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Most things are so meaningless.


But then something unparalleled occurs,


which rises in the sky


like a flaming cloud







and consumes everything.


Then everything is changed


and you yourself are changed


and what you thought had value before


has no longer any value for you at all.


And you walk through the ash of everything


And you yourself are ash.







PÄR LAGERKVIST (1953)







A STORY CAME UP IN CONVERSATION while I was visiting Alfred. At first I didn’t consider that it had anything to do with the fires. I hadn’t heard this story before, it is absolutely heart-rending, though at the same time full of, well, what could you call it?


Love?


It happened a little over a hundred years ago in the region where I was born and bred. A man committed suicide by blowing himself up. He was thirty-five years old. He used dynamite. Afterwards, it was said, his mother went around gathering the fragments in her apron. A few days later, after a brief ceremony, his remains were laid in grave number 35. According to the cemetery records, under ‘Other Remarks’ was added insane.


I don’t know if this story is true. However, it is something you can understand. If you sit down and reflect, you do slowly understand. Ultimately, it is clear it was the only right thing to do. It is what you do. You have no choice. You walk around gathering all the fragments in your apron.
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I.


A FEW MINUTES PAST MIDNIGHT on the morning of Monday, 5 June 1978, Johanna Vatneli switched off the kitchen light and carefully closed the door. She took the four steps through the cold hall, opened the door to the bedroom a fraction, causing a strip of light to fall across the grey woollen rug they had spread over the bed, even though it was summer. Inside, in the darkness, Olav, her husband, lay asleep. She stood for some seconds on the threshold listening to his heavy breathing, then went into the small bathroom, where she let the tap run quietly, as she always did. She stood bent over, washing her face, for a long time. It was cold in there; she was standing barefoot on the rag mat and could feel the hard floor beneath her feet. For a moment she looked herself in the eye. This wasn’t something she usually did. She leaned forwards and stared into the black pupils. Then she tidied her hair and drank a glass of water from the tap. Finally, she changed her knickers. They were covered in blood. She folded them and put them in a bowl of water to soak overnight. She pulled a nightie over her head, and at that moment, in her abdomen, she felt a stabbing pain, the one that was always there but had worsened recently, particularly if she stretched or lifted something heavy. It was like a knife.


Before switching off the light she removed her teeth and dropped them with a plop into the glass of water on the vanity shelf under the mirror, beside Olav’s.


Then she heard a car.


It was dark in the living room, but the windows, strangely shiny and black, gleamed as though from a dim light outside in the garden. She walked to the window and peered out. The moon had risen above the treetops to the south, she saw the cherry tree, which was still in blossom, and had it not been for the mist she would have been able to see right down to Lake Livannet in the west.


A car with no lights on drove past the house and continued at a slow pace along the road towards the collection of homesteads known as Maesel. The car was black, or perhaps red; she couldn’t tell. Not moving at any great speed, it finally rounded the bend and was gone. She stood by the window waiting for one, two, perhaps three minutes. Then she went into the bedroom.


‘Olav,’ she whispered. ‘Olav.’


No answer. He was in his usual deep sleep. She hurried back into the living room, knocked into the chair arm, hurting her thigh, and reached the window in time to see the dark car returning. It was coming out of the bend, and continued slowly past the living room wall. It must have turned around by the Knutsens’ house, but no one was living there, they had travelled back to town the night before, she had seen them leaving herself. Outside, she heard the crunch of tyres. The low purr of the engine. The sound of a radio. Then the car ground to a halt. She heard a door open, then silence. Her heart was in her mouth. She went back into the bedroom, put on the light and shook her husband. This time he woke, but he didn’t get up until they both heard a loud bang and a tinkle of breaking glass from the kitchen.


As soon as she entered the hall she smelt the pervasive stench of petrol. She yanked open the kitchen door and was met by a wall of flames. The whole room was ablaze. It must have taken a matter of seconds. The floor, the walls, the ceiling; the flames were licking upwards and wailing like a large, wounded animal. She stood in the doorway paralysed with shock. Deep within the wails she recognised – even though she had never heard it before – the sound of glass cracking. She lingered there until the heat became too intense. It was as though her face was being detached, dragged down from her forehead and over her eyes; her cheeks, her nose and mouth.


