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About Torkil Damhaug


Torkil Damhaug studied literature and anthropology in Bergen, and then medicine in Oslo, specialising in psychiatry. Having worked as a psychiatrist for many years, he now writes full time. In 2011 Torkil’s third Oslo Crime Files novel, FIRERAISER, won the Riverton Prize for Norwegian crime fiction – an accolade also awarded to Jo Nesbø and Anne Holt – and his books have been published in fifteen languages. He lives with his wife and children near Oslo.


There are four deeply dark thrillers to discover in Torkil Damhaug’s Oslo Crime Files series: MEDUSA, DEATH BY WATER, FIRERAISER and CERTAIN SIGNS THAT YOU ARE DEAD.




About the Book


A man obsessed with the cleansing power of fire is destroying everything that reminds him of his youth. He calls himself the Fire Man.


That same Easter, a teenager is threatened by his girlfriend’s tradition-bound family. Karsten’s attempts to protect himself put him and his sister Synne at even greater risk. Then he disappears all together.


Eight years later, Synne is determined to find out what happened that night. But her investigation will ignite smouldering and dangerous memories.


And the Fire Man is still there, waiting, and watching her search for the truth at every step …
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‘Delivered with maximum psychological intensity’ Barry Forshaw, Independent


‘Nothing is as it seems in this sleek and cunning thriller’ Evening Standard


‘Exciting, original and disturbing’ VG


‘Damhaug has now taken his place in the top ranks of Norwegian crime fiction writers’ Aftenposten


‘One of the best-written and nerve-wracking works of crime fiction in a long time’ Dagens Næringsliv




To Anders, Joachim, Rebecca and Isabelle




I sit here with a black-and-white photograph in front of me. It’s been lying on my desk for several weeks, but only now do I pick it up and take a closer look. Two young boys and a water buffalo. The boys are wearing tunics and wide trousers, sandals on their feet. There’s another figure present too, behind them, a man in his forties or fifties with a beard that reaches down to his chest. His tunic is white, with what looks like an inscription embroidered on the collar. A turban in a darker colour on his head. He is looking not into the camera but at the two young boys. The look is severe, and something that might be grief is also present in his gaze. One of the boys has the same expression, while the other, taller and thinner, is hugging the buffalo round the neck and grinning.


On the day the picture was taken, the family had moved to a new house. The people who had lived there before them were Sikhs and had gone east some years previously, driven from the plains around the rivers Jhelum, Chenab and Ravi in one of the largest migrations in human history, an exodus occasioned by the decision of a small group of men to establish a new state. The abandoned Sikh house was larger and lighter than the one the family had occupied before, and was more in keeping with their dignity. The father was leader of the council of village elders, a man who was listened to. He was often the village’s representative on ceremonial occasions in other parts of the region, and he had been blessed with four sons. Zahir, the boy on the left of the picture, was the strongest and had few problems in asserting his rights if a matter were to be settled with a fist fight. The boy on the right, the one with the broad smile, is Khalid. He was one year younger than his brother, but superior to him when it came to riding; he was brighter too, and he was the one who was going to complete his education.


The family owned almost twenty-five acres of land, three water buffaloes, two horses and of course had the four boys, who, when they grew old enough, in due course would be able to help out on the land. Most importantly, they were the owners of one of the wells in the village, making them self-sufficient for water and able to charge others for drawing what they needed. The father was among the first to acquire a radio, and many years later, in the winter dark of a land whose name he had never even heard at that age, this would remain one of Khalid’s strongest memories: the village landowners gathered in their room around the radio, puffing on opium pipes, listening to a test match commentary, or the president’s speech, or to music.


His mother was not in the photograph, which perhaps explained why the image of her that Khalid would always carry inside him was so clear. The reddish hair, only partly covered by the shawl, the face with smiling eyes. Maybe she did try to treat all four sons the same, but she could never hide the fact that he was special to her. She called him her prince and said that her life’s most important task was to ensure that he would be happy. When he was eighteen, Khalid married a cousin from Kanak Pind, a nearby village. The following spring they were about to become parents, but kismet, or fate, would have it otherwise. The child clung on, and not even the doctor that was called after two days could do much more than coax and squeeze. When they finally got it out, it was too late. And along with him into death the little boy took the one who was supposed to have given birth to him.


The land more than provided for the basic needs of Khalid’s family, but the father was a man whose thoughts went beyond the sunset. The surplus could be invested in domestic animals, he could rent more land and increase the yield, though buying land was more or less an impossibility. And when, after his time was up, the sons came to divide the property between them, times would be leaner for each of them, with many more mouths to feed. The solution had to be that one or two of the sons should leave home and find work in another country.


There were several reasons why the choice fell on Khalid. His wife was dead, he was the most intelligent, and had completed his ten years of schooling. He was independent, and no one doubted that he would be able to look after himself anywhere in the world. The argument against was that his mother could not bear the thought of his leaving. But perhaps this was precisely what influenced the father in his decision.





Khalid Chadar arrived in Oslo one December day in 1974. He had heard of the cold, the snow, the darkness. Before leaving home he had read whatever he could about this country that lay about as far north as it was possible to go; he thought he was prepared. But as he walked through the dark streets, colder than he had ever been before, beneath the heavy spikes of ice hanging from the roofs of the houses, he felt for the first time a despair so profound that it would not let go of him. The cold and the darkness he could endure. Worse was that he did not understand the people who lived there; not the language, of course, much more the way the people there treated him, friendly in a distant and shy way. If he tried to reciprocate this strange way of being friendly, they retreated and disappeared.


He found work at a brewery in the city. Lived in a bedsit with four others from the Punjab. All were of inferior birth to him. The Chadar name could be traced as far back as King Padu of Mahabaratha.


Another man from his own country whom he met at the brewery was a kammi, low caste, and was reminded of it in every situation that arose. This kammi lived on a farm somewhere north of Oslo. One day in the depths of winter he invited Khalid there. It was lighter now. Still cold, but it was the darkness around midday that had been worst; weeks might go by without Khalid seeing the sun. And what he would later remember best from that day at Stornes farm was the light; suddenly intense and penetrating, reflected by the snow on the fields, coming both from above and below, and so sharp he had to walk with eyes half closed.


The people on the farm were different from those he met in the city. They did not speak to him in that distant, friendly way, which, as he had gradually come to understand, expressed a hidden contempt. He was invited into the living room for coffee and cakes; they asked him about the country he came from, his family, children. When they heard that he was already a widower, he saw that the wife and one of the daughters especially had a sad look in their eyes.


It emerged now that they had had a special reason for inviting him. They had been told he was good with horses, and they needed help in the stables, where they had twenty mares and two stallions. Khalid thought he had misheard when the wife said she would show him round. It was inconceivable that he would be alone with a strange woman in the stables. But the husband had some business in a nearby town, so he handed the task over to his wife without hesitation. And she wasn’t ugly, not ugly at all, Khalid had gathered that much, even though he had been forcing himself to look anywhere but directly at her.


It didn’t take long to demonstrate that he had a way with the animals. He understood quickly which of them he could approach, and which to keep his distance from. Even in the half-dark in which they were tethered, he noted quickly which one was the leader and he gave this stallion a lot of attention.


The following week he moved out to Stornes farm. He was given a room of his own in the smallest of the outhouses. There was a separate kitchen there which he was to share with the kammi from the Punjab, and he was allowed to use the bathroom in the main house where the family lived. His work with the horses still left time for his job at the brewery, so that he now had two incomes, both of them many times greater than what the best-paid people in his village could earn. Every month he sent two thirds of his earnings home, and his father wrote grateful letters of thanks back, making it clear that when the time came for Khalid to get married again, he could choose from among his most distinguished relatives in Gujarat.


There were two daughters on the Stornes farm. The elder was named Gunnhild. She was twenty-two and had what they called a boyfriend, a man a couple of years older than her who boasted about being an army officer. One of the most shocking experiences Khalid Chadar had after arriving in this country was to see this young woman, wearing a short leather jacket and tight-fitting trousers, her hair hanging loose, getting into this boyfriend’s car. Early one evening as he was emerging from the stalls, he saw her, leaning back in the front seat, with the boyfriend lying half across her. One of his hands was up inside her jumper.


Khalid spoke to the kammi about this. The kammi had lived in Norway for several years and said he’d seen much worse things than that in the parks around Oslo in the summer: young women lying in rows on the grass wearing tiny briefs, their breasts bare. Khalid didn’t believe him. The kammi grinned and said all he had to do was wait and see, once the snow was gone.


The fact that Gunnhild had a boyfriend who undressed her in places where anyone passing by might see them did not mean that she was going to marry him. Maybe, maybe not, she answered vaguely when Khalid asked. Then she laughed: – Tord’s a bit slow. Maybe you’ll get there before him.


Was she making fun of him?


