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  To Eva, for her infinite faith




  







   




  

    

      	

        

          

            For thou shalt have full many a chance to roam




            Seeking for something that all men love well,




            Not for an unknown isle where monsters dwell.




            

              —WILLIAM MORRIS


            


          


        


      

    


  




  







  PROLOGUE




  There are no monsters under the bed.




  The spaceship he spent almost a week building is wrecked, the pieces strewn all over the floor. Some of them are way down by the end of the bed where he’s hiding. When he burst into the

  bedroom, he inadvertently swept the spaceship from the green plastic table that he and Pappa had bought at IKEA. Now he’s afraid that the crazy person downstairs might have heard the crash

  when the LEGO pieces scattered in every direction. A Luke Skywalker figure, which he had wanted for so long and just got for his birthday from his parents, is standing right in front of his nose

  and staring at him with dark, empty eyes.




  He’s trying to breathe calmly and stay as quiet as he can. He mustn’t make a sound. Then that raging person might not find him, might turn around and leave. But is that what he

  wants? If the person leaves now, Mamma will be taken away.




  The only thing he saw was an arm and the crowbar that struck his mommy in the head, right above her ear. Her head was flung backward like a rag doll’s, her neck so thin and white. Round

  drops of blood seemed to hover in the air. She fell to the floor without crying out, and he had to take a step back so she wouldn’t fall on him. Then a shadow appeared, standing in the

  doorway. He didn’t dare look at it. Not sure whether it was a man or a woman. He knew only that the person wanted to do them harm. For an instant, the time it took to draw a breath deep into

  his lungs, he thought he ought to protect his mommy. Then the figure took a step into the house, and the boy glanced at the crowbar. There was blood on it. Mamma’s blood. He turned and

  ran.




  I have to breathe softly, he thinks. Without a sound.




  He hears footsteps on the stairs. Heavy steps, like Pappa’s. Could it be him? Had his father come home just in time to save them? The footsteps stop at the top of the stairs. He tries not

  to breathe at all. Feels his chest tightening. Then he hears the footsteps again. They’re coming straight toward him now.




  Two feet coming across the floor. On the way to the bed they step on the pieces of the spaceship, smashing them flat.




  There are no monsters under the bed. But there’s one towering over it. Slowly the figure squats down. The boy hears the unfamiliar breathing come closer. Then he hears the voice:




  “I am everywhere.”




  A hand grabs him by the hair and drags him out to the middle of the room. He doesn’t want to scream and has only one thought: Now I can be with Mamma.
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  The Edgar Allan Poe Museum




  

    

      God is an understandable sphere in which the center is everywhere and the circumference nowhere.




      

        —ALAIN DE LILLE, CA. 1100
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  Bergen, Norway, September 1528




  The mendicant monk had heard few good things about Bergen and even fewer about Norway, the land where he

  was born, about which he had forgotten so much. A lost and windswept land, it was said. The towns were far apart. But Bergen at least was a town of some size, and if the beard-cutter had settled

  here, it certainly meant that he had found what he sought among the young men of the town. The coastal vessel on which he arrived from Rostock was the type that the Hanseatic seamen had used in the

  olden days, and some were still in use up here in northern waters. They were good at sea but could not compete with the Dutch and English trading ships. The ship was carrying flour, salt, and

  several casks of ale, of which the crew had partaken greedily during the crossing. On the last night of the voyage, during a boisterous drunken debauch on the foredeck, a seaman had fallen over the

  railing and drowned. The mood onboard was downhearted, because the drowned sailor had been only fourteen summers old and well liked. Not that the mendicant monk understood why. For his part, he

  couldn’t help but be a bit amused by it all. The boy had wailed every single night of the voyage, so the monk hardly got a wink of sleep. But thanks to a sudden sea swell, the beggar monk now

  arrived rested in Bergen. All was as it should be. A sailor’s life was short and dissolute. Few would truly miss the drunken little lapdog.




  They glided into the harbor called Vågen, and the crew was busy taking down the sails and finding a spot to drop anchor. It was autumn, but winter had come down from the tops of the

  fjells above the town. He could count seven mountains, all capped by a thin white crest. Down in the harbor a light rain was falling; each drop described unbroken rings on the dark surface

  of the water.




  The monk’s gaze swept over the town. It contained no more than ten thousand souls. Apart from Bergenhus, the fortress overlooking the harbor entrance, a few churches, and scattered

  merchants’ houses, Bergen was constructed exclusively of timber. He had never seen so many wooden buildings so close together. Even the town wall looked like it was made of bare logs. In the

  last stretch before the boat dropped anchor, he amused himself by imagining how well a town like this would burn.




  Arriving at the wharf, he settled up with the first mate for the journey and hung his leather purse from the belt that held his cowl in place. He was a mendicant monk in possession of a heavy

  money purse. For an itinerant man like himself, it was occasionally necessary to stretch Brother Francis’s commandments a bit. It saved him from unnecessary delays and detours.




  The mate wished him well in his travels before heading for the nearest marketplace. The monk simply stood there, feeling the hunger that had afflicted him during the entire passage from Rostock.

  But fresh food would have to wait a while longer.




  Sequence is everything, he thought. He had learned these words from Master Alessandro. Even though the master’s words referred to the way one dissected a body and not to a hasty mission in

  an unknown town, they were useful. Like nearly everything Alessandro said, they could be employed in many situations. And sequence was truly more important than everything else if he were to come

  away from this town with the booty he was after.




  But first he had to find a swift way out of here.




  Once he had possession of the knives he would continue north in the direction of Trondheim. That’s why he was looking for a Norwegian vessel. There were not many of those along the German

  Wharf this morning. A woman pushing a handcart past the docked boats, trying to sell home-baked goods to the sailors, told him that many of the Norwegian boats tied up along the strand side of the

  harbor. As he stood there listening to a long and confusing description of the quickest way around the harbor of Vågen, he was surprised at how quickly the Norwegian language came back to

  him. It was fourteen summers since he had been here last, and the language was the only thing he hadn’t forgotten entirely from that time. The language, and his mother’s face.




