four years ago, 10 October had been a cloudless day with a gentle, south-westerly breeze, he recalled from the reports. It had clouded over slightly in the course of the evening when the wind strength had increased and the temperature had dropped to around eight degrees Celsius. He remembered all these details as if it were yesterday.

He drove steadily through the residential area and swung to the left as he emerged on to Larviksveien, well aware that his working day would be unproductive; he would be unable to concentrate on much else, either before or after his meeting with Martin Haugen.

Katharina had disappeared once prior to this when her name had been Katharina Bauer. At the age of twenty-one, she had mounted her motorbike at home in Perg and driven out of the small Austrian town, never to return.

At that time she was fleeing a dysfunctional family with a violent, alcoholic stepfather and an unstable mother with mental-health problems. Katharina and her sister had stuck together, looking after their younger brother, but when he grew old enough to take care of himself Katharina had packed a rucksack and left.

Her journey had ended in Norway. Somewhere in that country she had a father. At least that was what her mother had told her, that her father was Norwegian. She had scant hope of finding him: all she knew was that his name was Richardt and that he had been a regular customer for a while in the restaurant where her mother worked during the summer of 1958. Subsequently he had moved on, and it was not even certain he was aware he had become a father.

To be honest, her unidentified father had not been the reason she had travelled to Norway. Above all it had been a question of running away. However, she had been curious about the country—before she left she had learned something of the geography and history of the place, and a little of the language.

She had tried to find her father after she arrived in Norway. Among the effects she left behind were lists of names and addresses of men called Richardt, spelled in different ways, but this looked like a project she had given up on several years before she went missing. Some of the names had been scored through, but more than three quarters remained. The police had been in contact with all of them. The ones crossed out confirmed they had been contacted, but that none had been the person she was seeking.

Wisting was forced to increase the speed of the windscreen wipers. Once he approached the town centre, the traffic became congested. The rainwater of the past few days had found new courses and in several places earth had been washed away and parts of the road had collapsed, causing traffic to be diverted.

In Austria, Katharina had studied to become a surveyor and land-use planner, and she had undertaken some work for the local roads authority after her arrival in Norway. With a talent for languages, she rapidly became fluent in Norwegian and had taken further qualifications at technical college. Eventually she had obtained contract work with the National Directorate of Public Roads and took part in the design and construction of a new motorway through the southern part of Telemark. This was where she had met Martin Haugen, who worked as a foreman and was one of the road workers constantly in and out of the planning office.

The traffic made slow progress as a cyclist in full rain gear picked his way through the cars.

He would visit Martin Haugen at home around twelve o’clock. They never had any fixed arrangement, but every year since Katharina disappeared, he had turned up there at the same time, and he expected Martin Haugen would be waiting for him this year too. The coffee would be ready, and the shop-bought cake would be on the table—probably a lemon-drizzle cake with icing or a raspberry Swiss roll. At first they would make small talk and then the conversation would find its way to Katharina.

Wisting had met her once. He could not recollect it himself, however, and it was not until five or six years after her disappearance that Martin Haugen had reminded him of it. It had been on 17 May, Norway’s national day, he had said, showing him a newspaper clipping. Katharina and her friends in the choir had been singing during the festivities in Bøkeskogen. A photograph of them appeared in the newspaper and Wisting, who had been on duty, could be glimpsed in the background.

When the photo was published, Katharina had pointed out Wisting and told Martin that just as they were about to sing, she had found a bunch of keys. She had handed them to the policeman in the picture.

His initial reaction had been that Katharina must have mixed him up with another police officer. He had rooted out the lost-property register, leafed back through it and, to his surprise, had discovered his own note that one item, namely a bunch of keys, had been found and handed over by Katharina Haugen. So he had spoken to her, noted her name and later transferred the information into the lost-property register. When he tried to cast his mind back, he only managed to conjure up a vague recollection. Martin Haugen had also forgotten about it, until he had been tidying a drawer, found the clipping and recognized Wisting.

A car tooted behind him, wrenching Wisting from his thoughts. He crawled forward to fill the space that had opened up while his attention had drifted.

