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PROLOGUE 
THE NIGHT OF

Before he made the mistake of opening the door, Johannes Eklund was 
thinking about the show. He thought about the cheers and the admir-
ing looks the girls had given him, the beers he was going to drink once 
he caught up with everyone at the opening-night party. The sex, God 
willing, he was going to get.

In those minutes that passed before he stepped through the doorway 
and stared in disbelief at what he saw in front of him, Johannes’ mind 
had been filled with dreams. High on the praise that the night’s per-
formance had received, his eyes had been firmly fixed on the future, on 
private jets and sold-out concerts, on a way of life he had yearned for 
every single day since his father introduced him to Stone Temple Pilots 
and the glamour of rock ‘n’ roll some four years ago.

Right before his throat made that anxious little noise, Johannes 
wasn’t giving the slightest thought to the fact that he had school 
tomorrow, nor that he was due to hand in an essay on social econom-
ics later this week. School was no longer going to be important to him. 
Tonight’s show had only made that even more evident.

But then his presence was noticed, and he stood there watching for 
a few seconds, trying to comprehend what was going on in front of 
him. Then the stench of urine, sweat and metal rose to his nostrils and 
made him forget all about the distant future and the very recent past. 
He couldn’t even process what he was seeing. All he could think was 
that he wasn’t supposed to be there. That he had to get out. 

Now.
His shoes, still wet from the rain, slipped on the floor as Johannes 

started to run, but he managed to stay on his feet and pick up some 
speed. The sound of boots, hard against the floor behind him, made him 
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force his legs to move even faster. Heart racing and lungs screaming, he 
reached the end of the corridor. As he was about to open the door that 
led to the staircase, he turned and caught a glimpse of the person speed-
ing towards him, eyes so dark it made Johannes tremble and whimper. 

He grabbed at the door and ran through. He was about to descend 
the staircase, when he felt a powerful hand on his shoulder. He turned 
and raised his hands as if to protect himself, whispering a plea that died 
on his lips as intense pain jolted through his jaw, paralysing the rest of 
the muscles in his face. His feet lost touch with the ground, and as the 
back of his skull made contact with the top of the staircase, it felt and 
sounded as if something in his head had smashed into a thousand pieces.

He didn’t pass out, but part of him wished that he had. He tried to 
get up, but something connected with his upper body and pushed him 
forcefully further down the stairs. Unable to break his fall, he landed 
on his back and shoulder. Then he toppled down the stairs and came 
to rest at the bottom.

He couldn’t move.
Couldn’t think, at least not at first. He wanted to scream for help, 

and he managed to cover his face with his arm, but it was pulled 
sharply aside. He squinted up at the person above him. Only then did 
Johannes fully understand how much trouble he was in.

His thoughts turned towards his family and his friends, to the songs 
he had yet not written, songs that would never be loved, and the tears 
began to roll down his cheeks. As he felt blow after blow raining down 
on his face, feeling the numbness travel from his head to the rest of his 
body, Johannes’ mind drifted away from what was happening to him. 
He thought about all the fun he had planned. The dreams that would 
never come true. And as the white lights above him started to fade, 
he thought of the taste of a girl’s lips. The feel of her body. And when 
Johannes Eklund could no longer feel a single thing, he could not help 
but wonder what on earth he’d walked in on, and why the hell he had 
to die.
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1 
NOW

‘Nervous?’
The court officer at Romerike District Court looks at me with a ten-

tative smile. She’s been sitting next to me for fifteen minutes, but this 
is the first time I have noticed that her teeth are yellow. I stop picking 
at my sweaty fingers, and nod.

‘First trial?’ she asks.
Her breath smells of stale coffee and old cigarettes. I nod again.
‘Hell of a case,’ she says with a sigh. It seems like she’s talking to 

herself now.
I think about the hours ahead of me. Everything I need to relive and 

remember. Everything I will be asked, everything I need to talk about, 
in front of everybody. I remind myself to stick to my story. There are 
details the court and the judges – and the whole of Norway – don’t 
need to hear.

The door in front of me opens. A man in uniform gestures for me to get 
up and follow him. I take a deep breath and stand up. I look at the male 
officer and wonder for a brief second what he thinks of the case, what he 
thinks of me. For months the newspapers and the TV stations have been 
reporting on what happened in Fredheim last October. But I can’t tell one 
way or the other what he thinks. His look is just dead serious.

I straighten my trouser legs, button my jacket and pull down my 
slightly too-short shirt sleeves. I wonder whether anyone is going to 
believe me. They have to, I tell myself. They simply have to.

The uniformed man leads me through a wide door into a big room. 
Just like on TV, a sea of faces turns towards me. There’s a sudden silence, 
then it gives way to whispering. I try to focus on the stand ahead of me, 
grateful that I still have about twenty feet to walk before I get there. 
The sound of my own footsteps gives me something to concentrate on.

My mother is here. I can see from her face that she’s having a hard 
time. I wonder how much she’s had to drink and if she’s brought a flask 
with her.
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When I reach the witness box, I turn and look at the crowd of 
people in front of me. I don’t really see anyone in particular, just heads. 
Every seat in the room seems to be taken. People are even standing at 
the back. As I begin to focus, I see reporters, laptop screens. Familiar 
faces from Fredheim. Some of my friends, schoolmates – if I can even 
call them that anymore. Police Chief Inspector Yngve Mork is here, 
as is Mari’s mother. I can’t see her dad, though, nor any of Johannes’ 
parents. 

The lawyer for the prosecution is a slim, small lady. She looks slightly 
masculine in her tight dark-blue suit. I don’t really know anything 
about her, except that her name is Håkonsen. She takes a sip of water 
from the glass in front of her and looks at me with inquisitive eyes. As 
if she’s wondering whether she will be able to break me, or something.

She wishes me a good morning, before politely asking me to state 
my name and address – for the record.

‘My name is Even Tollefsen,’ I whisper.
‘Please speak up’, the judge says.
I move closer to the microphone and cough slightly before repeat-

ing myself. I try to give the two other judges an apologetic smile. I don’t 
get one in return. I tell them our address – Granholtveien 4 – and that 
we live in Fredheim.

‘It’s about an hour’s drive from Oslo.’
I don’t know why I said that. They know where Fredheim is. After 

what happened in October, everybody does.
‘How old are you, Even?’ the prosecutor continues.
‘I’m seventeen.’
I can’t keep my voice steady, so I try to take a deep breath. My chest 

hurts. 
Now the prosecutor wants me to talk about my family. I catch a 

glimpse of my mother again. She’s slumped down in her seat. It looks 
as if she’s trying to hide.

‘My father died in a car crash when I was seven.’ I say, my mouth 
feeling dry. ‘So I was basically brought up by my uncle Imo.’ 

‘Imo?’
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‘Sorry. Ivar Morten,’ I say. ‘Everyone in Fredheim calls him Imo.’
There is a slight chuckle in the room. It relaxes me a little.
‘But you lived with your mother?’
‘Yes.’
‘And your brother Tobias.’
‘Correct.’
‘OK. Would you say that you had a happy childhood?’
I look at my mother again, before staring at the table in front of 

me for a few seconds. ‘Like I told you, my father died when I was 
very young. So no, I wouldn’t necessarily say that I was a happy kid. 
Depends on how you look at it, I guess.’

‘Are there other ways to look at it?’ the prosecutor wants to know. I 
move about in my chair.

‘Obviously, I missed my father,’ I say. ‘And we moved a couple of 
times, back and forth, and my mother … she wasn’t doing very well, to 
be honest, but I managed to make a lot of friends. So I guess in some 
ways I was a happy kid. It helped that I played football.’

‘Alright, Even,’ Ms Håkonsen says. ‘Do you mind if I call you Even?’
‘Not at all.’
‘OK. Thank you. Let’s move on a little bit.’
She gets up and starts to walk up and down in front of me, as if she’s 

thinking deeply about something. Suddenly she stops and says, ‘Mari 
Lindgren.’

Ms Håkonsen stares at me for a few seconds. ‘Could you please tell 
the court what kind of relationship you had with her?’

Just hearing her name makes my whole body ache. I take a deep 
breath again. ‘Mari Lindgren was my girlfriend,’ I say, my voice tiny 
and sad.

‘For how long?’
‘About five months.’
The courtroom is so silent even the slightest of movements can be 

heard.
‘But she wasn’t your girlfriend on Monday the 17th of October last 

year, was she?’
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I don’t answer straight away. I just wait a few seconds then shake 
my head. 

Ms Håkonsen looks at me sternly. ‘For the sake of court proceed-
ings,’ she says, ‘you have to answer the question aloud.’