  He bought a small cake from the old woman and thanked her for the help. Actually, he did not like the idea of going all the way across town before everything was arranged. What if he ran into

  the beard-cutter and was recognized? But it didn’t look as though he had any choice. He could clearly see all the cutters, fishing boats, and dinghies that lay docked on the other side of the

  harbor. They were precisely the sort of small vessels that carried passengers and goods along the coast of this mountainous land. He pulled his hood up and headed off.




  It is said that the air of a town makes you feel free, but it certainly didn’t smell good. After several days at sea he had almost forgotten how a town could irritate the nostrils. Bergen

  was no exception. On the contrary, the usual stench of drains, sewers, and putrefaction was spiced by the odor of rotten fish and decaying wood. The monk felt an urge to hold his nose as he walked

  down the alleys at the end of the harbor, but he thought better of it. He did not want to do anything that might attract attention. He walked straight ahead without looking up and without making

  eye contact with anyone he encountered along the way.




  When he reached the strand side there were even more people in the streets. Here they all spoke lilting Norwegian. The houses were smaller and there were more turfed roofs. He asked for

  directions and found a commercial house that did business in the north of the country.




  “No, none of my boats are sailing this morning,” said a diminutive merchant, giving him a skeptical look. The shopkeeper was a man of almost fifty summers. He stood inside the dim

  storeroom of his house, among barrels and stacks of dried fish. His skin had the same grayish-white color as the fish, and he spat on the floorboards to punctuate his words.




  “Why is a grayfriar such as yourself in such a hurry?”




  “I’m a grayfriar on a mission. I’m also a grayfriar who can pay his own way,” said the monk, starting to loosen the money purse from his belt.




  “Some people might claim that makes you something other than a grayfriar,” replied the merchant dryly, but the monk could see that the weight of his purse and the jingle of the coins

  had made an impression on the man.




  “There’s a sailboat—afembøring—sailing north to Austrått tomorrow morning. It’s not my boat, but I’ll talk to the first mate. But I have

  to warn you that the boat is owned by a high-born lady, and she’s not particularly fond of grayfriars like you. You’d do well to disembark before the boat docks up north at

  Fosen,” he advised.




  “That might suit me well for several reasons. I have no desire to associate with noble folk who have renounced the holy Christian faith. Believe me, I’ve met enough of them in the

  German lands,” he said with conviction. Then he promised to pay well for the journey, since the first mate would have to defy the ungodliness of his mistress and give passage to true

  Christian folk.




  Then the monk went to buy what he needed for his continued journey: a good leather sack, some dried meat, and several bottles of wine. When he returned to the commercial house, he also bought

  some dried fish, which he added to the sack. At the same time he learned that an agreement with the mate had been reached, and he could now seek shelter for the night. The merchant told him the way

  to an inn.




  “Are the proprietors well-known in town?” the monk asked before leaving.




  “There is no Bergenser, living or dead, that the mistress innkeeper cannot gossip about,” the merchant replied.




  The merchant was right about that. The mistress of the inn loved to gossip.




  The stories she told about the beard-cutter were not news to the monk, and he listened without interest. All he cared to learn was where the old master cutler did business. In between all the

  ridiculous rumors, half-truths, and exaggerations the innkeeper gave him enough information so he would be sure of finding his way the next morning. Now he knew where he would carry out his only

  real mission in town. He had to do it early in the morning. But not too early. It was important that there be little delay between completing his business and the time his boat sailed.




  He lay on the bed in the room he had rented, letting a rosary glide through his fingers as he meditated over the seven joys of Mary and mumbled Our Father, and Hail Mary, Full of Grace. The inn

  was a drafty timbered house. Autumn brought cold nights in Bergen, and the frosty air crept in through all the cracks. It turned out to be a sleepless night.




  Before the cock crowed he was out on the streets of Bergen. Hoarfrost covered the turfed roofs, and the puddles left after yesterday’s rain had a thin crust of ice. He

  cinched his cowl tightly about him and followed the innkeeper’s directions from the night before.




  When he arrived and opened the door to the dark room where the beard-cutter tended to his customers, the well-known artisan had just gotten up and was sharpening his knives. It was early. Nobody

  had yet arrived to have his hair cut, drink a glass of ale, or chat away the morning, as was the custom in places like this. The monk took a step into the room but did not lower his hood.




  “I think you must be in the wrong place,” said the beard-cutter. “Here we do no work without payment, and my cupboard is bare, I’m afraid.”




  The mendicant monk stood there looking at him from the shadow of his hood. The beard-cutter hadn’t recognized him. Not so strange, perhaps. Many summers and winters had passed, and he was

  no longer a youth.




  “I have come neither for food nor to purchase your services,” said the monk.




  The beard-cutter set down the knife he was sharpening on a little table next to a set of other knives meant for various purposes. He was a master with all these knives. For the moment he hardly

  did anything but trim beards and lance boils. But occasionally he might be called down to the wharves to amputate a gangrenous leg from a seaman. The time for great deeds was past.




  Before he retired to this lonely town at the edge of the world, he had been assistant to Master Alessandro, down south in Padua. And his hands were behind many of the great master’s

  discoveries about the human body. They had spent nights together in secret, bent over the stinking remains of criminals—the beard-cutter with his knives, the master with pen and

  parchment.




  As a young boy, the monk had been forced to lie under the bier, listening and breathing in the smells until he fell asleep and the beard-cutter carried him to bed. The sight of the knives

  brought back childhood memories: the smell of wood and newly sharpened knives, and of almost suffocating on the stench of rotting human corpses.




  “If it isn’t food you want, there must be some other reason why you are here,” said the beard-cutter.




  “You’re right,” replied the monk. Then he sprang forward. His fist landed where he intended, and the beard-cutter slumped to the floor. The monk tore off his hood so that the

  light of dawn coming through a hatch in the wall lit up his face. The beard-cutter stared up at him in confusion.