The vehicles moved more smoothly through the town-centre streets, and he reached the police station with plenty of time to switch on the coffee machine before other members of staff arrived.

No major incidents had been reported from the previous night. He divided up the most important cases for investigation, sifting out the ones where there was no basis for further action. He had a budget meeting at ten o’clock, and would go through the lists of arrears with one of the police lawyers. In addition, his input was required for the criminal-investigation department’s consequence analysis regarding the planned amalgamation of the police district with neighbouring police forces, but that could wait until after his meeting with Martin Haugen.

Reclining in his office chair, he sat with his hands clasped behind his head, before leaning forward to pull out the bottom desk drawer. He had taken a copy of the newspaper’s photograph from 17 May, and brought it out to examine it.

The photo was black and white. Katharina stood with a group of friends, all dressed to the nines; she was wearing a light summer dress. Her hair was long and he knew it was reddish-blonde. She had blue eyes, but there was a touch of sadness in her expression, an obvious despondency even though there was a smile on her full lips. They looked soft, he thought, as he gazed at them now. Softer than her eyes.

He did not believe she was still alive but wondered what she might have looked like now. As for himself, he had changed a lot. In the picture he was in his late twenties, slim, with dark hair only just visible under his uniform cap. His back was ramrod straight.

As far as Wisting was concerned, the Katharina case had begun on Wednesday 11 October, when her husband had reported her missing. Two detectives had travelled out to Kleiverveien to undertake the initial investigations, Wisting and Eivind Larsen. Wisting had sat in the living room with Martin Haugen while Larsen had gone through the house searching for something to indicate what had become of Katharina. Nothing found in the house or emerging from their conversation had led them closer to an answer.

Wisting stood up, crossed to the window and paused there, aware of a strange but nevertheless familiar grumbling sensation in his body. A restlessness caused by unfinished business.

The suspicion that Martin Haugen had been somehow involved in his wife’s disappearance was one of the first things to be checked out. At that time, he was working on road construction in Trøndelag and living in workmen’s barracks in Malvik, more than eight hours’ drive from his home.

The spouse was always the initial suspect whenever anyone disappeared, but the timeline gave police no grounds for suspicion. Martin Haugen had spoken to Katharina by phone at around ten o’clock on the evening of 9 October. The telephone company confirmed a phone call at 22.06 from a pay phone in the barracks’ dining room to the landline belonging to Katharina and Martin Haugen in Kleiverveien, Larvik. The conversation had lasted eight minutes and seventeen seconds. The next morning, at seven o’clock, Martin Haugen was seated behind the controls of an excavator. There was a nine-hour window, but it would have taken him sixteen hours to make the round trip to Larvik and back.

After his shift he had tried to phone home but received no answer. Several workmates had seen him attempt to phone his wife in the course of that evening and he had given the impression of being worried. He had called friends and acquaintances, but no one had seen her. Late that evening he had asked his nearest neighbour to go to the house to investigate, but there had been no sign that she was at home. The neighbour had done a circuit of the house and peered in through the windows. Apart from spotting what looked like a handwritten note on the kitchen table, he had nothing else to report.

Just before midnight, Martin Haugen had driven home. At 8.47 on 11 October he had phoned the police to report his wife missing.

They knew no more today than they had at the time. They knew a great deal about what had not happened, what Katharina had not done, and where she had not gone, but nothing about why, how or where she had.
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Wisting left his office at quarter to twelve to drive to Kleiverveien. By now it had almost stopped raining and the sky was brighter.

His relationship with Martin Haugen had changed over the years. The interactions between them had gone from being purely professional to increasingly informal. They were able to share jokes and talk about things far removed from the case. A few years ago Martin Haugen had borrowed an excavator and helped Wisting to get rid of some tree stumps in his garden. Every autumn Wisting bought a few bags of firewood from him, and before Christmas he usually showed up with a Christmas tree from the woods behind his house. They had been on fishing trips to Haugen’s summer cabin, and Martin had attended Ingrid’s funeral when she died. But it was not a true friendship, and never could be. Their relationship had its roots in tragic circumstances and something indefinable still caused Wisting to keep his distance. They were around the same age, and from time to time it crossed his mind that, in different circumstances, Martin Haugen could well have become one of his few good friends.