‘Um, no,’ I reply. ‘She wasn’t.’
‘Why wasn’t she?’ Ms Håkonsen asks. ‘What happened?’
‘She … broke up with me.’
‘And why did she do that?’ Ms Håkonsen sounds as if she is already 

getting tired of my answers. 
‘I don’t know.’
‘You don’t know?’
‘Well, I didn’t. At the time.’
‘You mean you didn’t know on the night of 17th October?’
I lift my head slightly, searching for Mari’s mother. My eyes lock on 

hers. She instantly looks away.
‘Correct,’ I reply.
‘But you know now.’
‘I do.’
Ms Håkonsen looks at me for a few moments.
‘I understand why you don’t want to talk about that, but I’m afraid 

we will have to go into the specifics or your break-up a little bit later. 
Just so you know.’

‘OK,’ I say and cough into my palm.
‘Good. When did she break up with you?’
I can feel the sweat starting to form between my shoulder blades. I 

hope it won’t show on my face as well.
‘A couple of days before…’ I stop for a few beats.
‘A couple of days before the 17th of October?’
I nod, angry at myself for not being calmer and cooler about this. 

Ms Håkonsen is about to reprimand me again, but I quickly answer:
‘Yes.’
‘OK. Alright. Let’s talk about the morning after. The morning of 

October the 18th. Tell us what happened.’
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2 
THEN

Yngve Mork had never spoken to God. He hadn’t even thought that 
he could, or should; but the previous night, at a quarter past two, he 
had sat up in his bed, lifted his gaze towards the ceiling and addressed 
Him directly for the first time in all his sixty-three years.

He had asked if she was OK now, if she had found peace. He asked 
if she was still angry with him and if He might allow him to see her one 
more time – for real. But his words had been quietly absorbed by the 
faded yellow plaster of the ceiling. They hadn’t even been spat back at 
him like a mocking echo.

Some mornings he woke up with the lingering remnants of a dream 
in his mind, and with the sudden, panicked thought that she might 
have come to see him during the night; that she had given him some 
sign he had missed or already forgotten – a wave or a kiss. He was 
always hoping that she really was trying to reach out to him, trying to 
tell him something – trying to say that she had found it in her heart to 
forgive him.

Today, though, Yngve’s mobile phone alarm startled him just before 
seven. It had been yet another one of those almost-sleepless nights. He 
had turned over again towards the empty side of the bed, only to see 
that there weren’t any fresh dents in the linen, no marks on the pillow 
from the pen she had used while trying to solve a newspaper crossword. 
He had sniffed, searching for a hint of her perfume, the smell that had 
been beside him for forty-one years; but all he could register was his 
own odour, a smell that seemed even older and more useless now that 
he no longer had anyone to share it with. 

All the other women in Åse’s family had grown old. It was the men 
who found death at an early age – and under the strangest circum-
stances. A clumsy bicycle accident or a tumble down a ladder when 
trying to clear leaves from a gutter. A piece of meat that got stuck in a 
throat during a celebratory dinner. The women could be sick for years, 
but somehow they seemed to recover.
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So why couldn’t Åse do the same?
Another question Yngve had asked The Ceiling.
He got up and went downstairs, and sat at his breakfast table with a 

buttered slice of bread and a generous helping of Danish liverpaste in 
front of him. He had coffee and a glass of orange juice as well, but there 
were no sounds to keep him company other than the ones he made 
himself: the flipping of a newspaper page, a knife quietly placed on the 
side of the plate. A quick sniff to get rid of an itch just underneath the 
tip of his nose. He didn’t want the radio on in case he interrupted her 
hummings in the bathroom, her steps that might appear in the hallway, 
the drawers she would open and close whenever she got dressed. Even 
if she would never do that ever again.

Yngve’s coffee needed some sugar, so he got up and opened the cup-
board above the stove. There he stopped and stared at a yellow box of 
tea he had bought for her two and a half weeks before she died. It was 
still wrapped in plastic.

Could you put the kettle on, please, Yngve?
Her distant voice made him sob. But before he was sucked into yet 

another typhoon of grief, the phone rang. He looked at the number 
and saw that it was being redirected from the 113 service. He would 
have to take it – he was on call. But first he grabbed the kitchen sink 
with both hands and steadied himself for a moment. Then he answered, 
giving his full name and rank.

At first he didn’t hear anything but breathing. Then came a rush 
of words. He had to ask the person on the other end to repeat them 
– twice. ‘He’s dead,’ the voice finally managed to say. ‘He’s just lying 
there. He’s … there’s blood everywhere.’

The voice, Yngve now realised, belonged to Tic-Tac, the janitor at 
Fredheim High School.

‘OK,’ Yngve said. ‘Don’t touch anything, just go to the main 
entrance and stay there. Don’t let anyone in. I’m on my way.’

Yngve hung up and took a deep breath. Glanced over at the break-
fast table. The one plate. The one glass.

He was on his way, he’d said.
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On his way where?
That you have to figure out for yourself, Åse had said to him one night 

when they were talking about the future she would no longer be a part 
of. But I want you to move on, Yngve. I don’t want you to forget me, but I 
want you to continue with your life. Can you do that for me?

He closed the cupboard without looking at the tea bags again and 
put on his leather uniform coat. He was about to step out into the rain, 
when she came in through the doorway, almost startling him. 

‘Oh, hey,’ he muttered. He hadn’t even heard her coming. Even now, 
when she looked sleepy, her skin pale and dry, he was struck by her 
incredible beauty. He always was, especially when she had no make-up 
on. Not a single raindrop seemed to have landed on her completely 
hairless head.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I have to go; I don’t have time to clear the break-
fast table.’

She said, with her eyes, that it was OK.
‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated, for a lot more than the fact that he had to 

leave. He looked out of the open door and said: ‘God, it’s really raining.’
He heard her ask where he was off to, what was going on.
‘I don’t know yet,’ Yngve said. ‘But it doesn’t sound good.’

�

Yngve parked as close to the school entrance as possible. Two girls and 
a boy were standing outside the door as he approached, eager to get in. 
They stared at him, intrigued.

The janitor opened the door for him.
‘I did as you told me to,’ Tic-Tac said, his voice shaking, a spasm 

seeming to twist his face. ‘I’ve been standing here the whole time.’
‘Can we come in, too?’ one of the girls behind Yngve asked. ’It’s so 

cold.’
‘No,’ he said with a firm voice.
‘What’s going on?’ the boy asked. ‘What’s happened?’
‘We don’t know yet,’ Yngve answered and closed the door. He 

turned to Tic-Tac. ‘Where is he?’
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Tic-Tac pointed to the stairs. They moved along the hall, their wet 
shoes making squeaking noises on the floor. ‘I didn’t touch anything,’ 
Tic-Tac stuttered. 

From halfway along the passage Yngve could see a leg and a shoe. 
As they approached the stairs, more and more of the body became 
visible. Thin legs, blue jeans. Dark-red stripes that seemed to form a 
neat pattern on the young boy’s skinny fingers. There was blood on his 
coat, too, and on his other hand, arm. On the stairs, the wall. 

Tic-Tac was right, Yngve thought to himself. There really was blood 
everywhere.

Fredheim was a small place, but Yngve had seen a lot during his 
tenure as a police officer here. Body parts in ripped-apart cars, corpses 
that had been rotting away in the forest throughout the winter. He had 
seen what people looked like after they’d been hanging by a rope from 
the ceiling for a couple of weeks, images that sometimes haunted him 
on nights when sleep was hard to find.

But this…
The young boy’s face looked like mince. Skin, blood, muscle. Teeth 

coloured red.
‘It’s Johannes Eklund,’ Tic-Tac said.
‘How can you tell?’ Yngve asked without taking his eyes off the kid.
‘His coat,’ the janitor said. ‘The logo on his chest.’
Yngve spotted it now, sewn onto a pocket: an old plane in the 

middle of a turn, an ‘S’ and a ‘C’ on each wing. 
‘He was the singer of Sopwith Camel,’ Tic-Tac added. ‘He had a 

stunning voice. You should have seen him last night. A genuine star.’
‘There was a show here yesterday?’
‘Yeah. In the auditorium. Opening night of the annual school 

theatre show.’
‘When?’
‘Between eight and ten, roughly.’
‘And you were here? You watched the show?’
Yngve turned to look at the janitor, who was scratching his left palm.
‘I watched a little bit of it, yes.’
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‘What time did you leave?’
He seemed to be thinking for a moment. ‘I don’t know, long before 

the show was over. I knew I had an early start today.’
‘So you didn’t lock the doors before you left?’
Tic-Tac shook his head violently. ‘There was no need. The doors 

lock automatically at eleven. Everyone should have made their way out 
by then.’

‘Evidently, not everyone did, though.’
The janitor didn’t reply.
‘What happens if someone does stay behind after eleven? Can they 

still get out?’
Tic-Tac hesitated for a moment, now scratching his left temple. 

