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FIRST BAND ON THE MOON




1

The person you love is 72.8 percent water and there’s been no rain for weeks. I’m standing out here, in the middle of the garden, my feet firmly planted on the ground. I bend over the tulips, gloves on my hands, boots on my feet, small pruning shears between my fingers, it’s extremely early, one April morning in 1999 and it’s beginning to grow warmer, I’ve noticed it recently, a certain something has begun to stir, I noticed it as I got out of the car this morning, in the gray light, as I opened the gates into the nursery, the air had grown softer, more rounded at the edges, I’d even considered changing out of my winter boots and putting my sneakers on. I stand here in the nursery garden, by the flowers so laboriously planted and grown side by side in their beds, in their boxes, the entire earth seeming to lift, billowing green, and I tilt my head upward, there’s been sunshine in the last few days, a high sun pouring down, but clouds have moved in from the North Sea somewhere now, Sellafield radiation clouds, and in short intervals the sun vanishes, for seconds at first, until eventually more and more time passes before the sunlight is allowed through the cumulus clouds again. I lean my head back, face turned up, eyes squinting, with the sun being so strong as it forces its way through the layers of cloud. I wait. Stand and wait. And then I see it, somewhere up there, a thousand, perhaps three thousand feet above, the first drop takes shape and falls, releases hold, hurtles toward me, and I stand there, face turned up, it’s about to start raining, in a few seconds it will pour, and never stop, at least that’s how it will seem, as though a balloon had finally burst, and I stare up, a single drop on its way down toward me, heading straight, its pace increases and the water is forced to change shape with the speed, the first drop falls and there I stand motionless, until I feel it hit me in the center of my forehead, exploding outward and splitting into fragments that land on my jacket, on the flowers beneath me, my boots, my gardening gloves. I bow my head. And it begins to rain.

   It is a Tuesday. There can be no doubt about that. I see it in the light, the traffic outside the windows will continue to stream all day, slowly, disinterestedly, people driving back and forth out of habit rather than necessity. Tuesday. The week’s most superfluous day. A day that almost nobody notices among all the other days. I read somewhere, I don’t remember where, that statistics showed there were 34 perccent fewer appointments made on an average Tuesday than on any other day. On a worldwide basis. That’s how it is. On the other hand a much greater number of funerals are held on Tuesdays than during the rest of the week. They sort of bunch up, you never get on top of it.
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I had a friend.

And had this not been so, I would never have ended up with a large sum of money in my inside pocket, and been almost run over, I would never have rescued a person from the sea nor been thrown out of various bars. I would not have come inches from jumping three thousand feet down from a mountain, I would never have tried building a boat, and last, but not least, I might never have disappeared.

But I had a friend.

Jørn.

Jørn played in a band.

And I’d said yes. It was some weeks ago now. He’d asked me one evening, as we sat in his apartment in Storhaug. Jørn and Roar were going over with his band, Perkleiva, at the end of July, together with another Norwegian band, the Kulta Beats from Trondheim, they were going to play at some festival over there, on the Faroe Isles, a gig they’d been offered through the Stavanger Council, as far as I understood. Stavanger and Tórshavn were twinned towns, and Stavanger wanted to do its bit for the Faroese National Day, Olsok. Some Danish band, whose name I can never remember, were invited too, as well as all the Faroese artists. That was what I’d been told. More or less. And that I was going with them in the guise of being their soundman. Although that was probably just Jørn’s way of trying to drag me along, to get me out, to show me that it could be good doing concerts, playing in a band, he’d never totally abandoned the idea of the two of us playing together, of me singing. He really wanted me to sing. But I kept my mouth sealed. Officially, for the organizers, the reason for my coming was Claus. Claus was Perkleiva’s producer, but he and his girlfriend were expecting a baby, it might arrive any minute, so he’d canceled, understandably, more preoccupied with ultrasound than the sound of guitars. And I was, well yes, I needed a vacation, and sure, I’d always enjoyed traveling, and no, I had no other plans.

   And I knew a bit about sound.

   Not that I had any training as a sound technician, or that I’d ever worked with a band. But I’d always been good at sound. At isolating sounds. I can sit on my sofa with a CD on the stereo and hear all the instruments individually. I don’t quite know how, but I can. The guitar, drums, bass, voice, they all take on different colors in my head; I can hear if there should have been more blue, if there’s too much brown, or that if a hint of pink somewhere in the background had been turned up, it would have been better. I can hear if anybody sings the least bit out of tune. I’ve seen every episode of Counterpoint. You can’t fool me.

I gave up working in the garden the instant it began raining, but before I’d even managed to grab my bucket of flowers and the somewhat overfilled watering can I’d brought out, I was drenched by the torrent of water that the clouds had emptied over me, I dripped my way over the floor, over the flagstones of the nursery shop, set the tulips aside in a vase on one of the two huge, old, wooden tables in the middle of the room and went into the locker room to hang up my wet jacket. I took off my pants and pulled on one of the nursery’s overalls, a navy blue boilersuit with a glossy print of a magnolia flower on the back, from the time our boss decided all his staff should dress alike, so as to project a streamlined image, as he called it. And, not least, to promote greater togetherness. To give us a sense of being colleagues. Of being part of a team pulling together. Unity, cooperation. But nothing had come of it, nobody wanted to wear the overalls, it felt unnecessary, we were only a small firm after all, and few staff. And the boilersuits still hung along one of the walls of the locker room, four of them, almost unused, four years on, creases in the arms and legs still sharp. We wore our own clothes now. The boss included. He always had on flowery shirts. Hawaiian. And he was a good chap, even if he never turned up before late into the day, liked sleeping in.

   I’d put on the magnolia overalls, they were tight in the crotch and smelled like new as I walked back into the shop, sat behind the counter, turned on the radio, took out the schedule to see what needed doing, one Tuesday in April.

   The radio.

The news.

Bombs were falling over Kosovo and Vojvovdina and NATO hadn’t hit their intended targets as I marked off the day’s first job, which was to drive over to the nursing home with flowers for one of their residents. I looked at the clock. Still half an hour before the others arrived, three quarters before we opened. But they wanted the flowers delivered as soon as possible, and I had no plans, so I started making up a couple of the bouquets they’d asked for, laid them in a fruit basket, and the Cardigans were on the radio, I didn’t know the song, but I tried to hum along as I locked the door to the office, found the harmony, lost the melody, then went over to the radio, turned it off, cast a final glance around, yes, it all looked fine, great plants, nice smell, lovely being here, opened the front door, went out, locked the door, opened the car door, got in, shut the car door, started the car, drove to the nursing home, four blocks away.

   It was the same up here practically every day, somebody would get a plant, flowers. And it was always a bad sign. I came up here often, virtually every week, it was where granddad had been at the end, and there had never been many flowers, unless you were about to die. Then there was an excuse. Then a nurse would come snooping around your room, noting the decay that hung in the walls, suggesting things be brightened up, perhaps we should have some flowers in here, Fru So and So, wouldn’t that be nice, and it’s so dark in here, shall I pull the curtains open a little? and as they did, as they flung their arms wide and pushed the curtains to the sides and as the light burst into your bedroom, it would not be long before the flowers arrived, it had already been decided, and soon, in hours or days, young people would cluster in semicircles at your bedside alongside angels or demons, gazing down upon you with mild or damning eyes, hands folded, waiting for you to vanish forever, never to return.

   I had two bunches with me, tulips and white lilies, many people liked those, they reminded them of something, I don’t know what, but the patients often said it as I came into their rooms with the flowers, as I helped them put them in a vase, what lovely flowers, they’d say, and then the memories, always the memories, the mental photo album it took years to go through.

Fru Helgesen was to have flowers in her last days.

Fru Helgesen’s days were numbered.

Somebody had done the accounts and decided that enough was enough.

But nobody had said anything to her. She lay in her bed and stared into the white ceiling.

“Am I going to have flowers?” she asked when I knocked, opened the door and came in after a squeaky voice had pronounced come in from the other side.

“Of course you’re going to have some flowers,” I answered.

“Am I going to die now?” She didn’t seem troubled, just mildly surprised.

“No, of course not,” I said. “You’re just going to have a bit of greenery in here.”

I was on everybody’s team, I changed colors mid-game and played goalie for both sides. I took everybody’s red cards and sat on the bench. I found a vase under her sink, began putting the flowers in water.

“Come over here,” she said.

I came to her. She beckoned me to bring my ear close.

“You only ever come with flowers when somebody’s going to die,” she said.

“No, I don’t think so,” I answered. “Lots of people get flowers.”

“But nobody survives them.”

“The flowers?”

“Yes.”

“Right.”

“But they’re lovely flowers.”

“Yes.”

“Yes, they really are, they remind me of something, I don’t know what, we had flowers like that in our garden, I think. Oh, I don’t know. But they’re lovely. Truly lovely.”

“Tulips and trumpet lilies,” I say. “That’s what they’re called.”

“Lovely. And white, too. Are you a gardener perhaps?”

“Yes, I’m a gardener. I work right across the way.”

I made a gesture and pointed in the direction of the nursery.

As though she could see through the walls, the privileged X-ray vision of the elderly.

She looked at the flowers, stuffed in the vase on her table, they were messy, and she noticed it, they were cheap flowers, among the cheapest we had, they wouldn’t last long, they’d do themselves in within a few days, at best.

