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PART I

7–13 June 2014


1

One half of her face was in shadow, divided by the light that fell through the room from the open window. He raised himself up on his elbows to get a better look at her. The eyes were closed, she wasn’t moving, had been lying like that for a long time. A lock of hair had separated itself and lay across the cheek that was in the light and had an area of thin, tiny scars. He raised his hand to lift the hair back into place, but stopped midway through the movement, resisting the temptation to touch her. Instead he moved his gaze down her neck and the shoulder with the tattoo, a small figure; it might have been a letter from some foreign alphabet. He’d asked her about it but got no answer.

A slight movement in the thin curtains, a touch of wind through the warm room. She breathed slowly and deeply, the way she did when she was sleeping. But maybe she was lying there and knew he was looking at her. Her breasts moved in a way that suggested as much, raised up a little too high each time she breathed in. Carefully he transferred his weight to his left arm so that he could turn and let his gaze take in the rest of her naked body, all the way down to the feet that were so small and narrow; around one ankle the gold chain he had given her.

And at the sight of those feet the thought suddenly that it could end here, that there was no need to go on. The indistinct sense that there was nothing better up ahead, nothing that could equal this particular moment, and that in going on he would only lose it again, like when you let go of a balloon filled with helium and watch it vanish up into the clouds.

He extricated himself from the foam mattress, the hollows made by his palms and his knees gradually disappearing. She liked this mattress, it was one of the first things she said after she came home with him the first time. She’d sat down on it, obviously enjoying the way it shaped itself around her body. It was the evening they met each other. He’d been at Togo with Siri and a couple of her friends from med school. Later on that evening an old friend showed up, and with him the woman now lying in his bed. For some reason he had got to his feet the moment he saw her, almost offered her his hand as though they were at a reception and she was the one everyone had been waiting for. For a second or two she had looked into his eyes, then turned away with a smile that he was unable to interpret.

He and Siri had been together a year that night at Togo; they had probably gone there to celebrate. She wasn’t jealous, constantly assured him that she trusted him and had no need to keep tabs on everything he got up to.

But at a certain point this new woman had gone to the toilets, which were down in the basement. He waited half a minute before getting up and following after her. Counted the fourteen steps down the black stone staircase. Suddenly it was as though he could hear his own footsteps with astonishing clarity through the buzz of talk and the electronic distortion of the djembe drums. His bladder was almost empty, and he finished quickly, washed his hands, quick look in the mirror, used a paper towel to open the door the way Jenny had taught him to when he was four or five, something he still did when he had to use public toilets.

The ladies’ toilet was directly opposite. She emerged at the same moment, that same smile as when he first said hello to her, but this time she didn’t turn away, she stood there looking straight at him.

– Sigurd Woods, that’s your name, isn’t it?

When he nodded, she repeated the name as though testing out the sound of it. He had never heard it said that way before. She must be from somewhere in the south of Sweden, where Zlatan and Timbuktu had grown up, but he didn’t ask, didn’t want to appear curious. As she was about to turn away, he held a hand out, touched her bare shoulder with the other, as a way of showing her she could go first.

Then she put her arm around his waist, pressed herself up against him as they walked the few paces to the stone staircase.

– And your name is Katja, he said, to regain his composure.

In the afternoons, the bedroom lay bathed in sunlight. It made its way through the tree crowns in the back yard and the heat inside could become tropical. Sigurd Woods got up and switched on the ceiling fan; it turned slowly a couple of times before accelerating and filling the air with a deep murmur. If Katja had opened her eyes now, perhaps she would be looking at him from behind as she lay there in his bed. Our bed, he corrected himself. Said it aloud in a low voice, to hear what it sounded like. Three weeks ago, when she arrived with her bag, he’d said it was stupid to waste thousands on a box room in Tøyen that she had to share with lots of other people. As though it was all about the money. A few days later she’d let herself in carrying two large suitcases.

He stood there looking at the branches of the huge oak tree. Imagined what he looked like to Katja, his silhouette in the sunlight, the broad back, the biceps. Even when she wasn’t there, he would sometimes try to see himself with eyes that might be hers.

The phone on the table started blinking. It was Jenny. He did nothing, knowing that the call would be followed by a message. When it arrived, he waited a minute before reading it. His mother wanted to talk to him. He knew what it was about.

As he turned back towards the bed and saw that Katja was indeed lying there watching him, he realised what he had to do. Sooner or later the two of them would have to meet, she and Jenny. It was a ritual they had to go through. It had become necessary to reveal more of himself, like where he came from. It also meant Katja telling him more about herself. In the early days, it was part of the excitement to know as little as possible about each other. She appeared from somewhere or other to stand in front of him that night at Togo, went ahead of him down to the basement, as though knowing that he would follow her. But now that phase was drawing to a close. She lived with him, he needed to know more about her, a sort of map to relate to. For the time being it was a simple sketch, with a few details prominently marked. She had grown up in Malmö, was a couple of years older than him, had worked as a model, wanted out of it, which was why she had come to Oslo, city of opportunities as she had several times referred to it, without a trace of irony in her voice. One twilight evening in the bedroom she had revealed that she was adopted, and he had expected to hear more. But each time he approached anything to do with family, she placed a finger over his lips, or turned away with the same smile she had given him that first evening at Togo.

He stepped across the room, stood in front of her beside the bed; she stretched, touching him at the conclusion of the movement, acted surprised at his reaction to the touch.

– Let’s go for a ride, he said as he glided down on to her, grinning as he noticed the idiotic and unintentional pun.