‘They can, of course, but it triggers the alarm, and if the alarm goes off, 
the security company will be here in minutes. We have two surveillance 
cameras on the outside wall as well, pointing towards the entrance, so 
it’s easy to find whoever’s responsible. And they get the bill.’

’The alarm didn’t go off last night, did it?’
‘No.’
‘So if people want to avoid triggering the alarm … can they?’
Again, the janitor appeared to be thinking. ’I guess people will find 

a way out of here, if they need to. But it’s never really been an issue. 
People know the rules. Plus, there’s a reminder ten minutes before 
eleven, a ding-dong sound that’s played for about thirty seconds over 
the school’s PA system. That always makes people hurry out.’

Yngve considered this for a moment while turning back to look at 
Johannes Eklund. Not even the persistent banging on the entrance 
door could persuade him to wrench his gaze away from what used to 
be the face of a good-looking young man. Yngve had seen pictures of 
Johannes in the Fredheim Chronicle.

‘Can you see who it is?’ he asked Tic-Tac. He coughed to clear his 
voice. ‘Let them in if they’re police or from the ambulance service. No 
one else can enter.’

Tic-Tac moved quickly, his keys rattling on the chain that hung 
from his jeans. Yngve took a few more steps towards the staircase, being 
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careful where he placed his feet. He squatted down beside the body 
and examined it more closely. Now he could clearly see lacerations on 
the left side of the boy’s forehead. He quickly scanned the stairs and 
hall for a potential murder weapon. Nothing.

The sounds of footsteps at the entrance made Yngve stand up. It 
was his colleagues from Fredheim police station Vibeke Hanstveit 
and Therese Kyrkjebø. He had called them, on his way to the school. 
Normally Hanstveit, officially in charge of every investigation they 
conducted, would stay away from the crime scene, but the second he’d 
told her that a young boy might have been killed, she’d headed for her 
car. Kyrkjebø did the same.

Yngve met them with his arms raised, telling them to brace them-
selves. Then turned and led them over to the stairs. 

Hanstveit put a hand in front of her mouth. Kyrkjebø made a 
gasping sound. None of them spoke for a few seconds. 

Finally, Hanstveit cleared her throat and said: ‘Have you called the 
forensic team yet?’

‘No, I was just about to,’ Yngve replied.
‘Let me take care of that,’ Hanstveit said. ‘You have other things to 

tend to right now.’
Without waiting for his reply Hanstveit pulled her phone from her 

coat pocket and walked a few steps away. Kyrkjebø edged past Yngve 
to the foot of the staircase. Drips fell from her clothes onto the floor in 
front of her, so she moved back slightly. Then she just stood there. And 
looked. Only her eyelids moved. Her face seemed to lose more colour 
by the second.

She swallowed, then swallowed again. ‘He must have been here all 
night’, she said in a quiet voice. She wiped her wet face. Touched her 
neck. Then squeezed the tip of her nose between her thumb and index 
finger. 

Yngve placed a hand on her shoulder. He could feel the muscles 
tighten under her uniform jacket.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s just that…’
‘I know,’ Yngve said quietly.
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Kyrkjebø blinked. A tear squeezed its way out. Yngve looked up to 
the ceiling and sent another thought to God. An angry one.

‘Let’s search the rest of the school,’ he said. ‘For all we know the 
killer could still be here.’ 

3

Yngve asked to borrow Tic-Tac’s keys, then instructed him to go and 
guard the main entrance door. Once the janitor was in position, Vibeke 
Hanstveit agreed to stay where she was so she could both monitor the 
crime scene and keep an eye on potential movements by the door. 

Yngve and Therese then began to search the ground floor, check-
ing every schoolroom, washroom, closet or trash bin. But they didn’t 
find anyone – or anything that might have been used to kill Johannes 
Eklund.

‘We need to find out when they last cleaned this place,’ Yngve said.
‘I’ll get right on it,’ Therese said, her voice still only a whisper.
Yngve looked at her. Twenty-eight years old, one child at home, 

another one on the way – although this was hard to tell, except maybe 
in the slightly more rounded cheeks. He noticed how hard she was 
trying to steel herself, to think professionally and clearly, something 
she normally managed easily. Sights this brutal, though, especially with 
young kids involved, were impossible to prepare for. Pictures in books, 
however real, never came close to the real thing. Some things you just 
had to experience the hard way.

Vibeke Hanstveit was still on the phone when Yngve and Therese 
got back to the staircase. Just as they arrived, a tall, grey, bearded man 
emerged from the staffroom at the other end of the hallway. Yngve 
recognised him immediately. It was the school’s principal, Tor-Olav 
Brakstad.

‘How the hell did he get in?’ Therese asked.
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Yngve started to walk towards the principal, raising a hand in the 
air to get him to stop. 

‘There’s been a crime here,’ Yngve said to him. ’We have to shut 
down the whole school.’

‘What?’ Brakstad asked. He had a bewildered look on his face. 
‘What’s happened?’

‘I can’t go into any details just yet,’ Yngve replied. ‘We only got here 
a few minutes ago. How did you get in?’

‘The janitor’s door,’ Brakstad explained and nodded in its direction. 
‘On the other side of the school.’

‘The janitor has his own entrance?’ Yngve couldn’t quite believe 
what he was hearing.

‘It’s right next to his parking space,’ Brakstad said. ‘For me it’s a short 
cut. But what…?’

‘I’m sorry, but you have to leave. No one but police or medical 
examiners can be here right now.’

‘But…’ 
Brakstad tried to look past Yngve. The police officer made himself 

as big as he could in order to block the view. ‘Have you seen or heard 
anyone else in the building – since you arrived, I mean?’ 

Brakstad shook his head. ‘But…’ he started.
‘You can’t be here now,’ Yngve said firmly while glancing out of the 

windows. More pupils had arrived, and it was impossible for them all 
to fit under the canopy over the entrance. So they just stood there in 
the rain, alarms and questions written all over their faces.

‘Can I get my coat first?’ Brakstad asked. ‘It’s freezing out there.’
Yngve looked at the clouds of steam pouring from the students’ 

mouths, then instantly evaporating. ‘Be quick about it,’ he said.
Brakstad hurried away and returned a minute later. Again he tried 

to see what was going on at the end of the staircase, but Yngve put a 
hand on his shoulder and led him towards the exit. Tic-Tac opened the 
door. The noise from the thunderous rain made Yngve raise his voice: 
‘I’ll find you later.’

Brakstad turned and shot him another quizzical look. ‘I’m going to 

Inborn.indd   14 14/01/2019   13:52



I NbOrN  15

need help,’ Yngve continued. ‘With information, first and foremost. 
We just have to get a grip on the situation first.’

He then turned to the students: ‘Go home, please. There won’t be 
any school today.’

‘What’s going on?’ one of the boys nearest the entrance asked.
‘Please, just go home,’ Yngve pleaded. ‘You’re making it harder for 

us to do our job.’
But neither the boy nor any of the other children made any attempt 

to leave. Instead they began to throw questions at both Yngve and the 
principal. 

Yngve didn’t reply. He simply closed the door and addressed Tic-
Tac: ‘You didn’t tell me about your door.’

‘Hm?’
‘The door on the other side of the school.’
‘Oh. That.’
He laughed nervously. ‘I didn’t think to mention that.’
‘Really. Is it connected to the alarm system?’
‘Um, no.’
‘So … when I asked you about other exit possibilities, you didn’t 

think to mention a door you probably use on a daily basis?’
‘I’m the only one with a key,’ he said in a quiet voice.
‘Apparently the principal has one, too.’
‘Oh yes, that’s true. I forgot about that.’
‘You forgot about that too,’ Yngve said with a sigh. ‘Is there anything 

else you’ve forgotten to tell me, Tic-Tac?’
He thought about that for a few seconds. ‘I left my door open last night.’
‘You did?’
‘Yes, Imo asked me to.’
‘Imo. You mean Ivar Morten Tollefsen?’
‘That’s right. He said there might be a lot to do after the show, and 

he didn’t want to trigger the alarm when he left. You know, standing 
ovations, people to talk to afterwards. The local press, even. I said it 
was OK, as long as he didn’t spread the word. Imo is a good man. I’ve 
known him for twenty-odd years. I trust him.’
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‘Why didn’t you just give him your key?’
‘Like I said, I knew I had an early start. I would be needing my own 

key to get in, as the doors don’t open before seven-thirty a.m.’
One of the kids outside cupped his face and tried to look in. Steam 

from his breath hit the glass.
‘Just … stay here for now,’ Yngve said. ‘Guard the door. I’ll get someone 

to take your place in a little while. We need to talk some more later.’
‘OK.’
Back by the staircase Yngve stopped in front of Vibeke Hanstveit, 

just as she was finishing her phone call.
‘Can you ask some of the nearby districts to spare us some hands?’ 

he asked. ‘We probably have to conduct hundreds of interviews over 
the next few days.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Hanstveit replied.
‘Good. Thanks. As many as we can get.’
Hansveit was already dialling.
Yngve turned to Therese. ‘We have to talk to whoever was respon-

sible for ticket sales to the show here last night. We need to find out 
exactly how many people were present.’