“Do they last long, these ones?” She pointed at the flowers, tried to catch hold of one of the leaves, but couldn’t reach, I lifted the vase, held it out to her so she could touch them, feel the leaves, she breathed their aromas in, whistling through her nostrils and sniffing everything in that had once been.

“Yes, they do,” I said, “they last a long while.”

“Good.” She gestured toward the vase as I put it back and got up to leave, and as I shut the door, she was still lying with her arm stretched toward the table. “Good.”

   I walked into the reception room with the bill, handing it to one of the older women who worked there, she signed it and thanked me, handed me my receipt, asked if I wanted some coffee, but I refused, wanting to leave, and not stay.

“It’s always been nice having you come,” she said. Then she peered nervously around the room, as though the words she had to say had tumbled to the floor and found themselves in the trash by mistake. “But, ehm, well, this all gets terribly expensive in the long run. Yes, not that, well, I mean, it’s certainly not that we think you charge more than you have to, but …” I waited, I knew where she was going, and I could have left, but I stood there.

“Well, of course old people do die, and, as things stand, well, it’s, we’ve had to, well we’ve decided to go over to cheaper flowers, yes, from, from, from a supermarket chain. So …”

“RIMI?” I asked.

“No, REMA,” she corrected, embarrassed, looking deep into the table. “Yes, one can’t get around the fact that they’re cheaper in the long run, and they’ve made us an offer, so, yes.” And then, as though the thought had occurred to her there and then, she added: “We just want to make it nice for them in their last days, I’m sure you can understand … yes.” Her face had practically fallen into the table.

“Of course,” I said. “Hardly anyone buys from the nurseries any more.”

She looked uneasy. “Really?”

Looked as though she was searching for something more to say.

“Forget it,” I said, turned and walked out, drove back to the nursery, let myself in and sat in the chair behind the counter, radio on, and no news, nobody dying, only music.

   But I was doing all right, wasn’t I?

Yes, I was all right.

I was totally all right.

Had everything I needed.

I was Mattias. 29 years old.

I was a gardener.

And I loved my job.

I really loved it. I’d often come into work early, before the others, maybe an hour before, I’d let myself out into the garden at the back sometimes, icy mornings, breath hanging frozen on the air, I’d sit on the bench out there, sit and listen to the cars as they drove past, wearied engines, unhappy people on their way to jobs they loathed, meetings with people they’d never agree with, to prices they couldn’t beat, offers they couldn’t match, business that had be put on hold, ideas that had to be scrapped for lack of funds, plans that would never be realized but that remained like little scabs in their palms, that itched every time they met new people with new ideas, shook their hands and greeted them, promising new, unviable projects.

   If I could have had just one wish, I often thought it might have been for nothing to change. To have everything fixed for eternity. I wanted predictable days.

   I sat in the garden, I was still early. Later, an hour later, the others came strolling in. There were four of us, amongst them a girl of my own age, rather well-built, she’d been to Ås agricultural college, that was virtually all I knew about her, we didn’t talk about these things much, we didn’t talk much at all, I don’t know why, that was just the way things were. If we talked, it was about flowers, about what we had to do, that we mustn’t forget to water the new plants in the corner of the nursery, that I needed to prune some bushes. Had she remembered to prepare the wreaths for the funeral? Remembered to make up the bouquet that had been ordered, and to attach the card; Get Well, Come Back Soon, Happy Birthday, Birthday Greetings, Congratulations, Congratulations, Hearty Congratulations. Yes she’d remembered, and didn’t I think the chrysanthemums were lovely at this time of year? They’re always lovely, I said, and I cared about these things, this was where I was at, right here, this was my world, my job, the garden at the back of the nursery, that stretched as far as the roundabout separating Hinnasvingene and the A44, on the way to the center of Stavanger. I was a cog in the world; I was not in the way. I did what I was supposed to do. Was a nice boy.

But what did I want?

This was what I wanted.

To be a smooth running cog in the world.

To do the right thing.

Nothing more.

Was that cowardly?

Was it really?

   Not everybody wants to be head of a corporation. Not everybody wants to be among the top sports personalities of their country, to sit on various committees, not everybody wants the best lawyers on their team, not everybody wants to wake up in the morning to jubilation or catastrophe in the headlines.

Some people like being the secretary who’s left outside when the doors close on the meeting room, some people want to drive the garbage truck, even during Easter, some people want to perform the autopsy on the fifteen-year-old who committed suicide early one January morning, and who’s found a week later in the lake, some people don’t want to be on TV, or the radio, or in the newspapers. Some people want to watch movies, not perform in them.

Some people want to be in the audience.

Some people want to be cogs. Not because they have to, but because they want to be.

Simple mathematics.

So here I was. Here. Here in the garden, and I wanted to be nowhere else in the world.

   It might seem strange then, that Jørn and I were the ones to find each other, to hang out with each other through secondary school and college. We found each other by chance, we were suddenly standing next to each other on the playground, one break when nothing was happening. For some time that had been my spot, stood there almost every break, in my own thoughts and content that way. And on such a day, Jørn came over, asking me about something or other, I’ve forgotten what. I realized later that he only came over because Roar, his mate who I eventually got to know more or less too, was ill that day. Jørn was probably bored, and I probably looked friendly enough as I stood there. Anyway, we got talking, and I figured he said a lot of good things. Talked about the moon that day, about the universe and all the junk that was orbiting the earth, thousands of satellites, all carrying out totally specific tasks; we just stood talking, not so much about ourselves, but about other stuff. And that was how things went, we’d talk on our breaks, we didn’t hang out much at other times, at least not until we started college. Jørn’s agenda was different from mine; forward and upward. He wanted as much of the world as he could get. And I didn’t blame him. Just never understood why. What he wanted with it. So we never quite agreed. Just as we never agreed over Buzz Aldrin. I’d been interested in astronauts since I was a kid, I’d read tons about them, read everything I could find, read myself through space, moon expeditions from the sixties and seventies. I knew all there was to know about the Apollo program, and I can still reel off every detail of every stage of a launch, the re-entry into earth’s orbit, the angles and coordinates, how you come into orbit around the moon and back, why you lose radio contact with Earth every time you disappear around the back of the cheese in the sky. I can tell you everything about Aldrin, the second man on the moon, what his wife Joan Archer thought as she watched her husband on TV walking around up there on the surface. Buzz Aldrin’s story had to be read between the lines about Neil Armstrong, and other illustrious men, his was the great story of the parentheses. But Aldrin’s father himself had been friends with the great pioneers of aviation history, Orville Wright, the first man to fly, and Charles Lindbergh who flew solo across the Atlantic in 1927, New York to Paris in under a day and a half. Aldrin, for his part, attended West Point, became a major in the Air Force, flew sixty-six sorties over Korea and shot down two MiG planes, before deciding to fly even higher. In 1963 he joined NASA as an astronaut and when the twelfth and final capsule of the Gemini program went up, he was in it, blasted out of the atmosphere and into the black nothingness, and he dared to get out of the capsule up there, floated for five and a half hours in space and proved that a human being could function successfully in a vacuum.

After that he was taken onto the Apollo program.

Buzz Aldrin waited, as the first ten rockets were sent up.

Buzz Aldrin practiced.

Buzz Aldrin prepared.

Buzz Aldrin went through all the details again.

Buzz Aldrin was appointed as the pilot on the Lunar Module. The LM that was to be launched from the Command Module which Michael Collins was to control and orbit the moon in, while Aldrin and Mission Commander Neil Armstrong would descend to the moon’s surface in the LM, come out from its hatch, plant a flag, and call home.

And three astronauts waited in suspense as the Apollo 10 descended to 15,000 meters above the moon, almost landing, before it became clear that the eleventh launch would be the one to put a man on the moon. Articles were written. Interviews given. Further preparations made. The day awaited.

July 16, 1969. Takings for ice cream that year were greater than the funds allocated to NASA.

Where were you that day, exactly ninety-seven years after the birth of Roald Amundsen, fifty-one years after the last Tsar was executed by the Bolsheviks? Where were you at 1432 hours Norwegian time when the Saturn V rocket ignited and lifted Apollo 11 with Aldrin on board, where were you at 1433 hours when the rocket shot up, accelerating to seven miles per second, and Aldrin had a pulse of only eighty-eight?

They were even carrying Soviet luggage with them.

The medals of the deceased cosmonauts, Yuri Gagarin and Vladimir Komarov. Armstrong took a tape of the theremin music his wife loved. Aldrin had pictures of his children, gold pins in the shape of olive branches he planned to give away when he got back.

Where were you on July 20, 1969, at 21:17:42 hours Norwegian time, when man landed on the moon? Five hundred million people sat in front of their television sets. Even more sat in front of their radios.

I was between my mother’s legs.

Where were you when the second person ventured out of the Eagle in the Sea of Tranquility at 0415 hours?

Had you switched off the TV? Gone to bed?

Then you missed Buzz Aldrin walking on the moon. His boots sank three millimeters into the powdery surface, I lay on a table, and knew nothing. Of the billions of people that have ever lived, Buzz Aldrin was the second man to set foot on the moon, July 21, 1969, while two hundred thirty-eight thousand miles away his family watched daddy on TV, in his spacesuit, watched as he tried to put words to what he saw.

   Magnificent. Magnificent desolation. Said Aldrin. Perhaps the world’s finest description of a landscape.


He started to walk across the grainy surface.

Explained how it felt to move.

Photographed the landscape, photographed Armstrong.

Collected rock samples.