That was when she saw him. She caught no more than a glimpse lasting two or three seconds. He was a black shadow outside the window, on the other side of the sea of flames. He was rooted to the spot. As she was. Then he tore himself away and was gone.


The hall was already filled with smoke; it seeped through the wall from the kitchen and lay under the ceiling like thick fog. She groped her way to the telephone, lifted the receiver and dialled Ingemann’s number at Skinnsnes, the number, after the events of recent days, she had written in black felt pen on a notelet. As her finger turned the dial she considered what to say. This is Johanna Vatneli. Our house is on fire.


The telephone was dead.


At that moment the electricity short-circuited, there was an explosion in the fuse box, sparks flew from the socket by the mirror, the light went out and everything went black. She grabbed Olav’s hand, and they had to fumble their way across the floor until they reached the front door. The cool night air was sucked in at once, and in no time at all the fire had a better grip; they heard several dull thuds and then a roar as the flames broke through the ceiling into the upper storey and were soon licking at the inside of the windows.


In my mind’s eye, I have seen this fire so many times. It was as if the flames had been waiting for this moment, for this night, for these minutes. They wanted to burst into the darkness, stretch skywards, illuminate, be free. And then they really were free. Several panes cracked at once, glass tinkled and the flames were unleashed, they reached outwards and upwards, into the air, and immediately bedecked the garden in an unreal, yellow light. No one has been in a position to describe the fire to me because no one was there apart from Olav and Johanna, but I have seen everything in my head. I have seen the nearest trees edging even nearer in this light, seeming to collect and glide silently and imperceptibly to the centre of the garden. I have seen Johanna dragging Olav down the five steps, into the long grass, beneath the old cherry tree that seemed cast in stone, with thick grey moss up the trunk, through the garden and out onto the road where she considered them safe. There they stood staring at the house they had occupied since 1950. They didn’t say a word, there was nothing to say. After perhaps a minute she tore herself away while Olav remained where he was, dressed only in a nightshirt. In the flickering light he resembled a small child. His jaw hung open and his lips moved as though struggling to form a word that did not exist. Johanna dashed back through the garden, past the fruit bushes and apple trees that had only come into bloom a few days ago. Dew had fallen on the grass, and the hem of her nightie was wet around her ankles. Standing on the steps, she could feel the intense, billowing heat from the kitchen and the whole of the east-facing floor.


Then she went in.


Some of the smoke inside the hall had dispersed, so it was possible to see the kitchen door, which was still closed, and the living room door, which was wide open. She ventured a few cautious steps across the floor. On all sides she was surrounded by roaring and cracking, but it was upstairs that she was heading. Every forward movement was accompanied by a stab in her lower abdomen. The knife was wrenched out and thrust in. She grabbed the banister and hauled herself up until she was on the landing between the rooms on the first floor. She opened the door to what had been Kåre’s room, and inside, everything was as before. There was his bed, white and neatly made, the way it had been for all the years since he died. There was his wardrobe, the chair on which he had rested his crutches, the picture of the two children playing by the waterfall and the angel of the Lord hovering above them, they were all there. Her bag, too, the one containing three thousand kroner. It was in the top drawer of the dresser, which was still full of Kåre’s clothes, and the moment she caught sight of one of his old shirts – it was the one with a little tear above the chest – she felt she no longer had the strength to make her way back down. It was as if she suddenly gave up everything at the mere sight of the shirt. She dropped the bag on the floor with a thud and sat down gently on the bed. She sensed the mattress springs and the old, familiar, comforting creaks beneath her. The smoke was rising through the cracks in the floor, collecting and advancing to the ceiling. In front of her eyes a serene figure of smoke appeared to be slowly taking shape. It had arms, hands, feet and a hazy face. She lowered her head and mouthed a silent prayer with no beginning and no end, a couple of sentences, nothing more. But then there was a loud, sharp report from directly behind her, and it was enough for her to forget all else, jump up and beat a hasty retreat. She was back inside herself, the smoke wraith had gone, the room was totally befogged and it was hard to breathe. She snatched the bag and ran onto the landing. Hurried down the stairs and descended into a thick, acrid blanket of smoke that stung every part of her face. She realised it was coming from all their clothes in the bedroom, which were smouldering and on the point of catching fire. Her throat tightened, she felt nauseous, her eyes streamed, but she knew exactly where to go to reach the door. For the last few metres she fumbled blindly, but of course she had been this way so many times before and she found the door with ease. Once on the steps outside she felt the heat seeming to press her from behind and push her several paces from the house. She filled her lungs with pure, fresh night air and sank to her knees. I have seen her in my mind’s eye, kneeling in the grass surrounded by light that changed from yellow to almost white, to orange and almost red. She knelt with her face in the grass as she gradually recovered her breath. At length, she dragged herself to her feet, but by then neither Olav nor anyone else was anywhere to be seen. She scrambled up the slope to her neighbour’s house, which was now fully illuminated by the fire. Her neighbour came charging out before she had time to knock. It was Odd Syvertsen. He had been woken by the light. She grabbed his arm, either holding him tight or supporting herself so as not to fall. All she could manage was a whisper, but he heard every word.


