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

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


About the Book
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A woman vanishes from a forest near Oslo. Days later her body is found, seemingly mauled and maimed by a bear. When another woman is reported missing and then found dead with the same scratches and bites, police find the link between them is local doctor, Axel Glenne.

Forensics reveal the women were murdered and a net of suspicion tightens around Axel, who is convinced his twin brother Brede is responsible. No one has seen him for years and if Axel is to prove his innocence, he needs to find Brede. And fast. But there isn’t a single photograph of the brothers together and neither Axel’s wife nor his children have ever met a man called Brede  . . .


Praise for International Bestseller
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‘Exciting, original and disturbing’ VG

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

 'Delivered with maximum psychological intensity'  Independent

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

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


To M


TODAY I BECAME a thief. I’ve stolen before, but today I became a thief. People who know about such things say it’s the autumnal equinox today so that’s probably a good day on which to become a thief. Everything hangs in the balance before the darkness begins to take over. It wasn’t planned. I only plan the most necessary things. The rest just has to take care of itself. I was passing a shop and a Dictaphone caught my eye. I stopped and went back and entered the shop. The boy behind the counter seemed dull and uninterested. I got him to go looking for something I didn’t need. Then opened the box and stuffed the Dictaphone into my pocket. Not until I was back out on the street did I know what I would be using it for. And when you hear this, you’ll know too. Because one day you’ll hear exactly what I’m saying now. I don’t know yet how it’ll happen but I can see you in my mind’s eye lying there, listening to my voice, completely unable to turn away. You can throw letters away, or burn them. You can forget about me and tell yourself I’m dead even though you know I’m alive somewhere out there. But you will hear my voice and then you’ll remember everything you’ve said to me, and everything I’ve said to you. 

Once you told me about those twins. You read so much and knew so much and wanted to share everything with me who hardly ever read. Was one of them named Castor? We were sitting in the classroom before the others came in when you told me about them. Castor and Pollux, that was their names. They were inseparable. And instead of going to heaven, one of them chose instead to go to hell, where the other one had ended up. To be with him. You’ve forgotten that you told me this but I don’t forget. 

This is a good Dictaphone. You can delete and change things and insert individual words anywhere you like just by pressing a few buttons. But I don’t use them. I’m saying this to you, and you shall hear it exactly as it is, with no polishing and no frills. It’s the thought of this that makes me feel calm and excited at the same time. That you will know what you have done.


PART I


1

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.


2

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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1

Friday 28 November 2008

MAKE-UP OFF. RUBBING, revealing strips of pale red facial skin in the sharp light. The photographer had insisted she cover up with this thick white mask. Something he wanted to bring out. Something stiffened, in contrast to the almost naked body.

She unfastened the clip, let the hair tumble down her back. It looked darker than usual, but still reddish. She sat a moment, considering what she saw in the mirror. The arc of the forehead, the eyebrows she had allowed to grow out wide, the eyes that seemed to be too far apart. It had always looked odd, but a lot of the photographers obviously liked it. Wim, whom she was working with today, maintained with a grin that it made her look elfin. She began drawing a brush through her hair, slowly, following the waves; it got caught in a tug, a quick jerk which she felt at the base of her skull, a reminder that she mustn’t linger too long in this distant state. It was past eleven o’clock. Part of her was aware of the need to slip down into a dark hole, sleep there for a day or two, or more. But her pulse was too quick and too hard.

Her mobile phone vibrated on the mirrored shelf. She checked the number – no one she knew – put it down again, carried on brushing. Had never liked this thick, difficult hair, apparently inherited from her grandmother. Waves of fire, Zako might say, when he was feeling melodramatic. And against a white wall or a pale sky it shone and attracted the eye, which was then obliged to carry on and see the face with the greenish eyes. She straightened her back so that her breasts became visible in the mirror. They were too small, but Zako was firm about not having them enlarged, at least not yet; they suited her young girl image. Like something out of a Jane Austen novel, he said. Zako had never read Jane Austen. Nor had she, for that matter.

The mobile buzzed again. Message from Rikke. Liss, we’re in the Café Alto. Cool music, Zako’s asking about you.

