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‘These are the secret words, which the living Jesus spoke and which Didymus Judas Thomas wrote down.


Jesus said: He who shall find the interpretation of these words


shall not taste of death. He who seeks, let him not cease
seeking until he finds; and when he finds
he will be troubled, and when he is troubled
he will be amazed, and he will reign over the All.’


FROM THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS, THE ‘FIFTH GOSPEL’, WHICH WAS OMITTED FROM THE NEW TESTAMENT. THE MANUSCRIPT WAS DISCOVERED IN EGYPT IN 1945.
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The rain started in the afternoon the day Grethe died.


I can just make out a bit of the fjord, glistening and cold like a river, through the beads of water and naked branches. For hours at a time I sit here watching the droplets trickle down the windowpane, thinking and writing. The squalls form a sinuous lattice over the fogged-up windowpane.


I have pushed my desk right up to the window; this way I can write and look out at the same time. Clumps of rotten kelp throb in the low tide. The waves lap idly against the smooth, rocky shoreline. A tern screeches half-heartedly, weary of life.


I can see the gnarled branches of the oak out in the yard, wet and black with a few leaves still clinging to them as if they haven’t quite realised that autumn will be coming for them soon.


It was summer when my father passed away. He was thirty-one years, four months, two weeks and three days old. I heard the scream.


Most people think it was an accident.


For a while after his death, my mother sealed herself in a silent cocoon of grief. Then, in a metamorphosis that still stings to this day, she started drinking and neglecting me. People talked. Our little side street had eyes and ears. People gave me sympathetic looks at the grocery store. The neighbourhood kids made up awful songs about her; they would draw pictures of her naked in chalk on the asphalt playground at school.


Some memories stick with you.


Why am I not surprised that they were here while I was away? They searched room by room and removed any trace of her. It’s as if she had never existed.


But they weren’t infallible. They forgot to take the four silk ropes dangling limply from the bedposts.


I’m going to write in my journal about everything that happened to me this summer.


If it weren’t for the scabs and burning itch, I might have thought this past summer had been one great, lucid delusion – that I had spent it in my room at the clinic, in a straitjacket, doped up on Valium. Maybe I’ll never understand any of what happened. It doesn’t matter. What little I have understood, or not understood, will do me for a long time.


My journal is a thick, leather-bound book with my name printed in gold at the bottom right-hand corner of the front cover: Bjørn Beltø.


There are two kinds of archaeology: historical and psychological – excavations of the mind.


My pen scratches against the paper as I calmly weave the gossamer of my memories.





PART 1
The Archaeologist





I
The Mystery
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I’m squatting in the middle of a checkerboard pattern made of large squares of earth, all exactly the same size, searching for the past. The sun is beating down on the back of my neck. My palms are covered with blisters that sting like crazy. I’m dirty and sweaty. I stink. My T-shirt is clinging to my back like a sticky, old bandage.


The wind and digging have stirred up fine grains of sand that are lingering over the field as a greyish-brown dome of dust. The sand is stinging my eyes. The cloud of dust has parched my mouth and powdered my face. My skin feels dry and cracked. I groan to myself. I cannot believe I used to dream of a life like this. I mean, sure, we all need to make a living . . .


I sneeze.


‘Bless you!’ a voice calls out. Startled, I look around, but everyone is absorbed in their work.


It turns out the past isn’t that easy to find. Several shovel-depths below the topsoil, I’m using my fingers to sift through the raw earth in the dustpan between my grimy shoes. We’ve excavated our way down to a culture layer that is eight hundred years old. The loamy soil is giving off a rich scent. In one of my old textbooks, Archaeological Analysis of the Ancient, Professor Graham Llyleworth writes, ‘The dark humus of the earth teems with silent messages from the past.’ Will you get a load of that? Professor Llyleworth is one of the world’s foremost archaeologists, but he’s a little full of his own poetic abilities. His idiosyncrasies require a little forbearance.


At the moment the professor is sitting in the shade under a sheet that’s been stretched between four poles. He’s reading and sucking on a cigar that he hasn’t lit. He looks like an insufferable intellectual, full of a sort of grey-haired, pompous decorum that he hasn’t done a thing to deserve. He’s probably dreaming about one of the girls digging near by with her rear end sticking up in the air. Now and then he glances down at us with eyes that say, Ah, yes, I was once the one squatting down there sweating, but that was long ago.


I scowl up at him through the thick lenses of my glasses and my clip-on shades. Our eyes meet and he looks at me for a second or two and then yawns. A breeze makes the sheet flap. It’s been many years since anyone with dirt under his, or her, fingernails has dared to disagree with the professor on anything.


‘Mr Beltoooh?’ he says with exaggerated politeness. I have yet to meet anyone who wasn’t Norwegian who could actually pronounce my name; that ‘ø’ on the end gets them every time. He beckons me over to him the way slave-drivers beckoned their slaves in previous centuries. I pull myself up out of the metre-deep pit and brush the dirt off my jeans.


The professor clears his throat. ‘Nothing yet?’ he asks in English.


I indicate with a gesture that I haven’t found anything yet and then snap to mock-attention, which he completely misses, unfortunately.


‘Nothing, sir!’ I bark out.


With an expression that only just conceals his disdain, he glances at me and says, ‘Everything OK? You look pale today.’ Then he chuckles to himself, waiting for a response that I don’t have the least intention of giving him.


Lots of people consider Professor Llyleworth malevolent and domineering, but he is neither. He is merely condescending by nature. The professor’s view of the surrounding world as one populated by pathetic wretches clutching at his trouser turn-ups was formed early in his life and is now a permanent fixture, sealed in hardened, steel-reinforced concrete. When he smiles, it is with an aloof and patronising indifference. When he listens, it is out of forced politeness (which his mother must have beaten into him with canings and threats). When he says something, you can have faith that he is speaking on behalf of Our Lord.


Llyleworth flicks away a dandelion seed the breeze had deposited upon his grey tailored suit. He sets his cigar down on the field table under the awning where he is keeping track in indelible ink of each pit that has been excavated and emptied. Impassively, he takes the cap off his pen and writes an X through square 003/157 on the site plan.


Then he waves me away with a tired gesture.


At university archaeology students learn that each of us can move up to one cubic metre of dirt a day, and the back dirt pile by the large screen proves that we’ve had a productive morning. Ina, the student who is doing the water screening on all the dirt we haul over there in dustpans and wheelbarrows, hasn’t found anything other than a couple of loom weights and a comb that the excavation teams overlooked. She’s standing in a mud puddle wearing tight shorts, a white T-shirt and rubber boots that are way too big for her, holding a green garden hose with a leaky nozzle.


She’s pretty sexy. I glance over at her for the two hundred and twelfth time this morning, but she never looks my way.


My muscles are aching. I collapse into my camping chair, which, thanks to a bird cherry, is sheltered from the August sun. This is my corner, my safe spot. I can keep an eye on the excavation site from here. I like to keep an eye on things. When you keep an eye on things, you’re in control.