There was something in her voice, and her look, that made him feel as though she meant it. And in moments of weakness, he let himself play with the thought of returning to his Punjabi village with a wife from this country. She would insist on walking two paces ahead of him along the street, fair haired and grinning, with no shawl on her head. Sometimes at night he had to turn on the light, fetch the photo standing on the chest of drawers, the one of himself and Zahir with the water buffalo, and stare at the figure in the background, trying to get his father’s gaze to meet his. Only then did he feel calm again.


But it wasn’t only Gunnhild. Her mother, a friendly woman with a ready smile who must have been over fifty, asked him straight out one day if he was hoping to find a new wife in Norway. He had learned to laugh along with them, the mother and daughter, as they sat at the kitchen table and drank wine, even though he never understood what was funny about the way they spoke. It was disrespectful, and there were times when he left their kitchen suppressing a strange white rage within himself.


The younger daughter was sixteen. Her name was Elsa and she was the complete opposite of her sister. Dark haired and with serious deep blue eyes. She didn’t say much, didn’t laugh much, but when she spoke, he liked to hear her. She thought a lot, in which he saw something of himself, because somewhere inside that prince they always treated him as back home in Punjab, the one who always succeeded, the one so favoured by God, he had always felt the presence of something that could suddenly cause him to fall silent and wander off through the mustard fields alone, into the trees, to the grave of the holy one, and kneel down there and pray.


Sometimes he found himself sitting in the kitchen with Elsa. She spoke good English, better than her big sister, and had decided that she was going to teach him Norwegian. In a different way from Gunnhild she was curious about where he came from, what it looked like there, how the people lived, how they thought. She listened attentively when he spoke, as if it was important for her to know all this. When she asked him about his God, he told her that Allah was not his God but everybody’s God, including hers. The kammi he shared the outhouse with had warned him against talking about things like this, and Khalid had never felt any particular need to demonstrate his faith to others. He prayed, but not five times a day. He didn’t follow the Koran to the letter, and several times that winter he had drunk beer they had taken home with them from the brewery. He had a relaxed attitude to fasting, and the pilgrimage to Mecca was not at the top of his list of priorities. But when this girl with the large dark blue eyes asked him about God, he was able to respond with the most self-evident truths. Without Allah there were no people, no animals, no world. And she nodded slowly, as though she were willing to share that thought with him.


In this upside-down country, where nothing was haram, unlawful, and nothing was holy either – people believed in God one day and the next day not – a woman of sixteen could be told to go to the stables with any man at all. It was even more shocking than if the wife herself should accompany him. One afternoon it was the sister’s boyfriend who went there with Elsa. Maybe this Tord, as he was called, was going to fetch something or other, because he was carrying a crate, and he would have nothing to do with the horses; he seemed to be afraid of them. From the window of his room Khalid saw them crossing the farmyard. Five minutes later they still hadn’t come out again. He waited another minute, two more minutes. Then he pulled on his jacket and marched over there. They weren’t in the stables. He heard Tord’s voice mumble something or other from the hayloft, then Elsa’s voice, then a short scream. Khalid was in no doubt that it was a cry for help. He grabbed a spade and pushed the door wide open. In the semi-darkness he saw Elsa lying in the hay with Tord on top of her. He took aim and drove the edge of the spade down hard into his back. Tord howled with pain and whirled round. He clambered to his feet, walked towards Khalid; they were about the same height. Khalid raised the spade, ready to strike again.


Then Elsa was there, standing between them.


– Leave him alone!


It wasn’t clear which one of them she meant.


– Fucking Paki bastard, Tord raged.


Khalid took a step towards him. – If you touch her once more, I’ll kill you, he said quietly.


Tord spat on the floor, turned and walked out.


– Tell your father, Khalid exclaimed. – He should know what kind of a man your sister has for a boyfriend.


Elsa shook her head.





For the next few days, Khalid made sure to accompany Elsa when she was in the stables, and Tord had sense enough to stay away. Elsa said he wouldn’t try it again, but Khalid wanted to make quite sure. And Elsa obviously liked looking after the horses with him; they both had the same way with animals. She was close to each one of them, talked to them for a long time, soon noticed if there was anything wrong.


One morning as Khalid was feeding the horses, the door opened behind him. He jumped and dropped what he was holding in his hands, and turned, ready to face Tord. But it was Elsa in the semi-darkness, with a harness and a brush.


– Aren’t you at school? he exclaimed.


She shrugged her shoulders. – I’m not well today.


– What’s the matter with you?


Without replying, she started to groom one of the mares, the one that was pregnant and about to foal any day now.


He finished what he was doing, made ready to leave. He had been alone with her before, but on those occasions one of her parents had always known about it. This time he didn’t even think they were at home.


– Come here, Khalid, she said, as though it were the most natural thing in the world for a girl ten years younger than him to stand in a stable and tell him what to do.


He strolled over to the pregnant mare, stroked her neck.


– Feel here.


Elsa took his hand and placed it under the horse’s belly.


– Can you feel that?


There was movement in there.


– How many do you think there are?


He let his hand glide back and forth, keeping an eye on the mare’s head.


– Two, he said. – I think there are two.


– I agree, she said, standing right next to him. – As many children as this mare gives birth to this spring, that’s how many I’ll have.


He had to smile. She could say things like that. She dreamed something or other and was convinced it was a sign that something was about to happen. She had premonitions and visions, she had confided in him; she could see things that were invisible to other people. Where he came from, it wasn’t unusual for people to possess powers like that. In the village, there was a holy man they could take their troubles to, and he could read their kismet, their fate. Khalid had no reason to doubt that this young woman, if it be God’s will, had powers like those of the old man.


When he lifted his hand, it brushed against a lock of hair that had fallen across her face. He put the lock back in place, and what happened after that was kismet. That was the thought he clung on to as he stood there in the dark stables. Ordained by fate, just as this journey to the land in the north had been, and that he should have come to this farm and been welcomed with a warmth he had not experienced anywhere else on his journey here.


He said that to her. That it was fate she was standing there so close beside him that he could feel her breath against his neck. And when she nodded, fate grabbed hold of him and did what it wanted.





They went riding together many times that spring. They walked the horses along the beds of streams where the water had risen up and flowed over the banks, galloped them along paths where the patches of grass and moss grew larger by the day. They stopped by a tarn up in the woods. She had a blanket that they could spread on the hard ground. And while he lay there looking on, she stood up in the bright sunlight and undressed.


– We can move to the country you come from, she suggested one day as she lay beside him.


– That would be wonderful, he smiled, without mentioning a single one of the obstacles that made such a thing impossible.


– I would love to live on your farm and ride the horses. I could help out in the fields. Or maybe be a schoolteacher in the village school.


– You would be very good at that, he nodded. – But you would have to be a Muslim, have you thought about that?


– It can’t be that difficult to be a Muslim.


– No, not difficult. But you would have to take a new name.


– Could I choose it myself?


He thought about that. – It would have to be a Muslim name, completely Pakistani.


– I would call myself Yasmin, she said. – I love that smell. Would that be allowed?


He didn’t know anyone called that. – I don’t know.


The spring in this country was even more perplexing than the winter. Now it seemed as though the sun shone all the time, so that he awoke restless, tossing and turning in the grey light that forced its way through the curtains. The kammi told him it would get stronger and stronger, until it lit up the whole of the night.


On one such night towards the end of May, he was woken by Elsa standing beside his bed. It seemed to him that she was a djinn, a spirit come to tell him something. He was afraid but didn’t show it. Only when she touched him did he feel calm.


– Did I frighten you?


He shook his head firmly, didn’t want her to come to his room, but it was too late now to stop her.


– I have to talk to you, she whispered, sitting down on the edge of the bed.


This was different from going riding together, different from caresses in the hayloft behind the stables, or hands that slipped beneath clothes, hidden from sight behind the bodies of the horses. This was his bedroom; she had no business being there, and no one must know what they did together: not Tord, who had made him an object of hatred and spat each time he saw him, not Gunnhild, not her parents, not the kammi he shared the outhouse with. Above all not him, because if he found out, the rumours would spread through the Punjabi community in no time, and would not stop until they reached Khalid’s own village.


– You can’t be here, he said in a low voice.


She remained sitting. – I’ll go, she murmured finally. – But I have to tell you something first.


That morning he stayed in bed, couldn’t manage to get up. As if a huge hand had laid itself across his chest and was pressing him down. The husband came in, asked if he needed a doctor. He said no thanks, and could hardly raise his head from the pillow. He felt completely wiped out, he explained, an expression he had picked up after arriving in this new country.