A flash of anger passed through her. He’d started sending her messages via Rikke. Thought she still didn’t know he was sleeping with her. Rikke had let it slip one morning over a week ago. She could read Rikke. Could read most people. The look in Rikke’s eyes was different that morning. The laughter a note higher than usual. When Liss asked if she’d seen any more of Zako that night, she’d dropped the breadknife on the floor. Confessed immediately. As though there was anything to confess. So what, was Liss’s comment once she’d told the whole story. Rikke had been expecting her to flare up and make a scene. When that didn’t happen, she declared that Liss was the best friend she’d ever had, and that she was never going to let Zako feel her up any more. But how was she going to resist? Zako had done a thorough job on her. Taken her in such a way that she went around thinking about it for days afterwards, waiting to be taken again in exactly the same way. Walked around dreaming about him in a complete daze. He had her in his pocket. Literally, thought Liss, and noticed a smile in the now make-up-less face in the mirror.

She’d realised immediately once Rikke began doing little favours for him. Got him coke if he’d run out. Rang for a taxi when he was leaving. Rubbed her bulging arse up against his crotch every chance she got. Liss laughed at her on the quiet. To see Rikke as a panting bitch was liberating. Probably because she knew Zako would never get that kind of hold over her. Liss didn’t need him and wasn’t afraid to tell him that. Then he might talk nasty and be threatening. She owed him money, he might say. And didn’t he pay for the flat she shared with Rikke? He kept far too much of what she earned on her photo shoots, she might come back at him. Soon she’d have enough good contacts to run the show herself. She didn’t need a PhD in economics to make a few phone calls and read through a few contracts. She owed him for coke, he growled. Do you mean to say you’re making all this fuss over a few thousand kroner? she might shoot back. Do you want it now? Damn it, Liss, get a grip, he would hiss, but he’d already been driven back, way back inside his own territory.

One morning, this was in the little kitchen in the flat, he’d grabbed both her arms, twisted them behind her and pushed her up against the fridge. It hurt, she had bruises for several days after, but she looked him straight in the eye without showing the slightest sign of pain. He could have hit her, in the course of a few minutes destroyed her physically. But she wasn’t afraid of him. His threats aroused nothing but her contempt, and that made her different from all the other girls he had. She didn’t need him. He needed her. He’d realised that a long time ago, but he still laboured under the delusion that she hadn’t realised. He’d made a few connections for her. A lot of them were useless, because she had no intention of going into pornography. Only a handful of the photographers he knew had other ambitions. She’d try them. Not commit herself. Not be tempted by empty promises. Zako wanted her to stop taking the design classes, thought it took up too much time. She had no plans to stop. Had enough talent to get some use from it. The modelling jobs were just a series of tests: what sort of effect did her picture have on others, and why? What else could be done with that picture? How far could she get from what she was, or had once been?

She was finished with Zako. Had started looking for a new apartment. Wouldn’t have any problem paying back what she owed him. If the worst came to the worst, ask at home. Not Mother, obviously, but Mailin, who would send money immediately, no questions asked  . . . The thought of her sister brought a stop to the long, flowing movements of the hairbrush. She sat there squeezing it in her hand. The eyes in the mirror held her. Something had happened. Three days ago. Yet again Zako had insisted that she escort some businessmen for an evening on the town. He had three or four girls who earned money for him that way. He provided the service, it brought in a lot of money, and he let them keep quite a bit for themselves. They didn’t have to sleep with anyone, just hang around at receptions and go to nightclubs. With unlimited access to champagne, coke and the best restaurants in town, in Zako’s tempting description. Rikke was just about hooked. Easy money, he promised. He sounded like a used-car salesman, and it started Liss off laughing. He asked what the big joke was. And that was when she dropped the hint, the thing she’d now made up her mind about, that she was going to break with him. His eyes darkened. Maybe you don’t give a damn about what happens to you, he hissed, but you’ve got someone you do give a damn about, just like everyone does. What do you mean? she had to ask, suddenly struggling to hide her uncertainty. Don’t you have a sister? Then something happened that hadn’t happened for a long time. The light in the room changed. It got brighter, and at the same time seemed to sort of withdraw. Aren’t I here? She felt the thought race through her, and a pounding began in her chest, so hard she had to take a hold of herself just to go on breathing. And at the same time, that other thought: he mustn’t see what’s happening to me. She held on tight to the edge of the table. He smirked. Didn’t say anything, just that smirk, as though to show her that he knew he had her now.