  “May God have mercy on my soul,” he said. “It’s you.”




  “I’m afraid it’s too late for a heathen as rotten to the core as you to turn to the Lord,” said the monk.




  “You’ve returned from hell. What have you come here for?” It sounded more like a plea than a question.




  “I’ve come for your knives,” said the monk. “Better knives cannot be found in all of Christendom.”
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  Richmond, Virginia, August 2010




  Life can be a roller coaster. The first hill, when the cars are dragged up to the top, screeching, is the beginning. After that

  it’s mostly downhill. At least, that’s how life had been for Efrahim Bond. He’d been waiting a long time for the end, but the coaster had gotten a bit stuck on the last creaking

  curve heading toward the exit ramp.




  How long had he been with the museum? It had to be more than twenty years, because he started here when he was still married and could remember what the kids looked like. Once he had been a

  promising student of literature, but he got bogged down writing a doctoral dissertation on Herman Melville that he never finished. Goddamn that white whale. So he’d ended up as a far less

  promising writer. In the decade after college he’d had two hopeless poetry collections published, which everyone including himself had long since forgotten. He also got married and had a

  couple of kids. Fine children. They had grown up to be fine human beings. Better than he was. He’d lost contact with them long ago.




  After he stopped writing he got a job as a teacher at a Catholic school in Richmond, Virginia, but he couldn’t stand the students. So he took on a whole series of other jobs before he

  finally wound up at the museum. And then his wife left him. So here he sat, in a dusty office that was only cleaned once a week, and then only the floors. He was surrounded by old books. Mostly he

  just looked out the window. Some days it rained, and other days the sun shone and it got unbearably hot in his office. He had no idea what had happened to the air-conditioning. It definitely

  wasn’t working the way it should, but he didn’t make much of an effort to find out what the problem was. For a long time he had imagined that this was how it would end. Up until now.

  Now he was finally onto something big. A free ticket for another ride on the roller coaster.




  Until now Efrahim Bond had known only one thing about Norway. There was a little town there called Horten, and in that little town at the edge of the world, annual rock festivals had been held

  in the seventies. At that festival—could it have been in 1978?—a shivering Bob Marley had sung his tropical laments. It had been a wet and stormy summer day, the way summer days

  apparently often were in Norway.




  He knew about the rain in Horten only because he had once listened to a lot of Bob Marley, enough to want to read a little about him, and in an interview in some magazine he remembered reading

  that the great reggae singer had complained about the weather and the cold in the middle of summer. He couldn’t remember anything else ever being written about that concert in Horten; just

  that one complaint about the weather in some magazine.




  He once fell into conversation with a visitor to the museum, something he used to do in the old days. The visitor was a Norwegian, and not particularly interested in the museum. He had been

  dragged there by his wife, who was more intellectual, better-looking, and more social than he was, a wife who would certainly not stay with him for the rest of her life. This Norwegian had been to

  the concert and was able to tell Efrahim that an organization called something like Red Youth had passed out flyers criticizing Marley, accusing him of being a traitor to his class. They thought

  that his most recent album, which must have been Kaya, was lacking a revolutionary sting, and that the foremost hero of the Third World had been corrupted. What these young upstarts

  didn’t get was that Kaya contained several songs that Bob Marley had written and recorded nearly ten years earlier. Marley always alternated between rebellion and reconciliation in

  his songs.




  This incident summed up all Efrahim knew about Norway and Norwegians, and it really didn’t tell him very much. But several months ago his interest in this cold, long strip of a country had

  bloomed unexpectedly. In particular, he had started investigating various aspects of Norwegian criminality. The murder rate in the country was so low that he almost thought it could be politically

  controlled, that they were running some sort of social-democratic planned criminality. In contrast to all other Western countries he knew of, Norway had had only one serial killer, a melancholy

  nurse with syringes filled with curare and an overdose of mercy.




  But that was no longer the case. After he’d compiled the results of his last month’s work, it turned out that peaceful Norway possessed a serial killer of a far bloodier type.

  Actually, they’d had this killer for a long time without knowing it. He was sitting with the proof right in front of him on the desk. Not only the murderer’s own confession to every

  single one of the killings, but also organic matter presumably from at least one of the victims. How this material came to be in his museum was a long story, but he was only a few lab tests away

  from confirmation of his theory.




  He ran his fingertips over the rough paper on which the confessions were written. One bloody description after another, all jumbled together, but no longer indecipherable.




  There was a knock on the door. Quickly, with an inexplicable feeling of guilt, he opened the top drawer of his desk and shoved the confessions inside, as if they were his own. He closed the

  drawer and said, “Come in!”




  Efrahim had hoped it was the messenger from the university bringing the results of the tests, but it was not. At first he didn’t recognize the person. When he finally did, it dawned on him

  that he had never seen this person in real life, but only in photographs. Pictures in which the visitor looked friendly. But this was no friendly visit, and it was the person he least wanted to see

  right now.




  “So this is where you sit brooding over your big discovery,” said the visitor with a surprisingly faint accent.




  An unpleasant shock passed through Efrahim. How did the visitor know about the discovery? How was it possible? The plan had always been that they would keep this to themselves. How could they

  have been so careless? At the same time he understood that this was merely small talk. He understood that when he saw the crowbar the visitor held in one hand.




  Efrahim Bond had never liked his office. It was much too small. There was such a short distance between the desk and the door that the legs of the desk were always pushing against the small

  Persian rug that was supposed to give the office some class. It would bunch up on the threshold so that he often tripped over it on his way in or out of the office. He sat so close to the door that

  anyone standing in the doorway was almost leaning over the desk. In other words, the visitor was one step away from landing a well-aimed swing with the crowbar. Provided the rug didn’t get in

  the way.




  “I took the liberty of closing up the museum for you. You had no appointments, and I thought it would be nice for you to work in peace and quiet.” The tone was relaxed. The visitor

  was dressed informally in a light wool sweater with a V-neck loose casual trousers, and deck shoes.