In the grey light that seeped into everything, he lay and thought over what Elsa had said. She had decided that they would live together for the rest of their lives. She was certain that her parents would accept it. They would be angry, tell her off, threaten all sorts of things, but in the end it would blow over and they would calm down. If not, she was prepared to go back with him to the country he came from. He had told her stories about it and, she said, she had thought a lot about these. Several of them were about the way the love between a man and a woman reflected God’s love for human beings, and how it conquered all, even death. She was sixteen, and in this country it meant she was still regarded as almost a child. And still thought like a child. She had even decided the Muslim name she would choose. Yasmin was originally from Persia, she had discovered, so that would probably do.


He lay the whole day, sweating and afraid, turning this way and that. In the course of the afternoon, he became genuinely ill.





If this were his story, then a great deal more would be told about Khalid Chadar: how they came down on him, threatened him with prison, with being thrown out of the country, threatened to destroy his life. But the family on the farm at Stornes couldn’t do anything to him; he hadn’t broken any of the laws of this country. And it emerged that they were as keen as he was to make sure that nothing be said about what had happened. But he had broken some of the laws that governed his own life, and for this he turned to his God and let Him be the judge. He prayed more often now, observed the stipulated hours for praying, and promised that one day he would make a trip to the holiest of all places. And his prayers must have been heard, because after a few months he realised that no one would ever know anything about it, excepting those few who had very good reason for wanting to keep it to themselves.


This story is going to be about events that led to the deaths of many people. I knew several of them personally.  I shall let it start with Khalid, with the black-and-white photo of his brother and himself with his arm around a water buffalo, beneath their father’s gaze. I found this picture after it had become clear to me how the things I am about to describe happened. When I was still trying to understand why.




Part I

April 2003






1


An ember can glow and expire. It can glow and flare up. The time when it can still go either way is the best. You have set things up and withdrawn. Consigned everything to circumstances beyond your control: the combustibility of the material, moisture content, availability of oxygen.


This particular glow, which is not yet fire, is located at the tip of a half-cigarette. It smoulders for a minute, maybe longer. It is possible to work out the likelihood of its not dying out but spreading to the other end of the unfiltered cigarette. There it may well light one of the three matches attached to it by a rubber band. This is the second of the critical points: the question of whether the ember has enough energy to transfer to the paper the matches are made of. If it has, the ember will become a tiny flame, and the flame will creep like a blind worm in the direction of the head of the match. The journey will take less than twenty seconds, and if it reaches this point, a small, spluttering explosion will follow. The flame is now at the threshold dividing what is possible from what is inevitable. If it crosses the threshold – and the likelihood is now high – the fire will catch and begin to eat its way through the cotton strip soaked in lighter fuel intended for use when barbecuing meat and fish outdoors in the summer.


It is not summer; it is the first night of April. The horses have known for some time now that something is about to happen. They stand, hooves scraping on the stone floor; some toss their heads, some lower their necks as a warning to the others. We must stay together now is perhaps what it means; no one must leave the herd.


Certain people react in the same way when sensing danger. Squeeze up against other bodies, trying to protect themselves by huddling together as close as possible. Others will break out and make a run for it, and a few will turn to face the threat. This interests him. The way animals behave when in danger, and the way danger makes people behave like animals. Horses don’t think, he has concluded, and this unthinking life fills him with a wonder that is not far off anger. This animal, which so many people find beautiful, and which has been credited with qualities it cannot possibly possess, is in reality extremely primitive, with its remarkably simple brain. He seems to remember reading somewhere that, of all animals, the horse is the one most susceptible to panic. This explains the cruelty it can arouse in some – well, in everybody. No other animal can lead a person to take cruelty to such lengths, he thinks as he climbs on to a rock between the pine trunks.


Through a gap between the trees he can look down at the farm. Four minutes have passed since he left the stable, pulled shut the door with its broken catch and slipped round the corner, heading in the opposite direction from the farmhouse. He visited this farm a couple of times a few months ago. Not to learn to ride. And not because he felt drawn to the unthinkingness of these animals or the large, muscular bodies, the stallions’ enormous penises pressing out from the sheaths beneath their bellies, the motion of their buttocks as they trotted down the track and across the field. Not because he was interested in those who swarmed about the place, the girls thirteen and fourteen years old, young women, older women, even if their relationship to the horses had to have a bitter darkness in it. The little girls who could spend hours in the stables, stroking and grooming, mucking out, or just being close to the animal bodies. As though seeking protection. Incomprehensible, the way these unthinking and panic-driven creatures could arouse such feelings.


It was not until his third visit that he realised this fascination angered him. On one occasion he lost control and struck one of the horses across its soft muzzle, not particularly hard, but enough to make it rear up and its eyes turn white. He thought he was alone in there, but one of the girls had just entered without his noticing it, and when he turned, he saw in her eyes that she would tell on him. He took a step towards her; she held on tight to the mane of the horse she had come to groom, and he pulled himself together and left the stable.


He had not been back again until last week. They had an open day, and he wandered about there in a group of people, mostly parents with little children in tow. The kiddies were lifted and held up in front of the horses’ faces. It made him feel ill, as though he were about to puke at any moment, but he forced himself to stay, to listen to those babbling mothers, watch the childish fingers pawing at the damp muzzles. It was then that the thought that had been smouldering inside him took shape and became a decision.


He looks at his watch. Six minutes. The critical moment has passed. The horses sensed something was wrong as soon as he began feeling his way about inside the stables; they started to move, a harbinger of the panic that might break out. The waiting feels good. Everything uncertain. It can still be prevented. If nothing happens, the horses will calm down again, and the sleep of the humans continue undisturbed.


Seven minutes. He still doesn’t know for sure. Or does he? Can’t he hear the restlessness behind the walls of the stables, more than a hundred metres away? The tramping of more and more hooves, even a whinny? He can’t keep still himself. The waiting time, the uncertainty. The fact that it could go one way or the other; one way and everything will be different and mean that he will never again be part of the herd. Not of any herd.


Another whinny. And then he knows. The ignition device has worked. This is no longer about a likelihood. That which is critical cannot be measured; forces that surge towards each other, invisible, inaudible. That’s how Elsa would put it. Will and reluctance that are not noticed because they are everywhere, in everything. What he has done is to ask a question, compel an answer. He has facilitated things, bundled hay up against a wall, sprayed lighter fuel on that too. He notices that he is stamping with one foot, and the grin this realisation evokes catches fire, as it were, and becomes laughter. He needs to piss, jumps down from the rock, opens his flies and empties his bladder on to the frozen moss. Steam rises from the ground below him, and when he clambers back up on to the rock, he sees a thin braid of smoke seeping from the roof and up into the dark, clear night sky. He pulls out his mobile phone and begins filming. They might still wake up in the house. Tumble out to see what is happening. Some people, such as Elsa, believe that humans who work with horses become alert to the faintest of signals. She says that being around these animals can bring out hidden powers. He doesn’t know if he believes stuff like that, but he takes due note of everything she says.


Eight minutes. The racket from the stables is now considerably more distressed. Sloppy of the owners not to wake up. Maybe they are on sleeping pills. So much for supernatural sensitivity. And there is a smell now, of scorched tar, that filters across the field and reaches him there at the edge of the wood. He has to jump down from the rock again, walk around a bit between the trees, slapping himself with his arms, even though he isn’t cold. It makes him laugh, laugh at himself, laugh at what is happening. Because by the time he is back up on the rock again, he can see a glow through one of the openings halfway up the stable wall.


Nine minutes have passed since he set things in motion, and now that it is decided, nothing can turn it back, not even if he called the owners and told them to get up. Thick black smoke begins billowing out from the wall openings, and the whinnying from more than thirty horses rises into the darkness, cutting and slicing through the cold air. He can imagine them in there, gathering close to one another, pressing those huge smooth bodies together. There are foals in there too – he noticed them during his visit – and now they force their way in under their mothers’ bellies, their whinnying much thinner; it seems to him he can distinguish the sounds. Suddenly he is furious with the owners for lying there in their beds. Fucking hell, he shouts, wake up, you fucking morons, and as he does so, a light goes on in one of the rooms. Immediately afterwards: the sound of a door opening, and a woman’s voice screaming.
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For once Karsten had overslept. Less than fifteen minutes, but enough to disrupt his regular morning routine. One thing was that he had to wait for Synne to be finished in the upstairs bathroom. He wouldn’t have time to read the newspaper, that was the other, maybe just the sport. He could make up lost time by driving to school, but if he asked to borrow the Volvo, he would have to put up with a lecture about CO2 emissions. The truth was more that his father was so worried about his XC90 getting scratched that he hardly dared use it. He couldn’t ask his mother; she’d already left in the Golf. That was what had woken him up, the bang of the door downstairs as she left.


He hobbled out into the corridor, like an old man, he thought, and exaggerated his hobble, let his body go lopsided and halting. When he knocked on the bathroom door and demanded that Synne, who started a half-hour later than him, should let him in, there was even something old-mannish about his voice, and this game made it easier not to get too worried. From the other side of the door his little sister said something sarcastic. He gave up and padded down to the kitchen and shook out a bowl of muesli.