Every evening after the sorting and cataloguing, I sign the bottom of the inventory sheet. Professor Llyleworth thinks I’m overly suspicious because I insist on cross-checking the artefacts in the cardboard boxes with his list. So far I haven’t caught him in a single inaccuracy, but I don’t trust him. I’m here to inspect things, and we both know that.


The professor turns around, as if by chance, to check up on me. I give him a cheerful Boy Scout salute: two fingers to my forehead. He doesn’t return the gesture.


I’m happiest in the shade. Because of a defect in my irises, bright light shatters into a burst of splinters in the back of my head. The sun is a disc of concentrated pain for me, so I squint a lot. Some kid once told me, ‘Whoa, you’ve got permanent red-eye, like someone took your picture with a flash.’


With my back to the tool shed, I gaze out over the excavation site. The coordinate system’s white strings form a grid of the squares that are being excavated, one by one. Ian and Uri are standing over by the dumpy level and theodolite debating something, looking out over the grid and gesturing with their arms along the axes of the coordinate system. I smile for a second, wondering whether we’re digging in the wrong place. If we were, the professor would blow his stupid whistle and yell, ‘Stop! This isn’t right.’ But I can tell from their facial expressions that they’re just being impatient.


There are thirty-seven of us archaeologists working on this project. The professor’s field supervisors (Ian, Theodore and Pete from Oxford University; Moshe and David from the Hebrew University in Jerusalem; and Uri from the Schimmer Institute) are each leading their own excavation team of Norwegian graduate students.


Ian, Theo and Pete developed a sophisticated software program for archaeological excavations based on infrared satellite imaging and ground-penetrating sonar.


Moshe has doctorates in theology and physics and was part of the team of scientists who examined the Shroud of Turin in 1995.


David is an expert in interpreting New Testament manuscripts.


Uri is a specialist in the history of the Knights Hospitaller.


And I’m here to keep an eye on things.
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I used to spend every summer at my grandmother’s country house south-east of Oslo on the fjord. A Swiss chalet-style house from the mid-1800s surrounded by fruit trees, berries and flowers. Sun-warmed slate flagstones and overgrown bushes. Flies, carefree bumblebees and butterflies. The scent of tar and seaweed in the air. The boats gliding along, mid-fjord. At the mouth of the fjord, between the village of Larkollen and Bolærne Island – which were both so far away they looked as if they were floating – I could just make out a sliver of open ocean, and over the horizon I pictured America.


About a kilometre from the summer house, along the old highway between Fuglevik and Moss, was Værne Monastery, with its six acres of woods and fields and its history stretching right back to Snorri Sturluson’s sagas of the old Norse kings. King Sverre Sigurdsson gave Værne Monastery to the Knights Hospitaller at the end of the twelfth century. The Knights Hospitaller brought our remote corner of civilisation a touch of world history, the Crusades and Christian military orders. The monks’ time at Værne Monastery didn’t end until 1532.


A lifetime is made up of a series of coincidences. Case in point: Professor Llyleworth’s excavation is taking place in one of Værne Monastery’s fields.


The professor claims that our objective is to find a Viking-era ring fortress, perhaps two hundred metres in diameter, surrounded by a circular rampart and wooden palisades. Apparently he had come across a map in a Viking grave in York. It’s unbelievable, and I don’t believe him.


Professor Llyleworth is looking for something. I don’t know what. Treasure is way too mundane. A grave with a Viking ship? Remnants of St Olav’s Reliquary? Maybe coins from Khwarezm, the empire east of the Aral Sea? Rolls of calfskin rejected by Snorri Sturluson’s medieval publisher? A sacrificial vessel made of silver? A magical rune stone? I can only guess. And dedicate myself wholeheartedly to my duties as guard dog.


The professor is going to write yet another textbook based on this dig. Some foundation in England is paying for the whole thing. The landowner received a small fortune for letting us turn his field upside down.


This is going to be some textbook.


I still haven’t figured out how, or why, Professor Llyleworth was allowed to release his archaeological storm troopers on Norwegian soil. I’m sure it’s the same old story: he must have friends in high places.


It’s usually hard for foreigners to get permission to conduct archaeological digs in Norway, but Professor Llyleworth encountered no opposition. Quite the contrary – the Royal Norwegian Office of Cultural Heritage couldn’t wait to issue his permit. The University of Oslo eagerly helped select its most qualified graduate students for his excavation teams and arranged work permits for his foreign assistants. They gently cajoled any local officials who might have had qualms. They crossed all their t’s and dotted their i’s. I was asked to serve as the ‘inspector’, the Norwegian government’s on-site representative, purely a formality. It was almost as if they regretted having me here, but rules are rules. You know how it is. I’m not sure why they selected me, a near-sighted assistant professor of archaeology they found in the office of the Oslo Historical Museum’s Antiquities Collection on Frederik Street. I suppose because I could be spared for a few months.


There’s a grandfather clock ticking away in the sitting room at my grandmother’s country house. I’ve loved that clock ever since I was little. It’s never worked right. It’ll start chiming at the oddest hours. Eight minutes to noon! Nine-o-three in the afternoon! Three twenty-eight! Then the gears and springs in its inner workings will smugly click and whir and the clock will shout, ‘It doesn’t matter to me!’


I mean, who’s to say all those other clocks in the world are right or that you can capture time with precision mechanics and hands? I’m a person who tends to mull things over. I suppose it comes with my job. When you dig up a five-hundred-year-old female skeleton that won’t let go of the child she’s embracing, that moment sticks with you.


The breeze brings in the salty scent of the sea. The sun has cooled. I detest the sun. Very few of us think of the sun as a continual thermonuclear fusion reaction, but I do. And I can’t tell you how glad I am that it will all be over in ten million years.
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The shout sounds both excited and astonished. Professor Llyleworth stands up under his awning, vigilant but motionless, like a lethargic old guard dog who’s thinking about barking.


Archaeologists rarely cry out when they find something. We find things all the time. Every cry strips away a bit of our dignity. Most of the coin fragments and loom weights we unearth ultimately wind up in a light brown box in a dark warehouse, properly conserved, catalogued and prepared for posterity. You are lucky if just once in your career you find something that can be displayed in a glass case. Most archaeologists in Norway, if they look deep enough within themselves, will admit that the last truly amazing archaeological find in the country was the Viking ship found at Oseberg in 1904.


The cry had come from Irene, a graduate student in the Department of Classical Archaeology, a gifted, soft-spoken girl. I could easily have fallen in love with her.


Irene is on Moshe’s excavation team. Yesterday morning she uncovered the remnants of a foundation wall, an octagon. The sight of it filled me with a vague, distant memory that I couldn’t quite place.


I’ve never seen Professor Llyleworth so worked up. Every few minutes he’s over there, peeking down into her pit.


Irene stands up and climbs up on to the edge. Enthusiastically she waves the professor over.