Therese was squatting in front of Johannes Eklund’s body, but didn’t 
seem to be looking at anything specific. Yngve took a few steps closer. 

‘OK,’ she finally said in a thin voice, without looking up at Yngve. 
He waited a few seconds. Then said, ‘Are you OK?’
Therese got up and nodded, carefully at first, then with more and 

more force, as if trying to convince herself. She mindlessly stroked her 
belly, avoiding his gaze.

‘Let’s have a look upstairs,’ Yngve said. ‘There might be traces on 
the staircase, and our shoes are still wet. So be careful where you put 
your feet.’

Therese nodded again.
They slowly ascended the staircase, staying as close to the bannister 

as they could. The steps and walls were spotted with drops of blood.
‘Look.’ Therese pointed to the door at the end of the staircase, the 

small, red drop right next to the door handle.
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‘He probably walked this way afterwards,’ she whispered. Yngve 
removed his coat and slowly pushed the door inwards with his elbow, 
making sure he didn’t touch the blood. He held the door open so 
Therese could enter, then found the light switch on the other side of 
the door. One by one the fluorescent lights in the corridor lit up.

It was empty.
They checked the classrooms and washrooms, all locked or empty. 

They reached the auditorium. The stage at the front was covered with 
a thick, dark-green carpet. In front of it, red plastic chairs were lined 
up in rows. Without saying anything, Yngve pointed to a door further 
in on the right.

It was open.
They approached it slowly and carefully, but their footsteps broad-

cast their every move. Yngve could now make out the sign on the door. 
It said MUSIC. He pointed to the handle and stopped in front of it. 
More blood. A congealed spot.

He walked through the doorway.
And stopped again.
‘Oh dear God,’ Therese said, as she came up beside him. 
On the floor in front of them was another dead body. 

4

I woke abruptly, not sure what time it was or even if it was day or 
night. My head was spinning, pounding. I tried to remember when I 
had gone to bed, but I had trouble recalling what I’d done the previ-
ous night.

Then it all came back to me.
I’d been thinking about her, about what I’d like to do to her when 

I saw her. Who the hell breaks up with anyone by text and then goes 
into hiding for two days?
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Just the thought of Mari made my heart start to race, but not in a 
good way. Not excited. A strange sensation spread through my whole 
body, an uneasiness I really couldn’t explain. I wasn’t nauseous. I wasn’t 
nervous, either. I just felt … weird. Like my gut was doing somersaults 
or something.

I got out of bed and checked the time. It was still early. I had time 
for a shower before breakfast. Neither the hot water nor a couple of 
knekkebrød with butter and goat’s cheese helped, though. It’s just the 
lack of sleep, I said to myself. That, or the crap food you always stuff 
down your throat.

I went into the hall and started to get ready for school. I looked at 
myself in the mirror and wondered, yet again, what on earth I’d done 
to her. Had I said something? Done something? Was it something I 
should have done? Or did she simply not like me anymore?

I ran my fingers through my hair and rubbed in some wax. Stepped 
back and looked at myself. I thought I looked pretty good. Six feet tall 
now. Not much fat on my body. I was pretty smart, too. Wouldn’t have 
any trouble finding another girl. Trouble was, I didn’t want another 
girl. I wanted her.

In the mirror I saw movement behind me. My younger brother, 
Tobias, was padding down the stairs, hands in his pockets, joggers 
almost falling off. He’d changed so much over the past six months. He 
was almost as tall as me now, and I could tell that he had put on some 
muscle. He’d let his hair grow longer, too, and he sometimes put it in 
a man bun, like I did. Usually, though, he just stuffed it underneath 
a baseball cap, like he didn’t care. He didn’t care about much, to be 
honest, except maybe his online games. 

Tobias was not an easy person to get close to. Never had been. More 
than once I’d wondered whether he ever talked to anyone outside 
school. He was a speak-when-spoken-to kind of kid. It didn’t help that 
his face was always covered in acne, dark and red.

‘You don’t have much time if you’re going to get to school,’ I said, 
gesturing at the clock with my head.

Tobias stopped at the bottom of the stairs but said nothing.
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I pulled on my waterproof trousers. It was pouring down outside – 
solid, hard rain. 

‘Well, get a move on then,’ I said, trying not to sound like a nag. 
‘School starts in half an hour.’

Tobias didn’t answer. Just shuffled off into the kitchen. ‘There’s no 
milk left, by the way,’ I called after him. ‘Don’t think there’s any corn-
flakes either. I can get some later.’

‘Awesome,’ he said, then closed the door behind him. For some 
stupid reason he had started to use that word a lot lately. Awesome. 
Like he meant the opposite. I wondered if he had any intention of 
going to school at all. Perhaps you should wait, I asked myself, just to 
make sure. Mum wouldn’t be around to check, or care, even. She was 
at Knut’s.

Then I thought about Mari again. I wanted to see if I could catch 
her before the bell, so I could finally get her to talk to me. I decided to 
let Tobias be.

�

It was a young girl, probably no more than sixteen years old. She was 
lying on her back, eyes wide open. The skin on her face was pale white, 
lips light blue. She had dark-brown eyes and a small crack in her upper 
lip. The pink winter coat she was wearing had been opened, as if 
someone had tried to undress her.

‘I know who she is,’ Therese said almost soundlessly. ‘She came by 
the station the other day. Her name’s Mari Lindgren.’

Yngve turned to Therese. ‘Why did she come to see you?’
‘Not me specifically. She just came by, asking questions about an 

old car accident. I think she was working on a story for the school 
newspaper.’

Yngve turned to face the dead girl again. Her hair was neatly spread 
out across the floor. As if she was posing for a picture.

‘She has dark spots on her neck’, Therese said. ‘Perhaps someone 
strangled her.’

Yngve wasn’t listening. For a brief moment it was Åse lying there, 
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staring up at him. Just as she had one of the last times he had visited 
her at the hospital.

I can’t do it, Åse.
You have to. For me. Please.
‘This is going to get nasty.’
‘Hm?’
Therese pointed at the dead girl.
‘Two murders in a school in this tiny little town? People will go 

crazy with fear unless we catch the bastard quickly.’
Therese’s lips continued to move, but Yngve couldn’t make out the 

words they formed. He lifted his gaze from Therese’s face; because 
that’s where he saw her, standing against the wall. Åse was looking at 
him with those shiny, bright eyes that always made him feel like the 
most important person in the whole world. He blinked a few times. 
Then she was gone.

5

‘Shall we check out the rest of the school?’ Therese asked. 
‘Sorry?’
‘There are a few more classrooms we haven’t checked yet. On either 

side of the stage.’ She made a nodding motion with her head.
‘Oh,’ Yngve said. ‘Yes, of course.’
She looked at him for a few seconds. ‘Are you alright?’ she asked.
‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’
They went down the corridor that led back from the right-hand side 

of the stage. The floor was covered in footprints and smudges of dirt. 
They walked past an empty can of Coca-Cola, a box of snus. Therese 
grabbed the handle of the first door they came to. Locked. Yngve tried 
the next one. Same. Therese tried the handle of the door at the end of 
the corridor.
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It was open.
She looked at Yngve but didn’t open the door right away, as if afraid 

of what might be found on the other side. Yngve came up behind her, 
about to say ‘Let me enter first’, but Therese was already on her way 
inside.

She flicked on the light switch.
There was no one there, only four desks filled with office supplies, 

stationery, pens, coffee mugs. On a huge whiteboard were written 
the numbers 4/16, with a few keywords underneath: EDITORIAL; 
SCHOOL PLAY; EVEN TOLLEFSEN; CHRISTMAS PARTY; 
FEATURE STORY: PRINCIPAL BRAKSTAD.

‘This must be where they make the school newspaper,’ Therese said. 
‘I wonder if one of these desks is Mari Lindgren’s.’

A tapping sound made Yngve look around. One of the windows was 
open; it was gently knocking against the window frame. Therese pointed 
her finger towards yet another dark spot on the wall in the corner.

More blood.
‘This must be where the killer left the building,’ she whispered 

and pointed through the window. ‘He probably wouldn’t dare leave 
through the main door downstairs.’

‘Yeah, too big a risk,’ Yngve said. ‘Too many possible witnesses. Plus 
there are surveillance cameras down there as well.’

He pulled his dry shirt sleeve from under his coat sleeve and used 
it to open the window fully. The wind and cold hit him in the face. 
Checking there were no marks, he carefully placed his hands on the 
windowsill then stuck his head out and looked upwards. He had to 
blink fast as the raindrops were hitting him hard. Right next to the 
window he noticed a drainpipe that reached all the way up to the 
gutter.