The next time he knocked he was careful to sound annoyed, and maybe he was too; at least that was how Synne understood it. She opened the door and emerged with a yellow bath towel around her body and a pink one as a turban. Karsten was informed that it was only out of the kindness of her heart that she was willing to get dressed in her ice-cold bedroom, and that now he owed her a favour. He agreed and said he would do something for her, maybe drive her to the stables, for example.


Eleven minutes later, as he hurried into the kitchen, she was standing by the radio, staring at it as the newsreader went on about something or other. The slice of bread and salami lay untouched on her plate. Twice before he had discovered her in a state in which she was far away and didn’t react, but the last time was more than a year ago now. He touched her shoulder, breathed a sigh of relief as she moved her gaze.


The voice on the radio was talking about a fire.


– Something happen?


– Stornes, she stammered.


The news went over to something about the National Audit Office. He lowered the volume. – The farm? Has there been a fire there?


She didn’t answer.


– Anybody dead?


– The horses, she whispered. – Nearly thirty of them burned to death.


He saw the tears welling up in her eyes. Before her first attack, Synne had been riding at Stornes farm for several years. Afterwards the doctors had decided that it was too risky for her to carry on. Because who knows what might happen if she suddenly had an episode while she was on horseback and galloping at full speed? Her furious protests were ignored, though she continued to go to the stables to look after these animals she was no longer allowed to ride. Now none of the tests showed she had epilepsy after all, and they had promised she could try riding again.


Her whole body shook with crying, and he patted her shoulder. She was five years younger than him. After the attacks began, there were a lot of activities she could no longer take part in, and even more she voluntarily gave up. He didn’t like her being alone so much. He wasn’t particularly sociable himself, but that was something different.


– That’s bad news, he said comfortingly, with a glance up at the clock. – But surely they managed to save some of them?


– Only seven, she wailed.


– Well that’s some, after all.


She began to sob. – The horses don’t want to leave each other.


– Don’t want to?


– When there’s a fire or something, they all herd together, to look after each other. She closed her eyes and shook her head. – There are horses that do manage to get out but then run back into the fire to be with the rest of the herd.


Just then their father came in. – Don’t try any April Fools on me, he said. – I know perfectly well what day it is. His eyebrows rose a few millimetres when he noticed that Synne was crying.


– There was a fire at Stornes farm last night, Karsten explained. – Apparently a lot of horses were burnt to death.


– Really, Father remarked as he took his coffee mug from the cupboard. It was light blue, with World’s Best Dad written on it in faded red lettering. – But no people?


– Is that all you can think to say? Synne sniffed.


Father poured himself coffee, cast a quick glance at her. – I don’t think it’s completely irrelevant that no people died.


Synne made a noise somewhere between a growl and a wail and ran out; they heard her footsteps up the stairs and the slam of the bedroom door.


– Quite a performance, Father said, and slotted two slices of bread into the toaster. He picked up the newspaper and his mug of coffee and slumped down into his seat next to the window.


Karsten felt certain it was about more than the horses. Several times in recent weeks his little sister had had outbursts of rage and refused to go to school. When these moods came over her, she made herself completely inaccessible, shut herself off both physically and mentally. It worried him. Had done for a long time.


– I overslept, he said tentatively. – Can I take the car?


His father glanced at him over the top of his spectacles. – And you find that is defensible in a world such as ours?


– No, Karsten hurriedly assured him – It is indefensible, but I don’t want to miss the first lesson. Anyway, I need to drive a bit to get more practice, that’s another thing. And in the third place, a car needs to be driven once in a while.


Less than a year ago, suddenly and without warning, Father had upped and bought that Volvo with its 2.5-litre engine, the only investment he had ever made that might be said to be an extravagance. His excuse was that they needed a four-wheel drive to navigate the track all the way to their cabin in the winter.


Now he shrugged his shoulders in a way that indicated that the arguments volunteered so far had made an impression on him. Having received assurances that Karsten would not park anywhere near cars belonging to reckless boy-men, or clumsy girls who opened doors into neighbouring vehicles, he agreed and approved the unnecessary and environmentally destructive trip.
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As Dan-Levi Jakobsen passed Exporama and began to drive up towards Gjelleråsen, his phone vibrated. He saw that the message was from Sara. He turned off at Mortens café, switched off the engine, called her. Her voice was weak; he could tell she was lying down.


– Still nauseous? he asked cautiously. – Can’t you manage to take Rakel?


– No, she groaned.


The last time she was pregnant, Sara had also been sick a lot during the early months, but not like this. She lay moaning in bed the whole morning, and it was almost asking too much of him to leave her in that state.


– I’ll them I’m not well, he said, even though he knew it would cause trouble.


– No, she whispered. – Don’t do that. But call in when you get the chance and take Rakel over to Mum’s. If you have time.


She was brave. When he heard her voice, he counted himself luckier than anyone else he knew. What was more, he was aware of it, and that doubled his reasons to be happy. He had a daughter, too. Trebled them. They were going to have another child. Quadrupled them. He put his hands together. Lord, I thank you for everything. Most of all that you let me feel this gratitude, your voice inside me.


Again he considered whether he should ring the paper and explain the situation. He knew what Stranger would say. Dan-Levi had already had more day shifts than the others in the duty group, and the news editor used every opportunity to remind him of the fact.


He put the phone down and started the engine. The CD at once picked up again as the windscreen wipers pushed a layer of slush aside. Almost cut my hair. It happened just the other day.





The track up to Stornes farm was closed to traffic. He parked by the old sanatorium and walked the last kilometre of the way. Two fire engines passed as he was walking. Police tape also closed off the entrance to the farm itself. Dan-Levi spoke to the policeman standing there, but didn’t get much out of him. He made his way towards the edge of the wood and took a few pictures of the ruins, saw at once that they were usable. Climbing up on to a large rock, he got an even better angle. The blackened end wall still standing, the jets of water dousing the ruins from three sides. Again he noticed how this calculating of the best angle and lighting for his pictures caused him to forget that what he was looking at was a tragedy. It still bothered him, although less now than when he had first started working on the paper.


As he returned to the cordoned-off area, another police car swung into the space behind him. Two men stepped out, one of them in uniform. It was Roar Horvath, Dan-Levi’s best friend since their days at secondary school.


– I see the tabloids are here, he said by way of a greeting.


– Always first, Dan-Levi nodded. He had a crude joke in mind but decided it would be inappropriate at the scene of a tragedy like this.


The plain-clothes officer raised the tape and ducked under. Roar Horvath stayed where he was. – Been eating fish all week?


It was just over a week since they’d spent a Sunday together at Roar’s cabin in Nes. They’d been ice fishing on the half-rotten ice and brought back a trout meal for Sara and Roar’s new girlfriend. There had been tension between the ladies from the start. The girlfriend’s name was Monica; she was an estate agent and the type of person who always had to control whatever situation she was in. Moreover, she had absolutely no idea how anyone in the twenty-first century could speak in tongues, and it was evidently important for her to repeat this to the point of boredom. Sara got tired of it and turned off, but Dan-Levi let her carry on. His pal changed partners about once a year, and he couldn’t see this one lasting any longer than the others. For a short while at secondary school Roar and Sara had been a couple, and she still complained about how he couldn’t find anyone to settle down with. Dan-Levi didn’t voice any opinion on that. His friendship with Roar was a sort of exclusion zone in which both observed an unwritten injunction never to discuss matters of faith, salvation and personal morality.


– What can you tell me about what happened here? Dan-Levi said, pointing at the ruins. – Any hot tips?


Only after he’d said it did the macabre pun strike him.


– The fire technicians haven’t been in there yet, Roar told him with a grin as he wiped something from his reddish moustache. He’d started it in his last year at the police academy. Recently he’d begun waxing the tips, but this morning he’d obviously not had time to twist them up into points, and the thick clumps hung limply under his chin, making him look like a walrus.


– What about the cause of the fire, Eggman?


Roar glanced over at Dan-Levi. – Eggman?


– I am the Walrus.


He still didn’t get the point, even though old pop and rock hits were an interest they’d always shared. Dan-Levi had to explain that he was referring to the sad and drooping moustache.


His friend rolled his eyes. – It isn’t part of my job to talk to tiresome journalists, he growled.


– Do I have to go up to the police station to hear exactly the same thing as you’re refusing to tell me?


– We need to go through the whole list. Technical faults, carelessness and so on.


– And so on?


– You know something, Dan-Levi, it doesn’t suit you, being an investigative journalist. How on earth did you end up with that gig?


It was something Dan-Levi wondered about himself. He was going to apply for a post in the culture section as soon as a vacancy opened up there.


– So there’s nothing to indicate that the fire might have been started deliberately? he persisted.