The previous year, Jenny had moved away from the farm and into a small apartment at the hospital where she worked. Sigurd helped her; it had to be him, otherwise his father might have ended up doing it, in spite of the fact that Jenny’s moving out had crushed him. Sigurd had been expecting it for years, but it seemed to hit his father like a bolt of lightning.

Sigurd had made four or five trips, taking clothes and personal possessions, kitchen equipment, but no furniture. Jenny intended to buy everything new. He’d assembled it all for her, and connected up the washing machine, the TV and the stereo. Jenny couldn’t thank him enough for all his help; she seemed to take it as a statement of support for her decision to leave his father. That wasn’t the case, but he didn’t make an issue of it.

Nor had he revealed how he felt about the new man in Jenny’s life. On the two or three occasions when they had met, he had been polite but without showing any particular interest in who the man was. The fact that it was he who opened the door to his mother’s flat when they arrived that evening didn’t surprise him at all.

– Hi, Sigurd, said his mother’s partner and held out his hand.

Sigurd took it and shook it, a little harder than he usually did, remembering as he did so that this Zoran was a man who lived through the work of his hands, and that to damage them would have a dramatic effect on his life.

– This is Katja, he said, ushering her in front of him in through the tiny hallway.

As the two of them shook hands, he studied Zoran’s face. A friendly, relaxed expression. Definitely the type she would like.

The muted sound of music from the living room, someone laughing out loud. He had been prepared to find Zoran there, but not other guests. Just then Jenny emerged from the bathroom. She had a new hairstyle, the bleached hair hanging in a bob on each side, shorter at the back. She brightened as she saw him, until she realised he had someone with him.

– This is Katja, Sigurd said again, and this time studied his mother’s face. It had always been easy to read. She blushed, and a muscle above her brow bulged and flickered.

– Jennifer Plåterud, she said quickly. People she liked called her Jenny, and for a moment or two Sigurd wondered whether she would invite Katja to do so.

She didn’t know about Katja. Over the last four weeks, Sigurd had spoken to his mother less frequently than usual on the phone. The last time he had hinted that he and Siri were no longer seeing as much of each other, and Jenny had reacted with surprise. What are you saying, and surely you can’t mean it, and but she’s so nice.

The two of them had hit it off at their very first meeting, and soon it was obvious that Jenny felt a closer bond to Siri than Sigurd ever had. It wasn’t just that Siri was studying medicine and could share the codes and secrets of the profession with his mother; there was something in the way they talked together, not least when talking about him, as though they were joint owners of something, some rare object, or a holiday home.

It wouldn’t be like that with Katja. And bringing her here, on Jenny’s birthday, was a pretty dubious idea, he didn’t need to read his mother’s face to realise that.

– You’ve got guests, he said. – We won’t stay long.

It looked as if she was still struggling to get over her shock. She tidied the two bobs of her newly cut hair behind her ears and they immediately sprang free again.

– Now don’t be so silly, she said. – Zoran. She turned to him. – This is … was it Kaja?

Zoran smiled with his whole face. He was two heads taller than her, taller than Sigurd too, with cropped greying hair and a powerful jawline.

– Katja, he corrected her. – I’ve just said hello to her.

For a moment they stood there looking at each other, mother and son, each with a new lover. There was a break in the music from the living room; no one spoke. Sigurd usually brought flowers on his mother’s birthday, but on this occasion he had not done so.

– But come on in, for goodness’ sake, Jenny exclaimed, her voice a little too loud. – Are you Swedish?

A coolness had descended into Katja’s eyes, making them even darker. Sigurd held her back, pulled her close and tried to kiss her. She turned aside with a look that reminded him of that first evening at Togo, and it occurred to him that perhaps it wasn’t so much the smile as the way she turned aside that had made him follow her down into the basement.

Three candles were burning on the dining table. A couple sat there; they looked to be about the same age as his mother.

– The only thing that was missing to make this into the perfect birthday, Jenny enthused. – A visit from one’s son … one of them at least. Zoran, will you fetch some chairs from the kitchen.

Introductions ensued. The balding man was Knut Reinertsen. He wore rectangular spectacles with a green frame and had a surprisingly limp handshake.

– Knut is a psychiatrist, Jenny explained, and Sigurd wondered why that had to be the first thing he knew about him.

– And this is Lydia, his wife, originally from Russia.

Making that the most important thing about her, rather than the fact that she was a gynaecologist heading a research project into childlessness in which Jenny was involved, all of which he later learned. He smiled at his mother’s clumsiness. She was doing her best, and he was the one who had put her in the position in which she was struggling. Suddenly he felt for her.

He turned to Katja. – And this is Jenny, my mother. Apart from also being doctor to the dead.

– I already gathered that.

– I’ve always got on well with the dead, Jenny announced. – The relationship’s really quite simple.

– I couldn’t agree more, Knut Reinertsen chimed in, his voice a rumbling bass that didn’t match his handshake.

– Although right now I’m working as much with those not born yet, Jenny went on.

– They’re not all that demanding either, Knut Reinersten boomed.  – Although sometimes I wonder. Days can go by with that being all Lydia ever thinks about. In a world threatened by overpopulation, women like you spare no attempt to ensure that there are even more of us, even quicker.

Sigurd sat down next to Katja, pinched her thigh below the edge of her skirt. She removed his hand.