  “Peace to work,” Efrahim said hollowly. He glanced at the letter opener in the pen holder on the desk. He evaluated the distance between it and his right hand. How many tenths of a

  second would it take until the crowbar struck the first blow? Was it enough time to grab the letter opener, which was made of steel and was as sharp as a bayonet, and use it to parry the attack?

  Stab blindly and hope to get lucky? Maybe escape?




  He had never been brave. Had never imagined attacking anyone, much less trying to disarm or even kill somebody who was attacking him. But this might be his only chance. It was no longer a

  question of courage. With Melville’s white whale, with his writing career, with his wife and kids, there had always been an alternative to courage and strength. There were ways out even

  though he knew they weren’t good choices. There were ways out for someone who gave up, someone who never bothered to try, someone who was afraid of adversity. But they were ways out that he

  could live with. Now, however, he was facing a simple choice: act or die.




  For a fraction of a second he sat there hesitating. He was thinking about the thrill he’d felt this past month, impatient to reveal his discovery, the imagined press conferences, the book

  he was going to write that would be published in both Norwegian and English, the guest lectures, the seminars. Finally things would turn around. He had actually considered calling one of his kids

  to tell him about the whole thing before it came out. He had Bill’s number. It was written in his address book lying next to the pen holder.




  Again he glanced at the letter opener. He was sure he grabbed for it with lightning speed, but he wasn’t fast enough. At the same instant the visitor swung the crowbar. It was done with

  such calm, such concentration, the way baseball players look when they’re shown in slow motion on TV. The blow missed Efrahim, but that was intentional. The crowbar hit the pen holder

  precisely one inch in front of his fingertips. The pens and the letter opener struck the bookcase to his right, just below the spot where, with a little help, he had made his great discovery a few

  months ago. There was still a gap in the row of books where the volume with the peculiar leather spine had stood.




  “No need to hurry,” said the visitor, still holding the crowbar. “We have all the time in the world.”
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  Trondheim, September 2010




  The old wooden house on Kirkegata in Trondheim was a perfect place to go to the dogs, Vatten had decided,

  so he refused to move, even though people were constantly urging him to do so—to get some distance from the whole thing. He no longer used all the rooms in the house. From the hallway he

  could go straight into the kitchen. From there he could continue on to the bedroom and bath upstairs. The rest of the rooms on the ground floor he used only to store newspapers and books. He

  hadn’t been to the third floor in several months, or was it years? He could hardly remember what it looked like up there. An architect he knew from his school days in Horten had helped him

  redesign the whole third floor when they moved in. He could remember almost word for word the discussions they’d had about space solutions, windows, and access to sunlight. Just as clearly he

  saw in his mind’s eye the working drawings and little sketches of details like moldings and cabinet doors. He could even remember the colors of the paint spots he got on his old jogging

  pants, when he did the final finishing work himself. But that was all he remembered. The way the rooms had looked, the pictures on the walls, the broken LEGOs scattered all over the floor, the view

  of the cathedral that they had been so intent on showcasing, the telescope at the attic window, the Christmas trees that came and went every year, the dirty diapers, vomit, caresses, and

  reproaches—in short, the life they had lived up there. Now it lay in utter darkness.




  He sat in the kitchen leaning both elbows on the table, warming the morning stiffness from his hands on a coffee cup as he looked at a fly dying on the windowsill. It gave up fluttering its

  wings sometime after his third cup of coffee. He poured a fourth and sat gazing at the dead insect. When he finished his coffee he carefully picked up the fly and dropped it in the trash. It was

  almost nine o’clock. Time to get moving and go out.




  Out, as always, meant the Gunnerus Library. He never went anywhere but to work and back home, and he always took the same streets. If anyone, such as a colleague, had confronted him about never

  going anywhere, he might have protested and replied that he went for walks on Sundays. Sometimes he walked through Marine Park and along the riverbank of Nidelva, other times up to Småbergan

  to the fortress, and maybe even all the way up to Kuhaugen, the way they used to go three, four, or was it five years ago, when they were three. And he would have been right. He did go for walks on

  Sundays.




  It was raining, which made the clapboard houses along Kirkegata shine. It was Saturday, and far too many people and umbrellas were on their way downtown. Vatten took it easy around the curve

  down Asylbakken, because the hill could be slippery on cold, rainy, fall days. His bicycle was what many would call cutting-edge, the kind that cost three or four months’ wages brand-new. But

  now it didn’t look so good. He had let it fall into pitiful disrepair. It was rusty, had loose brake cables, holes in the seat, and patched tires.




  Once he safely reached Bakklandet, along the river, he sped up. Since nobody was around, he veered through the puddles on purpose, splashing water on both sides. His cuffs got wet underneath his

  rain pants, and the numbness that he usually had in his calves was replaced by a light prickling. But this modest childish behavior didn’t make him feel wild or free. He felt only half alive,

  as if something inside him still retained some contact with the outside world.




  The cathedral was grayer than its own shadow, like an enormous tombstone in the rain. It made him forget all thoughts that there might still be life in this body of his, only thirty-eight years

  old. He liked the cathedral, but it was so damned dismal that he seldom looked at it, just rode past through its shadow, focused and breathing hard. Maybe it was a bit far-fetched, but sometimes he

  thought that the shadow of the cathedral was what got him ready for work.




  He liked Saturdays the best. No, actually he liked Sundays the best, though they weren’t actual workdays, just days when he could have the whole library to himself after he finished his

  Sunday walk. Otherwise he liked Saturdays best, because they were only half days, a sort of transition period with fewer students, fewer questions, fewer coworkers. The office wing was usually

  deserted, and people never came up to the other wing, into the stacks themselves. There he could sit in peace and read all day if he wanted to. And on some Saturdays he did just that. Yes, that

  might be the best thing about Saturdays. He wasn’t really working. He was simply inside and could do whatever he liked. Sometimes he stayed only an hour or two, but as a rule he was there for

  several hours. He had installed a very comfortable chair on the top floor of the library stacks, and once in a while he spent the night.