The Antarctic of outer space.

Buzz Aldrin.



And a flag was planted. President Nixon phoned from the Oval Office and said that the heavens had become part of man’s world, and that it served as inspiration for us to redouble our efforts to bring peace and harmony to our planet, and that all the people on the Earth were one, for just one moment. Then he hung up, and intensified his bombing of North Vietnam again. Michael Collins vanished and reappeared from behind the moon at even intervals, Aldrin’s wife modestly requested, and was permitted to send up a few fireworks at home, Armstrong and Aldrin were told that Thor Heyerdahl had had to abandon his attempt to cross the Atlantic in a papyrus ship, and Aldrin had said “OK, adios, amigo,” and climbed back into the Lunar Module after Armstrong. They took off their spacesuits and the moon dust smelled of wet ash and gunpowder. They covered the windows and lay down to sleep for a few hours, before starting the engines, anxious they might not work, they’d only have one go, one single chance, and if something went wrong they’d be stranded forever; but the rocket’s engine started perfectly and they lifted off the surface and ascended, coupled themselves to Collins mid-orbit, crawled over into the command module, disconnected the lunar module and watched it disappear from them for ever and ever, and spirits were high, they might have whistled a tune, but you can’t whistle in that atmosphere, so I imagine it being quiet, even though I know it wasn’t, because there was still so much to do, so much that still needed to go according to plan, and down on earth they had wives who waited, children who gazed up, waiting for fathers from heaven, and finally they came, landing with a belly flop in the Pacific Ocean, on July 24, 1969, picked up by frogmen, and Aldrin was the last to be winched up into the helicopter, helping the other two first, sitting alone for some minutes in the half burned out spacecraft, completely alone, in the middle of the Pacific, before he was picked up too and taken to the aircraft carrier where the President and weeks of quarantine awaited, before the celebrations could be detonated upon the world, and they could travel around the globe, on instructions from NASA, the astronauts and their wives, hailed by everybody, receiving keys to cities, and even coming to Norway, lunching with King Olav, I’ve got a picture of it, everything looks very agreeable, but then, if you look carefully, if you put a magnifying glass against the grainy newspaper photograph, aren’t there traces of worry in Aldrin’s eyes? The seeds of anxiety?

   Jørn saw things differently than me. If you’d been one of the crew on Apollo 11, who would you have liked to be? I asked him one evening; in fact I’d often asked him that exact same question, and then he’d arch his eyebrows and look at me as if it was a ridiculous question, and answer Neil Armstrong.

“But Aldrin was the commander of the Lunar Module,” I objected, “he was captain of the ship.”

“But Armstrong was first on the moon, wasn’t he?”

“Yes …”

“Armstrong’s the one we remember, isn’t he? One small step and everything.”

“But Aldrin was a more experienced pilot in just about every way.”

“And so what? He wasn’t the first. It was Armstrong who got to be Columbus, wasn’t it, he was the one that pushed on, refused to stop, determined to land on the moon, come what may.”

“But it never would have happened without Aldrin. He even designed some of the equipment on board.”

“Yes, but still. Anyway, how come you’re so certain they even went to the moon? Why were all the recordings so bad? To be totally honest, I figure the whole thing was recorded in some studio in California. They were probably all safely on the Warner Bros. payroll, the whole bunch of them. Which would also explain why Aldrin had problems later on. Because he knew he’d conned a whole world.”

“You’re totally outrageous!”

“Are you so sure?”

“Jeez, of course. It’s obvious they went to the moon, why on earth shouldn’t they have been there?”

“Maybe they just pretended, in order to trick the Russians, or to get a bigger defense budget, how should I know?”

“Come off it!”

“Imagine if the money involved was the only really astronomical thing in all this. There’s tons to be earned on space exploration, right?”

And so we went on, an endless conversation in orbit.

We never agreed.

   Should I perhaps have done something else?

Didn’t I have ambitions?

Of course I did.

I dreamed of the same things as you. I wanted to go places too, to have a job I burned for, I wanted to see Prague, spend a year in Guatemala, help the farmers with their crops, soothe my own bad conscience, save the rainforest, wash beaches clean of oil, I wanted this party elected into Parliament instead of that, too. I went and voted. I wanted to work for the good of all. I wanted to be useful too.

   But I didn’t want to stand in the way. In the way of people who wanted to be in the front row, visible to all, not that there’s anything wrong in it, all credit to those who dare, the people who make a noticeable difference, rescuing airline companies from bankruptcy, laying off thousands and then receiving hate phone calls in the night, taking on the cases that nobody else will touch.

They’re cogs too. No less important, just more visible. I just didn’t have a need to be seen, to have you tell me when I was being clever. I knew when I was.

   I was the kid in your class in elementary school, in high school, at college, whose name you can’t remember when you take out the class photo ten years later, to show your boyfriend or girlfriend how you looked back then. I was the boy that sat almost at the center of the class, one desk from the wall, the guy who never forgot his gym clothes, who was always ready for the test, who was never rowdy in class, but answered when he was asked, who never insisted on performing long skits in the school show, who never put himself forward as Student or Class Rep. I was the one you’d been in class with for almost six months before you knew his name. I was the one you didn’t miss when I left your class and started at another school, or when I didn’t come to your party, the one who stood in the middle of the concert hall and clapped the band back on stage, but whom nobody heard, the one you thought had the most boring life ever, the one you thought didn’t have a life. I was the guy you and your friends didn’t believe could have a girlfriend, when you heard about it from somebody else years later. Him? Oh yes … him. What? Has he …? Oh well. If he can, anybody can.

Do you remember me?

Can you picture me?

I was the worst thing of all. I was ordinary.

I was practically invisible, wasn’t I?

And I was perhaps the happiest person you could have known.

   Then they turned up, one after the other, the rest of the staff, we said a brief hello, didn’t talk much, too early in the morning, they were tired, had only just gotten up, their facial expressions were still back at home and wouldn’t show up until lunch, we spread ourselves around the room, started to make wreaths and decorations, kept the garden at the back alive.

   Later that afternoon I loaded the van, drove into town, worked my way down my list of deliveries, the majority were wreaths for funerals taking place at the end of the day, all around town the flags were raised at half mast, dust was brushed from black suits, and crumpled notes of fumbling words were clutched in the fists of those who would say something after the priest, they gathered at kitchen tables, on squeaky chairs, looked at clocks, waited for it to be late enough to leave, to get it over with, the final salute, and there were bouquets in my van too, with their accompanying ballpoint greetings, Good Luck with the New Job, Happy Sixtieth, Get Well, Love You, it was rarely necessary to read the messages before ringing the doorbell, you’d know the instant the door opened what kind of bouquet it was, dark rings under the eyes of people in worn-out dressing gowns, or cheery girls on the way out to their second day at the company they’d finally gotten that job with, hurrah for them all, and I was invited in for coffee once, and even though I had read the card and it said Condolences, I went in and there, sitting in the living room was an entire extended family, a semicircle of bowed heads, and I slipped off my shoes, and followed after the lady who’d taken the flowers, and who was probably the mother, she sniffed, wiping her nose with her fingers, as she walked mechanically over to the semicircle, I held back a little, peered over them, and a small coffin placed on the table in front of them, crib death in the walls, and I was offered coffee, said nothing, just drank my coffee, parasites had glutted on my words leaving none, I stood in my socks in the middle of a family who had just lost their daughter, and the father rose, younger than me, by some years, so it seemed, he came toward me and hugged me limply, and was followed by the entire clan who rose as if on cue, padded over to me and I was a very hugged flower boy, as one by one, more than twenty unknown family members clutched at my jacket, clung to the fabric, and when I left moments later, not one of them turned around, I simply closed the door gently and went and sat in the van, damp lapels, not quite knowing what to think. From that day on I always refused invitations to come in, stayed on the doorstep, even said no when the twenty-one year old girl in just her underwear got flowers from her dad, she’d just moved into a new flat in Våland and really wanted company, she was so happy, everything was working, but I stayed on the doorstep, had nothing to do in there, he who enters here leaves all hope behind.

   Two or three hours after having left I was back at the nursery, out at Hinna, it was still raining heavily, and I shuddered as I rushed into the shop, found a chair and sat down. Karsten, the boss, was sitting behind the counter, leather apron on, cutting roses, and without looking up, he said: “Nice that we’re getting some rain at last.”

“I guess so.”

“Let’s hope it lasts.”

“The rain?”

“Yes, it’s so dry in the garden now, we need every drop we can get. Water and warmth always go best together.”

   Hawaii. That’s what he would have liked. A tropical climate. Club Tropicana. He’d have preferred it if we’d needed mosquito nets to go in the garden.

And before I managed to reply, he asked: “Were there many deliveries today?” I told him where I’d been, what I’d delivered, and that the local nursing home had decided to find an alternative to us. His chair creaked, he put the flowers down, looked down into the table top.

“Right.”

“Right.”

It was quiet. News on the radio. Serbia was burning.

“Hmm … things aren’t going too well.”

“Kosovo?”

“The nursery.”

“It’s only Tuesday,” I said.

“What?”

“It’s Tuesday, almost nothing happens on Tuesdays.”

“Oh, I don’t know, Mattias.”