They were offered some of Jenny’s moussaka. Sigurd took one look at it before declining on behalf of both of them. But he couldn’t refuse the cakes when they made their appearance on the table, a sort of sweet and sticky Australian delicacy that he’d grown up with and never had the heart to admit he couldn’t stand. They were accompanied by a Russian dessert wine that Lydia Reinertsen had brought along. She was a little grey mouse of a woman who could have come from anywhere, though it turned out to be St Petersburg. As he sat there, it occurred to Sigurd that of all of them sitting round that table, only the psychiatrist Knut Reinertsen was a hundred per cent Norwegian. They had obviously made a point of the fact, because there was something from each person’s country of origin on the menu. Zoran produced a bottle of slivovitz to go with their coffee, apologising that it was the only speciality he’d had time to produce after a week on duty in the surgical ward. Sigurd stuck to fizzy water; he was driving and anyway didn’t feel a need to get intoxicated in this company. Katja clearly did, draining her glass in two large swigs and unhesitatingly accepting Zoran’s offer of a refill. She seemed to be getting on better with Jenny’s new partner than with any of the others.

Knut Reinertsen was knocking it back too, his deep rumble acquiring an increasing nasality as the evening wore on. Clearly a man who was used to being listened to. Apparently he was doing research into the ways people who had been exposed to war and torture found of coping. He lectured away for a while in an increasingly loud bass, but then suddenly decided it was time for him to arrange for contributions from others. He began by asking Sigurd what it was that he did.

– Business, Sigurd answered, knowing that his brush-off would not be enough to discourage the man’s persistence.

– Business? Well well—

Zoran interrupted: – Sigurd is twenty-three years old and already earns more than you and I will ever earn, Knut.

It wasn’t completely true, but Sigurd had no objection at all to Zoran’s saying it.

The mention of money seemed to make the psychiatrist genuinely curious; he wanted to know more. Network marketing was clearly a concept that made him turn up his nose.

– Isn’t that some kind of pyramid scheme?

Sigurd declined to be provoked; he’d fielded the question many times. He described the idea behind Newlife. Every month recruit three new people with the motivation to sell specific products, these recruits in turn bringing in three more, and so on. Working like that, you could quickly make a million.

He looked at Katja as he said this. The first time he’d explained to her what he’d achieved with Newlife, she found it hard to believe and he had to show her the books. Then her jaw dropped. Now she sat there with this cool look in her eyes and no apparent interest in the conversation.

– What kinds of products? the psychiatrist wanted to know, and Sigurd gave him a couple of examples and a brief account of some of the research behind the health products.

– Newlife is the second-fastest-growing company in the USA, well ahead of Apple.

Knut Reinertsen dried around his mouth with his napkin. Sigurd could see that he was disguising a smile. – Research that has produced skin products that can completely reset the genes? What does that mean—

Jenny interrupted: – Besides earning a fortune, Sigurd studies at the business institute. By the time he finishes, he’ll have a master’s in business and economics.

He’d teased her a number of times by saying this wasn’t necessary. That for him it was a waste of time to sit for exams he didn’t need. That it was actually all about one single thing, succeeding. This time he couldn’t be bothered to correct her. He wasn’t there looking for recruits for his business.

As in all such gatherings, the evening was dominated by those who preferred to talk about their own affairs rather than pay attention to what others had to say. Sigurd reckoned he was a good listener. It gave him several advantages. Now he sat listening to what they were all saying, and the way they were saying it. Zoran with his accent, not really more than a dislocation of the rhythm, even though he’d only been in Norway a few years. Jenny, on the other hand, still spoke with a broad Australian accent even after a quarter of a century, and had given up any attempt to get rid of it a long time ago. It had occurred to Sigurd that there might be an element of protest in it, an admission of the fact that she would never become a Norwegian. He glanced over at Lydia Reinertsen. Her eyes would be all he would ever remember of her. She had an outward squint, and it was fascinating to try to decide which eye was looking at him. As he attempted to work out the way to meet her gaze, he engaged her in a conversation about Russia, a country in which he had never been interested.

– What about you, Katja?

Knut Reinertsen leaned across the table. Sigurd had noticed his gaze flickering over her on a couple of occasion, as though trying to find out whether her breasts were the real thing.

– What about me?

She stared back at him. Knut Reinertsen drank some slivovitz; she did the same.

– What do you do?

Sigurd groaned inwardly, but Katja gave a tolerant smile, a hint of that teasing light back in her eyes. – I work as a waitress.

Knut Reinertsen nodded as though he had guessed as much a long time ago.

– She’s starting to study in the autumn, Sigurd interjected, to his own annoyance. There was no need to decorate her with a bit of status. And she could speak for herself. Which she did, announcing that she had applied to do a course in film and TV at Westerdal’s media college. Sigurd knew that her answer wasn’t meant as an invitation to proceed to further enquiries, but the psychiatrist did not. He wanted to know where she was from, and failed to pick up her signals to the effect that this was not something she intended to talk to him about.

Sigurd tried to move the conversation on to another subject, but Katja interrupted him.

– I’ll mail you my story, she said to Knut Reinertsen. – Or perhaps better if you send me a questionnaire that I can fill in.

She was still smiling, but it was not a smile Sigurd recognised. It struck him how quickly she could turn into someone quite different from the person he thought he was in the process of getting to know. He balled his napkin and dropped it on to his plate alongside the half-eaten cake, determined to leave now and get her out of there.

– Because I think it’s about time to pay some attention to your wife, she went on, still staring straight at the psychiatrist. – You haven’t said a word to her all evening.

In the car he said to her: – Well at least you made him shut up.