Several of us have already started running towards her.


The professor blows his whistle: Pfff-rrr-eeet!


A magic flute – everyone jerks to a stop, as when an old eight-millimetre movie gets stuck in the projector.


Then obediently they all stand still.


But his magic flute has no effect on me. I approach Irene’s pit at a jog. The professor is coming from the opposite direction. He attempts to stop me with a glare and another whistle blow: Pfff-rrr-eeet!!! But he can’t. I get there first.


It’s a reliquary.


An oblong shrine, thirty or forty centimetres long. The outer layer of reddish brown wood has decomposed.


The professor stops so close to the edge that for a second I hope he will tumble into the pit in his grey suit, the ultimate humiliation. But I’m not that lucky.


The short run has left him out of breath. He smiles, his mouth open, his eyes wide. He looks as if he’s having an orgasm.


I follow his eyes, down to the reliquary.


In one long, fluid motion, the professor squats, supports himself on his left hand and hops down into the pit.


A murmur spreads through the crowd.


With his fingertips – those soft fingertips that were created for delicately balancing canapés, holding champagne flutes and cigars, and stroking the silky breasts of shy ladies from Kensington – he starts scooping the dirt away from the reliquary.


In the textbook he authored, Methods of Modern Archaeology, Professor Llyleworth writes that exhaustively recording each find is the key to correct interpretation and understanding. ‘Patience and thoroughness are an archaeologist’s most important virtues,’ he states in Virtues of Archaeology, an archaeology student’s professional bible. So he ought to know he’s being too eager now. We’re in no hurry here. When something’s been lying in the ground for hundreds or thousands of years, we should take a few extra hours to be accurate and careful. We should sketch the reliquary in situ, from both a bird’s-eye perspective and a lateral view, and photograph it. We need to measure the length, height and width of the find. Only after every conceivable detail has been recorded can we painstakingly coax it out using a pointed trowel and teaspoon, brush away the dirt and sand, and conserve the wood. If there’s anything made of metal, it needs to be treated with sesquicarbonate. The professor knows all this.


But he doesn’t seem to care.


I leap down next to him. Everyone else is staring at us as if the professor had just announced that he was planning to dig all the way through the Earth’s crust to the mantle.


With his bare hands.


Before lunch.


I clear my throat solemnly, with exaggerated clarity, and tell him that he’s moving too fast. He ignores me. He has erected a shield between himself and the rest of the world. Even when I assume an official, authoritative tone and order him to stop in the name of the government of the Kingdom of Norway he continues frenetically clawing at the dirt. To him I might as well be representing the Wizard of Oz.


Once he has exposed most of the reliquary, he grabs it in both hands and tugs it free. A bit of the wood falls off.


Several of us cry out in anger, bafflement – this simply is not done! I tell him as much. Each and every archaeological find must be treated with the utmost care.


My words make no impression on him.


He’s holding the reliquary in front of him. He stands there agog, staring, breathing hard.


‘Shouldn’t we,’ I suggest icily, my arms folded across my chest, ‘record the find?’


His royal highness gazes at the reliquary in awe. He smiles incredulously. Then in his most stiff-upper-lipped Oxford English he absent-mindedly says, ‘This. Is. Fucking. Unbelievable.’


‘Please give me the reliquary,’ I say.


He looks at me blankly.


I clear my throat. ‘Professor Llyleworth! Surely you realise that I’m going to have to report this incident to the Institute.’ My voice has assumed a cool, formal tone that I don’t really recognise. ‘The Antiquities Collection and the Royal Norwegian Office of Cultural Heritage will hardly look kindly on your methods.’


Without a word he scrambles up out of the pit and hurries over to the field tent. A cloud of dust swirls, surrounding his suit. The rest of us have ceased to exist.


I don’t give up that easily. I run after him.


From inside the tent, behind the taut canvas wall, I hear Professor Llyleworth’s overexcited voice. I lift the tent flap aside. I can’t see because of the dim light and my clip-on sunglasses, but I can gradually make out the professor’s broad back. He’s still breathing heavily. ‘Yes, yes, yes!’ he shouts into his mobile phone. ‘Michael, listen to me, it’s the shrine!’


More than anything, I’m astonished that he’s lit his cigar. He knows full well that tobacco smoke can interfere with the carbon 14 dating.


His voice is tinged with hysterical laughter: ‘Good old Charles was right, Michael. It’s unbelievable! It’s fucking unbelievable.’


The reliquary is on the folding card table next to him. I step into the tent. Just then Ian materialises from the darkness, like an evil spirit guarding a pharaoh’s tomb. He grabs me by the upper arms and pushes me heavy-handedly backwards out of the tent.


‘For crying out loud . . .’ I stammer, my voice quavering with anger and indignation.


Ian glares at me and goes back in. If he could have slammed a door, he would have. But the tent flap just flops loosely shut behind him.


And then the professor emerges. He has wrapped the reliquary in a piece of cloth. His smoking cigar juts out of the corner of his mouth.


‘Please give me the shrine,’ I say, just to have said it, but they neither hear nor care.


Professor Llyleworth’s car is a lithe, gleaming thoroughbred. A burgundy-red Jaguar XJ6. Two hundred horsepower. Zero to sixty in nine seconds. Leather upholstery. Wood steering wheel. Air conditioning. It may possibly even have a trace of a soul and some nascent self-awareness deep within its engine block, under all the chrome and the metallic finish.


Ian slides in behind the wheel, leans across to open the door for the professor, who climbs in and lays the shrine in his lap.


We stand there staring in our grimy T-shirts and jeans, leaning on our shovels and measuring rods, our mouths hanging open, with sand in our hair and streaks of dirt under our eyes, but they don’t see us. We’ve done our part. We no longer exist.


The Jaguar rolls down the gravel road. As it bumps its way on to the main road, it emits a purr that envelops it in a cloud of dust.


And then it’s gone.


In the quiet that falls over us, disturbed only by the wind in the trees and the hushed murmurs of the students, I appreciate two things. One is that I’ve been tricked. I don’t really know how or why, but the certainty of it makes me clench my teeth so hard that my eyes fill with tears. The other is a realisation: I’ve always been the dutiful, conscientious one – the indispensable, hidden cog that never fails the machine. The Norwegian government’s antiquities officials entrusted me with the job of inspector, and I failed.


But I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Professor Graham Llyleworth run off with the find. This isn’t just between Llyleworth and the Antiquities Collection or the Royal Norwegian Office of Cultural Heritage or the prosecutor’s office.


This is between Llyleworth and me.


I don’t have a Jaguar. My car is more like an inflatable beach toy that a child played with and then forgot at the beach. It’s pink, a Citroën 2CV. In the summer I roll open the soft top. I call her Bolla. To the extent that a person and a machine can be, we’re on the same wavelength.