Roar pulled a tin of dipping tobacco from his pocket, unscrewed it. – What makes you suppose that I would share my innermost thoughts with your readers?


– Take it easy, Horvath, said Dan-Levi. His glasses were steaming up. He removed them, cleaned them with a corner of his shirt. – When I’ve made up my mind to keep something to myself, not even a bottle of Toilet Ninja is going to open me up.


Roar grinned and stuck a fingertip with its liquorice-like load behind his upper lip. – I might just test that out sooner than you think. I was thinking of popping in tonight and taking a look at that kitchen.


Dan-Levi hesitated. They’d been living in the house for a little more a year, taken it over after his in-laws. The kitchen and living room were both in need of a total makeover. And Roar was a born handyman, Dan-Levi’s polar opposite in that department.


– We’re probably going to have to postpone the whole renovation thing.


– I thought so, Roar grinned. – Sara still feeling sick?


She’d started to feel unwell that Sunday at the cabin. Dan-Levi hadn’t said anything about why. It was too early; there were still a lot of things that could go wrong. But the main reason was that they wanted to keep it to themselves. That precious time when they were the only two in the whole world who knew what was going to happen.


– She’s still feeling a little bit under the weather, he conceded. – So you don’t rule out the possibility that the fire was started deliberately?


– We’ve got a few statements from witnesses we need to take a closer look at. Pregnant?


Roar fixed him with a detective’s gaze and Dan-Levi couldn’t bring himself to respond. As far back as he could remember, he had been indoctrinated with that single sentence that formed the basis of all rules: to tell a lie was the worst sin of all, because it incorporated all other sins. Not just at home, but also in his sermons from countless pulpits, Pastor Jakobsen always returned to the curse of the lie. And the older Dan-Levi grew, the more he realised how right his father had been.


– Don’t you two feel any responsibility at all in the face of overpopulation? Roar scolded him. – You’re a Pentecostal, aren’t you? I thought it was just Catholics who weren’t allowed to use rubbers.


Dan-Levi tried to laugh it off. He could joke about most things with Roar, but this was one area he didn’t want his friend trampling around in. It belonged to him and Sara alone.


– It’s still not definite.


– What’s that supposed to mean? Roar seemed surprisingly interested. – Either Sara’s pregnant or she isn’t.


Dan-Levi gave in. – Just don’t say anything about it.


Roar wedged the snuff into place with his tongue. A brown drop dripped on to his moustache.


– Don’t worry, he winked. – Sure as Toilet Ninja, me.
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He tossed the newspaper and a bunch of ads down on to the table. Twenty-four hours since he’d last slept. Still didn’t feel tired. He switched on the computer, opened the online edition of VG. The article about the fire had been revised. Not twenty-six animals taken by the flames, but twenty-nine. He went to Dagbladet’s site. They too were now giving a figure of twenty-nine. It was about a herd of horses. But still, he wanted to know the exact number. Twenty-nine meant that six horses had escaped. Maybe they hadn’t managed to catch them all; maybe some had run off into the woods and were now charging about in the wet snow up there.


VG’s page included a video of the fire, obviously made with a primitive camera, but close up and much better quality than the one he had recorded himself on his mobile phone from the edge of the wood over a hundred metres away. He played the video again. The stables were consumed, with only the framework remaining, outlined against the blinding yellow-white of the flames. Grey smoke wafted about in the night, mingling with black smoke from an outhouse that had also caught fire. In the jagged light a few naked birch branches trembled. The fire crews on the scene spoke calmly, as though discussing the best way to deal with some ordinary everyday problem. So the recording must have been made after the noise from the horses had stopped. On his own recording the shrieks of panic were so clear that it was painful to listen to them, and that pain conjured up a feeling of being confronted by something he controlled, but which was nevertheless bigger than him. And when neither horses nor people were screaming, and the fire crews had moved further away, he suddenly heard the fire itself. The crackling was like the sound of greedy little animals eating and eating, and behind, like a faint wind, a powerful voice whispering as it drew breath. That was something he’d heard before. He played the recording over and over again. The smoke raced about in the night, and something moved inside that greedy light. But it was not the sight that fascinated him. It was that whispering inhalation, the fire’s own, almost inaudible voice.


He wandered out into the bathroom, cracked open the three capsules he had made ready. Injected two millilitres of Trenbolone in one arm and a mixture of Testo and Primo in the other. He was in the building phase, but had learnt not to try to go too fast; made up his mind not to lose control again. In the bedroom he undressed, did push-ups and sit-ups, over a hundred of each, could have carried on for the rest of the day without tiring. Afterwards he lay there looking up at the ceiling. Suddenly he knew: the next place that would burn. He could see it in his mind’s eye, even though he hadn’t been there for many years. If he concentrated, he could hear the sounds from in there. The voices of the grown-ups. And the smells: the linoleum, the oil paints, now and then chocolate and freshly baked bread.


He got up, opened the wardrobe, pushed his hand in under the boxer shorts and the socks and pulled out a bra. Yesterday evening before going up to the stables he’d let himself in to Elsa’s place. The smell of the perfume she’d put on before going out still lingered in the bathroom. The bra was hanging on a hook along with two dark red towels. He’d stuffed it into his jacket pocket. Now he stood there with it in his hand, naked in front of the wardrobe mirror. Finally he realised how exhausted he was and lay down on the bed on top of the blanket, feeling the faint breeze from the window, how it dried the sweat that ran down his back. He pushed the bra between his thighs.


A bird sang directly outside; another one answered in the distance. The bedlinen was clean, the clothes he’d been wearing during the night were now in a rubbish bin, and in the morning he had showered and washed every inch of his body. Yet he could still detect a faint smell of tar when he raised the back of his hand to his nostrils. The smell brought with it the sight of the burning stable. But now he felt differently when he thought about the horses. It no longer enraged him. He closed his eyes and conjured up the crackling sound of the flames once again. And somewhere behind it, the faint whisper of a mighty voice.
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The Lillestrøm graduates had the reputation of being the biggest bunch of wimps in all Romerike when it came to the annual pre-graduation celebrations, and Priest had decided to do something about that. Some pretty mean stuff was being planned around the kitchen table. Something about baptising the Lørenskog soon-to-be school-leavers with fire extinguishers. They were the ones who’d put it about that the Lillestrøm lot were more interested in swotting than partying. Priest claimed to have a natural talent when it came to dreaming up armed operations and volunteered to lead the attack on the next officially designated party bar. Not out of any need for status; he had plenty enough cred after the night he’d spent in the cell for being drunk and disorderly following the first party of the season.


Now he wanted to hear what Lam, as a Buddhist, thought of the plans. Lam had drunk a few beers and sat laughing at every idea Priest came up with. But when asked directly, he suddenly grew very serious. They should drop this business with the fire extinguishers. Not only would they wreck the interior of the bar and get reported to the police and have to pay for the damage, but if anyone got powder in their eyes it would hurt. Priest rose to his feet and hailed Lam as the voice of common sense in a mad world. They drank a toast to him: chia, as the Vietnamese say.


Karsten was standing at the door munching on a slice of pizza. He raised his glass too but didn’t drink. He made no secret of the fact that he never touched alcohol. All the same, Priest had just filled it with vodka, maintaining that the occasion was the equivalent of a Holy Communion. He claimed that the father had given him authority to do so; if not the Heavenly Father, then at least his own father, who was the parish priest.


To get away, Karsten opened the door to the living room. At once there was music. Tonje was sitting on the sofa, and he recalled that she had been sitting in exactly the same place the last time he had been to a party at her house. On that occasion he had slumped down beside her and she had suddenly rested her head on his shoulder. There ought to be a dictionary that explained what something like that meant. If a girl gave you a hug, it meant she liked you. If she put her head on your shoulder, that also meant she liked you, and it could mean she wanted to get it on with you. But not necessarily. Not if you only had one testicle, for example. If you were found wanting when it came to passing on your genes and were an evolutionary cul-de-sac. Karsten had tried to find out what he could about this business of sperm count. In the average ejaculation, between two and three hundred million sperm streamed towards the waiting egg. Did that mean there were only half as many if you just had one testicle? Wouldn’t the other one work even harder to compensate? So far he hadn’t found an answer.


Tonje glanced up at him, shouted something through the music. It might have been Are you okay? and he nodded. Tonje wanted everyone to be okay. The seat next to her on the sofa was vacant this time too. And as Karsten registered this, the question cropped up again, the one he’d been asked up to twenty times a day for a period at secondary school. Who’s the poorest man in the world? Don’t know, he always used to say, prompting exactly the same answer every time: Karsten’s Willy, because he only has one stone in his sack.


The party had reached its chaotic phase. He withdrew from the living room again, wandered out into the corridor. It was nearly twelve thirty, the time at which he’d planned to get out of there.