She put down the hairbrush, pulled on her jersey and trousers. Zako had no idea how idiotic it was of him to try to bring her sister into it. The final straw. She would make that blindingly clear to him next time they met.

She put her mascara on, a thin layer, took out her eyeshadow. Suddenly she saw Mailin in her mind’s eye. Standing in front of a bed. She’s wearing pyjamas, and even though the room is in darkness, Liss knows that they’re pale blue. Her sister’s hair is gathered in two long braids, the way she used to have it when she was a child. She’s standing there saying something or other.

Liss tossed her make-up into her bag, took her leather jacket down from its peg, let herself out of the dressing room. From the kitchen she could hear Wim talking to one of the other photographers he shared the studio with. She stole out so quietly they didn’t hear her.

Close on midnight. Packed at the Café Alto. The quartet on the stage in the innermost recess of the cramped premises began playing a tune announced by the pianist as ‘Before I Met You’. Liss knew him. He was American and had been out with a couple of the girls from her design class. Now he sat hunched over in the half-dark, staring in what looked like surprise at his own hands as they ran up and down the keyboard.

Rikke waved from a table over by the stairs, shuffled up the bench to make room. Zako had his back turned and was talking to a guy at the next table. Once Liss had wriggled her way in, Rikke leaned over to her. – Zako thinks you’re starting to avoid him, she said with her mouth pressed to Liss’s ear.

Liss had to laugh. Was Rikke doing his talking for him now? Only then did Zako turn round. His eyes were shining, and it might have looked as though he was having fun, but she knew him by now. He leaned across the table, put a hand on her arm, and looked very closely at her. – Been working right up till now? she made out through the music.

Zako was always on the alert, even when he was high. Always asking questions about what she’d been doing and who she’d been with.

She was hungry. Hadn’t eaten since the early afternoon. She picked up a Marlboro packet, lit a cigarette and leaned against the wall. Zako still sat there studying her face as though he were seeing her for the first time. Up on stage, the bass player, whom Liss also knew through the school, was taking a solo. His head was in constant motion; he was playing with it. It looked as though he had a fishing line between his teeth with which he was pulling and drawing out notes from the massive instrument.

A clumpy, damp-smelling joint was passed across to their table. Liss passed it on to Rikke, who was resting her head on her shoulder, girlfriend-like.

– Need something completely different from camel shit.

– Agreed. Come with me.

Rikke went up the stairs first. Liss could feel Zako’s gaze on her back, at a point just below the neck.

They let themselves into the toilet. Rikke fished an envelope out of her handbag, a mirror and a straw. Handed it to Liss.

– Might as well have a pee while you do the honours, she said. She lifted her short skirt, yanked down her tights and slipped down on to the toilet seat.

Liss made a line ready. Kept her hair back out of the way with one hand. Rikke held it for her. Liss bent forward, inhaled as deeply as she could along the mirror, ended up with her mouth almost down in her cleavage. Another line in the other nostril.

– What would I have done without you? she snuffled once they had changed places.

Rikke took her two lines, leaned up against the toilet door and watched as she peed.

– Christ, Liss, have you any idea how pretty you are?

Liss enjoyed hearing her say this, even though she knew she would never actually be pretty. She stood up, kissed Rikke on the mouth. Just long enough, before pulling up her trousers.

Zako was standing there when they came out. – What’s happening?

He was looking straight at Liss as he said this. Rikke put a finger over her mouth and disappeared down the stairs.

– Why didn’t you come yesterday? he wanted to know.

– Did I say I would come?

He took her by the arm, not hard. – I know you’re pissed off about this thing with Rikke.

She raised her eyebrows. – Why should I be pissed off? You can fuck each other as much as you like for all I care. Be my guest.

Now he grinned. – You are pissed off. I know you.

– Wrong on both counts, she said, smiling back at him, pulling free from his grip.

He pressed her up against the wall, looked down into her face. His pupils were like pins, and still the eyes looked black. She wondered what he was on.

– I’m dumping her.

– Who?

– I’m dropping Rikke.

Liss couldn’t help laughing. – I thought there was nothing going on between you. And now suddenly you’re going to drop her?

He made a face that was perhaps intended to convey the comedy in the contradiction.

– Sorry, he said.

– For what?

– I haven’t treated you very well. I’ll try to improve.