He was wearing the blue palm shirt. The leaves hung limp, heavy with coconuts. “Things aren’t going too well.” Then he picked the flowers up again, and went on working and I walked into the office, the staff room, put the coffee on, sat and listened to the gurgling of the water filtering through the paper, until all the water had passed through and the machine gasped for more, the sound died out and the coffee was ready. I turned off the coffee machine, emptied the thermos, still nearly full from before, poured the fresh coffee in. Sat in the chair, waited for the phone to ring, for Helle to ring. She usually did at about this time. Perhaps it was still a bit too early. I glanced at the clock. Quarter past two. Yes, it was still a bit early.

   1986. Helle. Fall 1986, I have to tell you about it, the coldest fall I remember, I’m seventeen, it’s the year nobody forgets, although I’ve forgotten the sequence of events, but it’s the year Olof Palme was shot and killed, in the middle of the street, Sveavägen, Stockholm, and by the next morning, the pavement is strewn with bouquets, a sea of flowers billowing across the streets, and the murderer ran up the steps, the steep stairway, and we know everything there is to know about that stairway, the number of steps, and Palme was shot with a .45, possibly, but no one knows for sure, and Christer Pettersson is the murderer or perhaps he isn’t, but he can’t save the seven astronauts on the Challenger that explodes after seventy-three seconds, live on every TV channel, on all those Memorex tapes, and not until a year later will we know that the crew didn’t die in the explosion, that the module they sat in shielded them, that they lived the three minutes and forty seconds that it took for the capsule to hit the ocean outside Florida at 160 miles per hour, or that perhaps they died from lack of oxygen on their way down, doubtless they opened one of the oxygen canisters on board, but all seven were found strapped to their seats, eyes wide open, so the space program dies and in Sweden they bury their Prime Minister, and Reactor 4 explodes in Chernobyl, and the Soviet Union has heard nothing, seen nothing, but Swedish surveillance stations hunt for murderers and find vast quantities of radioactive waste drifting closer, evacuations take place at the drop of a hat, cows are slaughtered, forests are burned, but the world doesn’t go under because Oliver Stone is putting the finishing touches to Platoon, and soon all the world will see how the Vietnam War really happened, and simultaneously Tom Cruise will sit in the airport bar at the end of Top Gun in cinemas across the world, after his navigator has died, and Kelly McGillis will come in, sit at his side, say we all make mistakes, that we learn from them and move on, and Tom Cruise will be told that his navigator’s dead, that somebody has killed the Swedish Prime Minister and run up the steps from Sveavägen, and that the Challenger and Chernobyl have exploded in the end and that it’s nearly impossible to go into space, and Kelly McGillis will say Am I too late? Have you already left? And there’ll be lumps in throats everywhere in the world, because it’s 1986 and nothing goes right this year, even though Maradona wins the World Championship and is adored by all, the world is falling apart at the seams and there are still thirty people from the Alexander Kielland platform who have not been found, six years after they scuttled and buried it in Nedstrand Fjord, and it feels like drinking tea in the Sahara, the cups are full of sand.

   But in one place, in Stavanger, in the mid-eighties, 1986, some things went right. Amid the confusion.

Helle.

   I went to Hetland College in Stavanger, it was the first day of the second year and still almost nobody knew me, almost nobody in the class knew who I was, they’d forgotten me over the summer, and that suited me fine, all I wanted was to sit in the middle of the classroom, with everybody around me, encircled. Anyway, I had Jørn, and Jørn had Roar. And though I wasn’t best friends with either of them, they were the ones I’d be around that year. Jørn and Roar.

And Helle.

   She started in our class, that second year, one cold, wet morning in August, the third day after the holidays, I’d come into the classroom and put my backpack just inside the door, it was still early and I only intended to leave my bag and go out again, under the shed with the others, enjoy my last minutes before class began, Norwegian, the first Norwegian class in the second year, Fall 1986. We knew some newcomers would be starting, and that some of the class had left, some that nobody had talked to, a few who’d always been alone and couldn’t cope, that didn’t fit in, that nobody ever asked to stay, there were always some people who left, who walked out of college on the last day before summer vacation in the knowledge that I will never return, and nobody turned to look at them, nobody noticed them, as they walked through the gates with an extra heavy backpack or perhaps the lightest shoulders in the world, who knows.

Some had left, and others had come to fill their vacant chairs.

Helle.

Helle had come to fill a vacant chair, to fill the room, to fill the world.

But I didn’t know. As I dropped my backpack off in the classroom, I straightened up and turned, saw her there, saw she was pretty, at least in my eyes, knew I’d always remember her, assumed she’d been in here for her previous lesson and left something behind, or that she was in the first year, and that that was why I’d never seen her before. I made myself small, made space for her in the doorway, so she could slip past, and she snuck forward, flung her bag to the floor, slap, turned and went, and was back outside, her boots clack-clack-clacking across the asphalt before I’d quite managed to think the thought to its conclusion:

She’s in my class.

Fuck.

   Because you’ve been there too, haven’t you, you’ve been there in that class, when you’ve fallen in love with one of the others, on the first or third day, and the room seems to grow infinitely small, cramped and it’s hard to sit at your desk, and there’s nowhere to fix your gaze, because if you look at her, or him, everybody will notice, and if you look the other way, look up, look at the wall, look beyond them and at the blackboard, as if that one particular person doesn’t exist, they’ll notice that too, and they’ll think you really overrate yourself, sitting like that pretending you don’t care. Because it can’t be hidden. You’re totally transparent. Cellophane. And as breakable.

   I waited for a few seconds, looked around the room, where was she likely to sit? Should I take the plunge, try to get as close as possible to her, or lie low for a while? She’d sit way in the back. Guaranteed. I put my backpack next to the desk in one of the front rows, saw Jørn’s bag near the door too, fetched it and put it next to my desk. There.

   Then I ambled out, went quickly down the steps, jumping the last two and went past nearly my whole class, but nobody said hello, nobody said anything, they were busy talking about this and that, I passed by them unseen and found Jørn and Roar sitting on a bench, first years spread across the entire grounds, sitting on the asphalt in groups of two, three, four, clinging onto each other’s company, trying to look cool. Some of the new girls were taking a sneak look at Roar, he was considered one of the best lookers in the school, rumors about him traveled all the way from neighboring schools, he had so many friends, was friends with everyone and seemed totally unaffected by it, there seemed to be no division between important and unimportant people for Roar, as long as they were decent and reliable he was content no matter where he was.

“Damn rain,” said Jørn, trying to roll a cigarette, the paper sticking to his fingers and lips, tobacco around his shoes, this was not his first attempt.

“May I?” I said, pointing to his rollie, and he handed me the packet, peeled the Rizla paper off his fingers, scrunched the little pieces up and flicked them into the bushes, one, two.

“Have you got any idea who’s left our class?” asked Jørn.

“Nope,” answered Roar. I was busy rolling cigarettes. I had the knack, had the fingers for it, even though I didn’t smoke, swiftly made, they were perfect, two cigarettes of just the right thickness and there we sat, on a wet bench, in the second year, before Norwegian class, killing time.

“I think Bertine’s left. Not sure, but I think somebody said it,” said Jørn.

“Christ,” said Roar, “oh well, didn’t expect anything else. You know where she’s gone?”

“No idea.”

“So who was it that told you, then?”

“It was Anniken that said it. Don’t know where she got it from, didn’t ask,” said Jørn.

“But wasn’t Anniken going to leave? I thought she was going to Kongsgård.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” said Jørn. “You’re right. Oh well, she’s still here anyway.”

“Christ,” said Roar.

It had almost stopped raining, just a fine drizzle now, but it was still wet in the air, our jackets clung to our arms, swamp-like.

“So is there anyone new, then?” asked Roar.

“In our class?”

“Yeah?”

“Not that I know of. Mattias?”

“Don’t know,” I said, and added: “I think there’s a new girl. Bumped into one when I took my backpack in.”

“Pretty?” asked Roar.

I stared into the ground, it was boiling hot under my jacket, I felt huge, clumsy.

“Kind of. All right, I guess.”

Then they looked at me. For some moments. Jørn picking tobacco strands off his lips. You’ve got to be careful what you say. I’d only seen her once, for an instant. I might have been wrong. Or I might have been right. And if I’d said she was pretty, I’d have given them something to think about. Now they had to make up their own minds, and at worst I’d have the advantage. They’d have to take my verdict into account, judge whether their eyes were deceiving them, was she really that pretty? It was complicated, a Rommelian strategy. It was Norwegian next, and the bell went off.

   But we waited. We waited and didn’t go in, and Jørn slowly finished smoking his cigarette, while we watched the first years get to their feet determinedly, grab their backpacks and dash off clasping their schedules and classroom maps. We knew where to go, we’d been here before, we knew our teacher, that he was always late. We’d been in this country for a while now, I thought, gone through some decisive battles, we’d crawled around in this jungle for a whole year, hence our dark glances. The first graders had just been flown in, squeaky clean. Xin Loi. The noise of helicopter blades whirring up gold-brown dust and chewing gum wrappers in palm trees as Jørn stubbed his cigarette out and we began walking towards the classroom.

   I made sure to lag behind Jørn and Roar by a few feet, so as to be able to sneak in after them when they entered the classroom, and take a look around the room, see who was new, and in particular to see if She was there. I looked round. And there she was. Sitting, of course, at the very back of the classroom, as I’d assumed she would, alone, it seemed, but then Annette came and sat next to her, they began to chat, to get their books out, and I should have realized she’d end up being Annette’s friend. Nothing wrong with that. Annette was definitely one of the nicer girls, it seemed, even if I’d never talked to her. I went over to Jørn who’d sat down where I’d placed his bag, sat down next to him, began rummaging for my Norwegian textbook, I’ve no idea why, I knew exactly where it was, the third book in. It had been like that for years, frightened of forgetting my books I always took them all with me, gave myself a bent back.