– He didn’t shut up enough.

He felt she’d gone too far, tried to work out the right way to say this to her.

– I thought you’d taken your mother’s name, she said before he’d found it. – But her name isn’t Woods.

– She still calls herself Plåterud, my father’s name. I don’t know why, they’ve been separated for over a year.

That his name was Sigurd Woods and not Sigurd Plåterud had nothing to do with the ongoing divorce proceedings. He had decided to use the name years ago; it felt like it had always been his real name. In taking it he didn’t become someone else, he became himself. Moved differently, thought differently, took decisions that he had previously postponed.

– Does it bother you? she asked.

– Does what bother me?

– That they split up?

He smiled, shook his head. – I’m twenty-three, he said as he turned down on to the motorway and put his foot down, letting the BMW use up some of the power that had been accumulating under the bonnet. – I’d been waiting for it to happen. For thirteen years at least.

Suddenly he saw an image of the room in the loft of the barn back home. The peephole in the wall through which they could follow everything that went on in front of the house.

– Why exactly thirteen years?

He shrugged. He’d put it behind him. And if he was going to start talking about something like that, he’d need to know more about her. As though it were a game: don’t reveal your best cards before the other person does. Don’t be left there with nothing more to show.

– I’m not sure it was necessary to make such a fool of him, he said instead.

– Who the hell are you talking about?

– The psychiatrist.

He could feel her gaze boring into him from the side.

– If you’re going to start talking shit, you can just let me out right here.

He moved out into the overtaking lane, accelerated. The sky above Groruddalen was a shading of pink and orange light dotted with grey-black smoke and shafts of blue. He imagined the air full of swirling grains whipped up from the asphalt, and metal shavings so finely fibred they could scarcely be seen, glinting in the light from the fjord far ahead of them, like tiny flakes of snow in the warm evening.

He didn’t turn to her until they had passed through the toll ring.

– Sorry.

A word he didn’t intend to use too often, but right then it was the best he had, even though he didn’t quite know what he meant by saying it.


2

Sigurd Woods always took a walk around the hall before a lecture. He spoke to as many as possible of those who had turned up, got some idea of who were the sceptics, and who would be the most easily persuaded.

– How many people here want to be in charge of their own lives? he said once silence had descended on the large auditorium. It was full that evening, more than seventy in the audience, and extra chairs had been brought in. The usual assortment of students, pensioners, tired dental assistants, nurses and secretaries, all there because they needed something new in their lives; a restart was the word he liked to use.

– No one here who wants to take charge of their own life? His eyes alighted on a woman about Jenny’s age. She was suntanned, too much peroxide in her hair, and pink wrinkles on her chest above the neckline. She looked away, and he realised he hadn’t phrased the question properly.

– How many of you want to earn a huge amount of money? he asked, and one hand went up, followed by a couple of others.

– Of course you do, that’s why you’re giving up over an hour of this beautiful summer evening to listen to me. He smiled broadly. – You will not regret it.

He looked at the woman again. This time she held his gaze.

– And how many of you want a good income and at the same time be able to spend as much time as you like doing what you really want to do?

He said it with just a touch of irony. A forest of hands shot up into the air.

– I thought as much. Smart people.

From this point onwards it would have been sufficient to proceed as he usually did, but he chose to improvise. That was why he was successful, that ability to surprise even himself.

– My father, he said as he filled a tumbler of water. – My father owns a farm.

As he said it, he visualised Katja. Her face as she lay in bed, divided in two by the light streaming in through the window. The thought of taking her to the farm. Showing her where he came from. Showing her the barn loft where you could stand on a chest and look down on to the grass in front of the house, see who came and went. He shook his head, shook the idea away.

– Running a farm is a lot of hard work for very little return. He took a sip of water. – That’s a given, in a country that consists of mountains with a few wind-blown acres of arable land in between them. Everyone knows that, including my father. So he got himself a teaching qualification. Hard at it all week, with just a few hundred thousand to show for it at the end of the year. Most of it goes in taxes, the rest in expenses. He’ll carry on like that until he retires, wearing himself out for nothing. My mother is a doctor, works long hours, always having to get up in the night, and she doesn’t make much more.

They liked this, the way he was getting personal.

– You know what I earned last month?

He turned and wrote a figure on the whiteboard. A number followed by five zeros. Someone in the audience expressed disbelief, and the figure was a touch too high, but not much; the last couple of months had actually been very good.

– And I earned this much simply by doing things I like doing, he continued. – Such as standing here talking to you. I’m studying at BI; in a couple of years’ time I’ll be a qualified business economist. And I won’t owe a krone in student loans. And this is only the beginning. The two people in this country who’ve been with Newlife the longest earn the same money as me. Times ten.

He let that sink in for a few moments.

– In the final analysis, it’s all about one thing: time.

He was careful to look serious now. – Your own time. Time you can spend doing what you want to do.

He was about to go even further but reined himself in. The one word he hadn’t mentioned was left hanging in the air, because he knew it wasn’t appropriate for this gathering. He had tried it before and discovered then that it was best to leave it unsaid on the introductory night, because those who followed what he was saying so far knew that everything led up to this one word.

Freedom.