He came back inside and said, ‘We have to get up there and see. It’s 
easier to get away unseen on the other side of the school. I think there’s 
a fire escape ladder up there, too.’

‘Maybe we’ll be lucky,’ Therese said. ‘Maybe he got stuck on some-
thing or lost something that will make it easier to identify him.’
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‘Maybe,’ Yngve said, and began to climb onto the windowsill. 
Therese stopped him. ‘What the hell are you doing?’
‘I’m going up.’
‘No, you’re not.’
‘Yes, I am. It will take ages before the forensic teams can do this. 

They aren’t even here yet. And the school is huge – several thousand 
square metres at least. The teams have to comb through every inch of 
it. We don’t have time to wait. It’s pouring outside – we might lose vital 
evidence.’

He could tell that Therese was still unsure. 
‘I’ll just take a quick look around and see if I can find anything 

before it gets flushed away,’ he said. 
She held back another protest as Yngve once more stuck his head 

out into the cold. The rain trickled down his neck and shoulders as he 
peered out. He looked down. A fifteen feet drop, at least. Below more 
and more students had arrived. The media was there too. Like cattle 
they had gathered around the perimeter tape.

‘Be careful,’ Therese pleaded behind him.
Yngve pushed himself up onto the sill then leaned out and grabbed 

the black drainpipe with his hand, making sure he had a firm grip. He 
carefully placed his boot on a small bracket that held the drainpipe 
in place and made sure it held his weight. Then he kicked himself out 
with his left foot and clung on to the drainpipe with both hands. The 
freezing rain made them cold in an instant.

Yngve pulled himself up a few inches and put his left boot on 
another bracket. As he was about to push himself up, the sole of his 
boot slipped, and for a split second Yngve thought he was going to fall 
to the ground. He managed to cling on, his knuckles going white. He 
could feel how heavy he had become, how little exercise he had been 
doing since Åse became ill. 

Therese called to him from the inside. ‘Come back in!’ she shouted. 
‘Please.’

Yngve looked down and blinked. The rain made his hands slippery. 
But he still had a firm grip on the drainpipe, and there were only six 
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or seven more feet to the edge of the roof. He placed his boot on the 
bracket again but this time pushed his toes into it as hard as he could. 
And slowly, inch by inch, he was able to pull himself upwards. Soon 
he was able to reach the gutter. He stretched out and got a good grip 
of it. Then he slung one leg onto the roof, and with a final effort made 
it up safely. 

Vapour was pouring out of his mouth. What the hell are you doing? 
You’re sixty-three years old. Are you trying to give yourself a heart attack?

‘I’m breathing,’ he said out loud. ‘Trying to, at least.’
No one could hear him up here in the noisy rain. Wet and cold, 

Yngve glanced around. Below one of the ambulances still had its blue 
lights on. They danced on the school walls, on the trees around the 
building. Yngve knew that his uniform jacket had reflective strips that 
shone in the dark, that he probably looked like a skeleton silhouette up 
here. But then it occurred to him that not just anyone could do what 
he’d just done. Certainly, it wasn’t a fine display of strength and agility, 
but you needed a bit of both to be able to get up on a roof like that.

The roof itself was almost flat, which made moving around easy. The 
surface was covered with gravel. In the dim morning light Yngve could 
see it was littered with pine needles and dead branches, brought here 
by the wind. 

He paused for a moment, trying to think like the killer. He or she 
must have been preoccupied with getting away without being detected.

Taking small, careful steps, Yngve made it over to the other side of 
the roof. He couldn’t see any houses nearby that had windows facing 
the school; there were only trees, an open field of grass, then another 
cluster of trees. Behind that was a kindergarten, which Yngve knew 
hadn’t been open last night. The chances of anyone having seen any-
thing, at least on this side of the school, were slim.

Yngve walked as close to the gutter as he dared, trying to wipe away 
some of the water that was streaming down his face. At the far end 
of the roof there was a fire-escape ladder. He walked over to it, knelt 
down, leaned over the edge and stared at the ground below. A white 
van was parked close to the wall. The janitor’s vehicle, probably. There 
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was only room for one car. Yngve tried to imagine which direction 
the perpetrator would have taken. There were several possible escape 
routes. But if the killer had had blood on him, Yngve thought, after the 
fight with Johannes Eklund, which was most likely, he would have tried 
to get rid of his clothes as quickly as possible. Outdoors, preferably. 
Underneath a cluster of trees, perhaps.

Yngve’s eyes searched the area and stopped at a red object that 
seemed to be stuck to a nearby branch. A piece of fabric, maybe. He 
decided to climb down to get a closer look. The ladder was slippery and 
cold against his fingers. Finally on the ground, he made for the object 
he’d seen from the roof. On closer inspection it turned out to be a 
piece of rubber from a broken balloon. Yngve cursed under his breath. 
He couldn’t see any footprints on the ground, either, no sign to show 
the killer had stood here to undress. Maybe he just removed his jacket, 
Yngve reasoned. Or maybe he had managed to sneak his way home, 
wearing his bloodied clothes, without being seen. It had been raining 
heavily the previous night. And it had been dark.

Yngve walked over to the white van, examining it more closely. It 
was, indeed, parked on a spot marked JANITOR. He peeked inside. It 
was filled with empty soda cans and rubbish. No traces of blood.

Yngve glanced at the windowless door right next to the parking 
space. He tried it, only to find it locked. He thought about Tic-Tac for 
a brief second, then returned to the other side of the building, where he 
was once again bombarded with questions from reporters, pupils and 
staff. Yngve ‘no-commented’ his way back inside.

At the main entrance Vibeke Hanstveit met him with a quizzical 
gaze. As Yngve explained what he had done, deep furrows scored her 
forehead.

‘You could have fallen,’ she said when he was finished. ‘You could 
have hurt yourself badly.’

‘I could have, yes,’ he said. ‘But I didn’t.’
‘Yngve…’ She shook her head.
Hanstveit was the first person Yngve had told about Åse’s illness. 

Not just because they had worked together for so long, but also because 
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she was a breast cancer survivor. Every week, and after every test Åse 
underwent, Yngve had asked Hanstveit for her opinion, how she had 
felt at the same stages of her treatment. She always gave him an honest 
assessment. And, once she knew that all hope was gone, she was still 
honest with him. Honest but gentle. Hanstveit was probably the only 
person who had seen him at rock bottom, who – every day since he’d 
come back to work – had watched for signs of how he was coping, 
whether he was doing better or worse.

‘We’re getting help from four precincts,’ she said now. ‘Jessheim, 
Årnes, Eidsvoll and Lillestrøm are sending us a few detectives each.’

‘Good,’ Yngve said, trying to sound positive. ‘When they get here, 
I want to set up somewhere they can interview as many people as pos-
sible … and as quickly as possible. The handball court might be the 
best place.’

‘Good idea.’
‘We need to get Principal Brakstad to alert the parents,’ Yngve con-

tinued. ‘I’m sure he has a procedure for that. And we should have him 
tell the kids who were here last night to come to the handball court as 
soon as possible. We have to get a preliminary sense of who left when, 
who they were with, and what kind of relationship they had with the 
victims. More importantly, we need to find out if anyone saw anything.’

‘We also have to make sure they have the opportunity to bring an 
adult along – parent, teacher, priest, whatever,’ Hanstveit said. ‘The last 
thing we need right now is someone screaming about their rights not 
being observed.’

‘Of course,’ Yngve said. ‘We also need to start exploring the victims’ 
friends and social networks.’

‘I talked to Weedon about that,’ Hanstveit said. ‘I knew you’d need 
it. He’s already on the job.’

‘Good.’
They were silent for a moment. 
A woman in a protective forensics outfit entered the building with 

a small suitcase in her hand. 
‘Did you know that Mari Lindgren was seeing Even Tollefsen up 

Inborn.indd   25 14/01/2019   13:52



26  THOmas ENGEr

until a few days ago?’ Hanstveit said. Yngve looked at her. ‘The football 
player?’

‘The very same.’ 
‘Fuck,’ Yngve said.
‘Yeah, that’s what I said as well. We need to talk to him. Fast.’

6

Fredheim High School was about three kilometres from our home on 
Granholtveien. No matter the weather, I always cycled. Fredheim was 
small – there were only about 7,500 of us living here. But the town was 
growing: the sawmill on the outskirts had attracted a lot of workers 
over the years, and we were only something like half an hour’s drive 
away from Oslo Gardermoen Airport.

I’d always liked it here. It was where I was born and lived for the 
first seven years of my life. Then Dad had died, and Mum didn’t want 
to hang around – seeing things that reminded her of him and every-
body feeling sorry for her – so we moved to Solstad, another small 
town about thirty kilometres away. Imo, my uncle, stayed where he was 
because of his pig farm, but he still came to see us almost every day in 
his old, green Mercedes.