  When he rode across the parking lot to the junior college and along the road between the Science Museum and the Suhm Building, with its exhibits from the Middle Ages, he got the best view of the

  Gunnerus Library. The building stood stoutly planted in the hillside. The wing where the books were shelved had rust-brown siding, possibly chosen to resemble the calf leather on the spines of

  books at a distance. The only problem was that no one could see the library from a distance, because it was squeezed in between other buildings. Up close the siding made you think of an abandoned,

  rusted, factory building. The slightly eerie air of decay and perdition it emanated still managed in an odd way to embody the dignity a library ought to have. It was almost as though you could

  sense the weight of all the books inside. The part of the building with the brown siding looked like it was sinking a few millimeters into the ground each day. In a hundred years it would

  presumably be underground, and nobody who worked inside would have noticed a thing. The rest of the building was a combination of siding and glass, and it was this that lent the Gunnerus Library

  its distinctive character, a peculiar combination of lightness and gravity, age and youth.




  He parked his bike in the rack outside. Locked it with two locks, double-checked that they were both secure, and went inside. Veronika, a grad student working on her master’s in

  archeology, was minding the counter. She smiled at him and he nodded back. As he opened the door to the administration wing, it dawned on him that he probably should have smiled. But he was

  familiar enough with his own reputation to know that it didn’t matter much whether he did or not.




  He took off his rain gear in the cramped cloakroom, which was actually only a coatrack in the corridor. It was important to hang up his jacket and pants slightly apart from each other and make

  sure that the sleeves and pant legs weren’t twisted. Otherwise the rain gear wouldn’t dry fast enough and would start to smell bad. He took some time doing this, even turning around at

  the door to his office and going back to check that he hadn’t rolled up the sleeves of his raincoat.




  The office wing consisted of a corridor with three small offices on each side. At the end of the corridor was a large room with beige strié painting on the walls and an atrocious

  green linoleum floor that was mopped every day but still looked dirty. A big, heavy table with metal legs stood in the middle of the room, seldom used for anything but holding piles of books or an

  assortment of coffee cups. From this room doors led into five additional offices. These were larger and brighter, with bigger windows. A sixth door was made of steel and had two combination locks.

  This was the door into the book vault. Inside were the library’s most valuable manuscripts: vellum fragments from the Middle Ages, prayer books, first editions of Tycho Brahe, Descartes,

  Holberg, and Newton, things like that. Worth several million.




  Vatten’s office, with the control panel, monitors, and surveillance equipment, was at the end of the corridor, before the big room. He stopped and listened. At first he thought he was all

  alone in the office wing, but now he heard somebody inside the innermost room. He swore to himself. Then he took a step closer to where the sounds were coming from, stopped at the door, and

  scratched his nose. He took a deep breath, as if getting ready for a dive, took the last step, and went in.




  Behind the table inside stood a woman in her mid-twenties. She had curly blond hair, green eyes, and almost invisible freckles on her face. Her dress was dark green with a Mexican-inspired

  pattern over the shoulders. She was holding a steaming cup of coffee, or maybe tea, in one hand. With the other she was leafing through a book in front of her. When Vatten entered the room she

  looked up and smiled with dangerously intelligent eyes.




  He tilted his head to one side, gave her an uncertain smile, and raised a hand, intending to wave in greeting, but the hand ended up in his hair instead. He stood there like that, smoothing his

  hair. I ought to say something, he thought, looking at the woman. She couldn’t really be called beautiful. If a panel of a thousand Norwegian men were asked, most of them would have given an

  indifferent shrug. Still, there would have been a few willing to contradict the majority, and he was presumably one of them. He liked her at once. He had seldom seen greener or livelier eyes. Her

  face was round and a bit asymmetrical. And then there were those freckles that hadn’t quite decided whether they were there or not. He had to say something before the situation grew more

  embarrassing.




  “Who are you?” he asked.




  Now she laughed. Apparently she had already gathered that he was unsure of himself and understood that he wasn’t trying to be rude. She could sense such things, he thought, and he

  wasn’t quite sure he liked that.




  “Siri,” she said with a friendly laugh, coming around the table and extending her hand. “Siri Holm.”




  Then it dawned on him.




  “You’re new here, aren’t you?” he said with something resembling a smile. “Just wondering. We usually don’t allow outsiders into this part of the library. But

  I’m sure someone must have told you that. So are you here on your own? You’re not starting until Monday right?”




  She looked at him with a slightly amused seriousness.




  “Dr. Vatten, I presume?” she said.




  “Yes, of course,” he said. “Jon Vatten, head of security.” He was so used to his title that he didn’t react to a stranger using it. Vatten had actually written a

  doctoral dissertation on Archimedes, yet he worked as a lowly security guard at the university library. He had always considered his title to be an expression of respect, sympathy, and a little

  Trondheim humor.




  “I’ve heard about you,” she said, with a smile that in no way revealed what she might have heard. “You’re not a librarian.”




  He didn’t reply, merely stammering, “You can just call me Jon.”




  “You look like a librarian,” said Siri Holm. “Of all the people I’ve met here, you’re the one who looks most like a librarian, which is kind of funny, since

  you’re not.”




  Vatten felt dizzy. He looked around for a chair, but there weren’t any around the table. There never were. He felt like turning around and going back to his office and sitting down, but he

  couldn’t. It would be too brusque, even for him.




  “And how does a librarian look?” he asked. He was almost sure he was still stammering.




  “It’s not your appearance, it’s the way you move, the way you straightened your hair. Actually, I’m not quite sure what it is.”




  She laughed. Her reaction somehow convinced him that he needn’t take what she said seriously, that it was just small talk. They were simply two strangers meeting for the first time. He

  admired her laughter. He stood there wishing that he could do things like that. Little social masterpieces. But he’d never been good at that sort of thing—not before and not now.




  Some of his dizziness disappeared, and he was no longer so eager to get back to his office.