‘I can’t find Olav.’


Odd Syvertsen moved first, leaping for the phone while Johanna rushed down the slope and back onto the road. The house was now fully ablaze. Loud crackles and bangs were still echoing around Lake Livannet and into the mountain ridges westwards. It sounded as if the sky itself was being torn apart. The flames were like large wild birds twisting around one another, above one another, into one another, they wanted to break free, but could not. In the space of minutes the fire had grown tall and powerful. Yet all around her there was this strange silence. I have seen all of this. A house is burning at night. It is the first few minutes, before people have been alerted. All around there is silence. There is only the fire. The house stands there alone and no one can save it. It has been left to its fate, to its destruction. The flames and the smoke are being sucked up into the sky, or so it seems; there are creaks and groans, like distant responses. It is frightening, it is terrible and it is beyond comprehension.


And it is almost beautiful.


Johanna called Olav’s name. First once, then twice, then four times. It was eerie to hear your own voice alongside the sound of the flames. The trees seemed to have moved even closer to the house. They were extending their branches. Curious, panic-stricken. With stabbing pains in the pit of her stomach she ran around to the outbuilding. To her it felt as if a huge abscess inside had been lanced and hot blood was escaping.


He was standing between the house and the barn, caught in the intense light. His nightshirt flapped around his body, although there wasn’t a breath of wind and he stood without moving. Coming closer, she discovered that the wind was issuing from the fire itself, a gust that boded ill, a gust that was both ice cold and voraciously hot. She pulled him away and they ran back up to the road, where they stood, huddled together, as Odd Syvertsen came bounding down the incline. He was flurried and out of breath as he joined the elderly couple. He tried to move them away from the overpowering heat, but it was impossible. They wanted to watch their house burn to the ground. Neither was able to utter a single word. Olav stood like stone, though the nightshirt softened his appearance with the cool white fabric wrapped around his shoulders and arms. Their faces were lit up, clear, pure, as if age had been erased. Then the fire suddenly took hold of the old cherry tree outside the kitchen window. The one that always flowered so early and that Kåre had always climbed. In late summer it was laden with fruit, I have been told, and the largest and sweetest cherries always hung on the branches furthest from reach. Now it was alight. The fire swept through the blossom and branches, and then seared the entire crown of the tree with a distinctive crackle. Afterwards a high-pitched voice was heard, but it was impossible to tell whether it belonged to either Johanna or Olav: Lord God Almighty. Lord God Almighty.


I have seen it all in my mind’s eye. It was the eighth fire, it was a little after half past twelve, early on the morning of 5 June 1978.


Then the fire engine arrived.


They heard the sirens from as far afield as Fjeldsgårdsletta, or perhaps even further away, perhaps right up by the chapel at Brandsvoll, perhaps they heard the fire alarm wailing in Skinnsnes, too? It is not inconceivable, since you can hear it from the church. But, anyway, they heard the fire engine. The sirens grew louder, shriller, more piercing, and soon they could discern the blue lights racing past the old sand-casting works at the end of Lake Livannet, past the slaughterhouse, the Shell petrol station and the priest’s house with the balcony, past the old schoolhouse in Kilen and Kaddeberg’s shop, before the fire engine slowed as it climbed the hill to the few houses at Vatneli.