Lam noticed him and came over. – Let’s walk back together.


He was one of the few in his class who Karsten felt was on the same wavelength. They often solved maths and physics problems together. Had quite similar ways of thinking about things, even though Lam was a Buddhist and Karsten an agnostic, the only position he felt himself able to defend rationally. But Lam was much too smart to go on about being right, and Karsten didn’t think religious questions were worth spending time on.


As he pulled on his jacket, Inga appeared behind him. She wrapped one arm around him and immediately the smoke from her cigarette began to irritate his eyes.


– And where do you think you’re going?


He half turned towards her. Her white blouse was unbuttoned and the lacy edge of her bra clearly visible.


– Got to get up early, he offered, but immediately regretted that he hadn’t thought of another answer.


– Aw, are we going home to beddy-byes? Is Mumsy going to pull up the bedclothes and go poochie-poo?


She reached up and kissed him on the cheek, stroked his hair and repeated that poochie-poo. He had no way of knowing if she was taking the piss or actually meant something by it. He worked out that it had to be something on the list of things to do, one of the challenges that would earn her the right to tie another knot in her graduation cap tassel. One he hadn’t heard about: Make it with a nerd. She’d done the same thing at the coffee bar a few weeks ago. She’d just been voted ‘School Leaving Babe of the Year’ by the other students, and him ‘Dullest School Leaver in Northern Europe’.


Lam went out into the hallway and stood waiting, a smile playing around his lips as Karsten tried to free himself. Last time Inga had made quite a fuss when he’d made it clear he didn’t want her hanging on to him like that, shouting out that he was a snob, that just because he was a bit smarter at maths than the rest, he thought it made him better than them. That kind of thing.


Then Priest arrived. – Need any help, mate? From the corner of his mouth he added: – Can fix you up with a box of Viagra. Premium quality. All the way from Latvia.


Inga pushed him away. – Karsten is a stud. Think he needs stuff like that?


– Who doesn’t need stuff like that when they’re with you?


– I’ll bet he can keep it up longer than you.


– I don’t doubt it, Priest said with a wink. – I shoot off quicker than a hare.


Inga blew smoke into his face, turned back to Karsten and put an arm around his neck, pulled his head down and kissed him. He felt her other hand caress his buttocks.


– Stay a bit longer, she murmured, and the exaggerated horniness in her voice made him even more certain that this was all about getting another knot in her cap tassel. The fact that she stank of vodka and cigarettes and that her lipstick was smeared on one corner of her mouth didn’t help matters.


He was rescued by a ringing on the doorbell. Three long rings. Karsten pulled himself free and was about to open up. Priest stopped him.


– Don’t let anyone in unless Tonje says it’s okay. Too many psychos out there.


He turned and shouted for the hostess. Again the doorbell rang, a long, harsh note that didn’t stop.


Tonje appeared in the hallway. – Find out who it is, she said to Priest.


He opened the door. A guy wearing a black jacket with the collar turned up was standing on the top step.


– Lam, he said.


He was a Pakistani, Karsten saw. A Pakistani or something like that.


Priest turned and asked: – Wasn’t Lam standing here just a moment ago? He interrupted himself. – What do you want with Lam?


– Talk to him.


Four other figures now appeared at the foot of the steps. Priest’s gaze moved from the Pakistani and over his shoulder to Tonje. – Don’t let them in, she whispered fiercely.


– Who are you? Priest said.


The person shook his head. – You don’t want to know, right?


Priest began to close the door, and with lightning speed the guy blocked it with his foot and pushed it wide open. The next moment, all four of them were inside the house. The first one pushed Priest up against the mirror in the hallway.


– I don’t like your girlie face.


He hit him on the nose with his bunched fist. There was a sound like dry twigs snapping. Priest collapsed with a strangled cry. Inga and Tonje had disappeared into the living room, pushing the door shut and screaming. It occurred to Karsten that he ought to stand in front of that door, guard it with his body. He gestured with his arm. The guy who had just knocked Priest down turned towards him.


– Don’t move, he hissed, his voice black, his eyes even blacker.


Karsten shook his head. He intended to convey that no one had the right to tell him what he should or shouldn’t do, but dimly realised that his meaning had been misunderstood.


One of the others who had just arrived pulled the fire extinguisher down off the wall and broke the glass in the living-room door with it. For a moment the girls’ panicky screaming stopped, only to start up again after a few seconds. The door was kicked open, shards of broken glass flying everywhere along with a cloud of foam from the extinguisher. The one who had punched Priest shouted: – We’re looking for Lam. You’re the ones who’re making trouble.


Karsten was still standing there, frozen, but his brain carried on working, as usual looking for things that could be sorted together. Lam lived in Lia, the Lia gang’s turf. The Vietnamese had been at war with a Pakistani gang for a long time. But Lam wasn’t a member; he was a smart guy, he was aiming to study architecture, he wanted to build houses.


– Lam isn’t one of the Lia gang, he shouted to the four intruders, who were already in the living room. As the music was cut off, he heard a groan from Priest, who lay writhing on the floor below the mirror, the sound instantly drowned by the shattering of more glass, screaming girls, footsteps running on stairs, something heavy that might have been a TV set crashing on to the floor. Karsten felt a prickling that spread along his arms and made them numb and incapable of movement. It was as if the rampaging was taking place somewhere else, far away from the house where he was standing bent against the wall.


He glanced down at Priest. – You in pain?


Priest stared at him. Blood was pumping from his broken nose, but he was breathing and able to move his head. Suddenly Karsten realised what he had to do. He tore himself out of his frozen trance, stepped over his classmate, out on to the steps, pulled out his mobile and called the emergency services. Almost a minute passed before there was an answer. His voice sounded distant as he explained, gave the address, how many attackers there were.


In the same instant, two of the interlopers came running out. They were dragging Lam between them. He was in his stockinged feet and bleeding from the mouth. In the pool of porch light Karsten noticed the look in his eyes. It was rigid, his pupils the size of dinner plates, as though locked in the maximum dilation.


He followed them down the steps.


– Hey.


One of the intruders turned.


– Hey wha’? he said in broken Norwegian.


– Don’t, was all Karsten managed before somebody pushed him over. He lay there in the slush, his head by the hedge.


– Just stay where you are and we’ll let you live, got it?


The guy planted a foot on his chest. He had a roundish face with a beard like a pencil line along the edge of his jaw. His broad eyebrows joined together above the bridge of his nose, and in one ear he wore a ring with a dark stone.


– Got it?


He’s not going to make me answer, thought Karsten. – Can you read? he muttered instead.


– What are you on about?


– Have you learnt to read? Karsten repeated, more clearly this time, but still the guy didn’t understand what he was saying.


He’s a nothing, he thought to himself. He’ll end up doing time in Ullersmo, or on disability benefit. Something like that.


Over by the car Lam was shouting. Karsten heard the punches, hard and dry against bone, muted on softer areas. The screams turned to groans and then stopped. Only the sounds of punching hung in the air. He could feel the snow beneath him melting, penetrating his pullover and shirt, running down inside the waistband of his trousers. He lay alone beneath the dark sky. A twig from the hedge prodded into his cheek. The person watching him was no longer there, but Karsten didn’t get up. Could hear the punching going on and on. Until it was drowned beneath the sound of an engine starting, revving up a few times and then disappearing. Even then he didn’t get up.




6


He stood naked in front of the mirror. Flexed the muscles of his arms, and in his chest felt the pain that had settled there after his workout earlier that evening. He had just been online and read several articles about arsonists. Setting fire to something was a cry for help, it said somewhere. In another article he read that people who did it were relieving tension they couldn’t get rid of by normal means. And even though they might join in the work of extinguishing the fire, it gave them a sexual thrill to watch the flames spread and get out of control. People who experienced this were sick and needed treatment.


Nothing of what he read applied to him. He was in primary school the first time he deliberately started a fire. The man named Tord who called himself his father was burning a pile of dead leaves on a piece of ground close to the house. Busy with his rake, putting it out, starting it up again in other parts. Striding about the field in his black tracksuit, master of the flames, hunched over watchfully, into action the instant the flames threatened to go against his will.


He’d found his own rake and wandered around after his father. Allowed small tongues of flame to spread and swallow up clumps of dead straw, and struck down on them when he felt they’d gone far enough. Tord glanced across at him a couple of times, said nothing, but no one could doubt that they were a team.