She was surprised. Had never heard anything resembling an admission from Zako before. That pride had attracted her, the way he never needed to make himself small. And now here he was asking to be forgiven. Not that he meant it. But as a tactic it was doomed either way.

– It has nothing to do with Rikke, she said. – Or with any other girls. I don’t need you, Zako.

As she said it, a jolt went up from her chest, passed through her throat. Her head was filled with bubbling gas. Anything could happen. And she was stronger than anything.

– We have an agreement, he said calmly, but now there was an undertone of suppressed anger in his voice. She wasn’t the least bit afraid of it.

– Agreement?

– Listen here, Liss. He paused briefly, obviously so that what he was about to say would carry more weight. – All the photo shoots you’ve had, I got those for you. If you want any more of that, you need to know the right people. When it comes to fashion, Amsterdam is fucking nowhere. I know a whole heap of other people in other places. People who matter. You’re not going to end up with Wim and Ferdinand and all the other wannabes.

– I’m hugely grateful to you, she said, stressing the hugely. – But you don’t need to worry about the future. Not mine, at least. No more sleepless nights on my account.

His eyes grew harder. – The flat, he said. – You’re living in my flat.

That wasn’t true. He’d helped to get it, but he didn’t own it.

– I’m moving out next week, she said. – Found somewhere else.

Maybe he realised that not even that was true. But nothing could hurt her in the place where she was. She started walking down the stairs.

– Wait, he said hoarsely behind her. She stopped and turned; it cost nothing to hear what he had to say. He had one hand in his inside jacket pocket. For an instant she thought he had a weapon, a knife, a gun. Not even that thought frightened her.

It wasn’t a weapon he was holding. She saw it was a photograph. And knew instantly that there was a new twist to the game. He remained standing at the top of the stairs, but she wouldn’t climb back up to him, instead waited for him to come down the four steps.

– Recognise her? he asked, holding the photo at an angle so the light from the wall lamp fell on it.

Three days had passed since Zako had mentioned Liss having a sister. Afterwards she’d thought he’d just been taking a chance. Still, she couldn’t shake the thought of what he was hinting at.

The photo was taken at a bus stop. Mailin was leaning against a wall, looking at something just outside the frame of the picture. It was taken from the side, some distance away. She had clearly no idea she was being photographed.

Liss held on to the banister. The light changed, pulled away but became more intense. As though it wasn’t her who was standing there. And when it wasn’t her, anything at all might happen. Maybe she was holding her breath, because there was a pain low down in her lungs, and black dots began to appear through the bright, distant light. Mustn’t react now. This was what Zako was like. Went on and on and never realised when he’d gone too far  . . . She knew about most of what he was capable of. It didn’t frighten her. She’d taken everything into account. But not that he would get someone to go and check on Mailin. Suddenly she felt nauseous. Hadn’t eaten all day. Must eat. Must come down. Get away.

– Where did you get that picture from?

He wasn’t smiling any more.

– Why are you showing it to me? she continued, her voice as controlled as she could make it.

Again he scrutinised her face. If she carried on standing there, for the very first time he would manage to strip it, layer by layer, until it was quite naked, and the slightest twitch would reveal what was going on in her thoughts.

She turned round, went down the stairs and sat close to Rikke, put an arm around her shoulder, as though to protect her.

She dreamed she was holding an electric drill. It wouldn’t work. She squeezed the trigger as hard as she could. Suddenly it roared into life with an explosive banging that made her hands jump. She released the trigger, but the machine wouldn’t stop.

When she woke up, the room was still vibrating, the bed she was lying in, the walls. Then it subsided. It was a tram passing. She remembered where she was. She’d left the Café Alto late last night. Couldn’t bear the thought of going back to the flat. Maybe Zako would tag along, or appear after she and Rikke had gone to bed. It was the sort of thing he could do if he felt like it. She’d left the place without a word and booked in for the night at a hotel in Leidsestraat.

Light seeped in through the gap below the curtains. She lay there studying the pattern on the wallpaper. Small apple blossoms moving upwards, a film that rolled and rolled up towards the ceiling. And somewhere between them the image of Mailin again. Standing by her bed in the blue pyjamas.

Liss sits up.

What is it?

Mailin puts a finger to her mouth. Then she turns and locks the door.

Tell me what it is, Mailin.

Her sister stands in the dark, listening. Then she creeps into bed, puts an arm around Liss.