It stopped and a young man jumped out and came running towards them. ‘Anyone inside?’ he yelled.


‘They got out,’ Odd Syvertsen said, but the man didn’t seem to hear. He ran back to the fire engine, unhitched several coiled hoses and threw them out in no particular order. They rolled down the road like wheels and toppled over. Then he opened some sliding doors, tossed a couple of axes onto the ground, and a solitary helmet, which rocked to and fro on the gravel. He stood for a few seconds gazing at the flames, his arms hanging limply by his sides. For a few seconds he stood beside Olav, Johanna and Odd Syvertsen, and they had the appearance of a group, observing the incomprehensible event that was taking place.


Four cars arrived at great speed. They each parked some way behind the fire engine, turned off their lights, and four men dressed in black came running over.


‘There may be people inside,’ the young man shouted. He was wearing a thin, white shirt that fluttered around his lean chest. He uncoupled two of the hoses from the powerful water pump at the front of the fire engine while two other men stood waiting for the water to issue forth. At that moment there was such a huge explosion within the blaze that the ground shook and everyone doubled up as if they had been hit in the stomach by a shell. Someone burst into laughter, it was impossible to see who, and Odd Syvertsen put an arm around Olav and Johanna, and shepherded them away with an affectionate but firm pull, leading them up the slope to his house. This time they obeyed without a word. He got them inside and dialled Knut Karlsen’s number. He and his wife came at once – they had been awoken by the sirens and the vivid mass of flames – and in the ensuing hours it was decided that Olav and Johanna could move into their cellar until things had eased.


The flames billowed across the sky, but Olav and Johanna didn’t see them. The light changed from white to rust-red, then purple and orange. What a sight it was. A shower of sparks was sent flying into the air as the frame of the house collapsed, it hovered weightlessly for a few moments, then died. The leaves on the trees crinkled. The wild birds were gone; they had finally broken free of one another. Now the fire burned quietly with tall, vertical flames. More cars arrived. People got out, left the doors open, wrapped their jackets tightly around them and slowly approached the fire. Among these was my father. In my mind’s eye he came in the blue Datsun, stopped some distance away and got out like the others, but I have never been able to see his face properly. He was there, I know he was there outside Olav and Johanna’s burning house on that night, but I don’t know what he was thinking or who he spoke to, and I can’t see his face.


Ash lay all over the garden; large, lazy flakes floated through the air, then fluttered over the trees and covered the parked vehicles as quietly as snow. A motorbike started up and left, ridden by two young men. One with a helmet, one without.


There was nothing you could do. Olav and Johanna Vatneli’s house was razed to the ground.


In the end all that remained was the chimney. By then it was almost morning and most of the vehicles had gone. Only the smoke hung like a thin, transparent haze over the garden and between the closest trees. The two people in Knut Karlsen’s cellar had no clothes apart from the nightwear in which they stood. And the bag. Containing three thousand kroner.


At four o’clock it was so light that the birds began to sing. Theirs was a strangely intense song, a steady exultation that mingled with the drone of the water pumps. A huge amount of water had been needed, so the hoses had been rolled down the rough slope to Lake Livannet, and the water pumped up thirty metres.


Three journalists and a number of photographers circled the site of the blaze. First of all, they talked to the rural police chief, Lensmann Knut Koland, then they walked up the slope and knocked on the cellar door. They were allowed to talk to Johanna; Olav was lying on the divan with a rug over him and staring up at the ceiling, in a different world. Johanna answered with controlled composure, giving identical answers to all the questions. She spoke slowly, so they had plenty of time to take notes. Then photographs of her were taken. Several, from various angles, but only those showing her despondent face appeared that same day in the local newspapers: Faedrelandsvennen, Sørlandet and Lindesnes. She had singed eyebrows, soot on one cheek and a cut to her forehead, and she looked like a survivor of a mining accident.


By and large, she was composed.


After they had all gone, it occurred to her that she didn’t have her teeth, they were in the glass beside Olav’s on the vanity shelf, but then she remembered there was no longer any shelf, nor any glass, nor any teeth; neither her teeth nor Olav’s existed any longer. In my mind’s eye I have seen this, the strangely lucid, chilling instant when she realised she had lost absolutely everything, even her teeth, and only then did tears start to trickle quietly down her cheeks.