   Jørn had forgotten his pencil case, needed to borrow a pencil from me, no, he wanted a pen, I had one of those too, then the teacher came in, and he looked like a mimeograph copy of how he’d looked on the last day before the summer, just as pale, but with sharper contours, the same nine-day-stubble, the same glance, and if I wasn’t mistaken, and I wasn’t, he was wearing the same clothes. There was silence as he put his briefcase on the table, and we all expected him to let out a sigh, to sink into his chair, burned out. But Herr Holgersen, middle-aged Holgersen, smiled, smiled at us all. And he welcomed us back.

Then he started talking, and we learned all there was to learn about Dag Solstad’s writing, his books about high-school teachers who’d had a tough time down the years, about the war, about betrayal, about all those hard-working folk, and I sat in one of the front rows, tried to take notes as usual, but I felt a burning somewhere in my neck, a stinging, I couldn’t concentrate properly, it was so hot, had to put a hand at the back of my head, and Jørn looked at me, half turned toward me to see if someone had thrown something or other at me, but nobody had, and I stared into the desktop, aware that sitting behind me in that room was a person about whom I still knew nothing, a person who had started in my class, for some reason, and who threatened to sweep me out of my anonymous existence and the classroom had become so much smaller, so cramped, since she’d arrived.

   During break times throughout the rest of the day I wandered aimlessly as usual, or sat with Jørn and Roar on the bench under the rain shelter, Jørn said something or other about his brother, and Roar answered, I didn’t catch what he said, I sat sniper-like waiting for her to come out, and she did, she came out every break, always a bit late, stood in the middle of the playground with a gang of girls from Class C, under the basketball net, obviously knew some of them from before, and that was about the only reason I could imagine for her being here at all, it was a well-known fact that kids that applied for Hetland College did so for one reason only. Hetland, and perhaps St. Svitun’s too, was the school you applied to if you weren’t prepared to work your arse off for the next three years, if you were already getting fed up. Rumors were rife, and the rumors said that Hetland was the school your average students disappeared to, the ones who cheated on tests, the ones that overslept for exams, the ones who didn’t turn up until third period, the ones that left early, turned homework in late, the ones that didn’t really know what to write on their university application forms two years later. I’d always imagined I’d go to Kongsgård, that was the Cathedral school in Stavanger, or perhaps St. Olav, I was a good student, did my homework, reviewed for tests, took notes in class, came prepared, tried to glide through it all without any glitches, didn’t get in anybody’s way, didn’t want to, aimed to be easy going, easy to get along with, which was probably why I ended up at Hetland, because Jørn wanted to go to Hetland, Hetland was, according to him, the happening place, it had a theatre society, The Munin Theatre Society, more underground than Kongsgård’s hundred year old Idun Society and thus more exciting. Progressive. Jørn liked drama, going on stage, standing up front, Jørn wanted to be seen, loved or hated, didn’t matter much which, and of course he got involved with the theatre, later Roar came into the picture too and built stage sets, Jørn got a part, not the one he’d wanted, the lead, he never got that, but one of the others, four lines in the second act of the show Wanna a Review? February 1986. I didn’t get tickets for the premiere, they were grabbed that year by the more excitable kids, elbowing their way to the front of the line by the door of the theatre club. Instead I waited until the performances were well underway, and one Wednesday evening in mid-February I took the bus out to Hetland, ticket in hand, hand in bobble-jacket pocket, tracked footprints in the snow up to the gym, that was where it all happened, there inside the gym and behind the big curtain, was the stage. Took my seat, had asked for a seat in the center of the hall, sat there, jacket on, hot under the oversized lighting rig that hung from the ceiling, and waited for Wanna a Review? to start. It wasn’t that great, Jørn recited his lines with precision, though they were rather quiet, rather shaky, and the thin flat Roar had built was rickety, it trembled every time somebody crossed the floor. But they did it, their review, and I was there, sitting in the middle of an enthusiastic, laughing crowd that I didn’t know, but that I’d become a part of somehow, in the dark, and we laughed, poked each other’s sides at the crudest jokes, the most mocking songs, and then, when the performance was over, we went our separate ways, me in mine and the others in theirs, and the next day I discovered Jørn had become massively popular, that was all it had taken. Four good lines. More people started coming over to where we stood during the break, people who wanted to talk to Jørn, or to Roar, when Jørn was busy. And then I’d move aside, take a step back, open the circle for new people, searched my brain to see if I had something to say, but never did, don’t know why, I just liked to stand there listening, an observer, pretending not to exist, as though I couldn’t be seen, which was why nobody ever talked to me apart from Jørn and Roar, or even looked in my direction. Which suited me fine. I had my place. I had control.

   But somewhere inside, deep inside me, I, the great cog, craved all the attention the world could offer. Just once.

   I’d take the bus into town after school, pick up my bicycle that was locked to the rack outside Romsøe Farm and trudge up toward Storhaug. That was my routine. In the morning I’d ride down from Kampen and into town, lock up my bike and take the bus to Hetland High, and then the reverse back home. Apart from on Wednesdays when I had a lesson with Fru Haug. Fru Haug was a singing teacher, I took private classes at her apartment in Nymannsveien, she hated anyone who arrived late or early, but loved boys who had pure singing voices and were neatly dressed, and to her eyes, modern.

   Actually it was none other than Alexander L. Kielland that got me singing in the first place. Not the author, I’ve never had much of a relationship with him, never got the point of Poison, never quite understood our teacher’s fascination for Garman and Worse with its bitter Pietists hiding behind their curtains. No, it was the oil rig. You remember? It happened in 1980, on March 27 of that year, out in the North Sea on the Ekofisk oil field, at 6:30 P.M.. You remember? One of the legs of the Alexander L. Kielland platform gave way in hurricane gales and giant waves, metal fatigue or an explosion in several of the stays caused one of its five legs to be torn loose, the Alexander L. Kielland keeled over and less than thirty seconds later the platform lay in the sea at a forty degree angle, less than twelve minutes more and the world was turned on its head, the derrick was scraping the bottom and the worst catastrophe in the offshore oil industry was a reality. On the mainland, Stavanger stopped for a moment, Stavanger held its breath, to no avail, only 88 out of the 211 men came back, came home, 123 people disappeared into the water, trapped, shut in the theater where they’d been spending the evening watching movies, unable to find their way out in the chaos and pitch dark, just twelve brief minutes divided an ordinary day from the worst, and a monumental hush settled over the town that day, almost everybody knew somebody who’d been on board or their families, but nobody knew what to say, and time passed, the rig was righted again, but not all the men were found, even after three years, some of them were gone forever and it was summer again, 1983. Jørn gave me a birthday present, his first, he was visibly proud as he handed me a flat package, stood grinning into my living room floor as I ripped the wrapping off and seconds later held an album in my hand, Mods—America. I was thirteen and the Mods were the best thing ever, for us and the rest of town, we were crazy about them, and on that album, their second, was a track called “Alexander,” a comparatively gloomy affair, with lyrics I found pathetic to put it mildly, thought they were about some teenage kid running away from home and tear-jerky family stuff, I didn’t make the connection until Jørn pointed it out, we were over at his house listening to the record for the third time that afternoon, and I was ranting about how this was the weakest song on an otherwise perfect album.

“Just listen to it,” I said, singing in exaggerated tones, “Oh, Alexander, why did you fail us? Or how about this: A lost brother is a wound that never heals. I mean, seriously!”

“They’re singing about the oil platform,” said Jørn.

“What?”

“The Alexander, of course. The Alexander Kielland disaster, right? It failed them. When he sings Alexander, why did you fail us, he’s talking about the leg. It was the leg that broke and toppled the platform.”

“I thought he was singing about his brother or something.”

“No, that’s just an image. A kind of metaphor-thing. The rig was like a kind of brother to Stavanger, right? A fucking hot comparison if you think about it. If you ever sing in a band or write lyrics or stuff, you’ve got to talk in images.”

“What makes you think I’m planning on that?”

“What, singing in a band?”

“Yeah.”

“Nothing, I’m just telling you how it is, that if you ever sing in a band you have to be able to do stuff like that.”

“I haven’t thought about singing in a band.”

“No, but if.”