I’ll look after you, Liss. Nothing bad will ever, ever happen to you.

She got up and went to the bathroom. Put her finger down her throat and emptied out the small amount that was in her stomach. Went back to bed. Wrapped the duvet around herself. The photo of Mailin at the bus stop. Must be Oslo. Looked to be quite recent. Who had taken it? She couldn’t ask Zako about it. He knew already that this was the weak spot he had been looking for. Did he realise just how weak it was? If she revealed that, she would lose control. If she gave in to fear, she would start to fear everything. She sat up suddenly, found the mobile in the bag that was hanging over the chair, slid down by the wall under the window, punched in the number. It rang three times before she got an answer.

– Liss? Mailin’s voice was full of sleep. – Has something happened?

Liss breathed deeply. – No, no  . . . She glanced at the clock on the TV. It showed 6.20. – Sorry, I didn’t realise how early it was. I’ll call again later.

– Stop it, you’ve already woken me. Was going to get up early anyway. Looks like good skiing conditions out today.

Liss could imagine it. The ski trail emerging on to the marsh between the pine trees. The wind in the treetops. Otherwise still.

– Wish I could go with you.

Mailin yawned. – Coming home for Christmas after all?

– Don’t think so  . . .

– Couldn’t you use a little break, Liss?

It was scary how often what Mailin said was exactly right.

– Break? That’s not exactly what I need.

She did need a break. But she had nowhere to go. At least not in Norway. That wasn’t home any more. Would never be again.

– Don’t try to change my mind, Mailin.

She heard a grunt in the background, a man. – Is he with you, your friend?

Mailin gave a quick laugh.

– Angling, are we? Trying to get me to admit there’s someone other than him here? A lover? A new man in my life?

– Is there?

– You know how boring I am. The man lying beside me is still called Viljam. Just as he has been these last two years  . . .

– He’s been lying beside you for two years?

– Ha ha. Liss, you don’t call me at six thirty on a Saturday morning to make feeble jokes. Now please, tell me what’s the matter.

She’d lain awake half the night unable to shake off the thought that someone was threatening her sister. Something to do with Zako and that photo  . . . Going to bed, exhausted and agitated, still wired like a high-tension cable, she had been certain something terrible had happened to Mailin. She’d wanted to ring immediately, but forced herself to wait.

– Just wanted to hear how things are. Hear your voice, she thought, but didn’t say. – That you’re okay.

– Any reason I shouldn’t be?

– Well, no  . . . But maybe you’re taking on too much work. All those people you’re taking care of.

– Liss, there is something. Tell me what it is.

Before she could change her mind, Liss said:

– Why don’t I remember anything from when I was a child?

Mailin didn’t answer.

– Something crops up every now and then, she went on. – Pictures of some kind. Just now, for example, I saw you coming into my room. You lock the door and get into bed beside me and hold me. But I don’t know if that happened or if it’s something I imagined or dreamt.

– It did happen, said Mailin. – At home in Lørenskog.

– You never said anything about that, Liss exclaimed.

A few moments passed before Mailin answered.

– Maybe I was waiting till you asked. There’s no need to remember everything.

Liss felt nauseous. Had to go out and vomit again.

– Call you later, she managed to say before ending the call.
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Saturday 6 December

LISS PADDED NAKED around the flat. Checked to see if the ivy on the windowsill needed water. Brewed herself another cup of espresso. Sat by the kitchen window and looked out. The Christmas decorations in Haarlemmerdijk were pine-bedecked bows with lights hanging beneath them. Like suckling nipples on a bitch’s belly, it struck her. A large six-pointed star hung across the middle of the street. Inside it was a heart with red light bulbs glowing.

She had the flat to herself. A girl in her class, someone she hardly knew, had said without a moment’s hesitation that she could stay with her till she found somewhere permanent. Now the girl had gone to Venlo to spend the weekend with her family. They had to be pretty well off if they could afford to pay for their daughter’s three-bedroomed flat in trendy Jordaan, a part of the old town where Huguenot refugees had once lived. Here the facades had been tastefully refurbished and there were no trams or heavy lorries thundering through at all hours of the day and night.