The seat groans as I fling myself behind the wheel. I have to lift the door a little to get it to latch. The gearshift looks like an umbrella handle that some hysterical old woman accidentally stuck through the dashboard. I put Bolla into first gear, press down on the accelerator and trundle off after the professor.


As car chases go, this one is ludicrous. Bolla goes from zero to sixty in a generation, but I’ll get there sooner or later, probably just a little later. I’m in no hurry. First I’m going to pop into the Antiquities Collection and report this to Professor Arntzen. Then I’ll go to the police. And then I’ll alert customs at the airport and tell them what happened. And the ferry terminals – a Jaguar XJ6 can’t get lost in the crowd.


One of the reasons I roll the roof open in the summer is that I love to feel the wind rushing through my crew cut. It makes me dream of a carefree life, driving a roadster up the Pacific Coast Highway, a life as a tanned surfer dude surrounded by bikini-clad girls, Coca-Cola, and pop music.


At school they used to call me Polar Bear. Maybe that’s because my first name, Bjørn, means ‘bear’ in Norwegian. But probably it’s because I’m an albino.
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When Professor Trygve Arntzen asked me in May whether I wanted to serve as the inspector for the Værne Monastery dig later in the summer, I looked at the offer a little bit as a challenge, but mostly as a welcome opportunity to get out of the office. You don’t need to be psychotic to occasionally get the sense that four walls, a floor and a ceiling have closed in an inch or two.


Professor Arntzen is my mother’s husband. I prefer not to use the word stepfather.


The endless parade of students over the years has rendered the professor blind to the uniqueness of the individual. His students have all merged into a faceless crowd, and the professor has developed an impatient irritation towards this sea of academic uniformity. An inheritance from his father left him quite well off and a tad arrogant. Very few of his students like him. His subordinates talk about him behind his back. I don’t have any trouble understanding where they’re coming from, actually. I’ve never liked him. We all have our reasons.


I reach Oslo in the middle of the afternoon rush. Summer is on the wane, but the air is still oppressive and humid.


I drum my fingers against the steering wheel. I wonder where all the other drivers are going and who they are and why they need to be here. Damn them. I look at my watch and wipe the sweat off my forehead. I want the road to myself. We all want that. Each of us contributes to the collective madness of traffic; we just won’t admit it to ourselves. Admitting you have a problem is the first step towards recovery.


Professor Arntzen’s door is closed. Someone has prised six of the letters off the sign on his door, and with childish fascination I’m standing here reading PRO ES OR YGV AR ZEN. It looks like some kind of Tibetan mantra.


I’m about to knock on the door when I hear voices inside his office, so I wait. I shuffle over to the hallway window, whose sill is covered with a fine layer of dust. Down on the street below cars are queuing up at the traffic lights. Pedestrians are moving slowly in the heat. The employees’ car park behind the museum is practically empty.


I can’t have been paying attention when I parked Bolla, which isn’t like me. But from up here I see it. This is what it must be like for God: able to keep an eye on everything, all the time. Between the professor’s charcoal-grey Mercedes 190 and a little Saab 900 Turbo there’s a burgundy Jaguar XJ6.


Cautiously I place my ear against the door.


‘. . . precautions,’ says a voice. Professor Arntzen.


He’s speaking English instead of Norwegian. His voice is deferential. It takes a powerful person to make the professor deferential.


I think I know who it is.


A voice mumbles something I don’t catch. It’s Ian.


‘When’s he coming?’ Arntzen says.


‘Early tomorrow,’ a deep voice answers. Professor Llyleworth.


I knew it!


Arntzen: ‘He’s coming in person?’


Llyleworth: ‘Of course. But he’s at home. The plane’s in Toulouse for repairs. Otherwise he’d be here tonight.’


Ian (chuckling): ‘He’s pretty excited, and impatient, too.’


Llyleworth: ‘Certainly understandable.’


Arntzen: ‘Is he planning on taking it out of the country himself?’


Llyleworth: ‘Obviously. Via London. Tomorrow.’


Ian: ‘I still think we ought to bring it with us to the hotel, just until he arrives. I don’t like the thought of leaving it here.’


Llyleworth: ‘No, no, no, think strategically. We’re the ones the police are going to search if that albino causes any trouble.’


Arntzen: ‘Bjørn? . . . (laughter) . . . Relax! I’ll handle Bjørn.’


Ian: ‘But shouldn’t we . . .’


Llyleworth: ‘The shrine will be safest here with the professor. After all.’


Arntzen: ‘No one will think to look here. I guarantee it.’


Llyleworth: ‘Yes, it’s best this way.’


Ian: ‘If you insist.’


Llyleworth: ‘Definitely.’


(Pause.)


Arntzen: ‘So he was right all along. He was right.’


Llyleworth: ‘Who was?’


Arntzen: ‘DeWitt.’


Llyleworth (pauses before responding): ‘Good old Charles.’


Arntzen: ‘He was right all along. How ironic, huh?’


Llyleworth: ‘If only he were here now. Ah well, we finally found it.’


There’s something final in Llyleworth’s tone, as if he’s done with the conversation.


I pull away from the door. I quickly tiptoe down the corridor.


On the blue background on my office door sign, white plastic letters spell out the words ASSISTANT PROFESSOR BJØRN BELTØ. The letters are all slightly crooked, like teeth in need of orthodontia.


I let myself in and drag the rickety, green desk chair over to the window. I can keep an eye on the Jaguar from here.


Not much is happening. Traffic is creeping along in a slow stream. An ambulance is winding and blaring its way down the congested street.


A few minutes later I spot Ian and Professor Llyleworth down in the car park.


Ian has a bouncy gait. Gravity doesn’t seem to have the same effect on him as on the rest of us.


Llyleworth moves full speed ahead, like a supertanker.


Neither of them has anything in their hands.


Professor Arntzen emerges a few minutes later. He’s carrying his coat over his left arm. He has an umbrella in his right hand. He doesn’t have the shrine with him either.


On the bottommost step he stops and glances up at the sky the way he always does. The professor’s life is composed of rituals.


Next to the Mercedes, he stops to look for his car keys. He’s always misplacing his keys. Before he finds them, he glances up at my window. I freeze. The reflections on the glass make me invisible.


A half-hour later I call Professor Arntzen at home. Luckily he answers and not my mother. He must have been sitting by the phone, waiting.


‘Sigurd?’ he says.


‘It’s Bjørn,’ I say.


‘Bjørn? Oh, hi.’


‘I need to talk to you.’


‘Are you calling from Værne?’


‘We found something,’ I say.


Silence. Finally the professor says, ‘Really?’


‘A reliquary.’


‘You don’t say?’ Silence. ‘Really?’ Each word drags, as if dipped in tar.


‘Which Professor Llyleworth has run off with.’


‘Run . . . off . . . with?’ The professor is a terrible actor. He doesn’t even sound surprised.


‘I thought maybe he might contact you,’ I continue.


More silence.


‘Me?’ he says. Then he tries to take control of the conversation: ‘Did you see what kind of reliquary it was?’