  “You didn’t answer my question,” he pulled himself together to say.




  “Which question was that?”




  All at once the door to one of the offices opened and provided an answer. She wasn’t here alone. Gunn Brita Dahle, the librarian Siri Holm was replacing, entered the room in all her

  abundance. Had she cut her red hair? Something was different about her today.




  “Oh, hi, Jon,” she said, hardly looking at him. She had her nose in some catalog. “I’m bringing Siri up to speed on some of her duties. I had to do it today because

  everything has already started at Rotvoll.”




  “Right, I was just on the way to my office,” he replied, taking a step back. As he turned he felt Siri Holm tap him on the shoulder.




  Again she gave a low laugh and said, “I suppose we’ll be seeing a lot of each other.”




  He didn’t answer, just left the room and closed the door behind him. In his office he quickly sat down on his desk chair. He didn’t quite know what to think. Then he straightened the

  creases in his pants, which were still a bit damp from his bike ride.




  Near Trondheim Fjord, 1528




  He went ashore on the island of Hitra, several days’ march from Trondheim. It suited him well, since he had been sitting in a boat long enough and yearned to use his

  legs again. The first part of the journey took him across the island toward a ferry landing, where he would be able to cross over to the mainland. From there he would follow the fjord toward the

  city. He was in no hurry to get there. In fact, he planned to make a lengthy stop on the way. He would spend the days out in the forest rather than looking for lodging. Not that he doubted that he

  could find an inn where a graybrother like himself would be treated well. The Lutheran heresy was mostly confined to the gentry in this country, the rich and powerful using it to justify their own

  avarice. But for the most part, people around here were true believers. Yet what he needed most of all was peace and quiet, free from the polite questions of a good host. When he wasn’t

  proceeding toward the city farther up the fjord, he wanted to spend time on his work, and nothing else.




  He wanted the vellum to be perfect. He still had not scraped it enough. First he needed to build a frame for it.




  On the first day, he settled for the night on a ridge with a view toward the dark sea he’d come from. He lit a fire to keep warm. In the leather sack he’d bought in Bergen lay the

  beard-cutter’s knives. In the firelight he picked up one of them and examined it closely. He imagined it in the hands of the beard-cutter. Those hands that had been so big and coarse yet

  could do such fine work. He did everything with his hands. Cut, made love, meted out punishment. The monk knew this man’s handiwork well. He knew how the calluses on his fingertips felt. A

  fatherly pat on the shoulder, a casual touch at the workbench, and the Devil’s claw around his neck. He fell asleep thinking of these things.




  The next morning the monk grabbed one of the knives and went into the forest to find four good pieces of wood for the frame. He took his time and ended up with four slim branches from an ash

  tree, unusually supple for the season. He joined them together, fastening the corners with a solid hemp cord that he had bought in Bergen. Then he tested the frame by pulling and tugging it. When

  he was satisfied, he began to lash the skin to the frame.
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  Trondheim, September 2010




  On the top floor of the stacks stood Vatten’s comfortable easy chair. Not an expensive item. Vatten had

  bought it at a flea market. It was upholstered in imitation leather, a bit too round and puffy to win any design prize, but it was extremely comfortable. In his opinion, anybody who ignored

  unimportant things like fashion and style trends would consider this chair a bargain.




  In genuine La-Z-Boy style it could recline, and naturally it had a footrest that popped up when he leaned back. It was the kind of chair he would have scorned five years ago, for reasons he

  could no longer remember. But now he loved it. Most important, of course, was the placement of the chair. These were surroundings that most recliners were never destined to encounter; it stood

  between warehouse shelves full of books, artwork, notebooks, and old broadsides—all the words and opinions, truths and lies that gave life to the room. When Vatten spent the night up here, he

  always had such peculiar dreams. It was also important that the room had a high ceiling, because Vatten suffered from an unusual form of claustrophobia. He had fantasies about being buried alive.

  He imagined that he would mistakenly be declared dead, and then buried before anyone noticed that he was still breathing. This fantasy of his was based on a specific incident. Once he had taken an

  overdose of sleeping pills, and his heart had nearly stopped beating. He was almost dead, but only almost. His dread about being buried alive could take on a physical manifestation. Whenever it

  happened, he would literally feel an unbearable pressure on his lungs, smell fresh earth, and sense the narrow coffin, the blackness of the night, the silence like a lake that was overflowing. All

  this while he envisioned the air and the grass up above. These fantasies were usually triggered when he found himself in narrow, tight spaces. But never when he was in the book tower.




  Now he was sitting quite calmly, bent forward with the chair in an upright position. He had brought along a book to make some notes about Edgar Allan Poe. So far he had just

  one page filled with a few recent scribblings. He often jotted down interesting passages he read, or ideas that popped up if he wanted to think about them further. The notes weren’t meant to

  be used for anything other than to keep his mind agile. When he was done with them, he often put them in a folder, but sometimes he just threw them out. Not all ideas were worth saving.




  

    

      With the passage of time and through painstaking research it has become rather clear that Poe’s death was due to one of the following causes: meningitis, a brain

      tumor, syphilis, apoplexy, a deficiency of one or more enzymes, diabetes, some less common brain disease, alcoholism, an overdose of medication, opium abuse, cholera, mercury poisoning, lead

      poisoning, some other form of heavy metal poisoning, suicide resulting from depression, a heart disease, the fact that he was shanghaied, doped, and forced to vote for a particular party during

      the election of 1849, or rabies. But a definite cause of death has been impossible to determine.




      P.S. Let us hope that he did not spend much time worrying about what he would eventually die of while he was alive. (Even though portions of his literary oeuvre lead one

      to suspect that such thoughts may have indeed plagued him.)


    


  




  Vatten remained seated and read over his comments. He had actually intended to write more; in fact, he’d pondered writing a rather long text about the peculiar Edgar Allan

  Poe. With some indignation he thought about the fact that one of the greatest literary personages in the United States had died destitute, and then rested for years beneath a simple gravestone

  inscribed No. 80 before he finally received a suitable memorial. Today, a first edition of his first book, Tamerlane and Other Poems, was worth half a million dollars.