Liss took her coffee into the bathroom. Stood in front of the mirror. She didn’t need make-up. Her skin was soft and smooth, without blemishes. But it felt good to smear a mask on. If the whole of her naked body could be coated in thin film, something she could wrap around herself when she went out, pull off when she returned home, that would leave her skin untouched  . . . If she could do the same thing with her eyes. Put something not just on the brows and the lashes but on the pupils themselves. Cover everything that could betray her. Buy contact lenses, though there was nothing wrong with her sight. In another colour, black or brown.

Two thin flutings from her mobile. Message from Mailin: Didn’t hear back from you. Something’s just happened that has to do with what you asked me about that morning.

Her sister had called the previous evening. Liss was in the middle of a photo shoot and said she would call back but didn’t. Regretted revealing to her sister that this memory had surfaced. Actually there was nothing wrong with her memory; on a daily and weekly basis she could remember things perfectly well. It was what lay far back that was gone. Other people, like Rikke, seemed to have a detailed overview of their entire lives, starting with the day they got their very first pair of shoes ever. Rikke could rewind; her memory was obviously a film that could be viewed over and over again. Liss’s didn’t work like that. She could remember a few things from the holiday cabin, but not from before she was ten or twelve. Every summer and winter they had lived in the forest cabin just outside Oslo for several weeks. Weekends and holidays. They drove to Bysetermosan and then hauled a fully loaded sledge along the path to Vangen and then on to Morr Water. Or went on skis from Losby. When they got to be old enough, she and Mailin used to go there on their own, without the grown-ups. Sometimes in the evenings. By the light of the moon over Geitsjø and Røiri Waters. Up through the dark forest with their rucksacks, laughing and reverent in the great silence.

She didn’t need to remember more than she did. Mailin perhaps thought that she mentioned that vague memory from the bedroom in Lørenskog because it bothered her. If so, she was wrong, and Liss decided to tell her next time she rang.

It was six months since she had last seen her sister. Mailin had visited her in Amsterdam in the early summer. She’d been attending a conference. Something about child abuse. Something she was researching and she delivered a paper on. She stayed on for a few days afterwards. Liss had shown her the town. Taken her along to the school and to one of the photographic studios where she’d done a few jobs. But most things she kept from her big sister. Nothing about the parties and the coke. And she’d been careful to keep Zako out of the way. Didn’t want him to meet Mailin. Two worlds that had to be kept separated. They didn’t belong together, couldn’t exist simultaneously. And yet still the question from Mailin as Liss was driving her to the airport.

What’s to become of you, Liss?

It hit her so hard she couldn’t even get angry. Nothing’s going to become of me, she could have answered. That was her victory over everything she’d run away from. Over the life she would never live.

Mailin didn’t give up.

Remember what I said to you last time I fetched you from Central Police Station?

Liss had been picked up several times in the last years before she left. Mailin agreed that the war in Iraq was repellent, and had shuffled about dutifully in a few of these lawful demonstrations where everything was very decorous and proper. That wasn’t enough for Liss. She was part of a group of activists that marched on the American embassy and objected to being headed off by the police. In their anger they threw bottles and stones. Several in the group were willing to go even further and give their attackers a taste of their own dirty medicine. D’you think it does any more good than peaceful protesting? Mailin wanted to know. The way she looked at it, she was working from the inside. It was one of the rare things that made Liss angry with her. If you were on the inside, you were on the side of power, or at the very best a useful idiot. Mailin wouldn’t budge: This business of fighting with the police is all about finding a superior power that is strong enough, then challenging it in order to get beaten up, which simply confirms how evil everything is. Time and again Liss demanded that she stop interfering and mind her own business. And yet, no matter what she got up to, she knew Mailin would never let her go.

In the car on the way out to Schiphol she said:

I worry that you’re still doing the same thing as when you sat down in the middle of the road and waited for the police to come charging at you. You find someone who is sufficiently brutal and ruthless, so you can fight and get beaten up.

You’ve never met him, Liss protested. 

She’d managed to keep Zako away, but her sister had had a long talk with Rikke. And Mailin didn’t need much to form a picture.

Rikke’ll say just about anything at all, Liss insisted. She’ll do anything for the chance to go to bed with him.

Mailin didn’t say any more. Every week through the autumn they spoke on the phone, but she never asked about Zako or the life Liss was leading in Amsterdam. Probably waiting for Liss to bring it up. Mailin had always waited for her.

What’s to become of you, Liss?