I liked it at Solstad, too, but Tobias got into some trouble at his 
school, so last year Mum decided it was time to move back. I don’t 
know if she had finally come to terms with what happened to Dad, or 
whether it was because she’d inherited my grandmother’s big house. 
Maybe it was because part of Mum had never really left Fredheim.

At first I really didn’t like being back. I missed my friends. And it 
was so much easier to get to football training from Solstad. But Mum 
was intent on making this work, and it didn’t take me long to make 
new friends. Now, just a little over a year later, it felt like I knew every 
inch of the place. Fredheim has a small-town cosiness, I supposed you’d 
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call it. No tall buildings. Small shops in the centre. Cobblestones that 
make the cars drive slowly. Nice cafés that are always full in the summer. 
Forest surrounds the town on all sides. If you flew over it, it would look 
as if someone had carved a big, round circle out of the woods. And the 
smell: the whole town smells of sawdust, especially when the wind is 
coming from the east.

I had pulled my hood so tight around my face, the sounds around 
me were muffled. And in the rain, I could hardly see anything; only 
the sharpest colours stood out. That was probably why I stopped a few 
hundred metres away from the school. From a distance it looked as if 
someone had painted the clouds above it in deep, dark blue. Beyond 
the trees that separated the car park from the school, lights were flash-
ing. Behind me I heard an urgent wailing – it was coming closer and 
closer.

I cycled up the hill that led to the school, but when I reached the 
forecourt in front of the main entrance, I had to get off my bike – the 
whole area was filled with people. Pupils crying, teachers with grim-
looking faces. Uniformed police, ambulance men and women. The 
entrance itself was cordoned off with red-and-white tape. Something 
heavy pressed down on my chest, and I could feel the queasiness I’d felt 
when I first woke up return with full force. Everyone was staring at me. 
At least, that’s how it felt.

Rain was pattering noisily onto my hood. I pulled it off so I could 
hear what people around me were saying. 

‘…there was blood everywhere…’
‘…Tic-Tac called the police…’
A police officer lifted the cordon to allow two men and a woman, all 

dressed from head to toe in white plastic overalls, to come inside. One 
of them was carrying a small black case. They looked like something 
from a movie.

A voice cut through the chatter.
‘…they found her in the music room.’
I looked around. People were still staring at me, I was sure of it. Then 

I saw Ida Hammer, Mari’s best friend, as she threw her head back and 
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let out a wail. Everyone’s attention suddenly turned to her. She threw 
herself on the ground and howled, and for a moment that was all I 
could hear. Some of her friends stood around her, trying to stop her 
falling face down on the cold, wet asphalt.

I didn’t notice when I let go of my bike. I only heard it topple to 
the ground.

7 
NOW

‘So you knew then that Mari had been murdered?’
Prosecutor Håkonsen looks at me like she doesn’t really believe me.
‘I didn’t know, but seeing Mari’s best friend cry her eyes out like that 

– I kind of guessed what had happened. But I didn’t want to believe 
it. I kept saying to myself: It’s not her. It’s not Mari. Someone else must 
have been murdered.’

I sneak a look at the people in the public seats, trying to get a feel for 
what they think of my story. Hard to tell. Everyone is looking at me, 
waiting for me to continue.

‘Right then and there, I wanted to forgive her for breaking up with 
me,’ I say. ‘It wasn’t important anymore.’

‘You wanted to forgive her?’ Ms Håkonsen’s voice is full of disbelief. 
I immediately regret what I’ve just said. I don’t know what to say next. 
But I have to say something. I speak without thinking. ‘I’m … I’m not 
going to lie to you, I was very angry with Mari. I wanted to … I don’t 
know. Force the truth out of her or something.’

‘You were going to demand an explanation.’
‘Yes. But then, after seeing Ida, I didn’t care anymore. I just wanted 

Mari to still be alive.’
I can feel a lump in my throat again. I try to swallow it away. Ms 

Håkonsen looks at me quizzically.
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‘OK,’ she says. ‘What happened next?’
‘I threw up. Well. Almost. I leaned forwards, as if I was about to 

puke, but nothing happened.’
I try to get up, so I could show the court, but there’s not enough 

space in the booth I’m sitting in. Ms Håkonsen gestures to me to sit 
down. I do as I’m told.

‘Then Oskar came over,’ I say. 
‘Oskar who?’
I think about how to answer for a few seconds. ‘Oskar is one of my best 

friends,’ I say. ‘Has been ever since we were little. I asked him if he knew 
what had happened. He said he didn’t, so I went and asked Tic-Tac.’

‘Tic-Tac, the janitor?’
‘Yes. He was sitting by the police car, smoking. He … he told me that 

Mari and Johannes were dead.’
‘How did Tic-Tac seem to you – when he told you this?’
‘You mean what was he like?’
‘That’s what I mean, yes.’
‘Shocked, I think, more than anything. Like he didn’t know where 

he was or what he was doing. I guess we were all like that. He smoked 
kind of nervously. Like all the time.’

The prosecutor nods sceptically. ‘Then what did you do?’ she 
continues.

‘I went home. Well, I ran.’
‘You ran all the way home? In the rain?’
‘It’s really not that far.’
‘You weren’t nervous that people might think you were running 

away from the crime scene? Why didn’t you take your bike? You’d 
arrived on it, hadn’t you?’

‘I didn’t know what I was thinking at that moment.’
‘Is that something that happens to you a lot?’
I frown. I don’t know what she means. 
‘It sounds as if you almost blacked out…’
‘No, I didn’t,’ I reply. ‘I don’t think I did. But I was upset. I just had 

to get out of there.’

Inborn.indd   29 14/01/2019   13:52



30  THOmas ENGEr

‘To be by yourself.’
‘Yes … something like that.’
‘So you didn’t think that everybody was looking at you the way they 

did because they thought you might have killed Johannes and Mari?’
‘No. Not then.’
‘But you thought so later?’
‘Yeah, it … it sort of crept into my mind quite quickly after.’
‘Why was that?’
I sigh heavily. ‘Fredheim is a small town,’ I say. ‘News travels fast.’

8 
THEN

When my uncle knocked on the door, I was lying on my bed, staring at 
the wall. I could tell it was him – he always rapped on the door three 
times, short pauses between each knock. The final one always harder 
than the first two.

He opened the door before I’d had a chance to say ‘come in’. I just 
kept staring at the wall.

‘Hey champ,’ Imo said. Then sighed. 
I took a deep breath and released it slowly through my nose. My 

uncle didn’t close the door behind him. He just stood there in the 
middle of the room. I could feel his eyes on me.

‘I went down to the school as soon as I heard,’ he said. ‘But I couldn’t 
find you. I guessed you’d come back here.’

I rolled over and looked at him, trying to stop myself from crying. He 
was wearing an open navy-blue jacket. Under the jacket, an unironed 
white t-shirt stretched over his stomach. He wore shorts, as usual with 
dark-grey woolly socks. Imo was one of those people who claimed they 
were never cold. As long as the temperature was above zero, my uncle 
always walked around in shorts.
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He sat down on the bed. Put a hand on my shoulder, gave it a gentle 
squeeze. A few raindrops fell from his thick, dark hair and landed on 
the duvet cover.

‘How are you?’ he asked.
I didn’t answer, because I didn’t know what to say.
‘Can I get you anything?’ he said. ‘A Coke, or … whatever?’
I shook my head. Imo let go of my shoulder, stood up and went to open 

the window. Cool air filled the room in an instant. It made me shiver.
‘Where’s your brother?’ Imo asked. ‘I didn’t hear him upstairs.’
‘I don’t know,’ I said.
My uncle closed the window again, sat down on the armchair in the 

corner and picked up the guitar that was standing beside it. His thumb 
hit the E-string. It made a thick sound that spread around the room. 
Then his fingers began to dance over the strings. He didn’t even look 
at the frets. Even though I knew he was improvising, it sounded like a 
proper song.

Imo stopped abruptly and put his hand over the strings to silence 
them. ‘The police want to talk to you,’ he said. ‘I spoke to Yngve Mork 
at the school just a few minutes ago.’

‘Of course they do,’ I said.
‘He’s on his way here, I think. He’s already called your mum. They 

need parental consent before they can question you. She’s just called 
me. Asked me to tell you what’s happening and be here when they 
question you. If you want me to, that is.’

I sat up. ‘She called you?’
‘Yes.’
She hadn’t called me. 
‘Everyone’s going to think that I did it,’ I said.
‘Why would they do that?’
I looked at him for moment, hesitating. 
I picked up my mobile phone, which was lying on the bed. The 

display was full of messages I hadn’t opened yet. 
‘Because of this,’ I said, and showed Imo the text I had sent Mari the 

night before:
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I’m going to find you sooner or later, Mari. And when I do, you’re going 
to answer my questions, whether you like it or not.