‘Wood.’


‘Old?’


‘In a layer dating from the 1100s. Possibly older.’


He takes in a quick breath.


‘I didn’t get to examine it,’ I continue. ‘But we have to file a complaint.’


‘A complaint?’


‘Don’t you hear what I’m saying? He ran off with the reliquary. It’s not just a matter for us and the Royal Norwegian Office of Cultural Heritage any more. I have to call the police.’


‘No, no, don’t do anything rash. Calm down. I’m in complete control. Just forget it happened.’


‘They ran off with the reliquary. Do you hear me? And the fieldwork was disgraceful. I’m going to file a report! Llyleworth might as well have been using a backhoe and dynamite to do the excavating.’


‘Have you . . . done anything?’


‘No, not yet.’


‘Good. Leave it to me.’


‘What are you going to do?’


‘Calm down, Bjørn. I’ll sort it all out. Don’t give it another thought.’


‘But . . .’


‘I’m going to make a few calls. Relax. It’ll all be fine. Call me tomorrow.’


Maybe it’s not such a big deal, the reliquary. If it’s been lying around underground for eight hundred years, surely it’ll hardly affect the welfare of humanity if it gets smuggled out of the country. It would just be as if we never found it.


Maybe Professor Llyleworth has big plans. Maybe he’s going to sell it to an Arabian sheikh for a fortune or present it to the British Museum, which can then chalk up yet another academic victory by hoarding someone else’s rightful cultural heritage.


With all-too-eager assistance from Professor Arntzen.


I don’t get it. It’s none of my business, but I’m furious. I was the inspector. They tricked me. They put me on the project because they thought I’d be easy to fool. Bjørn, the near-sighted albino.


5


Behind the rambling old house I grew up in there was a stretch of overgrown fields we called the Paddock. In the winter I would make a ski jump on its slopes. During the spring thaw I would have cross-country bike races down the muddy footpath. In the summer I would climb up into the trees and sit up there, inconspicuous as a squirrel, spying on the teenagers who came to drink beer, smoke marijuana and have sex in the tall grass. I was eleven and already a dedicated spy.


On Norwegian Constitution Day, 17 May, in 1977, a young girl was beaten up and raped behind a rowan bush in the Paddock. It happened in the middle of the day. In the distance you could hear people celebrating the national holiday – marching bands performing in the parade, people cheering, firecrackers going off. The week after that another girl was raped. There were some articles in the papers. One afternoon two days later someone set the dry grass on fire. It wasn’t that unusual. The kids in the neighbourhood used to have bonfires there, but this time there was no group of kids standing by ready to douse the flames. The fire razed the Paddock and parts of the neighbouring woods. The blaze left a charred, burned-out wasteland, completely unsuitable for raping anyone else. People presumed there was some connection.


We talked about it at school for weeks. The police investigated. We came up with nicknames for whoever started the fire. The Mad Pyromaniac. The King of Flames. The Avenger.


To this day no one knows I was the one who did it.


There are plenty of places Professor Arntzen could have hidden the shrine, but I eliminate most of them. I know how he thinks.


He could have taken the shrine down to the university repository. He could have locked it in one of the fireproof steel storage lockers there, but he didn’t. We all have access to the repository. He doesn’t want to share the shrine with anyone.


One of life’s paradoxes is that sometimes we can’t see what’s right before our eyes. That’s how the professor thinks. The best way to hide something is to act as if you have nothing to hide. If you want to hide a book, put it on the bookshelf.


He hid the shrine in his office in a locked drawer or cabinet behind some boxes or binders. I can jut picture it. My intuition is usually dead on. I can visualise things as clearly as if they were on a movie screen. It’s a skill I inherited from my grandmother.


The professor will have locked his office door, but that doesn’t matter. When he was away leading a 1996 dig in Telemark in south-east Norway, he gave me a key and forgot about it – as he did so many other things.


His office is twice as big as mine and way more ostentatious. His desk towers in the middle of the room atop an imitation Persian carpet, home to his computer, phone and a paper-clip holder that my half-brother made in woodwork class. His desk chair has a high back and hydraulic shock absorbers. Over by a wall there’s a sitting area where he takes coffee with his guests. A bookshelf tilts outward slightly from the south wall, weighed down with knowledge.


I sit down in the chair, which accepts my weight with a pleasant softness. The strong scent of Llyleworth’s cigar lingers.


I close my eyes and turn my mind inward, focusing my intuition. I sit like that for a few minutes, then I open my eyes again.


They fall on the filing cabinet.


It’s a grey aluminium filing cabinet, three drawers high with a lock at the top right. I walk over to it and give the top drawer a tug.


Locked, of course.


I could break open the lock, but I don’t think that will be necessary.


I find the key under the paper clips in the home-made holder on his desk. The professor keeps spare keys all over the place. Spare house keys and keys to his Mercedes hang from a spring on his desk lamp.


I unlock the cabinet and pull open the top drawer. The green hanging folders are full of documents, letters and contracts. In the middle drawer I find clippings from international journals, filed alphabetically by topic.


The shrine is at the very back of the bottom drawer behind the hanging file folders, wrapped in a piece of cloth inside a plastic bag from LORENTZEN YACHTING SUPPLIES, which in turn is in a grey-striped shopping bag under a stack of books.


With the bag under my arm I tidy up after myself. I shut the drawers and lock the filing cabinet, put the key back under the paper clips, and push the desk chair back in. I take one last look – Is everything where it should be? I didn’t forget anything? – before I slip out, locking the door behind me. The corridor is dark and seemingly endless. I look both ways before I start walking.


Well, well, Mr Beltø, what were you just doing in the professor’s office? And what have you got there?


My footsteps echo, my heartbeat, too. I look back.


Mr Beltø? Where are you going with that artefact? Did you steal that from the professor?


I gasp for air, trying to walk as fast as I can without actually running.


You there – stop! Stop right where you are!


I made it! The voices are reverberating in my head. I push open the door to my office and scurry inside. I lean against the inside of the door and exhale.


I carefully lift the shrine out of the shopping bag and remove the plastic bag and the piece of cloth. My hands are shaking.


The shrine is surprisingly heavy. Two brittle bands hold the reddish, rotting wood together. The wood is disintegrating. The cracks reveal what’s inside. Another shrine.


I’m no metallurgist, but that doesn’t matter. I don’t need to take the shrine down to the lab to determine what the inner shrine is made of: gold.


It shimmers, warm and golden, even through the centuries.


I sense something inevitable.


I gaze down at the street through the grimy windowpane while I wait for my heart to stop racing.
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Two years ago I spent six months in a psych clinic. I was lucky and got a spot in the same ward where I had previously had group therapy sessions. Time had stood still there. The pattern in the linoleum was the same as before. The walls were still a sallow green and bare. The sounds and smells were the same. Martin was still sitting in his rocking chair knitting. He’d been knitting that same scarf for eighteen years. He stored his shockingly long creation in a tall wicker basket with a lid. Martin nodded at me as if I’d just stepped out for a second to grab a coffee. We’d never spoken to each other, and yet he recognised me and, I suppose, considered me a kind of friend.