  What Vatten wrote about Poe was merely supposed to be for his own use, to help his literary digestion, so to speak; nevertheless it had to be thorough. But when he looked over what he had

  scribbled down so far, he couldn’t come up with a single meaningful remark. Yet he decided that this note was something he ought to keep, so he folded it up and put it in his pants pocket.

  Then he leaned back in his chair, extended his legs, and fell asleep, his body stretched out full length.




  Much later than usual, he went downstairs to get his bag lunch. He’d expected to find the main building deserted. The library’s closing time, 1:00 P.M. on Saturdays, had long since passed. So he was a bit surprised to find that the lights were still on in the office wing; both surprised and a little hopeful, perhaps. Was she still

  there?




  First he went into his office and again read through his note about Poe. Then he checked the control panel on the wall next to the desk to make sure that the alarms had been activated the way

  they were supposed to be after the library closed. He ran his fingers through his hair to straighten it. Although he was pushing forty, his hair was thick and luxuriant. Curly. A bit

  disheveled.




  The person he encountered was not the one he had anticipated or hoped to meet. Gunn Brita Dahle was still at work for some reason, standing in the middle of her office looking a bit bewildered.

  She was holding a bottle of wine, not the cheapest to be had at the state liquor store, but not the most expensive either. He recognized it as one of three farewell gifts she’d received at

  lunch the day before.




  “Hi, Jon,” she said as he entered the room. “I’m just packing up the last of my things.” Then she looked around and sighed, with a melancholy smile that was half

  feigned, half genuine. “It’s harder to leave than I thought. I’ve been sitting here for hours reading through old papers, emptying drawers, and looking at old photos. It’s

  enough to make a person downright sentimental.”




  “We’re going to miss you,” Vatten said, and he meant it. He’d always felt comfortable with her somewhat strident feminism. At least she was honest. And they were the same

  age.




  “So how’d you like to sample this before I go?” she said. “Jens is at the cabin with the kids, and I don’t see any point in sitting at home on a Saturday night and

  drinking alone.”




  “I think it’ll keep,” Vatten said dryly.




  “That’s true. You don’t drink, do you?”




  “Very seldom.”




  “So you’re not a complete teetotaler then?”




  “I’m neither Christian nor of the dry persuasion, if that’s what you mean.”




  Now she laughed. He realized that they had seldom stood around just talking as they were doing now, and that she really had a nice laugh. Maybe it was the laugh that made him open up a bit.




  “But I actually have a problem with alcohol.”




  “You do?”




  “I’m hypersensitive to it. One glass is enough to get me roaring drunk.”




  “Is that so?”




  “I’m not making it up. As a matter of fact, I was just reading that Edgar Allan Poe might have had the same problem,” he said, pleased that he was able to make use of what

  he’d read.




  “So, the master of the macabre didn’t drink as much as all the rumors say? He just got drunk fast?” she asked.




  Vatten looked at her with interest.




  “Do you know Poe well?” he asked.




  “I’ve actually been to the Edgar Allan Poe Museum in Richmond,” she replied. “I was there last spring.”




  Vatten was astonished. He vaguely recalled that Gunn Brita had taken a trip to the States, but he had no idea that she’d been to Virginia, or that she had visited the Edgar Allan Poe

  Museum. It struck him how little they had talked to each other about personal things. Damn, he’d been in the States last summer himself. The first vacation since that happened, and

  he hadn’t even asked her for a single tip for his trip.




  “Then you must know as much about Poe as I do. The main source for the claim that Poe was an alcoholic was one of his worst foes, a certain Rufus Griswold.”




  “Rufus Griswold?”




  “Yeah, I know. It sounds like a made-up name. But Rufus Griswold was real enough, unfortunately for Poe’s later reputation. He worked as an editor and literary agent in the

  mid-nineteenth century during the first flowering of American literature, when pamphlets, newspapers, and magazines came and went, and a poor writer often had to switch from one publisher to the

  next. This was the time of writing contests, feuilletons, and the penny press.




  “Griswold succeeded Poe as the editor of Graham’s Magazine in Philadelphia in 1843. No one knows why, but Griswold couldn’t stand his predecessor; the main reason was

  presumably that Poe was a far more interesting editor than Griswold could ever be. One of the things he’s notorious for is rejecting Poe’s most famous poem, ‘The Raven,’

  which was later published in the Evening Mirror.”




  Now Vatten felt his cheeks flushing. He had read about Poe with great interest, but this was the first time he’d had an opportunity to talk about the author. He noticed how much the

  material fascinated him, as if it somehow had something to do with him personally.




  “Griswold was even more notorious for acting as Poe’s agent after the author died. He was the first to have a collected edition of Poe’s works printed, but then he topped it

  all off by writing a damaging memorial as the foreword. That was where he presented the somewhat unstable author as a mad, alcoholic, and doped-up misanthrope. It was a real character

  assassination.”




  “Not a pleasant guy, this Mr. Griswold, I guess.”




  “Apparently not. But the sad thing about it all is that Poe’s brief, brutal biography, which posterity has shown to have been partially based on forged letters, was long considered

  the official portrait of the author. Not until the 1900s did people begin to get a more nuanced picture of Poe. But many of Griswold’s characterizations and assertions cling to Poe even

  today. One of them is the claim that he was an incurable alcoholic.”




  “And he wasn’t, was he?” While Vatten talked, Gunn Brita had taken out a little corkscrew from her purse and opened the wine bottle. Now she slipped inside her office as he

  continued lecturing in a somewhat louder voice so that she would be able to hear him.




  “I wouldn’t want to say one way or the other. There’s still a chance he was, but researchers are no longer certain. Poe’s brother-in-law at the time, Thomas Maine Reid,

  does admit that a good deal of liquor was consumed, but he also says in one place that Poe was not addicted to alcohol and seldom drank very much. Today many people believe that Poe drank only

  during difficult periods, and there is evidence that he could stay sober for months on end. It was in conjunction with this discussion that I came across someone who claimed that Poe was

  hypersensitive to alcohol.”