Imo didn’t say anything. 
I couldn’t help glancing at some of the messages I had received. My 

stomach felt like someone was squeezing it. ‘God,’ I murmured.
‘What is it?’
Notifications were pouring in. I showed Imo the phone again. ‘They 

all want to know if I did it. They don’t say it, but I know that’s what 
they’re really asking.’

‘Why the hell would they think that?’ Imo demanded.
‘They know that I was looking for Mari yesterday. At school and in 

Fredheim, later. I looked everywhere.’
‘Mari wasn’t at school during the day?’
‘No, she wasn’t. She was hiding from me, I think.’
Imo seemed to think about that for a moment. ‘So what are your 

friends saying, exactly?’
I scrolled through the notifications. My finger was shaking a bit. 
‘They want to know how I am, why I ran away from school earlier 

and when I talked to Mari last. I bet they’re already creating groups, 
talking about me.’

‘You were here last night, though, weren’t you?’ Before I could 
answer, Imo added: ‘So you couldn’t have done it.’

I sighed heavily and swung my feet onto the floor. I covered my 
face with my hands for a few seconds. Had the police already seen the 
message I sent Mari? Had they started interviewing the others yet? If 
they had, I must already look guilty. Everyone knew that Johannes was 
popular with the girls. Everyone would be saying that Mari had fallen 
in love with him, and that I had killed them both because I was angry 
and jealous. 

And then I realised: Johannes might be the reason Mari had split 
up with me. 

‘Just stick to the truth,’ Imo said, ‘and everything will be fine.’
Yeah, I said to myself. The truth. Somehow that didn’t reassure me.
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9 
NOW

‘So then the police came to see you?’ Prosecutor Håkonsen looks up at 
me. ‘Yngve Mork came to your house in Granholtveien 4?’

‘Yes, he did.’
‘But you didn’t want Imo – your uncle – to be there with you?’
‘No, I thought I could handle it myself. Besides, I hadn’t done any-

thing wrong.’
I glance at the public seats again. Still no sign whether they believe 

me or not. Just faces looking at me hard. Ms Håkonsen nods, as though 
she needs a moment or two to consider what I’ve just said.

‘Just so we’re clear, we’re still talking about the morning of October 
18th.’

‘Yes. Well, it wasn’t morning anymore when Yngve came around. At 
least, I don’t think so. That day’s all a bit of a fog.’

‘I’d say you’re remembering quite well, Even,’ she says with a smile. 
‘According to police records the interview took place at eleven-thirty 
a.m.’ 

I nod. Why is that important?
‘Did you already know Yngve Mork?’
‘Everybody knew Yngve. He’s lived and worked in Fredheim for 

years.’
‘Did you like him?’
‘Yes. Still do.’
I search for his eyes in the room. He gives me a blank look back. 

My mind drifts for a moment. His wife died four or five months ago. I 
wonder how he’s dealing with it now. If he is dealing with it. He defi-
nitely looked a bit lost when he knocked on our door that day. Like he 
was still sad, but trying hard not to show it.

‘According to the records, Chief Inspector Mork wanted to know if 
anyone could confirm whether or not you were alone the night before. 
The night of the murders. Could you tell the court what you replied?’

I take a quick breath in. ‘I think I said that my brother might have 
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been home. But his bedroom is on the second floor, and mine is in the 
basement, so I couldn’t really tell for sure.’

‘Your mother wasn’t at home with you that evening?’
‘No, she was at her boyfriend’s. She usually was.’
‘So on the whole, she wasn’t there to take care of you and your 

brother?’
‘Well, depends on how you look at it,’ I say. 
‘Right now I’m asking you.’
I think about what to say for a second. ‘Like I said before, my uncle 

was the one who brought us up really, and if he wasn’t around, my 
brother and I knew how to take care of ourselves. Mum usually left 
some money on the kitchen sink for us to get groceries and stuff.’

‘You don’t find that strange?’
I shake my head and say no.
‘Why not?’
‘We were used to it. I suppose it stopped being strange a long time 

ago.’
‘OK. We’ll come back to that later. Would you say PCI Mork 

treated you as a suspect during that first interview?’
‘No, I don’t think so. He was very polite. Gave me time to think 

about my answers. If he already thought I was a suspect, he didn’t show 
it.’

‘He asked you about your relationship with Johannes Eklund, didn’t 
he?’

‘He did.’
‘And what did you reply?’
‘I said I knew him. That I liked him. He was a really good singer. 

We got on fine.’
‘You played together in the school band, is that correct?’
‘We did.’
‘But you didn’t play in the band on the night of the murders, did 

you?’
‘No I didn’t.’
‘Why was that?’
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‘Mari had just broken up with me, and I was, well, depressed. I didn’t 
think I could do it.’

‘You didn’t think you could do it … you mean you didn’t think you 
could perform?’

‘Yes. That’s what I meant.’ My cheeks were getting warmer. ‘I didn’t 
think I could sit there on stage and play, and maybe see her in the audi-
ence. I knew she was going to be there.’

‘How did you know that?’
‘She told me. She was going to write a piece on the opening night 

for the school newspaper.’
‘She had agreed to conduct an interview with Johannes Eklund after 

the show, hadn’t she?’
‘Yes. He was the star of the show.’
‘Did that make you jealous?’
‘That she was going to talk to him? No, not at all.’ I try to sit up 

more straight. ‘She was just doing her job.’
Ms Håkonsen checks the papers in front of her for a second, then 

looks up at me again.
‘According to the police records, PCI Mork asked you about the 

grazes on your hand.’
Without thinking about it, I glance at my hand. They’re gone now, 

of course, the grazes.
‘Yes, he did,’ I reply.
‘You had hurt yourself ?’
‘On my way home from school that morning.’
‘What happened?’
‘I ran too fast.’
‘You ran too fast?’ Again, she sounds like she doesn’t believe me.
‘Yes. It was like … my mind was racing, and my legs couldn’t keep 

up. And I just fell forwards.’
I try to gesture with my hands, showing how I had just toppled over, 

how I had tried to break my fall. I can tell the prosecutor finds the 
whole incident strange. Which it was.

‘It was a heavy fall,’ I explain. ‘On a hard road.’
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‘So you started to bleed?’
‘Yes, but I didn’t care. I … I wanted the pain’.
‘You wanted the pain…’
‘I just wanted to feel something, you know? So it would hurt some-

where else besides … besides in here.’ I touch my chest.
She lets this sink in for a while. It’s weird being so open about my 

feelings in front of so many people.
‘So when Mork asked you how you had got those grazes, did you 

worry they might implicate you in the murders somehow?’
‘Yes, I was afraid he’d think that.’
‘And why were you afraid of that?’
‘I knew what it looked like. And I knew my explanation – running 

and falling over sounded really stupid, like I’d made it up. Like when 
adults say they’ve cut themselves shaving, when everyone can tell 
they’ve been in a fight. I mean, I’m used to running. I run all the time. 
I never just fall on my face like that. And it was, what, less than half a 
day after my ex-girlfriend had been murdered. I knew I already had to 
be a suspect. I knew it didn’t look good for me. But I didn’t want to 
make up some bullshit story about my wounds, either. Imo told me to 
tell the truth, so that’s what I did.’

‘Imo told you that?’
‘Yes.’
I think back to that day – Yngve asking me if there was anything 

I knew about Mari or Johannes that might help them solve the case. 
If Mari had been in an argument with anyone, for instance. I said no, 
because at the time I didn’t really know. Then and there I really didn’t 
know anything about the last days of Mari’s life.

‘Tell us some more about the school show,’ Ms Håkonsen says next. 
‘You said you didn’t play in the band. Who took your place?’

‘Imo. My uncle. He was the musical director of the show anyway. I 
told him about Mari and that I didn’t want to play. At first he tried to 
persuade me to change my mind, but I guess he understood what kind 
of state I was in, and then he said it was fine, he would step in for me. 
He’d written most of the songs anyway.’
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‘That’s handy,’ Ms Håkonsen says. ’That he could just do that.’
‘Well, yes,’ I reply.
She adjusts her round glasses. ‘According to your statement that day, 

you didn’t go out at all that evening.’
I think about my answer for a few seconds. ‘I … thought I hadn’t,’ I 

say carefully.
‘You thought you hadn’t gone out?’
‘No, I … Well, what I meant, is that, at the time, I couldn’t quite 

remember what I did the evening of the…’ I still find it hard to say out 
loud.

‘The murders,’ Ms Håkonsen finishes for me.
‘Yes. But later I remembered that I’d taken the dog out for a walk. 