   That was how I started singing. Alexander. I sang that song over and over, ad infinitum, all the while imagining myself rescuing unfortunate oil workers from the sea. But I didn’t write songs, and I didn’t sing in public. I sang my way through the Mods’ records when I was alone, which I nearly always was, knew the lyrics by heart, the way Morten Abel sang them, wore the vinyl out, until one day Mother got the idea I should learn to sing properly, or perhaps she’d simply had enough of the same songs. Neither she nor Father demanded I use my singing for anything, they were just pleased I had something to do. I’d been ill, I seemed to be improving, and Mother sat me down one day, she had an old friend who had a friend who was a singing teacher, and that was how the decision was made that I’d have weekly classes with her, apparently she was very good, had taught lots of youngsters, and her husband had contacts in the recording industry, he got hold of master recordings of the instrumentals of Duran Duran, and later a-ha, and then I sang to them, again and again, while Fru Haug held forth on singing from the stomach, taught me to sing like them, to reach the high notes, the ones that sat on the top shelf, as she described it. I didn’t have anything against this, had enough spare time, so I visited Fru Haug every week for four years, until the Mods were long passé, until Duran Duran had more or less vanished and a-ha were falling apart at the seams. But I never sang for other people. In fact I even stopped singing at home, sang just once a week, behind the thick walls and closed doors of an apartment in Storhaug, and the only concerts I gave were for Herr and Fru Haug, and they would smile and clap and then the coffee and biscuits were brought in and Herr Haug would dive into his briefcase some days and surface with something for me, an autograph from a band he was involved with, signed drumsticks, albums or sweatbands. I’d thank him, go off with them, and when I got home I’d throw them in a box, far in the back of my closet, and forget them. Without a word to Jørn about what I was doing.
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After my lesson that day I biked down to Pedersgata, freewheeled through town and pedaled hard up the hill to Kampen, Seehusensgate. There were no cars in the garage, nobody else was at home, a note on the kitchen table said my dinner was in the fridge, it was microwavable, Mother was going swimming straight from work, and Father always worked late anyway, had done so for as long as I could remember, a conscientious man, my parents were careful, conscientious people.

   Mother worked in child welfare. Looked after youngsters. She had some childhood friends she went swimming with twice weekly, in Hetland’s Baths. Synchronized swimming. She’d been doing it for as long as I remembered, I’d go with her sometimes when I was younger, sit at the edge of the pool and watch, the legs of my pants folded up, feet in the water. I remember how great I thought it looked when they made circles in the pool, like flowers in the water, their identical swimming caps. I thought mother looked great, when she got it right, and I liked the way they relied on everyone doing their part. A sense of things hanging together. Mother and her friends didn’t make a big deal out of it, there were no great goals, just enjoyed swimming together. Although occasionally, as I grew older, they participated in local competitions, mainly with women’s teams from companies or the like, and then Father and I would go and watch her, we’d sit on the benches and watch Mother as she followed the rules, remembered the combinations and made pretty shapes in the water. Father was no sportsman himself, in his opinion he’d jogged enough during his military service, he preferred to watch than to take part. He worked for an insurance company in town, looked after money and was terrified of the word “compensation,” it was as though it was contagious, an illness that could strike arbitrarily, that no chemical could eliminate, Agent Orange. Apart from that, he’d had thinning hair since his youth, enjoyed reading Out in Nature and subscribed to scientific journals, could never get enough, kept himself informed of the latest technology and explained the workings of the world to Mother, told her about the treasures of the Incas in South America and drift ice in the Arctic. For her part, as far back as the seventies, Mother had forbidden Father to buy clothes himself. He’d tried a few times before then, a valiant attempt, and each time, according to Mother, he’d bought such boring and neutral clothes that he melted into his surroundings, it was almost impossible to know if he was home or not. That was how things were, fine parents to grow up with, they were polite to one another, there were never big rows in our house, not even when there should have been.

   I microwaved my food, sat in front of the TV, ate my dinner, obedient boy, ate it up, put my plate away and felt restless, unable to sit still for long, couldn’t concentrate. Tried to follow some of the shows, Film Magazine on NRK, Charlie’s Angels and The Tales of Wells Fargo on Sky, whatever was playing, but I couldn’t, and outside the rain was falling again, a driving rain. Eventually I got up, went out into the hall and called Jørn, but he wasn’t home. It seemed he’d gone out, despite the weather, he was out there somewhere, like she was, and for a second I was morbidly jealous, got it in my head that she was out there with him, that they were sitting somewhere, friends together, they were having fun, and they didn’t need anybody else. Had that thought for an instant, but pushed it away, went up to my room, didn’t do my homework, didn’t listen to any records, went to bed early that night, nine o’clock, since I had nothing to do, and nothing would happen that night. And I dreamed that the sea rose, that it came gushing through the window and swept me away with it.

   I turned spy that fall. Peeping Tom. I kept watch over Helle, was the first one out at break, last one in. That was the fall I almost froze to death, trench foot and frostbite. And for once, I wanted to be noticed. To be seen.

But I said nothing.

I never talked to her, not because I didn’t dare to, but more likely because I was frightened she wouldn’t talk to me, and then my whole enterprise, my whole hobby, would be spoiled.

No.

It was because I didn’t dare. It meant too much.

Cowardly?

Yes, of course. Like everybody else.

Flat-on-my-face cowardly.

   And then I did something I would come to regret bitterly.

For years.

I stuck my head out.

   It was the committee for the theater society that came up with the idea.

A bad idea.

An amazingly bad idea. They decided to start a new annual event, a fancy dress ball for Christmas. On the last day of term before Christmas. It cost twenty-five kroner a ticket and I hadn’t really intended to go, but everybody else was, and no stone was left unturned when it came to distributing invitations, and one October day an invite was shoved under the stone I was sitting on.

Was Jørn going? Was Roar going?

Of course they were.

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“Oh, come on,” said Roar as if he thought I was just being awkward. We stood under the shelter and I stared at the invitation, I didn’t want to go, but that was so stupid, she’d be there, and I’d practically given myself pneumonia standing outside waiting to be noticed by her, I was fed up with going about in my long johns every day to cope with the cold.

But a fancy dress ball? No fucking way!

Nofuckingwaynofuckingway.

And so I let myself be persuaded, without further ado.

   The costume was easy to choose. I’d be an astronaut. Of course. With a gold colored sun visor and everything, so it wouldn’t be possible to see in, to see my face, only to look out. A bubbly white space suit with the NASA logo on it and white snow boots on my feet.

I spent almost a month figuring it out, a space suit wasn’t the easiest costume to make, but there were solutions, and bit by bit the pieces fell into place. I made drawings and Mother did most of the work, the white sail from the old surfboard Father had bought one summer and nobody used became the suit itself, it was stiff enough and made of white nylon, it made a superb whistling noise as I moved. The sail fabric was tacked loosely to the corresponding wetsuit, and then stuffed with cotton wool and sponge, I made the helmet out of father’s old scooter helmet, it was spherical enough, I painted it white, put a thin layer of yellow film over the visor, it looked pretty smart when I opened and closed it. Mother sewed a collar made of the sail fabric to the inside rim of the helmet, so it could be tucked down into the rest of the suit and looked as though all the joins were airtight. With Father’s help we stuck huge magnets under my snowboots with Karlsson’s superglue, they made a great metallic clanking noise as I crossed the floor, because if it’s gotta be done, it’s gotta be done.

Turned out Jørn’s big brother had white ice hockey gloves too, and since he lived at Dale Psychiatric Unit, way out of town, Jørn reckoned nobody would notice if I borrowed them. Besides, his brother hadn’t ever played ice hockey.

“What, never?” I asked, as we sat up in my room. I’d just tried the finished suit on for the first time, it fit well, fit as it should, and it was Thursday, the evening before the ball.

“Never,” answered Jørn. “I don’t think he’s even ever touched a puck.”

“So why does he have ice hockey gloves?”

“We’ll never know.”

I thought about Jørn’s brother, who’d lived at the home for years and who might never return to planet Earth, imagined some kind of David Bowie figure. Ziggy Stardust. Major Tom. Lost in Space. Without his ice hockey gloves.

   That evening, when Jørn had gone, I sewed the name label Mother had embroidered in big blue letters carefully onto the breast of the suit, it said Buzz Aldrin. Had to, of course. And it looked fantastic.

   Friday came. The weather had turned fair. One of those really beautiful December days. I hadn’t talked to her that day either, I don’t know why, never seemed to find the occasion, I was probably terrified. I thought about where this would all lead. How I’d cause a disturbance in her life, disorder in my world. How things would go off track, the water would be too deep. I thought of ways to avoid her. To stop thinking about her, concentrated on the stuff I knew, how planets followed paths, how planes took off and landed all the time, the world over, without hitch. I hunted for good reasons to get out of it, and found none.

Friday.

TV in the interim hours.

Pernille and Mister Nelson.

Sky Trax.

The Pat Sharp Show.

Wham’s goodbye concert on NRK.

Like the sand in the hourglass, these are the days of our lives.

I called Jørn, yes, he was ready, another half hour, and he’d leave, Roar was already on his way to school, Roar was always early, that was just how it was, and I liked it. Roar came from a family whom time always seemed to work against, there was always so much to do, maybe that was why he always tried to beat everyone to it, to sneak ahead unseen.

Friday.

One should beware of Fridays.

They promise so much.

Like movie trailers.

Only rarely do they live up to expectations.

Most Fridays are lousy sequels.

Back to the Future Part III.

   I left home early, took the bus over, had my costume in a big bag, didn’t want to go marching through town in that costume, and there wouldn’t be a problem changing at school the moment I got there, I could just go down into the locker rooms.

   It was snowing heavily, had to plough my way through the snowdrift, looking down at the ground so as not to get my eyes covered in snow. It crunched under my snow boots and I was on my way to a party I’d never normally have gone to. But then, these weren’t normal times; nothing was normal in the autumn of ’86.

   As I walked into the playground, I saw the ground was already covered in footprints, which meant lots of people had arrived already, and I decided to change my plans of walking through the gym to get to the locker rooms, I’d go around the back instead and hope the door wasn’t locked.