II.


EVER SINCE EARLY CHILDHOOD I have been told the story of the fires. At the beginning it was my parents who told me, but it wasn’t until I grew up and heard it from others that I realised that in fact it was all true. For long periods the story has seemed to disappear, only to crop up unexpectedly in a conversation, a newspaper article or simply in my consciousness. It has pursued me for thirty years although I have never known exactly what happened or indeed what it was all about. As a child I remember sitting in the back seat of a blue Datsun going to my grandparents’ at Heivollen, and on the way there we would pass the house where the pyromaniac lived. It was as though I could feel a waft of something outlandish and alluring as we drove past. Immediately afterwards we passed the house belonging to Sløgedal, the composer and organist at Kristiansand Cathedral, and my father used to point to the old barn bridge which didn’t meet the new barn that had been erected. It burned down when you were christened, he said, and so it went on until in some way or other I connected the fires with myself. Yet there was so much I didn’t know, which was why I had never thought of writing about the fires. It was too big a subject, too far-reaching and too close to home.


The story had been there like a shadow until the moment I decided to write it down. This happened suddenly, in the early summer of 2009, after I moved back home. It came about in the following way:


A few weeks earlier, in April, I was sitting on my own up in the old loft of Lauvslandsmoen School rummaging through boxes of old text books, yellowing exercise books and miscellaneous papers. I remember this loft from my schooldays as being extremely messy and full of jumble. We used to hide up there sometimes, that was when we had a woodwork class in the cellar, and we would tiptoe up all the steps, past the music room, up the final, darkened staircase and sit in the freezing cold loft, as quiet as mice, waiting for someone to notice that we had absented ourselves.


The books were cold and my fingers left marks on the damp papers, which must have been up there for twenty or thirty years. After a while I stumbled on a pile of black and white photographs wrapped in plastic, and with a vague sense of anticipation I began to flick through them. I recognised the faces straightaway but was unable to place them. Most of the photos were of children, but among them was one of a group of adults. Gradually it dawned on me that the photos were of my own time at the school. They were of kids from my class, there were a few older children, a few younger ones too, pictures of the school playground or inside the classrooms, and there were a number in which my teachers appeared. There was also a photo of a small boy singing on a stage. His hair had recently been cut and he was wearing a knitted jumper with a shirt that barely protruded over the top. The occasion must have been some kind of Christmas celebration because I could make out a decorated Christmas tree and paper chains in the background. More people were there with him, and everyone was holding a lit candle. It took me four, maybe five seconds. Then it clicked: That’s me!


That was when it all started, with the sight of this boy innocently standing there and singing. I looked at myself, stared at my own face for several seconds without seeing who it was. It is difficult to explain why, but the experience had such an impact on me. It was as though I understood yet didn’t understand that it was me. And that it made no difference. Why I don’t know. But that was when the story of the fires made its re-appearance, as a kind of extension of this discovery. It was this picture of me, with a thin, steady flame rising from my hand, as it were, that led, a few weeks later, to my realisation one evening at the beginning of June that I would attempt to write the story of the fires. It was like taking a deep breath.


And so.


III.


WHEN THE FIRST BUILDING was set alight in the region of Finsland in Southern Norway at the beginning of May 1978, I was not yet two months old. A few days after my birth, my father collected Mamma and me from the maternity ward in Kongens gate in Kristiansand. I was laid in a dark blue travel bag and driven the forty kilometres home to Finsland, and when I was taken from the car to our Kleveland homestead for the first time it was in a tremendous snowstorm, which didn’t abate until two days later. Thereafter it was sunshine and silence, white winter days, until the wind turned southwest and spring arrived. At the end of April there was still snow lying where the sun didn’t reach, but the warmer temperatures had well and truly arrived, and on 6 May, the day it all began, the forest was already perilously dry.