I’d promised my mother I’d do it.’
‘So, again, you kind of blacked out that bit?’
‘I didn’t black out, no. I just didn’t remember until later.’
‘But you’ve blacked out before, haven’t you?’
‘I … what do you mean?’
‘You’ve had episodes before where you’ve been so angry that you 

haven’t remembered until later what you’ve done.’
I realise what she’s talking about. I just didn’t think she would bring 

it up in court.
‘Yes,’ I say quietly.
‘Speak up, please,’ the judge orders.
‘Sorry. Yes. I … I sometimes lose my temper – when I play football 

mostly,’ I say. ‘I’ve seen red during a match a couple of times, and sort 
of blacked out, yes.’

Ms Håkonsen looks at me for a few seconds. ‘So you admit to being 
angry on the night of the murders. You admit to blacking out from 
time to time when you’re angry. And you didn’t, at first, recall having 
left the house that night.’

I know how it all sounds, but I have no choice – I have to agree 
with her.

‘What time did you go out with the dog?’
‘It must have been around eleven.’
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‘And what time did the school doors close that evening?’
I wait for a moment. Then I say, ‘They always close at eleven.’

10 
THEN

Yngve Mork parked outside Fredheim High School, questions still 
bouncing back and forth in his head after the interview with Even. 
He really didn’t know what to think. Even was clearly having a diffi-
cult time processing what had happened. But might he have answered 
Yngve’s questions a little bit too well? And the grazes … well, the 
explanation he gave for those really made an odd story.

Yngve also thought about the short conversation he’d had with Imo 
before going to Granholtveien 4. Imo had confirmed his arrangement 
with Tic-Tac about the door on the other side of the school. He had 
been allowed to park his car in the janitor’s spot last night, but said that 
he’d left a lot sooner than he expected to – somewhere between 10.30 
and 10.40. And he’d been true to his word: he hadn’t told anyone else 
about the door being open.

Yngve got out of the car. Immediately he was met by a herd of 
reporters.

‘Mork, what can you tell us about the killer?’
‘Have you got any solid leads you’re working on?’
‘Do you have any suspects yet?’
‘Will there be a press conference anytime soon?’
Yngve didn’t answer any of them. He simply pushed forwards into 

the school building. 
Inside, he was glad to see that Johannes Eklund’s body had now been 

removed. Four crime-scene investigators were examining the staircase, 
taking pictures from every angle possible, recording every mark, every 
trace of blood, every scrap of evidence they came across.
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Therese Kyrkjebø was standing a few feet away from the staircase, 
monitoring the work while sipping from a paper cup. Ginger tea, prob-
ably. She’d been suffering from morning sickness, and this certainly 
wasn’t helping.

‘There’s coffee for you here, if you want it.’
‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘How are we doing?’
‘I haven’t asked yet,’ she said with a shrug. ‘I thought I’d wait for 

you.’
Yngve related what had happened in the interview with Even 

Tollefsen.
‘So he wasn’t here at all last night?’ she asked.
‘That’s what he said.’
‘Well, there goes that theory.’
‘Yeah,’ Yngve said. ‘Maybe. Who’s in charge of the forensics team?’
Therese pointed to a short woman at the bottom of the staircase. 

Yngve went over, Therese following behind, and introduced himself. 
The woman stood up. ‘Ann-Mari Sara. I’m in charge of the forensics 

division at Kripos.’
‘Thanks so much for coming in on such short notice.’
‘It’s what we do.’
Sara was in her early fifties. The white full-body forensics suit made 

it impossible to tell what she really looked like. The only thing Yngve 
noticed about her was her high cheekbones, and that her eyes were 
rather close together.

‘Have you discovered anything I should know about?’ Yngve asked.
‘A few things,’ Sara said – her accent indicating she originally hailed 

from the far north. ‘The victim on the staircase was beaten several 
times, probably with something sharp and fairly heavy.’

‘No idea what kind of object?’
‘None,’ Sara replied. ‘At least, not yet.’
‘What about the other victim?’ Therese asked.
‘I haven’t examined her closely yet, but she was most likely stran-

gled. Someone tried to revive her afterwards.’
Yngve raised his eyebrows. ‘Revive her?’
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‘We’ll have to wait for the preliminary autopsy,’ Sara said, ‘but 
according to one of my colleagues, at least two of the victim’s ribs were 
broken in a way that’s consistent with someone trying to do CPR a bit 
violently.’

So the perpetrator regretted killing her, Yngve thought. While the 
opposite seemed to be the case with Johannes Eklund.

‘Is it possible to say who was killed first?’ he asked.
‘Probably the girl,’ Sara said. ‘Whoever did this’ – she pointed to 

the staircase – ‘probably got blood on themselves, and there’s nothing 
on the girl.’

That sounds about right, Yngve thought.
‘One more thing,’ Sara said. ‘The female victim had a business card 

in her pocket.’
‘Yeah?’
‘It’s for a reporter.’
Yngve looked at Therese. 
‘His name is Ole Hoff,’ Sara said. ‘You guys might know him.’
We do, Yngve thought to himself. He had spoken to Ole during 

the weekend about a stabbing that had taken place in the town centre.
He didn’t have any more questions for Sara, so he thanked her for 

her time and watched her return to work. Then he turned to Therese. 
‘See if you can get hold of Ole,’ he said. ‘He and Mari had obviously 

been in touch.’
‘I’ll get right on it.’
‘Talk to the janitor as well. See if the surveillance cameras on the 

outside were in use last night. Maybe we’ll get lucky.’
‘I’ll do that, too,’ said Therese. 
Just as she walked away, Vibeke Hanstveit arrived. 
‘I’ve sent the extra detectives to the handball court,’ she said. 
‘Good.’
‘They’re waiting for you.’
‘Very good, I’m just going to…’
Åse was standing by the wall a couple of feet away from them.
You’re always just going to…
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Her voice, whether it was kind or scolding, was like a faint stream 
of light that always managed to break through the darkness. He both 
wanted it and didn’t want it to linger.

‘Yngve?’
He blinked. Hanstveit was staring hard at him.
‘Yes?’ he asked, rubbing his face.
Hanstveit looked at him for a few moments. Then, ‘Are you sure 

you’re up for this?’
‘Up for what? How do you mean?’
‘It’s only been a couple of weeks since you buried your wife. Are you 

sure your head is in the right place?’
Yngve looked over at the wall again. She wasn’t there anymore. He 

blinked a couple of times, quickly, in the hope that she would reappear. 
She didn’t.

‘Everyone knows how hard this is for you,’ Hanstveit continued. 
‘But we have to do everything right, and do it fast. Especially now, 
when all of Norway is watching.’

Someone had said to him, after Åse had died, that he needed to 
talk to people. To his friends, his colleagues. You’re not the only one 
having a rough time, they’d said. Others loved her, too. Staying silent is 
a symptom of grief and sorrow. Of darkness. Helplessness. 

Yngve hadn’t spoken a word about his grief to anyone, not even 
Hanstveit. He had shared so many of his anxieties with her that once 
Åse was finally gone, he’d found himself numb, unable to verbalise his 
pain.

‘I’m fine,’ he said and thought of the two people who’d been killed 
the previous night. The two children. ‘Seriously,’ he added. ‘It’s good for 
me to work. Good for me to think about something else.’

Hanstveit looked at him for a few moments. Then she said, ‘Just 
promise me one thing: let me know if this is too much for you to 
handle right now. OK?’

This is too much for me to handle.
He blinked a few more times. Searched the walls, the ceilings, for 

her.
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You’ve got to help me, Yngve. I can’t take this anymore.
He swallowed hard.
You have to help me die.
‘I’m fine,’ he said without looking at Hanstveit. ‘Really. I am.

11 
NOW

‘So it seems that things weren’t looking good for you early on,’ Ms 
Håkonsen says. ‘Is that why you wrote what you did on Facebook, 
after Yngve Mork had left?’

She lifts her chin and looks directly at me. I think about how upset I 
was after Yngve Mork left. I remember going back to my room to have 
a lie down. I didn’t know what to do. The messages kept pouring in. 
Whenever I looked at my Instagram account, there were pictures of 
Mari and Johannes. Among the R.I.P.s, the I can’t believe they’re deads, 
and all the I miss you so much, there were comments about me.

—Where is Even?
—Has anyone spoken to Even yet?
—I would SERIOUSLY like to know how Even feels about this.
—What if it’s him?
—I KNOW it’s him.
—I’m so going to KILL HIM if it is!
And there I was, trying to come to terms with the fact that Johannes 

and Mari were dead. It didn’t feel real. I remember wondering if that 
was why I wasn’t bawling my eyes out.

I remember flipping through the pictures people were posting. Mari 
laughing. Mari looking at something on the horizon, but with half an 
eye on the camera. A typical school photograph. Mari as a baby. Mari 
with her arm around Ida Hammer.

The photos of Johannes were all very similar: on stage, microphone 
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