At one end of the field a wide footpath ran diagonally across. The flames could get that far, but no further; they went out by themselves once they reached it. The tongues of flame licked their way across the grey-black gravel and died away as though poisoned. He tore up a handful of dry straw, pushed it into the fire; it began to smoke and hiss because there were green and juicy blades of grass in there too, and spittle oozed out of it. Tord stood there with his back to him, bent over; didn’t notice him as he took a couple of steps out on to the path and tossed the hissing torch over to the other side, mostly to see how long it took to go out. He timed it. After half a minute, it started to smoke and whisper. There was still time for him to run across and beat the defenceless sparks to death, but then Tord would have realised what he’d done. Instead he went up to the house and hid behind the garage. Lay there until he heard shouting from down in the field, pulled his trousers up again and ran down the driveway. Tord was standing on the other side of the footpath, swishing and swiping at the flames that burned in a circle round him. This was just a few metres away from the neighbour’s hedge, and behind that brushwood and raspberry bushes, and beyond them the neighbour’s yellow house.


He ran down. The neighbour had arrived, and a couple of older boys. Shoulder to shoulder they advanced in the direction of the hedge, hitting and beating at the flames, which fought back now. The fire was wearing a huge grin, and it hissed around him, the voice whispering as it drew breath, and it made the men furious. He could see it in Tord’s face. He was afraid now, there was something stronger than him, he fought with his mouth half open, his eyes staring. The fire didn’t give up until it was less than a metre from the hedge. It didn’t give up, because it could flare up again at any time, anywhere, and no one, not even the man who called himself his father, could ever feel completely safe. But now it did surrender, with another grin, stopped whispering and gave the men a temporary victory.


He ran his finger across the patchy scars on his underarm. That this memory should surface again on this of all evenings was a sign. It was going to happen again. He got dressed, went into the kitchen, emptied the dregs of his coffee. It was tepid, bitter; he poured another, forced it down.


Back in his room, he got out the packet of cigarettes, the rubber bands and the strips of cotton. At a hotel where he’d spent the night once he’d found a whole package of paper matches and taken them. Now at last he had a use for them. He busied himself with his ignition device, improved it, placing two fuses next to each other, dousing them with lock oil, took the device into the bathroom and tested it in the bathtub. If Elsa had been home, maybe he would have told her about the fire that time. Told how he had been sent up to his room afterwards with instructions to think about what he’d done. But when Tord came up, it wasn’t the fire he stood there raging about. He could still remember every single word that was said. The words mingled with the smell of paint thinner, because the floor of the hallway had just been painted. Afterwards he was to stay in his room and carry on thinking about what he’d done.


And that was what he did. Crept into the wardrobe, and in behind the loose plank in the wall where he had a room no one else knew about. He sat in there thinking over what Tord had said. The woman who called herself his mother came up looking for him. It was late by then, and shortly afterwards, he heard her outside the house calling for him. But he remained sitting in the room inside the wardrobe, not just thinking, but bringing the thoughts to life, flicking the lighter he’d taken from Tord’s drawer, staring at the flame until he knew what was going to happen. He scratched it on to the wooden beam, burnt scorch marks around it, like a frame, and it was decided once and for all. The sentence over the house they lived in.


Later on, he went further in finding out what flames could do. They destroyed things, and people were things too. Usually he used his place for these studies, the room behind the wardrobe that no one else knew about. There he would flip open the lid of the lighter and ignite it. Even in that tiny flame he could hear the voice whispering if he listened long enough. Not that he could hear the words, but he could feel what it was the flame wanted. He moved it closer to the skin of his underarm, felt how it jabbed at him, pulled it away, brought it closer again, allowed it to scorch away the light hairs. If it was close enough, it penetrated the skin. He held it there so long it began to smell. In this way he was able to study what the flame wanted to do to the body, how it wanted to transform it into something that was nothing but pain, damage it so badly it could not be repaired.


He had never mentioned any of this to Elsa. She had asked him a lot of things about those days, but he could never bring himself to talk about this. And this evening she wasn’t home, she was out having dinner with her prince. He was the one who filled her thoughts now. As if she’d just been waiting for years.


He got into the car, peeled back a section of felt beneath the dashboard, pushed the bag holding the four ignition devices inside. As he started the car and began to reverse, still thinking about Elsa and her prince, he stamped on the accelerator and hit something, the wheels spun, and he jumped out and went round to the rear of the car. Three fence posts destroyed. He swore loudly, calmed down, decided to ring Elsa and explain what had happened. Then she might tell him to stay home that evening and not finish what he’d started. He changed his mind. She believed in what was good. But she was the one who had spoken about the purifying power of fire.





A few minutes later, he turned on to Erleveien. Years since he’d last been there. He’d been sent away when he was fifteen.


The house had turned a brownish colour, but next door’s was still yellow. On the field where the fire had been a small block of houses had been built, red with white door frames. He parked by the side of the road, sat there a while looking out into the dusk. A few children were playing in the little strip of garden where the field had once been. There were no signs of life in the house he used to live in. He climbed out of the car, strolled over to the letter box. It said Jakobsen on the lid. When he opened the small gate, the hinges creaked. In the days when he was living there, they were always well oiled. Tord looked after everything, couldn’t stand slovenliness. He was a major and used to things being done. Now the house needed repainting, and the wheelbarrow outside the garden shed looked as if it had been there all winter, full of stones and with a layer of ice at the bottom.


The front door was visible from the road, but not from any of the nearby houses. The porch light wasn’t on; he had to bend down to read the name plate in the dusk. Sara, Dan-Levi and Rakel Jakobsen live here.


Just then he heard a car approaching further along the road. He darted down the steps and round the corner, pressed himself up against the wall of the garden shed. The car glided past the gate and turned in towards the garage. He could have run for it, jumped over the fence and off between the trees in the garden next door. He waited until the car had pulled up and the garage door been closed. Until he heard footsteps on the icy gravel path, up the steps, the front door being opened and then shut. Only then did he glide out of the shadow, walk calmly down the flagstone path and out through the creaking gate.


He stopped a little further down the road and saw lights going on inside the house. First the kitchen, then the living room. A few moments later upstairs. But his old room remained in darkness.





On the way home, he called in at Studio Q. Hadn’t planned another workout that day, but had to get rid of that itch before it spread through his whole body. It was already crawling around in his arms and legs.


He did a simple programme of bench presses, biceps curls and thighs. A woman in dark red workout tights was using the treadmill. He’d seen her there before and nodded back when she gave him a brief smile. She had a hooked nose that was too big for her small, narrow face. He let his gaze take in the rest of her body. From the neck down she was great. He looked again, no more than vaguely interested, but probably what she was expecting.


In the toilet he took out the bag with the capsules and syringes, gave himself two mils each of Testo and Trenbo, still determined not to rush things. He glanced at his face in the mirror; three or four pimples had appeared just below his hairline. Elsa had some herbs that would fix that. It would give him an excuse to drop in that evening.


Back in the studio, he noticed a man in police uniform at the reception desk. He gave a start, struck by the thought that the guy was there because of him. Calmly, without so much as a sideways glance, he headed for the weights room. Turning to close the door, he saw the woman with the hooked nose on her way over to the reception desk, then stretching up and giving the policeman a quick kiss.


He pulled back from the glass door. From a corner of the weights room he could still see them reflected in a mirror on the opposite wall. The man in uniform had a reddish handlebar moustache vainly twisted into points at the ends. He had to grin, relieved and curious. It’s a warning, he thought. He would have to build up slower; the mixture of Testo and Trenbo was making him paranoid. Just showed how easy it was to lose control.




7


They were still talking about what had happened at Tonje’s party in the last lesson on Monday. They had a supply teacher, the type who made it his business to overhear everything. He picked up what they were saying.


– So you were attacked by a gang.


Karsten stared at his desktop. When he’d left the party, the floor in the hallway and living room had been covered with bits of shattered glass and foam from the fire extinguisher; the TV had been smashed, CDs and ornaments lying all over the place. Some were sobbing, some puking, others talking about revenge.


– How many of them were there? the supply teacher wanted to know.


– Four or five, said Tonje.


One of the boys added: – There was another gang of them waiting outside.


– Then it was some kind of strategically planned attack, the teacher concluded. – And you say they were Pakistanis? Do you know that for sure? Why not Kurds, or Iraqis, or Afghans?


The teacher appeared to be in his mid twenties and was probably a student at the university. He was wearing a suit jacket that looked quite expensive, dark trousers with a crease in them and a shirt with a wide collar, and when he had introduced himself it emerged that, among other things, he had served as a soldier in Afghanistan.


– I don’t give a shit where they were from, Priest said from his desk in the middle of the room; he had a plaster that went right across his swollen nose. – It was totally a gang thing. They came to get Lam. There’s total war between the Lørenskog Pakis and the Lia gang, Lam’s brother’s gang.


There was a Pakistani girl in the class. The way Priest was speaking caused Karsten to glance across at her. Her name was Jasmeen. For the whole of that school year she had been sitting a knight’s jump behind him; several times they’d worked on class projects together. When she met his gaze, he turned away.


– Isn’t gang war like that a type of cultural conflict? the teacher persisted.


A number of voices were raised in protest. Priest said: – It’s got nothing to do with culture. They’re criminal arseholes, it’s just fucking wicked.