Afterwards he walked out on what was one of the lightest evenings of the year. It was past eight thirty, but the sky was only a slightly deeper shade of blue than it had been at midday. He had bought new shoes. They cost three thousand and weighed nothing. The wind up from the fjord carried a damp heat with it. He had made one of his best presentations, recruited a dozen new members for the network. And two days before the deadline he had handed in his exam paper on finance and economic strategies. Not exactly a masterpiece, but certainly good enough. And he wouldn’t be opening another book until the autumn. He had been checking out holiday options on the internet. Maybe surprise Katja, book something without telling her. An island off the west coast of Mexico with hardly any tourists. Katja sitting on the edge of the swimming pool, her red swimsuit soaking wet, her hair too, looking right at him, the same look as that evening at Togo. Katja wading naked out into a lagoon. He stands watching from the beach, and waits a few seconds before following her. She starts running but he catches up with her, puts his arms around her from behind, lays her down in the warm water.

People were sitting on Aker Brygge wearing T-shirts, women in flimsy strapless dresses. Someone from BI waved to him, one of those with shares worth millions, a present from his father. He used to laugh at Sigurd’s network trading, because what was the point of working that hard for a lousy few million? What was the point of starting from scratch? And now the guy sat there waving him over. Sigurd smiled back at him. He’d started buying shares too, but using money he’d made himself. He made a sign with his index finger that was supposed to mean something like enjoy it while you can.

The only vacant table with a view of the fjord was of course reserved, but he knew the head waiter at L’Olive, it could be fixed. Sigurd slipped him a two hundred and sat down, hung his Moods jacket on the back of the chair, stretched his legs. He was early, ordered a Bonaqua while he waited. Didn’t like waiting, but that was one of the things he intended to work on. It was always about that, about pushing forward, encountering new obstacles, overcoming them.

After a quarter of an hour he’d worked enough on it. He drank the rest of his Bonaqua, picked up his mobile, no message from Katja. He sent one to her. Not impatient, just making sure she hadn’t made a mistake about the time and place.

He needed to move, got up and went to the toilet. Twenty minutes now. No answer to his message. He felt something that might be anger. Decided he needed to work more on that. To show anger was to show weakness. He logged on to Facebook, scrolled down through a few dozen happy messages. Clicked on her page. Not been updated for some weeks. He’d checked out her friends there, didn’t find out much. No information about her he didn’t already know, nothing about her family. A reference to a film she was in. He’d asked her about it, she’d laughed it off.

It had been a mistake to take her along to his mother’s birthday party. The imbalance in what they knew of each other had become even more distorted. He was behind, spending far too much time trying to work out who she was, trying to pin her down. But sooner or later he’d manage it.

His phone rang, he picked it up, in his mind’s eye seeing the stone staircase in Togo, the fourteen steps down to the basement.

It wasn’t her. He took the call anyway.

Trym didn’t ring that often. Sigurd knew at once what it was about. First all those preparatory phrases. You’ve got to come back and plant the potatoes, that was one of them, an inside joke they’d kept up from childhood, from the days when their father still planted potatoes. Self-sufficiency, that was another one. Their father’s belief that a time might come when they would have to provide their own food. But Sigurd wasn’t in the mood for joking. He conveyed as much to his brother, that he was busy.

– Can you lend me some bread?

The sixties slang was supposed to take the edge off the question, normalise the painful truth that Trym was still living up there on the farm, still in the same bedroom and almost twenty-five years old, with nothing else to do but sit in front of a computer screen, and what made things even worse: that he had to call up his kid brother and ask for a loan.

– I already have done, Sigurd reminded him.

Brief pause.

– I ain’t forgotten. Just need a bit more time.

– You’ve got too much time, said Sigurd, but then didn’t go on. Didn’t say: what you need to do is move away from your father, get yourself a job, get yourself a life. – Fuck, no, Trym. I’m not lending you any more until you’ve paid back what you already owe me.

– I’ve got something going, his brother offered, his voice weak.

– Sure you have. You’ve gambled away every single krone.

For a moment he was tempted to relent. It wasn’t big money they were talking about, maybe a thousand or two. Had he thought it would help his brother he wouldn’t have hesitated, but giving him money only made things worse and tied him ever more firmly to the farm.

Again that image: standing on a crate by the eyehole in the barn loft, peeping down at the lawn in front of the house. A car parked by the tool shed. A blue Renault. If he makes an effort he can still recall the registration number. And Trym holding him back as he’s about to climb down from the loft and do something or other, still not knowing what that might be.

– Gotta go, he concluded. – Got someone waiting for me. Keep in touch.

He headed towards Vestbanetorget. Needed to walk. Seven weeks now since he’d met Katja at Togo. Close to four since she’d moved in. He thought about her too much. Even when he was supposed to be working. That was okay, probably had to be that way for a while. The first phase and all that. But this was the first time she had failed to keep a date. He pulled out his phone again.

That was when he saw her.

She was getting out of a car, a black Audi with tinted windows. He stood on the edge of the dock. She ducked back inside again, wearing a short black dress, too short to be standing like that; he could almost see her G-string, and every guy staring over in that direction wanted to have his hands round those thighs. Maybe she was retrieving something, or saying something to the driver, or kissing him. Because it was a he, Sigurd was in no doubt that it was the outline of a man’s head he was seeing in the driver’s seat.

She emerged again, closed the car door and started walking up along the dock, and he noticed the looks she was getting, felt certain she noticed them too, that they did something to her, affected the way she walked, the way she held her head. He ducked behind a play frame on the quayside and followed her after she passed, saw her take out her phone and start tapping. A few moments later he received her message. Delayed, sorry, something came up.

She stopped outside L’Olive; the head waiter opened the door for her. He explained something to her, gesturing with his hands.

Sigurd strolled up to them.