It was quarter past four by the time Liss was finished in the bathroom. She went out without eating. Not that she had any food there anyway. Unlocked the bicycle in a corner behind the basement steps, carried it up and out on to the street. There was a smell of fresh bread from the bakery on the corner. The window was full of cheesecakes, doughnuts and pretzels. For a moment she stopped to inhale the smell, pleased that she didn’t feel tempted to buy something, give in to the need to fill her mouth with something soft and crumbly.

She followed Haarlemmerdijk, turned into Prinsengraacht. After days of rain whipping in from the sea in the north, the December afternoon was still raw, but colder, with light piercing through rifts in the clouds, making the fissures glow with a piercing blueness. The sky changed the whole time, still clearing, and smoke rose from the chimneys of the houseboats along the canal. Suddenly she was filled with a strange exhilaration. She pedalled harder. Could have stopped here, stopped time, frozen this picture of the withered flowers in their pots along the banks of the canal, the bright clouds overhead and the silhouette of Westerkerk forcing its way up into them. One day she might look back on this bike ride, this glimpse of something she was in the middle of yet which was also out of reach for her. But it was hard to see herself ever getting old enough to look back. She had long ago decided that she was made for a short life. Liked to joke about it. Rikke would say she was a melancholic, but that wasn’t true: she never remained in a mood long enough to warrant any particular description. All the same, she had a clear image of her own death. She goes out to the cabin. The only place in Norway she misses. Out in the forest, close to Morr Water. It’s winter. The snow is quite dry; it crackles under her boots. She passes the rock where they used to dive in the summer. Carries on round the bank of the frozen winter water. Turns away, heading down towards the moor. Finds the place where she is to lie down. The sky between the treetops is clear and dark like coloured glass as she lets go and drifts slowly down into the embracing cold  . . . The thought comforted her when she needed it. She had made arrangements with herself about how the end would be. Felt a faint pang of grief at the thought of it. That was where her strength came from.

At Saloon, she dismounted, leaned the bike up against the wall and sat at the table closest to the canal. Several of the letters in the café sign had gone out since the last time she had been there.

Tobi appeared, carrying an empty tray. He bent and allowed himself to be kissed once on each cheek.

– Time for a coffee, he announced.

She could have used a drink, something to bring her down, but she ordered a double espresso and took out her mobile and a packet of Marlboros.

– Saw you on a poster at Nieuwe Zijde, he winked. – Gorgeous.

Rikke arrived in a taxi.

– Can’t sit out here, she shivered. – I’m no fairy snow queen like you.

They found a table inside.

– He doesn’t want me to see you, Rikke confided.

Liss raised her eyebrows. – And what are you going to do about that?

Rikke pulled a menu over. – No way I’m letting myself be controlled like that. There are limits.

– Have you been doing his escort stuff?

Rikke’s mobile gave off a long-drawn-out sigh, downloaded from a site offering tropical animal noises. She read the message and punched in an answer.

– Tried it at the weekend, she said once she was finished. – Arranged a party for these fantastically wealthy businessmen. Quite okay if it hadn’t been for the Russians.

Liss lit up a cigarette and clouded the space between them with smoke.

– Do they expect you to have sex with them?

Rikke thought about it. – No one makes you.

Liss leaned across to her. – I’ve known Zako over a year, she said. – First off he tried to persuade me it was about love and relationships and all that. Nothing was too much trouble for him. It took a while for me to realise what his real game is.

– You’re exaggerating, said Rikke. – He lets you have the choice.

Liss laughed mirthlessly. – As long as it’s the same as his.

– You’re saying that because you’re angry with him.

– Get a grip, Rikke. He’s got you where he wants you. Soon you won’t be able to break out any more. Do you owe him money?

– Not a lot.

– More than a thousand?

Rikke looked round. – Less than ten. I think.

– Christ, you’re so naïve, Liss sighed.

Rikke twisted the remains of her cigarette in the bottom of the ashtray. The sound was like footsteps through wet snow.

– He still talks about you, she said. – Wants you back. Seems completely obsessed.

Two things were obvious to Liss. One was that Rikke was there on behalf of Zako. The other was that every bloody word would be reported back to him. That was why she replied: – I’m sure you’re right about that. Types like Zako get like rabid dogs when someone denies them something they think is rightfully theirs. I had to tell him that I don’t give a shit about his whole act.

Without hesitation she added: – That’s the only language he understands.
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