   I jogged around the building, bag in hand, and came to the outer door leading into the locker rooms, tugged at the handle. Locked. Shit … Looked around. No other doors. I walked back and forth for a while, wondered if I ought to risk being seen in the gym without my costume, but decided I didn’t want that. Started to check the windows into the locker room. They wouldn’t budge. Tried teasing my keys in, sticks, anything to get leverage with, but they were firmly stuck. Moved along the row of windows, test, locked, test. Locked. And then at last I found one that wasn’t quite shut properly. Only one catch was on, and I managed to open the window an inch on one side, place a stone in the gap to hold it open, and with a branch broken from a tree I managed to lift the other catch, opened the window, and then wriggled my way through the small opening, so that I was suddenly standing in the middle of a darkened girls’ locker room.

   It was weird standing in here. I don’t know what I’d expected. That it should be very different. Different colors, different fittings, maybe. I’d never lain on my back in the boys’ locker room with a mirror underneath the partition, or stood on the taps in the shower, or twisted my head at unnatural angles to get a glimpse of naked girls bodies through the ventilation system in junior school. The line was always so long, and I always stood so far back in it, letting everybody go ahead of me.

   But there wasn’t much to see. Looked much like any other locker room. Neither did it smell particularly like girls. It smelled like green soap. Floor wax. Gymnasium.

I put my bag down, began to take my clothes off, folded them neatly and lay them beside my costume, hauled on the extended wetsuit, checked everything was in place, put my helmet on, visor up, zipped it up, and then the door into the locker room opened, a hand fumbled for the light switch and there she was, standing in the room, a bag in her hand. Me in my space suit.

Houston, we have a problem.

Engine off.

   She leaped back when she saw me. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know anyone was in here,” she said, and I raised an ice-hockey-gloved hand, not knowing what to say.

“Hi,” I said.

She turned in the doorway.

“H … hi.”

I took my helmet off, and she walked farther into the room.

“I was … I was just changing,” I said.

“Your name’s Mattias, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“So what are you?” She came even closer. “An astronaut?”

I stood there in front of her, in the middle of the room, my helmet under my arm.

“Buzz Aldrin,” I answered.

“Who’s that?”

“The second man on the moon. Apollo 11. 1969. The Eagle has landed.”

“But why aren’t you Armstrong? Wasn’t he the first man?”

“I didn’t have his suit,” I said.

“Oh.” She looked at me skeptically, then smiled, something in her face opened up, the room lit up, I almost had to pull my visor down.

“I’m Helle,” she said, stretching out a hand, I took it, gave it a little shake, and pretended I didn’t know, all too well, what she was called. It was a nice hand.

“Nice name.”

“So is that,” she said pointing at my chest. “Aldrin.”

“What are you going to be?” I asked, pointing at her bag.

She looked at my hand. “Aren’t those ice hockey gloves?”

“It can be pretty cold out in space.”

She laughed again, and it really hadn’t gone that badly, I thought to myself.

“I’m going to be Joan of Arc,” she said, pulling a suit of armor out of her bag. “My mum suggested it, I couldn’t think of anything, but it’ll be fine I’m sure.”

“Of course it will.”

She began unbuttoning her blouse, it was getting hot in my suit. She looked up at me again.

“Hmm … I think you’d better go, I’m going to change now.”

“Yeah, sure. May God be with you!”

“You what?”

“Joan of Arc. She believed that she was acting on divine inspiration. She led the French army to a great victory, the turning point in the Hundred Years’ War. Then later they burned her at the stake. Must have gotten her beliefs all wrong.”

“Oh.”

I stood there scuffing my shoes into the floor.

“Anyway … I … well, I’ll be off. Bye.”

“Yeah. See you later.”

So I went out of the locker room, up the stairs and into the big hall.

My first real party. This is what I remember. The class parties in elementary school, the home-alone-parties during high school, the late nights out, down by the sea, the making out and the lager, and all those mouths, and smart-looking pants taken off behind the bushes, the drunken girls, I was sitting at home then, that was more my thing, so it was just as well nobody ever asked me. But this was no teenage birthday party. This was a ball. And it’s this I remember.

   I stomped into the gymnasium. All done up and balloon-infested to be a ballroom, standing on the stage a percussion outfit, guitars, synthesizers, there’d be a concert later, at the other end of the room a disk jockey, Norwegian Pat Sharp dressed like Prince Valiant, table laid with bowls of punch and plastic cups. And in the middle, waves of dancing kids. Pulled down my visor, moved towards the punch, the magnets clicked on the floor as I walked, but nobody noticed. Took a plastic cup of punch, held it clumsily in big hockey gloves, took a slurp, the taste of summer, Hawaii, even though it was December, turned to face the dancing hordes, the landscape. Magnificent. Magnificent desolation.

   Then somebody thumped me on the back. I turned. It was Jørn, dressed as Luke Skywalker, a good likeness.

“Luke,” I said, in my deepest Darth Vader voice. “I am your father, Luke.”

“Ha-ha. Hi there, spaceboy.” Jørn was in full swing. “Have you seen Roar anywhere?”

“No, I don’t think so. Who is he?

“Who do you think? Solo, of course.”

“Of course. I spotted Obi-Wan Kenobi in here too,” I said. “And Princess Leia. I think.”

“Jesus. Leia. Things have got to happen there!”

“But Leia’s Luke’s sister, isn’t she?”

“Yeah, yeah, fuck that, we don’t have to go that deep into it, do we? Do you know who she is? Who’s Leia?”

“I think she’s in Class C. I’m not sure.”

Jørn looked at my plastic cup. Punch.

“Have you been down yet?”

“Down?”

“Come on.”

   I followed Luke out and around to the back of the school, down the staircase to the props room, through the door and into the warmth. There were about ten or twelve people sitting down here, boys and girls, and whiskey on the table. I glanced around quickly to see whether Helle was here, hadn’t seen her up in the gym, but she wasn’t down here either. Jørn put me in a chair next to the table, pointed toward me.

“This is Mattias.”

Only a few heads moved to nod in my direction, most of the people down here were actors, set makers, stagehands, and theatre folk in general. I was handed some whiskey in a glass and Roar came out from the toilets. As Solo.

“Where’s Chewbacca, then?” somebody asked in our direction, a tall guy dressed as Conan.

“In his kennel,” answered Jørn.

“Yeah, right. And you?” he continued, looking in my direction: “Where’s Armstrong?”

I didn’t want to answer.

“Armstrong’s looking after Chewbacca,” said Jørn.

“Smart. Fucking smart. You’re a smart guy, Jørn.”

More whiskey. Or beer. Or wine. I’d lost track. But there a storm raged in my glass. When we finally resurfaced, several hours had gone, the teachers’ generally graceless skits and the principal’s speech were long over, a band with the flashy name of Hetland Heroes were up on stage playing “Tainted Love” and out on the dance floor the poor students tried to keep up, but it was hard, almost impossible, I didn’t blame them, you needed your sea legs out there, I staggered out into the crowd, the floor heaved under me, Mare Undarum, the gravitational force was slowly, but surely being sucked out of the huge room, it was steaming up behind my visor, big drops started running slowly down the transparent plastic, but I kept the visor down, shoved my way through the crowd as the band started to play “Space Oddity,” Bowie strutting his stuff at the ball, and the vocalist is singing off key, not great, standing so cocksure on the edge of the stage, trying his best to reach the notes, and it wasn’t an improvement when they tried some aha. Luke was fighting a laser battle with Obi-Wan over by the climbing bars and committed patricide, Leia was getting bored, and Helle was nowhere to be seen, so I fought my way to the exit, through the crowded room, the doorway swayed, I tried aiming straight, had to make a couple of attempts and somebody grabbed hold of me, talked to me, but the sound didn’t get through the plastic and the wetsuit stuck to my skin, I needed the toilet, needed air, had to find Helle, and I trundled out through the corridor, up the stairs and into the classroom, fell over a couple of chairs and tables in my gigantic suit, and the sound of the band flung itself out of the gymnasium, wound its way up through the floors and into my head, I turned and started back down the hall, Oceanus Procellarum, my hair drenched in condensation and I walked back in, twice as many people here now, I began to feel ill, my heart was beating at twice the tempo at which the band attempted to make “Sweet Dreams” swing and Annie Lennox materialize, and I spun on my own axis several times in the search for something firm to hold, but I didn’t know anybody in here, headed toward the punch bowls and found Roar in Solo’s shadow, I grabbed him and lurched toward him, he held me steady and suddenly the room went quiet.

“You all right?” he asked, trying to lift my visor, but I shoved his hand away, held the visor down.

“I’m just a bit … technical problems,” I said.

“Huh?”

“Huh?” I answered, I could see his mouth moving, but couldn’t catch his words, too much talking, shouting in the hall, words pouring from the loudspeakers.

“I think I’ve lost contact with Mission Control,” I said. “But we’ll have it fixed in no time. Stand by.”

   And then a voice came over the loudspeakers from the stage, anybody could join the band now, a generous offer, if there was anybody who wanted to try to be a singer, this was their chance, was there anybody who wanted to come up? The vocalist left the stage, arms crossed. Nobody volunteered. Mumbling out on that soft gymnasium floor, and there in the middle, amongst all the Zorros, the superheroes, cowboys and Czech’s Majka from space, I caught sight of Joan of Arc. Helle had suddenly turned up from nowhere, and so I put one magnetic snow-boot in front of the other, in speedy succession, and did what I should never have done.

I lifted my hand.

Walked toward the stage.

Walked up the small staircase.

Turned to the band.

Gave them a title. They nodded.

Turned to the public. Mumbled.

Opened my visor.

Thought about Fru Haug.