– Back again, chief? said the head waiter.

Katja turned and saw him, put an arm around his neck, brushed her lips against his cheek.

Sigurd let her do it. – Is that table still vacant?

– Sorry, chief.

– Can you fix it?

He moved his hand in the direction of his jacket pocket, and the head waiter winked.

– Just give me a minute or two, I’ll see what I can do.

After they had sat down and he had ordered a bottle of champagne, she put her hand on his arm.

– Are you annoyed?

She spoke differently from the way she had done in the very beginning. She adapted quickly, though her accent was still unmistakably southern Swedish.

– I never get annoyed, he told her, touching the tattoo on her shoulder with his finger. Angry, he might have added, but never annoyed.

She looked out across the fjord. In the evening light her eyes seemed to contain ever-deepening layers of colour. He watched them as she made her excuses. Apparently some Vanessa or other had called her, and the battery on her phone was flat, and there were other problems, but mostly it was because this Vanessa wouldn’t let her go before she’d helped her with her nails. No Audi, no male driver whom she had to bend over and whisper something or other to, maybe touch his lips, meanwhile showing off her arse to half the men in Oslo. For a moment he was tempted to ask who the man was, but decided against appearing to be a vulgar peeping Tom.

Back home she undressed in front of the bed. The thought of that Audi had still not left him. It would not disappear as he lay there on the blue sheet, already naked, watching as her clothes were loosened and dropped to the carpet. As she bent over him, head shaking, eyes wide in exaggerated admiration, he could still see the car in his mind, and he continued to do so for the rest of the night, no longer as a disturbance but now something that fired in him the desire to conquer her, obliterate who she was and create her as something new. She showed him things he had never done with any girl before, drove him to do them. And who was it showed you? he thought somewhere inside, but he could see that it worked, twice, three times, and then for a moment it was as though the black Audi had been worth it.

That was what he needed it for.
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Sigurd’s own view was that he had made a lot of progress in working out his strengths and weaknesses as a fighter. First and foremost was his ability to read his opponent. This prepared him for what was to come, meaning he could change his guard so quickly that any attack often evaporated completely. MacCay seldom offered praise, but in various ways showed him how valuable this quality was, that it was perhaps the essence of what it was he was trying to teach others. Not just to see the movements, but to read the opponent as a person. Interpret a look, a stance, realise what an opponent was going to do even before he knew it himself. Most people moved according to set patterns, which they found difficult to change, leaving them easily exposed. The best varied things the whole time, changed things unexpectedly, made themselves hard to read. The good were able to make use of an opponent’s mistakes, the best were able to create them.

Three times a week MacCay gathered a few pupils he had faith in. It wasn’t often that new members were admitted to the group, but on this particular Wednesday he’d put Sigurd up against someone he didn’t know, a guy with a Moroccan background who was also a brown belt. Someone said his name, but Sigurd didn’t want to think of him as a name; the Moroccan would have to do. That was part of the training too, to make your opponent nameless. Later they might talk, or they might not.

The Moroccan had taken part in tournaments in Sweden and was said to have done very well. Now he’d gone up a weight class. The first round was spent checking each other out. The Moroccan was quick, but no quicker than Sigurd. His forward-leaning stance showed that he was more of a wrestler than a boxer and would probably aim to get his opponent on to the floor.

To keep all other thoughts out was a part of the training. The person who thinks about the sex he’s going to have later on is going to lose the bout, MacCay used to say, and he’d taught them a few simple tricks of concentration. There was one thing they were allowed to take into the bout with them. Not as a thought but as an image. Something imagined that they could put aside and pick up again after winning. Recently it had been Katja who appeared when Sigurd concentrated and allowed an image to form. Katja lying on the blue sheet, with her eyes closed, face divided by the light from the window.

Things changed in the second round. The Moroccan began to look tired. Something half-hearted about his attacks; he tried a scissor takedown, pulled back, but not in the same way, always varying things, going right, left or moving backwards. A step forward, a medium-high kick, predictable. And then suddenly he left himself open. Sigurd saw into the opening, waited for maybe a microsecond. Then something exploded in his temple and the next thing he knew he was lying on the mat with the Moroccan over him and his arm locked in a kimura hold. The Moroccan applied a little pressure, as if to show how easily he could break the arm if this were not training.

Sigurd had to tap his submission. He looked up at the silhouette in the light from the window. The Moroccan removed his helmet and spat out his gumshield, smiled down at him, not in mockery, just to register that in the group’s inner ranking he was now above Sigurd.

He wanted them to eat out, a new sushi restaurant near the city hall. Stroll down through the park in the evening light with his arm around her.

Katja couldn’t. Had to meet a girlfriend. She offered details, the friend’s name, the same Vanessa he’d already heard about but never met. She talked about what they were going to do, even where they were meeting, and the keenness with which she provided all these details made him doubt.

While she was getting ready, he sat at his computer and looked at a lecture he was to give at the weekend. He could still feel the blow that had knocked him down, had seen it coming; it was as though he had let it happen deliberately. The Moroccan was no better than
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Monday 24 September

THE WOMAN SAT motionless with her back to the window. Her arms hung straight down. Her pale grey face seemed frozen. She was dressed in green trousers and blouse, with a jacket the same colour loose over her shoulders. Her cheekbones were high and prominent and her eyes still greeny blue, but now the iris was narrowing inside a milky white rim. Outside, the wind lifted a bare birch branch behind her head.

Suddenly she glided her tongue over her teeth before opening her mouth and fixing her gaze on her visitor.