Even my mother didn’t know I’d been admitted. She worries too much, so I told her I was on a dig in Egypt.


Before I went in, I put a stack of six pre-addressed envelopes into an A4-size Jiffy bag and then sent the whole thing to the main post office in Cairo with a plea for help enclosed. I don’t speak Arabic, so I enclosed a twenty-dollar bill, the universal language. A friendly worker there must have understood what I was getting at. He stamped the letters and mailed them to my mother with a Cairo, Egypt, postmark. How cool is that? Like in a detective novel. Of course, I’d meant for him to send one letter a month. I had thought that was obvious. I’d even written the names of the months on the top right. But he had mailed all the letters at one time, that dimwit. Six months of made-up news – amazing archaeological finds, romances with Egyptian belly dancers, stormy desert expeditions on wind-battered camels – all compressed into one week. It says something about my imaginative abilities and my mother’s naivety that I managed to explain the whole thing away. She can’t have been completely sober.


Therapy helped me get back on my feet. A hospital has its routines, and for me they were pegs to hang my existence on.


There was nothing exotic about my condition, no amusing Napoleonic delusions, no voices in my head, just a life in raven-black darkness.


I’m better now.
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Frightened, I speed through Oslo’s streets, an outlaw fleeing into the sunset. Delta Foxtrot 30, the suspect is driving a Citroën 2CV and must be apprehended immediately. For a while a Toyota fills my rear-view mirror. When it finally turns on to a side street, I give a sigh of relief. The suspect stole a valuable golden shrine and may be dangerous in stressful situations. I pass St Hanshaugen Park and get stuck behind a shuttle bus that’s driving suspiciously slowly. I check the rear-view mirror constantly while vigilantly keeping my eye on the shadowy figures within the shuttle. You never know. I make it to the motorway unscathed. No shots have been fired, yet.


Eventually the high-rise flat complex I live in comes into view. The buildings aren’t particularly attractive, but the sight fills me with warmth the way home always does.


I grew up in a big, old, rambling, white gingerbread house with a garden full of apple trees on a side street in a suburb that had a tram line, a fire station and happy people.


My mother and father had a glassed-in balcony outside their bedroom which I could climb out on to through a little window in my own bedroom. I often did that when I couldn’t sleep. They would pull a tulle curtain across the half-open sliding door to the balcony, and I would peer in through it. My night-time spy missions filled me with a sweet, unfamiliar tingling sensation and the joy of being invisible.


One night they danced naked in the jumble of shadows in their bedroom, soft bodies on fire, soothing hands and lips. I stood motionless, not understanding, intoxicated by the magic of the moment. Suddenly my mother turned her face and looked right at me. She smiled, but she can’t have seen my face through the folds of the curtain because she just leaned back and drowned my father with her sighs and caresses.


Freud would have loved me, don’t you think?


My father’s compost heap was out in the garden, between two weathered apple trees. The compost emitted an earthy smell that was somehow both repulsive and appealing at the same time. At my father’s burial, at the edge of the grave, that same smell hit me like a handful of dirt and sand. My senses filled with the scent that came welling up from the darkness of the grave. I understood that the smell of compost contained both death and the promise of new life. I couldn’t articulate the feeling in words back then, but the recollection still brings tears to my eyes.


I’ve always been sensitive to smells. That’s why I used to avoid our cellar, which smelled of mildew and decay and something indeterminate and musty. Under the rotting trapdoor to the cellar, hidden in the jungle behind the house, spiders would spin their cobwebs in peace. Their webs hung like sticky curtains over the stone steps. Whenever my father waded through the nettles and unlocked the padlock and opened the trapdoor, millions of bugs would chime in with their silent screams, scurrying for shelter from the shattering light, while the nasty, invisible clouds of cellar stench floated out into the air. Dad didn’t seem to notice, but I knew what was hiding in the dank, putrid darkness: ghosts, vampires, werewolves, one-eyed murderers, all the monsters that fill a little boy’s imagination once you leave Dr Seuss and Winnie-the-Pooh behind in the sunlight.


I can still recall the scents of my childhood: trampled dirt on a rainy day, strawberry ice cream, sun-warmed fibreglass boats, raw spring soil, my mother’s perfume and my father’s aftershave, mundane things that in their triviality form a treasure trove of memories.


At least I’m not a dog.


Roger, my downstairs neighbour, is a friend of the night. He detests the light, just like me. His eyes are dark and full of ennui. He has shoulder-length, black hair and wears an inverted cross hanging on a silver chain around his neck. Roger plays bass guitar in a rock band called Beelzebub’s Delight.


I ring his doorbell and wait. It takes him a while. Even though his flat is only fifty square metres, it always seems as if he’s been interrupted deep down in the castle catacombs and has to rush up the long, torchlit spiral staircase to answer the door.


Roger’s a good boy, at least deep down inside. Like me, he keeps everything negative bottled up, where it festers until the abscess bursts and infects his brain. You can see it in his eyes.


I have no idea why, but Roger likes me.


‘Jeez!’ he exclaims good-naturedly when he finally opens the door to peer out.


‘Did I wake you up?’ I ask.


‘Um . . . no big deal, I’ve had plenty of sleep. So you’re home already, huh?’


‘It’s just that I missed you so much.’ I grin.


‘Man, you look like a fucking sewer rat.’


I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror in his hall. I should’ve changed my clothes and cleaned myself up a little. I hold up the bag containing the shrine. ‘Can I leave something with you for safe keeping?’


‘What is it?’ This comes out muffled, sounding sort of like ‘Wazzi?’


‘A bag.’


He rolls his eyes. ‘I’m not fucking blind. What’s in it?’ he asks, and then laughs. ‘Heroin?’


‘Just some old stuff. From the olden days.’


To Roger ‘the olden days’ means a prehistoric era populated with pterodactyls, Victrolas and men in powdered wigs. In other words some time around 1975.


‘Hey, we recorded a demo,’ he says proudly. ‘Wanna hear it?’


Truth be told, I’d rather not, but I don’t have the heart to tell him that. I follow him into the living room. The curtains are drawn. In the gleam of the red light bulbs, the living room resembles a darkroom, or a brothel. There’s a silver candelabrum with seven black candles sitting on a round mahogany table, an enormous rug featuring a hexagram surrounded by a circle, and posters depicting Satan and some horrible scenes from hell hang on the walls over the flea-market sofa and the thirty-year-old teak table. Roger has his own unique way of making things feel homey.


A black stereo system, centred on the one long wall, towers like an icon that Roger prays to at set times, with a programmable CD player, automatic digital PLL tuner, amplifier with bass booster and super surround system, equaliser, double cassette player with high-speed dubbing, a woofer and four mountainous speakers.