Two years after Ingrid’s death Wisting had embarked on a new relationship. Although it was over now, it had been tender and loving while it lasted, and he wished it could have continued. Martin Haugen had never entered into a new relationship, even though he had been married before he met Katharina, a short-lived union with a woman eight years older than him. One of the ring binders in the case files was marked with her name: Inger Lise Ness. In the weeks following the disappearance it had grown bulky, but yielded no answers.

The windscreen wipers scraped the glass and Wisting turned them off.

The houses flanking the road became more scattered as he approached Kleiver, and the road grew narrower and less well maintained. He passed a market garden and a small farm. On the left-hand side he saw the old car-repair workshop and noticed that some of the wrecked cars outside had been there since the previous year.

He slowed down as he neared the intersection and the exit road where the mailbox was situated. A sign had been erected at the road verge since his last visit. A No Entry sign, with an exception made for permanent residents.

As Wisting drove past the sign, he glanced in the mirror at the red house across the road. Steinar Vassvik lived immediately opposite the turn-off, and Wisting spoke his name aloud now. He was the closest they had come to a suspect in the case. He was the nearest neighbour, the last person to have seen Katharina, and he had no alibi. To make matters worse, he had a previous conviction for assault.

The gravel track zigzagged through the trees. After a hundred metres Martin Haugen’s house appeared. It had been given a fresh coat of paint since Wisting last visited and some of the forest around the house had been cleared. It now looked brighter and more open.

The rain had formed a puddle in the yard and Wisting parked to avoid stepping into it.

The cat rose from the doormat, arched its body and approached to inspect him.

It was not usually necessary to ring the doorbell. Martin Haugen normally came to the window when he heard a car in the yard. Looking up at the house, Wisting let the cat curl round his legs while he waited for Martin to appear at the door.

Nothing happened.

Wisting climbed the few steps and rang the doorbell, the cat following at his heels. He heard the sound of the doorbell reverberate inside the house but nothing else.

In the tiny crack between the doorframe and the door he could see that the lock was engaged. He rang the doorbell one more time and bent down to pet the cat’s wet fur.

Wisting turned his back on the door. Haugen’s car was not parked in the yard, but that did not necessarily mean anything, since he usually kept the car in the garage. However, the door to the garage was locked and there were no windows to afford a view inside.

He crossed to the kitchen window and stood on tiptoe. The room was tidy, with the exception of a writing pad and pen on the table.

“Martin!” he called, hammering on the windowpane.

Something was written on the top sheet of the pad, but from where he stood it was impossible to see what it said.

The pad lay in approximately the same place as the coded message had done twenty-four years earlier. It was most likely Katharina who had written the code back then. Her fingerprints had been found on the paper.

Handwriting experts had also studied the paper, but they could not say for certain that the handwriting was Katharina’s. They had made comparisons with handwriting samples from letters and other papers they knew Katharina had written. The numbers on the paper were slightly more slanted than on the reference samples, and the results were inconclusive.

Chemical analyses showed that the ink in a ballpoint pen on the kitchen worktop contained identical ingredients to the ink on the paper. The pen was a promotion for the National Directorate of Public Roads, in all likelihood one that Katharina had brought home from work, and had been manufactured in Germany in a factory producing nineteen million ballpoint pens annually. From a purely theoretical point of view, a pen other than the one lying there could also have been used.

Somewhere in the woods behind him, a solitary magpie screeched. Apart from that, he was surrounded by silence.

He walked round the house, across the damp grass on the lawn and up on to the verandah at the rear, with the cat trailing in his wake.

The garden furniture was still outside, and dead leaves were collected in wet heaps. A spade caked with earth was propped against the wall, and beside it stood a pair of Wellington boots flecked with clods of dried clay.

Wisting approached the window and peered inside. Many of the fixtures and fittings were the same as when Katharina had lived here: pine furniture and a few colourful prints on the walls. The dark leather settee was new, and on the coffee table in front of it, a partially completed construction set divulged Martin Haugen’s hobby. It seemed likely to be a lorry once it had the finishing touches. On the bookshelves, previously filled with Katharina’s books, a number of finished models were displayed.