– I’ve been waiting all day, she said. – About time someone from the police could be bothered to turn up.

She stood up, tottered across the floor on her high-heeled sandals and checked that the door was closed behind him, came tripping back and sat down in the other chair, the one next to the writing desk. In flashes she still had that energetic way of moving, and she brushed a lock of her perm from her forehead with a gesture he knew well.

– The reason I have asked you to come … She interrupted herself, again went across the floor, opened the door and peered into the corridor outside.

– I don’t trust anyone in this place, she declared, closing it with a bang that was perhaps intended to underline what she said. Back in the brown leather chair, she smoothed her trousers over her knees.

– I’ve been waiting all day, she said again, now in a despairing voice. – I’ve got a missing person to report. The police must do something soon.

Her visitor was a man in his forties. He was wearing a hand-made suit, with a pale grey shirt underneath it. It was open at the neck, not that this made him look any the less well dressed.

– I came as quickly as I could, he said, and cast a glance at the clock.

– It’s about my husband, the woman went on. – He didn’t come home last night.

– I see, the visitor answered, and sat on the side of the bed, directly opposite her.

– He’s very particular always to let me know. But I haven’t heard a thing from him. Now I think something terrible has happened.

She moistened her dry upper lip with her tongue and smiled bravely.

– Do you know what the worst thing is?

The visitor passed his hand across her shortish hair, obviously recently cut. He knew what was coming.

– The worst thing is … The woman groaned as she opened her eyes wide, as though afraid.

– Have you had enough to drink today? the visitor interjected with what seemed like genuine concern. – I think you’re thirsty.

She didn’t seem to hear what he said.

– The Gestapo, she whispered as her eyes filled with tears. – I don’t think my husband will come back again ever.

The visitor remained sitting with his mother for almost three quarters of an hour. He poured her orange juice from a carton on the bedside table and she emptied two glasses. Having expressed her fear, she was finished with it this time around and opened a copy of Allers. It had been there on the table the last time he’d visited, a week earlier, and all the weeks before that. She didn’t say another word, as though she was completely engrossed by this single page she happened to have opened the magazine at. Now and then she looked over in his direction, her gaze diffuse, a slight smile playing about her mouth; she seemed to have descended once again into that remote calm that spread through her more deeply with every passing week, killing off everything else. He’d remembered to buy Dagbladet on the way and now leafed through it. When there was a knock on the door and the nurse came in with her medication – a man with greying hair, possibly a Tamil – he quickly got to his feet and gave his mother a hug.

– I’ll come back again soon, he promised.

– Judas, she hissed, her eyes transformed into glowing embers.

He swallowed his surprise, struggled not to laugh. She raised the half-full glass of juice, looked as though she were about to throw it in his direction.

– No, Astrid, the nurse scolded and took the glass from her.

She stood up and shook her fist.

– Brede is evil, she shouted. – It wasn’t the Gestapo, it was Brede who shot.

The nurse got her down in her chair again. She continued to gesture with her arms.

– Twins, that’s one too many kids, that is. But you wouldn’t have a clue what I’m taking about, a Negro like you.

The visitor glanced at the nurse and shook his head apologetically. The nurse opened the dosage box.

– Negroes are from Africa, he said with a broad smile and handed her the juice glass.

She swallowed one of the tablets.

– Because you are Brede, aren’t you? she said, peering in confusion at the visitor.

– No, Mother, I’m not Brede. I’m Axel.

He knocked on the charge nurse’s door and entered the office. When she saw that it was him, she swung her chair round from the computer desk and gestured with her hand towards the sofa.

– Sit yourself down a moment.

She was in her thirties, tall and athletic, with a face that he found attractive.

– Mother seems much more disturbed these days.

The charge nurse gave a quick nod.

– She’s been talking a lot about the war recently. Of course everyone here knows who Torstein Glenne was, but is there anything in all this about the Gestapo?

Axel pointed to the plastic plate of Maryland cookies on the table.

– Mind awfully if I take one? I missed lunch today.

He said no thanks to offers of coffee and blackcurrant juice, and was amused by the nurse’s further attempts to make up for her initial lack of hospitality.

– It is true that the Gestapo were after my father, he confirmed as he munched away. – He managed to cross the border into Sweden at the last moment. But Mother knew nothing about it at the time. It was fourteen years before she met him. She was four years old.

The charge nurse struggled to fasten her smooth hair at the neck in a hair band.

– It’s tremendously useful to know things like that. She’s always very uneasy whenever there’s anything about war on the TV. Recently we’ve had to switch off when the news comes on. By the way, who is Brede?

Axel Glenne brushed the biscuit crumbs from his lapels.

– Brede?

– Yes. Suddenly Astrid has started saying lots of things about this Brede. That he isn’t to come here, that she doesn’t want to see him any more and God knows what else. She actually gets quite worked up about it. When she’s really in a state we have to give her a Murelax. Of course we don’t know if this Brede really exists, so it isn’t easy for the nurses to know what to say.

– Brede was her son.

The charge nurse’s eyebrows shot up under her fringe.

– You have a brother? I had no idea. There’s never been anyone else but you come to visit. And sometimes your wife, and the children.

– It’s been more than twenty-five years since Mother last saw him, said Axel.

He stood up and rested his hand on the doorknob to indicate that the conversation was over.
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FROM THE BACK seat of the taxi he called Bie again. She still didn’t answer and he sent her a text saying he would be late. It was Monday, football practice and violin lesson. Bie was going out this evening, but she’d have time to drive to the violin lesson first. Picking up afterwards was his responsibility.