Roger waves his remote, and the stereo system flashes to life in a colourful, soundless display of fireworks of coloured diodes and quivering needles. A tray in the CD player slides out as if it were a genie in an Arabian fairy tale awaiting commands. He presses PLAY.


And then the world explodes.


Later that night, in the shower, I let the icy water wash away the dust and sweat and cool the sunburned strip of skin on the back of my neck. The soap stings in my blisters.


Sometimes a shower becomes a kind of ritual. After a long day, you want to wash away everything unpleasant and difficult. I’m tired, but I don’t think I’ll dream.
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My mother is the kind of person who always sounds chipper and alert even when you call her at 3.30 in the morning.


It’s 3.30 in the morning.


I’ve dialled my mother’s number. The professor answers. His voice is cloaked with sleep, husky, crabby – that’s the kind of person he is.


‘It’s Bjørn.’


‘What?’ he snaps. He didn’t hear me.


‘Let me talk to Mum.’


He thinks I’m my half-brother, Steffen, who’s never home at night, who always manages to find a girl who can’t bear to be alone in her bed.


With a grunt, the professor passes the heavy marble receiver to my mother. The sheets rustle as my mother and the professor sit up in bed.


‘Steffen? Is something wrong?’


My mother’s voice, cheerful as ever. It sounds as if she was sitting there awake, eagerly waiting for someone to call, in her red ball gown with her nail polish slowly drying, wearing mascara and with her hair freshly blow dried, with some embroidery in her lap and a little glass within reach.


‘It’s just me,’ I say.


‘Little Bear? Little Bjørn? Honey, Bjørn, is that you?’ A hint of panic. ‘What is it? Did something happen?’


‘I . . . I’m sorry I woke you.’


‘What happened?’


‘Mum . . . It’s nothing. I . . .’


She breathes heavily into the receiver. My mother always pictures the worst: car accidents, fires, armed psychopaths. She thinks I’m calling from the ICU at Ullevål Hospital, that they’re about to wheel me into the operating room at any minute, that my doctors are letting me make one quick phone call in case the operation is unsuccessful, which is quite likely.


‘Ugh, Mum, I don’t know why I called.’


I can picture them: my mother, anxious and alert in her stylish nightgown, the professor, a little grouchy in his striped pyjamas, his grimy face sprinkled with grey stubble. They’re there in their bed, half lying, half sitting, their backs resting against a soft heap of pillows in silk pillowcases with hand-embroidered monograms. A lamp glows on the bedside table, its shade decorated with tassels.


‘Little Bjørn, tell me what’s wrong.’


She’s still convinced that something awful has happened.


‘It’s nothing, Mum.’


‘Are you at home?’


I know what she’s thinking: maybe I’m lying in my own vomit, maybe in some filthy homeless shelter. Maybe I took fifty Rohypnol and thirty Valium with a litre of denatured alcohol and am sitting here fingering a Bic lighter.


‘Yes, Mum. I’m at home.’


I shouldn’t have called. It was a kind of compulsive behaviour. I’m not always myself. When I wake up at night, the dark thoughts grate on my nerves like a toothache or a sore throat. Everything is worse at night, but I don’t need to bother my mother, not at 3.30. I could’ve taken a Valium, but I dialled my mother’s number instead. As if there’s ever been any comfort in that.


‘I was just lying here, thinking, and then I wanted to hear your voice. That’s all.’


‘Are you sure, Little Bjørn?’


I sense a hint of irritation behind her words. It is the middle of the night after all. They were sleeping. I could have waited until morning if I had just wanted to hear her voice.


‘I’m sorry I woke you,’ I say.


She’s at a loss. I don’t usually call in the middle of the night. Something must have happened, something I don’t want to tell her.


‘Little Bjørn, do you want me to come over?’


‘I just want to . . . chat for a minute.’


I can hear her breathing again; the heavy, rapid breathing fills the receiver, like an obscene call from a stranger.


‘Now?’ she asks, drawing it out a bit. This allusion to the time is the closest my mother comes to criticising me.


‘I was lying here awake, thinking about tomorrow. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.’


I wait for the realisation to hit her like an icy polar wind.


‘Because it’s Tuesday?’ she asks.


She doesn’t get it or she’s playing dumb.


The professor grunts in the background.


I know almost nothing about my mother’s childhood. She has never wanted to talk about it. Although it’s not hard to understand why Dad fell for her. She wasn’t like the other girls in high school. There was something sincere and mystical about her. He hit on my mother the whole time they were in school. Eventually she gave in. You can see the bulge in her belly in her graduation photos.


My mother still looks like a teenager sometimes if the lighting is dim. She’s beautiful and appealing like a fairy queen dancing in the moonlight.


Sometimes I wonder what her childhood did to my mother. Before the war my grandparents used to live up in northern Norway, in a house with lace curtains and oilcloth and walls that the north-west wind swept right through. The house wasn’t big. I saw a picture of it. It was out on a point. It had a kitchen, where they peed in the slop sink at night, a living room, and a bedroom in the loft, and an outhouse. It was always clean and tidy. Then the Germans burned it down. My grandparents managed to save a photo album and some clothes. My grandmother lived in northern Sweden while my grandfather was building a new house on the point by the fjord, but it was never the same again. Then they had my mother, but it didn’t help. The war had done something to my grandfather. They went to stay with my grandmother’s brother in Oslo, but no one had any use for a neurotic fisherman or a woman who could clean a fish in seven seconds, cure infections with herbs and otherwise communicate with dead people after the sun went down.


Every milestone in their life had a catch.


They found my grandfather floating in the harbour when my mother was four years old. There was a superficial police investigation and then the case was dropped. My grandmother got a job as a housekeeper for a wealthy family in Oslo’s Grefsen neighbourhood. She met her obligations with stoic dejection. Only those who looked her in the eye discovered the resilient dignity that dwelled in her.


She never found a new husband. She worshipped those five pictures of my grandfather like icons. She kept a shirt in the wardrobe that she hadn’t had a chance to wash before he died. It was stained and reeked of sweat and fish entrails. That shirt was how she held on to him.


My mother was not that devoted.


When my father died, she wiped him out of her memory, erased him from existence, finito, the end. She took down all his pictures, burned his letters, gave away his clothes. He became a mythical figure, one we never spoke of, someone who’d never existed. All reminders of my father were systematically purged from that old Victorian house.


In the end, I was all that was left.


The first night my mother let the professor spend the night at the house – it was a Friday, and it was late – I shut myself in my room, to block out the laughter and clinking. I pretended I was asleep when my mother peeked in on me to say goodnight.


Late that night, when the stairs creaked, I crept out on to the balcony. So my eye could gleam through the crack in the curtains as my mother and the professor tiptoed into the bedroom, locked the door and tossed their clothes on to the floor.


My father was standing there in a corner, perfectly still, invisible.


They’d been drinking. The professor was being playful and my mother was trying to keep him quiet.


