


‘So which school does he attend?’
‘We don’t know. He refuses to say. You can only imagine how upsetting this is for

everyone, most of all, of course, this little child. Now, we need to immediately establish
who he is and where he belongs, and the only thing we have been able to get out of him is
that he lives with you.’

I glanced briefly up at my office building, trying to stop myself from screaming. ‘He
most certainly doesn’t live with me! I don’t know this child!’

‘But you dropped him off here this morning?’
‘Well, yes, but I met him for the first time last night.’
‘Right.’ Vera Jensrud sounded uncertain, as though she didn’t quite know whether to

believe the half-mute eight-year-old or me. ‘Wait. You say you met him last night? But he
stayed at your house?’

I hesitated. Fear seeped into me, ugly and cool, like poison through the pores of my
skin. The wind ripped at my jacket and I ran the short distance back to the office. ‘Yes.
Look, it was a very strange situation. He told me he attends your school, so I figured it
would just be best to drop him off there.’

‘Presumably you spoke with his parents last night before taking him back to your
house? That’s why I’m calling, really, to see whether you’d be aware of some way of
getting in touch with them.’

‘I… uh... The lady at the pool tried calling them several times and they didn’t pick up
the phone.’

‘What about when you tried, later, from home?’
‘I… I didn’t. Tobias asked me explicitly not to.’
‘Mrs Wilborg, this is a boy no more than eight years old. Did it not occur to you to call

the parents before taking in a small child overnight?’
‘I’m sorry I wasn’t able to help you. I’m afraid I’m going to have to go now…’ I

stuttered, and hung up the phone. It began ringing again before the screen had even gone
dark, and when I realized I was being watched by the guys in the office across from mine, I
picked up. I pushed my chest out but turned my face away from them so they wouldn’t
notice my intense annoyance.

‘What? I’ve said I can’t help you!’
‘Mrs Wilborg, this is Police Inspector Thor Ellefsen. I’m sitting here with Vera Jensrud,

the social environment teacher at Østerøyparken School, as well as a representative from
social services. We really need you to come down here as soon as you can so that we can
discuss this situation.’

‘Look,’ I said as pleasantly as I could manage, though by then a full panic had set in and
I could feel my mind receding into a blank, numb state. ‘Of course I wish to help you, and I
feel desperately sorry for this poor child. I just don’t think I’m able to add anything at all to
your. . . your investigation.’

‘He says he lives with you.’
‘Well, he doesn’t.’
‘This really is the strangest situation I have encountered. Will you be able to be here in

fifteen minutes, do you think? We think you should bring your husband as well.’



‘Johan? Oh. Oh no. That’s really not necessary.’
‘In cases like this, we prefer both partners being present. We’d appreciate any help you

and your husband can give us. We’re quite happy to call him to explain, if you’d rather?’
‘No. No, I’ll call.’ Irritation gave way to the most profound rage. After we’d hung up, I

stared out at the slightly churning sea, at the rows of pretty little houses along its shore, at
the white-gray, low-hanging sky, at the swathes of ochre, downtrodden leaves in the park
across the road.

I’ve loved this town my whole life, but in those moments I hated it and wanted to barge
through it like a giant, smashing and burning everything in my way until only charred
splinters remained. And now, driving slowly and distractedly back to the school where I
dropped Tobias this morning, I feel no less unhinged. I can see Johan’s car a few cars
ahead of mine and imagine him, serious and pensive behind the wheel, glancing around for
me, anxious at having been summoned by the police. He’ll be worrying about the child,
wringing his hands and stressing about how the situation will affect me. Before he spots
me, and for the last few minutes before I get there, I have to run through the rest of the
events of last night and this morning to make sure I get the wording exactly right.

By the time Johan got home from the airport, I had managed to re-establish a semblance
of normality at home. The girls had meekly gone straight to bed, jolted by the presence of
the boy; a sense of strangeness lingered on the air in the house. I put Tobias into Marialuz’s
old room in the cellar apartment, and momentarily felt bad for leaving him two whole
floors away from us, and especially on such an unsettled night. I had to do what felt right
for my own family, didn’t I?

I heard the door downstairs shut softly, followed by the familiar thud of Johan’s
footsteps. When he appeared at the top of the stairs, I turned from where I was sitting on
the chaise longue by the floor-to-ceiling windows and gave him my most dazzling smile.
I’d lit candles in countless little metallic jars, and a shy fire was flickering in the fireplace.
On the table stood an open bottle of Johan’s favorite red, a Côte de Beaune-Villages. I
poured him a glass and watched him settle exhaustedly into the sofa, rubbing his eyes. I
positioned myself close to him and gave him my best adoring-wife expression.