The ship’s bell had already started ringing as the taxi turned into Aker Brygge. He had a few notes in his card-holder and paid cash, didn’t have time to wait for the receipt, scrambled aboard just as the barrier was about to be lowered. He wouldn’t be home until close on 6.30; Tom would have to go to practice by himself, if he could be bothered. He felt a twinge of guilt and send him a message too.

He knew a lot of the other passengers, perhaps even most of them. But this particular evening he made his way quickly through the salon and settled out on deck. It was warm for late September. A thin, creamy layer coated the sky above the fjord, the evening sun still visible behind it. He heard the echo of a voice in his thoughts: his mother calling him Judas. His mother thinking he was Brede, and being angry with him.

A group of men in dark suits were gathered around the peace torch at the end of the quay. One of them raised a hand as the ferry glided past, and from where Axel Glenne stood by the railings aft, it looked as though he were putting it into the flame.

The house was empty when he got home. Only now did he remember it was half-term holiday. On the kitchen worktop was a note from Bie. Marlen is spending the night at Natasha’s. Tom will be home before ten. Spaghetti in the microwave. Be back late. B. Alongside she’d drawn a little heart, from which something red dripped. A tear maybe; it was definitely not blood she had in mind.

He sat down at the kitchen table, listened to the silence in this house in which he had grown up. He still got that feeling when he was alone here, a sudden urge to do something naughty. When he was a child, it might be to go poking around in the kitchen cupboard, or in the drawer of his father’s bedside table, where there was always a magazine with pictures of nude women, or else to go up into the loft and do the most forbidden thing of all: take one of Colonel Glenne’s pistols from the drawer in the box room where his uniforms still hung … Actually, Brede was the only one who dared do that.

After the spaghetti, he wandered out on to the terrace. The sun had set behind the hills above Asker. There was a touch of cold in the air; it was clear and sharp to breathe in. Bie hadn’t replied to his message and he didn’t know where she was, and this thought was calming: that she lived her own life and he didn’t need to know what she was doing at every moment.

He sat down with his back to the empty house. It was full of their presence; he felt it even more strongly than usual. It was as though Bie were padding about in there, whispering to her orchids, or else was curled up on the sofa with a book. Tom sat playing in his room, the guitar plugged in to the little amplifier, and down in the basement Marlen was holding a meeting with Natasha and the other members of her club. Daniel was there too, even though it was now almost two months since he’d left for New York to study.

Axel was forty-three. He had always had the feeling of being on a journey. Was this his destination, this terrace with its view across the fjord to the distant hills on the other side, this presence of other people who were not there but who would presently enter the house and call to him, and when he answered they would find him out here, and he would hear in their voices that they were glad he was home? He would ask Marlen to show him her maths test, and when she asked him how he thought she had done, he would say, Well, I expect you got over half of them right, and she would nod and keep her lips pressed together and try to hold out as long as she could before telling him her result. And when she couldn’t contain herself any more and was forced to tell him, he would shout out, What are you saying? I just can’t believe it, so that she would have to run off and fetch her satchel and get the book out and open it for him, and he would shake his head in disbelief and ask how on earth she had managed it. And Tom would lounge in the door opening, Hey, Dad, and wonder why he hadn’t been home to drive him to football practice so that he wouldn’t have to cycle, but wasn’t so bothered that he wouldn’t ask him to come to his room and listen to a new riff with him, singing along in his hoarse adolescent voice. 

He went inside and fetched a bottle of cognac and a glass. It was an unusually fine cognac, bought on a trip abroad. He’d been waiting for a special occasion to open it, and decided now that this sharp autumn evening, this Monday evening on the terrace, with the sky still high above the fjord, was precisely the right moment. He left the bottle standing, gathering the evening light to it. Sat and watched the boats down on the fjord, a container ship on its way towards the city, a few sailing boats. The psychiatric hospital was in a bay on the other side. He’d worked there about ten or twelve years ago; he needed the subsidiary training to complete his course as a specialist. A few years before that, he’d visited the place. Quite by chance, he’d heard that Brede was a patient there. It was not long after 17 May, National Day, he remembered. There were still a few leafy braided wreaths hanging on the doors with ribbons in red, white and blue. It was two days before his father’s funeral, and that was why he had gone there, to try to persuade his brother to attend. The nurse who opened the door to him stood there gaping: Jesus, has Brede got a brother? And came back again a few minutes later: Sorry, he doesn’t want any visitors.

Axel opened the bottle and poured cognac into the large tulip-shaped glass. The smell of corrosive caramel now mingled with the faint scents coming from Bie’s rose garden. He’d never told Bie that he had tried to contact Brede before his father’s funeral. Brede was part of a world he couldn’t talk about to her. They’d been married now for twenty-something years. She still occasionally told him she loved him. It had always embarrassed him. He wasn’t afraid to express his feelings, but he had never managed to believe she meant it. Bie admired him. She admired everyone who was strong, and ended up despising them when they turned out not to be after all. She felt as if they’d tricked her. It was the certainty that he would never disappoint her in this way that made her whisper these I love yous.

He raised the glass and let the evening light run out of it. As he was about to put it to his lips, his mobile phone rang. On the display he read the number of a colleague from work, and immediately he knew what it was about, because his colleague was on duty that evening. He smiled to himself at the sudden thought of downing the cognac in one so that he would be unable to cover for whoever was sick.

Instead he put the glass down and took the call.
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