The supply teacher was tall and broad shouldered, with longish hair swept back and a neatly trimmed chin beard.


– How many were at the party?


Only now did Karsten notice there was something about the way he spoke, some kind of almost imperceptible accent.


– About thirty, Tonje replied.


– And how many lads?


She looked around. – Maybe about half.


The teacher ran a finger over his stubble. – So that means there were at least twice as many lads in the house as there were interlopers, maybe three times as many. I’m sure some of the girls could have helped out too if there was any talk of self-defence. But that didn’t happen?


A vague disquiet spread through the room. – What d’you mean? one of the boys muttered.


Inga interrupted: – Maybe he means that someone might have lifted a finger if our lives were being threatened. Apart from Karsten, no one did shit.


Karsten stared straight ahead. A hot flush invaded his skin at the hairline and crept downwards. He was about to protest, but she carried on: – Karsten isn’t exactly Rambo, but at least he tried to fight back, even if they did slash him in the face with a knife.


The burning sensation gathered in the centre of his cheeks, in the cut made by the hedge outside Tonje’s house.


– And what’s more, he doesn’t get hammered every time you need to have your wits about you, Inga went on. – Half of the boys lay there puking up and the rest were completely paralysed. It’s pathetic.


Karsten glanced up at the teacher, hoping he’d start the lesson soon.


– Quite a few of us tried to stop them, Priest protested. – It’s not that bloody easy to organise a defence when you get taken by surprise.


The teacher pointed at him. – You’ve got a point there, Finn Olav.


Priest touched his broken nose, clearly surprised that the teacher had learnt his name.


– As I say, I was a soldier for several years, the teacher went on. – I’ve been in situations where the element of surprise is crucial. Suppose you’d been given a warning that an attack was imminent, that you had a few minutes, what would you have done?


Various suggestions were aired, gradually more and more drastic. The idea of wasting vodka on making Molotov cocktails gave rise to protests, and after that, to Karsten’s relief, the discussion turned into a joke session. The teacher grinned and let them carry on for while before interrupting.


– We’re going to be talking about the period after the Cold War. In other words, more or less what we’ve just been doing.


He fell silent. The talking stopped in the classroom. There was something about this teacher that encouraged them to sit quietly and wait to hear what he was going to say.


– During the Cold War, the world was in theory divided because of political ideologies, the liberal West against the communist East. The struggle in the world today is between civilisations with different cultures and religions, first and foremost Islam and the Western world. Maybe we’ll end by seeing a connection between what you’re going to learn in your history lessons and what you actually experience in your own lives.


He let this prospect hang in the air for a few moments before resuming.


– I asked you if what happened at the party had anything to do with culture. Of course it does. Everything is about culture.


He began talking about civilisations, tracing the connections between the ancient river cultures of Mesopotamia to present-day Iraq, led by the most hated man in the West, that same West which had armed this tyrant to the teeth before invading his country to get rid of him. He spoke without raising his voice, but there was an intensity to the narrative, a battle between opposing forces, a drama in which they were themselves participants and in which they might find themselves playing a crucial role. Their history exam was only a few months away, and their regular history teacher had given them the topics they would be going through a long time ago, and now here was this supply teacher getting into something that wasn’t even on the list. No one complained. That the girls sat there staring at him as if he came from another world wasn’t all that surprising, thought Karsten, but the boys were behaving in an unusual way too. This was the second time he’d taken the class. He used their names when he spoke to them, and when he was asked how many he had learnt, he pointed to each of them in turn and said what their names were. He didn’t get it wrong once. They stared at him in astonishment, as if he’d just performed a conjuring trick. Even Karsten, who people said had a photographic memory, was impressed.


– Let’s have a show of hands, the teacher suddenly announced. – How many Christians in the class?


Three students raised their hands. A murmuring started up and spread around the room. Priest spoke up.


– What right do you have to ask that? Isn’t that a personal matter?


The teacher nodded. – Good question, he said with a little smile. – Naturally it’s a question of whether you mean a legal right or an ethical right or some other kind of right. Of course it’s entirely up to you whether you answer or not.


Another couple of hands were raised.


Five altogether, the teacher concluded. – What about the other faiths? Buddhism, Sikhism, Hinduism, Islam?


Karsten wasn’t the only one who looked over at Jasmeen. Hesitantly she raised her hand.


– Jasmeen Chadar, the teacher said.


It sounded funny, the way he used both her first and second names. It occurred to Karsten that maybe that was the way people showed respect for girls in the countries where the teacher had been as a soldier.


– I’m a Muslim, said Jasmeen, and something passed through the class, as though they were surprised to hear her say out loud something everybody knew. In the previous school year they’d gone through all the great religions, and one guy in a parallel class, another Pakistani, had given a talk. Not a word about religious wars or 9/11. Nothing about arranged marriages or infants with mutilated genitals. And no one had confronted him about it. In the name of inclusiveness he got away with it. That their regular history teacher didn’t bring it up either wasn’t surprising; he was an absolute fanatic about everything to do with multicultural and rainbow societies and wouldn’t dream of saying something that might offend a minority. Karsten himself wasn’t the type to discuss such matters in a classroom. He was interested in other things and contented himself with the observation that part of the world was still living in the Middle Ages.


The supply teacher sat on the edge of the desk.


– So then, five Christians and one Muslim. From which I conclude that the rest of you are atheists.


Tonje was sitting closest to the teacher’s desk. The whole time she’d been staring at their supply teacher in a way that Karsten sometimes fantasised girls would stare at him. Several of the girls in class took turns at being visitors to these fantasies, and just lately some of them had started visiting at the same time. But never Tonje. Even in his fantasies she was unattainable, and the thought of her sitting there and being interested in the teacher in that way caused little jolts in his stomach that replicated themselves down through the rest of his body. Sometimes Karsten consoled himself with the thought that since after all he had the poorest man in the world between his legs, he might as well make him even poorer. If he had his remaining testicle removed, he would be freed from this type of disturbance. He could devote himself completely to the world of research, live a useful life, exploit all the talents he possessed so effortlessly.


Suddenly he raised his hand.


– Atheists have beliefs too, he declared. – They believe God doesn’t exist.


The teacher turned towards him. – Do we have an agnostic here? Someone who declines to express a view on something we can know nothing about. Tell us more.


Karsten tried to think clearly. Had the situation been different, he would have remained silent. But now it was him Tonje was looking at. He took a grip on himself.


– I believe in genes.


There should have been more after this, but now the eyes of the whole class were glued to him, and that burning feeling that had started up at his hairline had now extended to cover every inch of his body. Of course he knew what he believed. His mother was a tepid Christian who had made sure both he and Synne were baptised, but she never talked about any God. His father, on the other hand, who was a nuclear researcher and an atheist, was forever holding forth about the origin of things, those molecules in the primordial soup that took the great leap from the inorganic to the replicating and could propagate themselves. Karsten was slightly interested. Maths and physics were more his field; there was too much chaos in biology.


– Genes have a lifespan of thousands, maybe millions of year, he said, and thought of something his father often said. – Even the greatest civilisations collapse after a few centuries.


He realised he wasn’t quite sticking to the question, but the teacher was watching him with something like curiosity in his eyes.


– Genes reproduce themselves at the expense of their competitors. They keep the world going and create evolution, and to do that, they use us individuals.


– At last, someone with an opinion, the teacher exclaimed. – Go on.


Karsten was stuck. He mumbled something about all religions arising because people needed something to comfort themselves with. Finally the teacher released him and addressed the class again.


– There are plenty of examples and plenty of new arenas in which Islam and the Western world are in conflict with each other. Are there any particular aspects of Islam that might account for this?


– Are you saying it’s Islam’s fault that there’s war in the world? said Jasmeen. Her voice was loud and clear. They had been in the same class for nearly two years, but outside those projects worked on together, Karsten had hardly spoken to her. She didn’t talk much in the class, and in the early days he hardly noticed her presence at all. At break time she hung around with the other immigrant girls. She lived in Lørenskog, he gathered; her father had a couple of shops, including a sweet shop in Strømmen.


The teacher was looking at her, and when Karsten again turned, it was as though he was seeing her through the teacher’s eyes. The boys who made lists thought she was hot, between eight and nine on a one-to-ten. Her tits were supposed to be as good as Inga’s, though those who said so couldn’t possibly have seen them. Inga’s, on the other hand, could be accurately described, and from primary school onwards they’d been the gold standard. Karsten had never taken part in these contests. Sure, it was all based on verifiable criteria like size and shape, but there were fundamental flaws. Tonje was small and thin, with hardly any breasts at all. But she’d recently been selected to participate at a gathering for the junior national handball team, and she was leader of the students’ graduation party committee. Not one of the boys who made these lists would have said no to her, no matter what she asked for.
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