  “So you have something in common.” Now Gunn Brita came back from her office carrying two mugs. On one of them it said “World’s Best Mom” and on the other

  “Fosen Water Ski Team.” That mug had a picture of a tall, slim woman elegantly flying over the crests of the waves on a single ski. He couldn’t understand why that mug had ended

  up in her possession.




  “When did you discover that you were hypersensitive to alcohol?” asked Gunn Brita.




  “It was actually something that came on gradually. It wasn’t until I started at university that I developed the problem. I couldn’t drink even half a liter of beer on Friday

  night without getting plastered.”




  “And when was the last time you took a drink?”




  “Many years ago. It must have been . . .” Here Vatten stopped abruptly, but her eyes confirmed that she had understood what he had almost said.




  “How do you know that you still can’t tolerate alcohol?” she asked.




  “Well, I actually don’t know that,” he replied, casting another skeptical glance at the two mugs. “Not without trying it.”




  “It’s safe to test it here. If you get dead drunk from one mug of wine, I promise to take you home and put you to bed. It’s your day off tomorrow, anyway.”




  “OK, why not?” said Vatten, taking the mug that said “World’s Best Mom.” He held it out, knowing that he might be making a stupid mistake.
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  Richmond, August 2010




  The cleaning woman at the Edgar Allan Poe Museum had four different jobs. She tried to put together the wages from

  several lousy jobs to make one halfway decent income. She arrived at three in the morning and unlocked the door to the Stone House as usual but was startled to see that the lights in the display

  cases were still on. She had noticed that the curator had been oddly absentminded the past few weeks. He was often spaced-out when he arrived in the morning, as if he was brooding about some

  all-consuming secret. It hadn’t mattered that much to her, because she seldom had time for small talk. Nevertheless, she was a bit worried about the circumspect old man. Not all secrets

  should be borne alone. Now he had begun to make mistakes, like forgetting to turn off the lights. Soon he might forget to lock up, so that some early morning she might discover the door open and a

  homeless person or two camped out on the floor.




  As she worked her way through the Stone House and the Memorial House, she couldn’t help thinking that Efrahim Bond had begun to lose his grip. After she was finished with the first two

  buildings, she always took a cigarette break in the Enchanted Garden, which was modeled after Poe’s poem “To One in Paradise.” When she sat down on a stone bench near the

  fountain, she noticed something odd in the dim light over by the Poe monument at the far end of the garden. She got up and went closer. Edgar Allan Poe’s marble head was whiter than before,

  and no longer fastened to the five-foot-high pedestal of red brick. Edgar Allan Poe had acquired a body, a bloody body without skin; the sinews, muscles, and blood vessels all lay exposed. She

  noticed that below the flayed torso the corpse was wearing trousers, and that the boss’s card key was attached to the belt.




  She raced up to the offices in the exhibition building as if the Devil himself were at her heels. She grabbed the phone in the boss’s office and dialed 911. Before she got an answer, she

  saw all the blood on the desk. Then she caught sight of the head in the wastebasket. There he lay staring up at her with bulging eyes—curator Efrahim Bond. He looked sadder than ever.




  A voice said something at the other end of the line. All she could do was scream in reply.




  Trondheim, September 2010




  Vatten opened his eyes and stared up at the familiar light fixture. He had persuaded the janitor to change the fluorescent tube a few days ago, after it started blinking

  and disturbing him as he was reading. The fixture was mounted directly above his easy chair, between two rows of shelving. This was in a part of the stacks where there was no natural light. For the

  first time he found the artificial light irritating. He closed his eyes again and felt a thundering headache, as if his pulse had been amplified fifty times and was being pumped full blast through

  the tiniest capillaries of his brain. Vague memories flickered between beats. He remembered that he had said, Yes, thank you, to a sizable mug of Spanish red wine. He remembered drinking it as he

  and Gunn Brita kept chatting about Edgar Allan Poe. Then they had moved on to talking about the library’s many rare books.




  She had an astonishing amount to say about the book the so-called Johannes Book. It was an odd collection of texts from the 1500s, written on parchment by a priest at Fosen who had been

  a Franciscan monk before the Reformation. Second only to the diary of Absalon Pederssøn Beyer, it was an important historical source for the period following the Reformation. But it was

  strange and baffling. While Beyer’s diary was systematic and scholarly and written with a larger public in mind, the Johannes Book was insular and cryptic, full of incomprehensible

  allusions. It had obviously been written for the priest’s eyes only, and in several places it cast doubt on whether the owner of these eyes was in full command of his faculties. But on one

  score the Johannes Book was in a class by itself. Johannes the priest described several people who suffered from various diseases. When it came to knowledge of anatomy, treatment of

  disease, and surgery, the Johannes Book surpassed most of what was available at that time. For the Nordic corner of Europe it was unique, and most scholars were of the opinion that

  Johannes the priest studied at a university in the southern part of the continent at one time.




  Vatten vaguely recalled thinking that Gunn Brita Dahle had read this book more thoroughly than most, and that she discovered something she didn’t want to disclose. But before he could

  question her in depth about this, she started talking about something else. She said it was sad that the two of them hadn’t gotten better acquainted, and that made her feel even worse that

  she was leaving.




  As she talked, he drained the last drop of wine from the mug that said “World’s Best Mom.” Both of them concluded that he was tolerating the wine fairly well and that the

  experiment had been a success. To celebrate she divided the rest of the bottle between the two empty mugs. He managed to take just one more gulp before everything went black.




  Afterward he remembered only fragments—unfocused glimpses of the hideous linoleum, something that could have been Gunn Brita’s blouse, and hands that were not where they should have

  been. A few glimpses of what might have been the inside of the book vault also surfaced, even though he hated confined spaces. Finally, there were some fuzzy images of a raised toilet seat and the

  acrid taste of vomit.
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