The cat mewed and scratched at the verandah door. On the inside, he could see the blanket it usually claimed as its own.

The animal must be old now, Wisting thought. Martin Haugen had told him how, scrawny and with a dull, matted coat, it had slunk out of the woods one summer’s evening and sidled on to the verandah where he was sitting. He had offered it his plate of leftovers, and ever since then it had made its home with him. That had been five or six years ago.

Wisting turned to face the woods, denser now than twenty-four years earlier. He could only just make out the small lake down between the spruce-tree trunks.

They had combed the woods twice in their efforts to find Katharina. First with sniffer dogs, and then with volunteers who had walked in rows at arm’s length from one another. They had dredged the lake and also dispatched divers. She was nowhere to be found.

Another magpie screech broke the stillness. It flew up from one of the nearest trees, hovering and flapping its wings as it swooped and shrieked.

Wisting pulled his coat closer around his neck and returned to his car. He was taken aback that Martin Haugen was not at home. He had expected him to be here, just as he had been last year and all the years before.

He glanced up at the house before climbing into the car. Maybe Martin Haugen had just nipped out to run some errands, but Wisting doubted it. The cat was rolling on the mat in front of the door, its coat soaked through, as if it had been out all night in the rain.
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The car bumped over potholes on the gravel track. Wisting came to a halt by the mailbox marked with Martin Haugen’s name. It had been pictured in the case documents, revealing that it contained newspapers for 10 and 11 October, as well as an electricity bill. The newspaper dated 9 October was on the chest of drawers in the hallway of the house.

Martin Haugen must have had Katharina’s name taken off the mailbox at some point, as it now showed only his name.

Lifting the lid, he found it empty, though that did not necessarily mean anything. It was probably too early in the day for the postman to have called, and Martin lived so far out of the way that very few delivery services would go to the bother of making the trip.

A man with a dog came walking out of the woods on a footpath further along the road. He called the dog at once and attached the lead.

Wisting returned to his car and peered at the No Entry sign linked to a chain that could be stretched across the track to block the route. Maybe Martin was bothered by hikers who parked their vehicles on his property. The sign itself must be something he had picked up from work. After Katharina had disappeared he had secured a job in the operations and maintenance department of the roads authority, a position that had changed somewhat over the years. Initially he had been involved in clearing vegetation, snow ploughing and removing roadkill. Gradually the practical aspects had been subcontracted to various private firms and Martin Haugen’s task became more supervisory in nature, but he had always had flexible working hours and normally took 10 October off. Perhaps that had not been possible this year.

Wisting considered phoning or sending him a text but worried he might seem pushy. It would be better to call in again after work.

At the time of Katharina’s disappearance mobile phones were not common, and it was before the Internet and social media. No electronic traces existed at that time to point in the direction of where she was or what had happened to her.

He glanced at the house on the other side of the road as he drove off and thought he saw Steinar Vassvik at the window. It had been difficult to obtain any kind of worthwhile statement from him. He was the type of person who did not let anyone come close, who usually answered questions mainly in words of one syllable, and who never took the initiative to change the subject in conversation. When Wisting had spoken to him, he often turned away and looked in a different direction. His answers were always evasive, and every conversation left Wisting with the distinct impression that he was withholding something. That there was something he was concealing.

Steinar Vassvik had confirmed Haugen’s statement: he said he had been phoned on the afternoon of 10 October and asked to go up to the house to look for Katharina. He had done so. When he was phoned again half an hour later he had told Haugen she was not at home but it looked as if she had left a message for him on the kitchen table.

Wisting picked up his mobile and rang Line. He was still anxious about his granddaughter. Her voice sounded flat when she answered.

“How’s Amalie?” he asked.

“She’s a bit unsettled today,” Line replied. “Whimpering a lot.”

“Is she sick?”

“Well, I’m not sure. I’ll just have to keep an eye on her.”

“Did you manage to get rid of the blue dye?”

“Not all of it.”

Wisting cleared his throat to fill the ensuing silence.