My heart struggled like a caged animal, full of fear and secret anticipation.


For weeks after that I punished her with my silence.


Later on there were other games . . .


Six months after my father died, my mother married the professor, my father’s colleague and best friend. Forgive me if my smile seems a little forced.


The year my half-brother was born, my mother and the professor sold the Victorian house. I didn’t move with them. When I told my mother I wanted to get a place of my own, it was as if she breathed a sigh of relief – as when you look back at all the ground you’ve covered after a long hike – and started over again.
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My mother and the professor live in a whitewashed brick house in Oslo’s Bogstad neighbourhood, and since the really fancy houses up on nearby Mount Holmenkollen all have spectacular views they like to say they live in Lower Holmenkollen. The house has two and a half storeys and looks as if it were planned and built during one hell of a three-week-long drinking binge. Consequently, of course, the architect has won several awards for it. The whole thing is a jumble of nooks and corners and spiral staircases and built-in corner cabinets where my mother can casually stash her arsenal of half-empty bottles. The sloping garden leading down to the street is full of yellow-flowered cinquefoils, alpenrose rhododendron and Lili Marlene roses, but all you smell is the bracing odour of herbicide and bark mulch. The lawn in front of the house is terraced. Behind the house, on specially imported Scottish slate flagstones, there’s a hammock with pillows you could drown in, a massive barbecue hand forged by one of the professor’s friends, and a fountain depicting a hermaphroditic angel that spits and pisses and otherwise grins up at the sky. A gardener comes and tends the garden every Friday. A girl from a cleaning service comes the same day. That’s a busy day for my mother.


When she opens the door and sees me standing out on the front step, safe and sound and handsome (albeit pale), she claps her hands. I give her a hug, which I don’t usually do owing to affectionate gesture rationing. Plus I can’t stand the smell of the mouthwash that’s supposed to camouflage the alcohol on her breath. I didn’t stop by because I wanted to, but to reassure her and remind her what day it is.


The kitchen is light and spacious. The pinewood floor came from a farm in Hadeland. She has made coffee and the professor has left the newspaper scattered all over the table.


‘Were you planning on gutting some fish?’ I joke, gesturing to the newspaper.


She smiles nonchalantly as if to emphasise that, sure, she’s a housewife, but she has people to do the dirty work. She turns on the little portable radio on the windowsill. My mother is addicted to her favourite radio programme, which is on every morning at nine. She has many addictions.


‘You’ve always let other people clean your fish for you,’ I say. It’s a reference to something that happened a long time ago. She should remember, and feel ashamed.


‘Hey, you know Trygve just called,’ she says.


She waits for my response, but it doesn’t come.


‘He’s really mad. He wants you to call him. What are you up to, Little Bjørn?’


‘Up to? Me?’ I say in my best Little Lord Fauntleroy voice.


‘Well, anyway, you should call him back.’


‘Later.’


‘It’s very important.’


‘I know what it’s about.’


‘He’s furious.’


‘I’ll call him later,’ I lie.


‘Oh, hey, we’re going to have steak tonight. They had this amazingly tender beef at the butcher’s yesterday.’


I stick my finger in my mouth and make a disgusted sound.


‘Silly boy! Won’t you join us? I’ll make you some potatoes au gratin and broccoli.’


‘I have a busy day.’


‘It’s been such a long time. Please? For me?’


‘I just stopped by to apologise.’


‘Nonsense.’


‘I wasn’t quite myself.’


‘What’s bothering you?’


‘Nothing, not a thing.’


I have a cup of tea with her. We chat about this and that, which is her speciality. My insinuations become increasingly less and less veiled, but she doesn’t make the connection. Not even when I tell her I’m going to visit the grave.


My father died twenty years ago today. I’m sure it will occur to her some time over the course of the day.


It wasn’t just my father that died that summer. A whole life was lost for my mother. Her existence has been reduced to making life comfortable for the professor and my half-brother. She’s turned into a bustling, industrious housekeeper. She makes sure the girls from the cleaning service dust in between the black keys on the grand piano in the music room. The butcher and the fishmonger call her when they get something really good and expensive in. She’s the professor’s rock, his loving wife, his stunning hostess, his eternally youthful and willing lover. She’s my half-brother’s cheerful mother, who’s always there for him, who slips him some extra cash when he goes out on the town, and who cleans up after him when he staggers back into the house in the early hours of the morning, dead drunk and vomiting.


Every now and then a little of that consideration is directed at me. I’m her guilty conscience, and I’m good at my role.
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‘And you’re still a vegetarian, right?’ Caspar Scott asks.


He’s an unusually handsome man. Truth be told, my own reflection gives me a constant and, considered objectively, very deserved sense of inferiority, but Caspar’s appearance is so dazzling that it makes him almost feminine. The women in the cafeteria at the Royal Norwegian Office of Cultural Heritage eye him with affection and longing. He doesn’t seem to notice, but I know he’s storing up all the attention in a big tank, keeping it in reserve for darker days.


We were friends at university. We also shared a tent for months while working on digs in various parts of the country. When I called him, we had a few awkward moments before we warmed up to each other again and found our old stride.


Now we’re sitting in the cafeteria, trying to pretend that nothing has changed. It smells like coffee and pastries and fried hamburgers with onion.


Caspar was born to be an archaeologist. Maybe that’s an odd thing to say, but he has a knack for putting a small object, which seems meaningless on its own, into a bigger context. When we were excavating the Larøy field, a few modest remnants of keys and a needle case on a belt told him that we’d finally found the chieftain Hallstein’s lost farm. Another time we came across a tiny little silver dagger in a Viking grave that we couldn’t make sense of (a toy? jewellery? a symbolic weapon?), until Caspar matter-of-factly explained that they had used it to clean their ears.


Caspar can read the countryside the way the rest of us read a book. He has an astonishing capacity to distinguish the natural formations in the terrain from overgrown man-made ones. He was in charge of the two research groups that discovered the almost eleven-thousand-year-old remnants of late glacial settlements in Rogaland and Finnmark. The finds demonstrated that reindeer hunters from the North Sea area or prehistoric hunter-gatherers from the Kola Peninsula may have been the first ones to make it to the ice-free Norwegian coast.


But Caspar tired of life in the field and the long weeks and months away from Kristin. He grew weary of the scorching sun and the sudden cloudbursts that transformed our worksites into mud pits, so he became a bureaucrat. He’s been working in the Royal Norwegian Office of Cultural Heritage’s Archaeology Division for the last several years.


I’m ashamed to realise that that is the reason, the only reason, I’ve got in touch with him now.


I ask him to tell me about the preparations for this dig.


He takes a sip of coffee and makes a face. ‘Funny you should ask,’ he says. ‘I’ve always wondered what the real story was.’


I pull my teabag out of the steaming water and look at him expectantly.


‘It all started with a couple of phone calls to Director-General Loland,’ he says. ‘First from Arntzen, then from Director Viestad.’
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