A month later, just before midnight on 5 June, it was all over. There had been ten fires, and it was the day after my christening, which was held on the third Sunday after Whitsun. It had been hot and sultry for weeks, and that Sunday was the hottest day yet. The heat shimmered and quivered above the rooftops and made the tarmac bulge at the end of the plain in Lauvslandsmoen and Brandsvoll. In the afternoon there was an enormous deluge and all of a sudden the world felt fresh and new. The weather cleared, insects whirred through the air and the evening was warm and still.


It was the evening before the worst night of all.


In fact, the story of the fires is closely entwined with the very first months of my life and culminates the night after my christening. However, it was far from certain that there would be any christening on that Sunday. Early that morning, at seven minutes past twelve, a dark car had been observed travelling at great speed towards the church. By that point panic had set in. The car was advancing on the church, as I said, climbing, but then it disappeared from sight, and no one knew where it had gone. Events were monitored hour by hour. Minute by minute. The worst was feared. So long as the church is spared, people thought. So long as the church is spared. It wasn’t said out loud; however, everyone was thinking it. The worst of all would be if the church burned down. That was why they kept watch. Not just near the church but throughout the entire region. People sat on their doorsteps, listening. My father sat outside our brown house on Kleveland farm while I lay asleep indoors. He had a gun with him, Grandad’s rifle, which I would see him use later, but on this night he hadn’t been able to obtain ammunition for it. Nonetheless, it was a gun, ammunition or no ammunition. The bottom line was that you kept watch. No one had the remotest idea who the arsonist was. Or who might suddenly emerge from the darkness. Nothing like this had been experienced since the war. Indeed, during those weeks there was an atmosphere in the region that was reminiscent of war. Even those who were too young to have lived through the war also thought about it in those terms. That is what everyone has told me. War had returned.


On Monday night it was all over, barely twenty-four hours after Olav and Johanna’s house had been set alight. It was still 5 June, just before midnight, after interviews lasting three hours. Before that, Alfred had conveyed the sad message to Lensmann Knut Koland, who, along with detective colleagues from Kristiansand and KRIPOS from Oslo, had set up a base in the old council room in Brandsvoll Community Centre. The sad and liberating message. Alfred had to do it, not Ingemann, even though the latter had probably put two and two together a long time ago. When the evidence came to light, however, he couldn’t do it himself. Neither Ingemann nor Alma could – Alma, who at that time was lying in bed, unable to move.


An arrest soon followed, and then the quiet avalanche of events.


During the final thirty minutes before midnight, cars drove from house to house around the whole district. There were four police patrol cars, plus a number of private vehicles. There was no need to knock: generally there was someone sitting on the front steps keeping watch. The vehicle would stop, or drive by slowly, as someone shouted through the window:


He’s been arrested.


The news spread. People walked in the darkness, over the night dew, across fields to neighbours’, identified themselves and passed on the message that he had been arrested. They said the name, and then all went quiet for a few seconds until the listeners could collect themselves.


Him?


Everyone was notified, including Sløgedal, the cathedral organist, who sat in hiding a short distance from his homestead at Nerbø, waiting with a loaded gun. Later he told me about that night. How light and celestial it had been, how dark and earthbound and unreal, all at once. The police knew Sløgedal had taken up this position; they were the ones who gave him the gun, so they drove up with the news. At last he was able to get to his feet, return the rifle and ask:


Who is it?


John dropped by Kleveland. He stood on the lawn outside my parents’ bedroom, whispering until my mother woke. He kept whispering her name until she dressed and came to the door so that he, too, could say the four magic words that were passed from mouth to mouth that night:


He has been arrested.


And so it spread like wildfire. It even got onto NRK’s late-night news bulletin. The police had notified the Norwegian News Agency and asked them to circulate the information as quickly as possible to allay fears. But by the time it was read out from Marienlyst in Oslo, the whole region knew.


He had been arrested.


Everyone could go to bed, lights were switched off one by one, but doors were still locked, after all, you could never be certain. From now on, no one would ever be certain.


Household after household in the region eventually settled down. At last you could sleep, and next morning you would wake up believing it had all been a dream.


This had been no dream, though.