The thing about men, I find, is to treat them with a carefully honed combination of
casual aloofness, sharp reproach and unadulterated adoration. It throws them, keeps them
on their feet – you can’t be nice all the time. Big mistake.

‘Baby,’ I whispered, ‘you look exhausted. Let’s get you to bed in a minute…’ I
narrowed my eyes slightly and laid a hand at the top of his thigh. ‘I’ve missed you. . .’
Johan smiled, his handsome face bright and grateful for this warm welcome home. I’m not
always that pleasant – to put it mildly – when he’s jetted off somewhere for four days,
leaving me alone with the kids.

‘I have to tell you something,’ I continued. ‘A friend of Hermine’s from the swimming
club is staying the night, okay? He’s downstairs, in Marialuz’s bed.’

‘On a school night?’
‘Yes... Well, I think there was some sort of family issue, so I figured it would be okay.’
Johan nodded thoughtfully. ‘But why didn’t you put him upstairs in one of the guest

rooms on our floor?’



‘Hermine and Nicoline were terrible this evening, fighting and shouting at each other. I
thought it would be best if he had his privacy.’ I forced a little laugh. ‘It’s not like he’s not
under the same roof. Besides, he looks very tired. He’s a tiny little thing.’

‘What kind of family issue did you say the kid had, honey?’ Johan gazed into the ruby
dregs at the bottom of his wine glass, frowning.

‘Oh, I’m not really sure. I didn’t want to get too involved, to be honest. Here,’ I took the
wine glass from his hand and pretend-pulled him to his feet. I stood on my tiptoes and tilted
my face up for a kiss. Johan still looked preoccupied, but leant in and kissed me chastely
on the lips. I pulled him in closer and slipped my tongue into his mouth, pressing my body
against his. He pulled back after a while and looked at me, dazed but happy.

‘Baby...’ he whispered.
‘Shhh,’ I said, and together we half ran up the stairs in the soft darkness. As I walked

ahead of him down the hall towards our bedroom, I glanced briefly out of the skylight, and
saw the face of a strange and unsettling full moon appear from behind a dense cloud,
blurred by rushing rain. Suddenly my mind darted to that place I never allow it to go; to
another cold, dark night, the darkest of all my life.

I could practically hear the sound of flames snapping, the wind wailing outside, my own
short breath interspersed with an occasional high-pitched, involuntary howl as the pain
crashed over me again. I still can’t believe that I survived... I am not someone who is easily
thrown, but in that moment, struggling to reciprocate Johan’s eager kisses, I felt a surge of
panic, and had to swallow back tears. The fear did not subside, and as Johan climbed on top
of me, I had to reach over and switch on the bedside lamp so that I could see that it really
was him.

Afterwards, when his breath had settled into a slow, steady purr, I lay a long while on
my back, trying to keep hot tears from scattering down the sides of my face. They were no
longer for bad, old memories, or for myself, but for a tiny boy.

*

Johan is waiting for me in the parking lot and I clumsily park across two bays next to his
Tesla. He is smiling, but his eyes are serious.

‘This is about that little boy, they said.’
‘Yeah, apparently’ I say, walking up the gravel path towards the merry yellow school

building.
‘I’m not sure you mentioned last night what kind of family problems he’d had.’
‘Come on, Johan, they’re waiting for us. I told you, I don’t know. I just wanted to help

him last night and assumed the school would be able to sort out whatever the issue is
today.’

‘So... so why are we here?’
‘It would appear he doesn’t actually go to this school.’
‘But... but he said he goes here. Where does he actually go, then?’
‘Well, that seems to be what everybody wants to know.’ Just then, a man and a woman

appear in the doorway of a smaller building next to the main school building, waving for us



to come that way.
‘Let me do the talking, okay, babe?’ I say in a low voice and smile reassuringly at my

husband.
Inside, we are introduced to Police Inspector Thor Ellefsen, social environment teacher

Vera Jensrud, and a representative of social services, Laila Engebretsen. The latter looks
vaguely familiar, and it takes me a while to realize why; she used to be called Laila
Hansen, and we went to primary school together. Back then she was a timid, chubby girl
with messy pigtails and hand-me-down clothes, and she’s not really that different now.
Scruffy is the word that comes to mind. I must admit that she’s gone from awkwardly tall
and ‘big-boned’ to what I suppose some people might call statuesque, but she most
definitely retains that gangly, clownish presence I remember from childhood. I’m surprised
that she’s got married and changed her name and wonder what kind of man would be
drawn to someone as void of sexiness as this chunky missy.

