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About Torkil Damhaug

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

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


About the Book

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

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

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

And the Fire Man is still there, waiting, and watching her search for the truth at every step …


Praise for International Bestseller
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‘Delivered with maximum psychological intensity’ Barry Forshaw, Independent

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

‘Exciting, original and disturbing’ VG

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

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


To Anders, Joachim, Rebecca and Isabelle


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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Was she making fun of him?

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

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

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

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

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

Then Elsa was there, standing between them.

– Leave him alone!

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

– Fucking Paki bastard, Tord raged.

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

Tord spat on the floor, turned and walked out.

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

Elsa shook her head.



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

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

– Aren’t you at school? he exclaimed.

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

– What’s the matter with you?

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

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

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

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

– Feel here.

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

– Can you feel that?

There was movement in there.

– How many do you think there are?

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

– Could I choose it myself?

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

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

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

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

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

– Did I frighten you?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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


Part I

April 2003



1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The voice on the radio was talking about a fire.

– Something happen?

– Stornes, she stammered.

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

She didn’t answer.

– Anybody dead?

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

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

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

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

– Only seven, she wailed.

– Well that’s some, after all.

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

– Don’t want to?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Now he shrugged his shoulders in a way that indicated that the arguments volunteered so far had made an impression on him. Having received assurances that Karsten would not park anywhere near cars belonging to reckless boy-men, or clumsy girls who opened doors into neighbouring vehicles, he agreed and approved the unnecessary and environmentally destructive trip.
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