Faedrelandsvennen published a total of three front-page spreads in four days, the first on the morning of Saturday 3 June when the region woke to news of four more torched buildings. In addition, there was a front page in Verdens Gang and in Dagbladet, both of them national newspapers. Two in Sørlandet. Two in Lindesnes as well. A front page and one inside page in Aftenposten, also a national paper. On this same Saturday there was also an interview with Ingemann on page three of Lindesnes; that was the one where he was pictured standing next to the fire engine with a hand on the water pump and an inscrutable expression on his face.


Apart from this, there were a variety of minor mentions in regional newspapers and NRK’s daily radio updates. As well as a four-minute slot on the main TV news broadcast on Monday evening when in fact it was all over, but panic still hung in the air everywhere like fog. The news item showed a distant shot of Anders and Agnes Fjeldsgård’s house, the maple trees on either side of the front entrance where the windows had been smashed and petrol poured over the floor. The two maples are still there, and I was surprised to see that they hadn’t grown in more than thirty years. The clip showed the restless shadows of leaves flapping above the walls of the house while first the reporter, and then Lensmann Koland, described the sequence of events. Next, the cameras focused on the scene in Vatneli: the smoking ruins and the chimney that towered in the air like a huge tree bereft of its branches. That was all that was left of Olav and Johanna Vatneli’s house. Two firemen walked past on the road. They were both bare-headed. One was holding what looked like an ice axe, as though he were a glacier hiker on his way into the frozen wastes. The other was empty-handed, and I didn’t recognise either of the men. Towards the end of the item there was footage of the smoking heap of rubble, which was all that remained of the Sløgedals’ barn at Nerbø. That was fire number ten. A solitary man stood there hosing down the debris as if there were something planted in the heap of ashes that needed watering. Thousands of litres of water. It was Alfred. I recognised him even though he was more than thirty years younger and, what was more, had his back to the camera.


IV.


IT WAS SUMMER. Everything had turned green, leaves had appeared on the trees, the lilacs were in flower and throughout June I sat on the first floor of the ex-bank in Kilen trying to work out how all the pieces fitted together. I had rented the room for a spell in the hope that the silence and the view would bring me closer to myself and my writing. I sat alone in the room, which had been stripped bare of almost everything, with only the sky, the forest and a view of Lake Livannet in front of me. I had a basic chair, a rickety table and an old-fashioned, red office lamp that had been left in one of the storerooms, the kind that seems to stoop over your work like a curious onlooker. I settled myself and saw the birch tree swaying in the wind directly outside the window. I was sitting in the midst of the countryside in which I had grown up, in the midst of everything that had marked and shaped me and in some way made me who I was. I saw leaves fluttering and shaking and shadows darkening tree trunks, I saw the road and scattered houses leading up to Vatneli, I saw the sun glistening on an open window and continuing to glisten when the window was closed. I saw the sky and clouds drifting slowly in off the sea from the south-west, I saw them change form as I gazed, I saw the birds, which had long been busy in the short, hectic summer, I saw the winter-pale chicks splashing at the water’s edge on the other side, just below the garden belonging to what had been Syvert Maessel’s house and last of all I saw the lake, and the wind that caused the surface to ripple all day and sparkle, even in the shadows where the water was usually black and still.


The next day I was there again. Staring out. Didn’t write a thing. All of a sudden it felt impossible. The third day I became aware of a large bird by the shore. It was balancing on one leg with its head and a long, pointed beak lowered. It was a heron. I waited for it to take off, or to dive into the water, or at least to change legs. But it did none of those things. It stood there, unmoving, until I got up and went home.


And so the days passed. I sat for a few hours with Lake Livannet in front of me. Tried to make things happen, without any success. Afterwards I let myself out, went down the steep staircase that had been erected on the outside of the building especially for me, and drove the few hundred metres to the shop to buy some things. I wandered around in the bright, congenial atmosphere, picked up some milk, bread and coffee. It was good to stroll around like this, picking up something solid and simple and putting it in the shopping trolley. In the aisles I bumped into people I knew, people who had known me all my life, who had known my parents and my father’s parents, who had seen me as a child, who had seen me grow up and move away, who had seen me become a writer, and who now said they were pleased I had moved back, even though I always emphasised that it was only for a shortish period. I hadn’t come back to stay, I said, but now, right now, I’m here.