“Do you need anything?” he asked. “Do you want me to buy anything from the shop?”

“No, we’ll manage,” his daughter assured him.

Wisting swerved on the narrow road to avoid an approaching lorry. He apologized again and told her how dreadful he felt about it before saying goodbye.

He returned to the police station at five past one, and in the corridor bumped into Nils Hammer, who acted as Wisting’s deputy.

“I’ve arranged a meeting for us tomorrow,” Hammer said.

“What sort of meeting?”

“Somebody’s coming from Kripos,” Hammer explained, referring to the National Criminal Investigation Service based in Oslo.

Wisting frowned. “Who is it, then?”

“I don’t know him,” Hammer admitted. “Adrian Stiller?”

Wisting shook his head. The name was unfamiliar to him too. “What does he want?”

“It’s to do with an old case. He wants to go down to our archives and take a look. He’ll explain it all when he arrives. I arranged a meeting for nine o’clock.”

Wisting entered his office and made a note on the calendar. It happened relatively often that Kripos—or kokrim, the national police squad dealing with financial crimes—investigated cases in which witnesses or other leads brought them across borders into their district.

His restlessness had returned, and he headed for the conference room, where the coffee machine was located, and poured a cup. It tasted foul on an empty stomach, but he brought it back to his office, where he pushed it aside as he picked up the phone to call Martin Haugen. It was easier to call from his office rather than standing outside his house, he thought as he let it ring. Now he could simply ask whether it was convenient for him to drop by.

After ten rings he was diverted to voicemail and hung up without leaving a message.

He took out the papers referring to the new police reforms. They claimed that fewer yet larger police districts would allow the police greater capacity and improved competence to discharge their core duties in a better, more effective fashion throughout the country. It meant that the district Wisting worked in would be joined together with Telemark in the west and Buskerud in the east. He saw obvious advantages in such a large combined criminal-investigation department, but he still lacked the willingness to change. Only a few years from retirement age, he would prefer to spend his time solving cases rather than adjusting to a future in which he would play no part.

He made an effort to bring the plans and visions down to a practical level and sketch out a picture of how the changes would impact their everyday workload. From time to time he was interrupted by phone calls, conveying enquiries and requests about urgent matters, which he could either answer or refer to the appropriate person. The section he led was just large enough for him to manage the necessary supervision.

Just before half past three it began to rain again, heavy rain that battered the windowpane. He sat for another half hour before logging out of his computer and leaving his office.

On his way back to Kleiver he hung behind the school bus, the only form of public transport in the vicinity. It made the journey twice in the morning and twice in the afternoon, stopping where the schoolkids lived or where someone waiting at the road verge gave a signal that they wanted to board. On 10 October twenty-four years ago, it had been the same driver both in the morning and the afternoon, and he had been absolutely certain that Katharina Haugen had not been one of his passengers.

The bus in front of him pulled in to the side of the road and stopped. The road was too narrow for him to overtake, so he sat waiting until it discharged a cloud of black exhaust and drove on.

Two boys wearing satchels crossed the road before he could follow.

Katharina Haugen had driven a silver Golf and a Kawasaki Z650 motorbike. She mostly used the motorbike, but both vehicles were parked in the garage when she went missing.

He slowed down and turned off in the direction of Martin Haugen’s home. The rainwater had gouged deep ruts in the gravel. He bumped along the track and drove into the yard in front of the house.

No other cars were parked there.

He drove up to the same spot as last time and the cat, slightly more rumpled than a few hours ago, came running towards him when he stepped from his car. Wisting followed him to the door and rang the doorbell, not really expecting Martin Haugen to open the door.

Wisting fished out his phone and called him, but it again went to voicemail.

The cat rubbed against his legs and Wisting stood motionless, feeling a sense of anxiety begin to tie knots in his stomach. He was trained to assume that the worst had happened, but all the same he tried to come up with reasonable explanations for Martin Haugen’s absence. A work seminar, overtime, another appointment. For all Wisting knew, he could have met another woman, was now living with her and had gone home to her after finishing work.