She smiles at us, a genuine smile, before her features settle into a sad seriousness. She
nods towards a little window, through which we see another room where Tobias sits on the
floor, watching a cartoon among piles of merry IKEA cushions shaped as animal heads. He
is looking evenly at the screen, though he must be aware of the window, of people peering
at him worriedly. A knot appears in the pit of my stomach, like a hand twisting at my
intestines. I turn away and face Vera, Laila and Thor, trying to mirror the social worker’s
expression of concern and empathy.

‘Cecilia, Johan,’ says Laila, ‘thank you both so much for coming, and especially at such
short notice.’ I raise an eyebrow and purse my lips in agreement – short notice, indeed, but
then I remember that the impression we are going for here is helpfulness and concern.

‘Oh, but of course,’ I say. ‘We are very concerned about Tobias.’
‘Yes,’ says Vera Jensrud.
‘This is, quite frankly, a highly unusual situation,’ adds Thor Ellefsen. ‘I’ve been a

Sandefjord policeman for thirty-two years, and I can honestly say nothing like this has ever
happened before. We are at a bit of a loss, and hope you can help us piece together some
crucial information.’ Johan and I both nod. Sitting down on a low, green sofa, I lose sight
of Tobias through the window, but he is vividly here, in my mind, as though my brain has
memorized every last characteristic of this little stranger; the smooth olive-brown skin; the
floppy black hair; the grown-up, expressionless eyes; the sharp, too-big teeth that seem to
only just have come through; the thin, small hands held close to his sides in fists.

‘Could you please talk us through the events of last night that led to Tobias spending the
night at your family home?’ continues Ellefsen.

I nod, clear my throat and begin to speak. I tell them about how I first noticed Tobias at
the pool, how he’d seemed afraid. I tell them about the receptionist saying nobody had
turned up for him, and that the number she had for his parents went straight to voicemail.
How she’d asked me to please drop the boy at the address on Østerøya. I pause, nervous
because of how they are all looking at me.

‘What was the address?’
‘Østerøysvingen 8.’



Laila Engebretsen nods. ‘“That is the same address he gave us,’ she says softly. ‘The
poor boy. He’s traumatized. Doesn’t trust adults. It took me two hours to get him to breathe
a single word.’

‘The trouble is,’ says Inspector Ellefsen, ‘the house at Østerøysvingen 8 has been empty
since 2010 when the owner, an old lady, died. Her son, who inherited it, lives in
Kristiansund and never comes here.’

‘But... I went inside. With the boy. And, uh, it seemed to me that someone had used it
recently. There were mattresses upstairs, a new lamp...’

‘It has come to our attention that the building may have been used as a squat on a couple
of occasions. We’ve stopped by there two or three times and always found it empty. There
were some Latvians here last winter, doing odd jobs, who were unaccounted for, housing-
wise. Also, as you may know, we’ve had some Eastern European beggars here in
Sandefjord the last few years. Romanians. We wondered whether they might sleep in that
house occasionally.’

‘But what about Tobias?’ asks Johan, his face red and splotchy. He gets like that with
indignation, and I can only imagine the thoughts churning through his mind at the moment
– he’s so kindhearted and sensitive, my Johan. ‘Who is going to take care of Tobias?’ I
press my leg discreetly but firmly against Johan’s. He needs to understand that I’m the one
who does the talking here.

‘He must be the squatters’ son?’ I ask.
‘We’re looking into that, but we have not had any reports over the years of any of the

transient Eastern European groups having children with them. Also, his Norwegian is
flawless.’

‘He looks like a gypsy,’ I say.
‘A gypsy?’ asks Laila, her docile eyes suddenly sharp on me.
‘Well, yes. You mentioned there have been issues with Romanians coming here to beg.

It seems quite likely to me that he could be one of them.’ Laila writes something on her
notepad. I can see it, from where I’m sitting: Romanian?

‘Okay, back to last night. What did you do when you realized there was nobody at
Østerøysvingen 8?’ Inspector Ellefsen holds my gaze a long while and I feel irrationally
nervous; after all, I haven’t done anything wrong.

‘I... I was going to call someone.’
‘Who were you going to call?’
‘I guess I was going to call the lady at the swimming pool. If I couldn’t get hold of her, I

would have tried the police or social services.’
‘But you didn’t?’
‘Well, I would have, but I realized the phone was at home, with my eldest daughter.

She’d been playing Minecraft on it in the car.’
‘Okay. So what did you do next?’
‘Well, if I’m honest, it was quite a frightening thing that happened. The house... it was

so empty and cold. It was freezing and stormy outside, I was exhausted after a long day,
my Tuesdays are terrible. And the boy, Tobias, I mean, well – I felt so desperately sorry for
him. He didn’t look surprised at the abandoned house. He looked empty, broken, dejected.
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