When summer was over I still hadn’t got down to writing about the fires. There was something creating a mental block, but I couldn’t say exactly what it was. However, I had gained an overview of the events that occurred, although I hadn’t yet spoken to anyone involved. I had worked through the extant newspapers and interviews and seen the item that had been shown on the main news. NRK had put it on a DVD and sent it to me from Oslo. I played it again and again. When I was about to watch it for the first time I was very tense, nervous even. At home, alone in the house at Kleveland, I inserted the disc into the machine and watched it disappear. This was the first time I would see living pictures of the countryside where I had been born, of Finsland in the summer of 1978, the countryside which the whole of Norway had seen that night more than thirty years ago when the news item was broadcast. It took a few seconds, then the picture appeared and I pressed play. I recognised the location at once, even though there was something slightly alien and unfamiliar about it all. Something had changed, but I couldn’t put my finger on what. Was it the forest? Was it the houses? Was it the roads? I don’t know. There was something distant, bygone about the images, yet I could still see that this was home. There is the village of Kilen, it struck me, no doubt about that, and there’s sparkling Lake Livannet, almost the same as today, and there are the long plains of Brandsvoll, the power lines that spread like a scar through the area, and Anders and Agnes Fjeldsgård’s house as good as unchanged. Everything was there, and everything was almost as I knew it. All the TV coverage was characterised by a kind of paradoxical serenity. The camera work was slow, the reporter gave a very full commentary as the pictures glided in a leisurely manner across the screen, and this slowness and the long-winded reporting meant the item lacked drama. You saw the billowing forests, the tall sky, the clouds as light as flecks of froth, birds sitting motionless on the telephone lines, a gentle breeze wafting through the leaves on the trees. You saw houses, you saw cars and you saw clothes drying in the wind. It was like any peaceful summer day in 1978, or it could have been ten years earlier or ten years later. It was timeless countryside, yet it was in precisely this countryside where I was later to become an adult, and which in some ways I would never leave. It seemed a long time ago; however, I felt that at any moment I could take my eyes off the TV, look outside and there it would all be, unchanged. The black, smoking ruins, the few onlookers standing around in untidy groups. They were still there. There were mothers with children in their arms. There were children on bikes, hanging over their handlebars. Older people huddled together as if supporting one another, preventing each other from falling, and there was a man with a hat who looked at first glance like Reinert Sløgedal, the old sexton and schoolteacher, and father of Bjarne Sløgedal, the organist at Kristiansand Cathedral.


Finally, there was Alfred, hosing down Sløgedal’s ravaged barn. That, too, was an image of simplicity and composure: one solitary, bare-headed man. The sky above. A razed building. Thin, white smoke slowly rising, being borne away on the wind. The jet of water sluicing the wall and the scorched earth, splashing against the distorted sheets of roofing.


It must have been just a few hours before he delivered the news.


Then the item was over and the screen went black.


I watched the DVD a second time. And once more. It was as if I couldn’t have enough of it, as if I hoped to catch a glimpse of myself, or my father. Or anyone else I knew. After all, that wasn’t completely beyond the realms of possibility. I knew, of course, that my father had been outside the house in Vatneli on the night it was reduced to ashes, and I knew for certain that I had myself been to the devastated farm belonging to Olga Dynestøl on the Sunday, straight after the christening, even though I had been fast asleep in the travel bag the whole time.


V.


IN SEPTEMBER I set my writing aside and went to Italy, to the northern Italian town of Mantua, to take part in the sizeable literary festival there. As always when I am on my travels, I was quite tense, but I didn’t know then, nor do I know now, exactly what caused this tension.


It was a hot evening in Mantua with a fierce gusting wind that had apparently come all the way from the Sahara, and I was due to do a reading from one of my books in Piazza San Leonardo, a small square in the centre of town. I walked from my hotel, which was situated close by Piazza Don Leoni. It was half past eight on a Saturday evening with lots of smiling people about. There was laughter and music in the narrow, crowded streets, but I felt quite alone. I followed Corso V. Emanuele to Piazza Cavallotti. There, I bore left across a car park with a long line of parked and abandoned scooters. I continued down a few cramped alleyways with no names, at any rate, I didn’t see any signs, up Via Arrivabene, and then it was straight ahead to the square beside the stone church.
























































