He stepped out into the rain again and dived round the corner of the house. A sweet scent of damp earth drifted from the edge of the woods. Where the lawn ended and the tangle of shrubs took over, a footpath led into the forest. It had always been there, and they had searched for Katharina all along that path. Over the years it had become increasingly overgrown, but now it looked as if it had been cleared.

The cat stood gazing at the opening into the forest while Wisting sheltered under the eaves on the verandah. He peered inside, but nothing had altered from when he had been here several hours earlier.

Just as he was about to step down again he spotted something behind one of the curtains, a small wireless video camera with the lens directed straight at the garden behind the house. If anyone sat watching somewhere, Wisting’s face would have filled the screen at that very moment.

He bumped against the garden table as he took a step back. These days, they increasingly found that video recordings accompanied reports of burglaries or vandalism. The tiny cameras were of high quality, and technology had made it possible to sit anywhere in the world and watch via the Internet. When Katharina had vanished twenty-four years ago, they had collected CCTV tapes from petrol stations and other places with surveillance installed. But the recordings were grainy and it was difficult to recognize anyone. These videotapes were still stored with the case documents, but he had no idea whether they still had equipment to play them nowadays.

He walked to the next window, a room furnished as a guest room but originally intended as a child’s bedroom, as Wisting had learned. Now it was used to store cardboard boxes. A few chairs were upturned on a table and a bundle of clothes was draped over the handlebars of an exercise bike. He saw a computer with a screen, a wireless mouse and a keyboard on a writing desk, and a number of model cars displayed on shelves along the wall.

The room next to this was the bedroom, with only a single quilt on the double bed. It was thrown aside, and the pillow was topsy-turvy. Apart from the fact that one person slept alone in this room, there was nothing more to read from it.

He skirted round the house and discovered another surveillance camera. In the bathroom window, fixed quite high on the wall, the camera was directed at the area in front of the entrance.

The rain increased in intensity, and he thought he heard the sound of thunder in the distance. He tried to recall what the weather forecast had predicted.

The cat darted up the steps again. Wisting strode across to the outhouse on the other side of the yard, not much more than a tool shed with room for a snowblower, a lawnmower and a pile of logs.

Rainwater cascaded from the corrugated-metal roof as he tried the door handle, but it was locked. Peering in through a side window, he caught sight of an axe on a chopping block but found it difficult to peer into the dark corners.

A layer of condensation had formed on the windscreen when he returned to the car and started the engine. Turning the heating up, he drove down the track.

On the other side of the intersection, Steinar Vassvik’s garage door was drawn up and he stood beside a hefty motorbike with a screwdriver in his hand, gazing across at him.

Wisting drove across the road and got out of the car, leaving the engine idling as he hurried into the garage, seeking shelter from the rain.

Steinar Vassvik greeted him with a nod. A powerful work lamp on the ceiling threw light on his coarse features. Since they last met he had sustained a cut under his left eye that had turned into a crimson scar.

“I was up at Martin Haugen’s,” Wisting explained. “He’s not at home.”

Steinar Vassvik put down the screwdriver and grabbed a rag from the bench.

“Have you seen anything of him?” Wisting asked.

Vassvik shook his head and wiped his hands on the rag. Wisting glanced behind him, towards the sign that forbade entry.

“Have you seen anyone else there?” he added.

“There’s rarely anyone hereabouts,” Vassvik replied.

“When did you last see Martin Haugen?”

Steinar Vassvik shrugged. “He drives out at half past seven most mornings.”

“Did he do that today?”

“Not that I noticed.”

“When does he usually come home?”

Steinar Vassvik glanced at the time, and Wisting did the same. It was twenty to five.

“Before four,” Vassvik answered.

Wisting nodded. “Okay,” he said, turning back to his car. “Thanks anyway.”

Steinar Vassvik took a couple of steps after him. “Has something happened?” he asked.

Wisting shook his head. “I’d just expected him to be at home today.”

Steinar Vassvik nodded. “I see,” he said. “Maybe he’s at his cabin.”

“Maybe so,” Wisting replied.

Hovering for a moment to see whether Steinar Vassvik would add anything further, he thanked him again and dashed through the rain towards his car.
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