And sang.

   I sang loud, as loud as I could, and I sang well. I sang fantastically well. Sang my way through the walls, out through all the people on the floor, and I sang their hats, their scarves, their false mustaches and wigs off, I saw Roar and Jørn standing together in a corner, mouths open, eyes staring, and I saw the people from my class, shaking their heads all around the room, and I sang loud, lifted the roof, because it was something I could do, I had a powerful voice, I don’t know why, but I’d always been good at singing, it was just I’d never liked it, didn’t like standing at the front of a stage like this, singing for a hungry audience, but right now, in this moment I sing, as I have since childhood, for myself, and the song shoots through the air-conditioning system in the ceiling, out into the snow, through the streets, and I imagine cars stopping at traffic lights, motorists turning down their car stereos, rolling down their windows and letting the snow into their cars as they wonder where the sound is coming from, and couples quarreling in their apartments, holding their tongues, opening their windows and taking each other in their arms, kissing, and children waking up in their beds and hugging their teddies, because somewhere out there someone is singing, and in the end it stops snowing, the clouds clear, and I sing as hard as I can, fill my lungs with air and the band can barely keep up, the vocalist pulls even further to the back of the stage, until he ends up going all the way off into the back room and I stare out into the public, wide open eyes, don’t know what to do, I find Helle, and Helle smiles, a big smile, and I can’t lower the visor this time either, because I’m singing, and it’s so beautiful, a song beautifully sung, and I think how I should have been a singer, because it’s the only thing I can do, my voice carries and the song moves to its decisive climax, one of the most popular songs of the year, the year that otherwise went so wrong, and I stretch out my arms, and the song nears its end, I turn to the band, make a rotating motion with my right arm for them to take the last section one more time, the drummer brings down the final beat, and I’m alone, holding the note, and the final vowel sneaks out into the venue, and then it’s over.

And I pull down my visor.

And the applause explodes.

And I turn and go.

   I staggered backstage, down the stairs and into the girls’ locker room, sat on the bench by my clothes, lifted my visor, leaned forward and threw up onto the floor, it ran out of me, in big, belching thrusts, I went down on my knees, emptied myself over the tiles, and it ran toward the showers, sticky streams of beer, wine and whiskey, everything I’d held back all autumn long.

   And that’s what I remember. Or rather, that’s the last thing I remember clearly, I think. At some point everything started to speed up, or my brain started to slow. But I do know I finally tore off my space suit, stuck my head in the shower and turned it on, ice cold water over my head, put my own clothes back on, threw the space suit in the bag, crept out the window, crept home in the snowdrift, four miles with wet hair, made myself ill, lay in bed for a week, before I got up a few days before Christmas, went to Jørn’s, but he didn’t know what to say.

“Jesus,” he said. “Christ Almighty!”

I said nothing.

“Why haven’t you ever said anything about it, Mattias?”

“Why should I?”

“But Christ, we could be a band, yeah, me on guitar, Roar on drums and …”

“No.”

“No?”

“It was just a one off. A rescue attempt.”

“And who was in need of rescue, may I ask?”

“Me.”

“But my God, Mattias, you have to sing. It’s criminal not to. You must be the best vocalist since, yeah, I don’t know, but for ages.”

“No,” I answered.

“No?”

“No.”

“Really no? Or just no?”

“Really no.”

“But what are you intending to do if you’re so dead set on not using your potential?”

“I’m going to be a gardener.”

“A gardener?”

“Yup.”

We sat there staring into the ceiling, Jørn played some records, Roar came by later into the evening, said more or less the same thing, and I answered that I’d never do it again, tried to explain my thinking, and they understood, slowly, but surely, it took time, and I told them about my plans to be a gardener and how they’d begun to take form in my head over the last few weeks, though in truth I’d been thinking it over for the last three years, explained about Helle, dropped cluster bombs of information and revealed more than I had for the last ten years.

   I’d spent December 23, Little Christmas Eve, at Jørn’s house, we’d hung out in the TV room in the basement of his parents’ house, shared a couple of beers, watched The Countess and the Butler, and I wondered where they were now; was the countess a big actress or just a one-trick pony-artist, and the butler, what was the butler doing now? Was he decorating his Christmas tree, reminiscing about his past success, did he know this comedy skit was played every Little Christmas Eve in Norway like some ritual incantation. I tramped through the snow back home, up to Ølbøen that sold beer even after one o’clock on Saturday afternoons, up to Kampen School, and it was dark, the snow lay thick in the schoolyard and the streetlamps struggled to light up between the white flakes that landed soundlessly on the ground, I scooped up a fistful of snow, packed it tightly into a ball between my mittens, hurled it in a high arc onto the roof of the junior school so it landed with an explosion, and then continued on my way until a voice called after me.

“Hey, wait.”

Somebody came running.

Helle came running.

Of course Helle came running.

What else would she do?

I turned and waited for her to catch up, scooped up another fistful of snow, made another snowball.

“Where did you go? After the party?” she asked when she’d reached me. “You just disappeared.”

“Got called back to earth.”

“But, you’re a good singer.”

“Thanks. And you?”

“I stayed.” She laughed. “It went pretty quiet after you’d finished. The band didn’t play anything else all evening. The disc jockey took over. Where did you learn to sing like that, anyway?”

“In Storhaug.”

“That was the most beautiful singing I’ve ever heard.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Can you throw a snowball up onto the roof?”

“I think so.”

“You’ll get a reward, if you do.”

“Okay.”

Snowflakes might have settled on her eyelashes, she might have brushed them away with her red mittens, but she didn’t. She tugged one of her mittens off, wiped the snow from her nose, put her mitten back on and shivered with the cold. I patted the ball one last time and threw it up onto the roof. Splat.

Then she put her arms around me and kissed me.

And I put my mittens around her.

Which was how we got together, Helle and I, on Little Christmas Eve.

   Sat in the living room with Mother and Father and watched the Christmas Disney Cavalcade, before Christmas Eve dinner.

When you wish upon a star.

A gift from all of us to all of you.

It was a nice Christmas and I got what I wanted.

I spent New Year’s Eve with Helle, at a party in Madla, stayed the night at her place and awoke to fresh rolls the next day, her father had been baking, was in good humor, and I stayed a few days into January.

   Helle. From Augland. Helle, whose father was in the police, and whose mother was a geography professor. Helle, who lived in the loft at home, who liked the Police and always wanted to go to Café Sting to drink red wine. Helle, who would become my entire world, everything that was good, until one day she would inevitably sink the ship so neither man nor mouse could be saved.

   Term started again on a Tuesday, and I remember how it fell completely silent as I walked into the classroom that morning. And still nobody talked to me, apart from Jørn, Roar, and Helle, but I noticed how everybody’s eyes licked my whole head smooth and sore as I moved around the playground. If the corridor was crowded outside the classroom where I had my next lesson, they’d step aside so I could go in. As the weeks and months passed it only got worse, suddenly I was horribly interesting, everybody wanted to get me talking in every damned break about my singing, I stood on the playground and froze, trying to keep a low profile, unsuccessfully, of course. The world had discovered Mattias, and there was nothing to be done. It was too late for regrets, even the teachers were out to get me more, posing questions, there was no end to it, and it felt like the walls were creeping in on me, pressing me into corners no matter how big a room I went into. And perhaps that was why, as I stood outside one day engaged in one of an endless stream of meaningless conversations with somebody who had no real interest in me at all, I decided that I’d never poke my head out again. I missed my own world, I’d had control there, just me and space, outer space, Buzz, and me, I still didn’t say a lot, didn’t make any more of myself during class time, less if possible, but of course that had the reverse effect, they wanted me to join the theatre group, it would be crazy of me not to, they thought, and newly formed bands suddenly needed new vocalists, but I declined, a tall tree in the desert. But Helle was kind, tried her best to understand why I didn’t want all this attention, even if she didn’t really understand why, and I’d stay at home or at her place, didn’t go out much, even less than before, and then towards the end of the third year, important discussions were held about what we should all study, I lied, said I was going to Oslo, to university there, to take some subject, I don’t remember what. And quietly I filled in the necessary forms for horticultural college, for the courses and whatever was needed. Only Helle, Jørn, and Roar knew. And they said nothing.

Some people wouldn’t want the whole world even if they could have it.

Some people don’t want a land of their own.

And some people don’t even need a school in Stavanger.

Some people just want to be a part of a whole.

Useful, if inconsequential.

Not everybody needs the whole world.

I just wanted to be in peace.

   I sat in my chair, looking at the plants that stood waiting at the door to the shop, they had to be delivered next morning, mustn’t forget, it was half past two, and she’d ring soon, as always, soon Helle would call, I’d arrange a time with her, switch out the lights and lock the doors, drive home to Storhaug, to our apartment.

Digital figures on the clock above the door: 14:31.

I sat in my chair, drank coffee.

14:32.

Shifted in my chair.

14:33.

Screwed the lid of my Thermos on tightly, put it in my plastic bag.

14:34.

Helle called.

“Hi,” she said, her voice soft as usual through the receiver, through the wires, miles of cable and electrical impulses through town.

“Hi,” I answered, still an expectant child, even after all these years.

Voices in the background, her room was filled with voices.

“Are you watching TV?”

“Yes,” she answered.

“What?”

“Just something that was on. Oprah, I think.”

“Right.”

Pause.

“So,” I began, “do you want to do something this evening?” I fiddled with the flowers on the table, brushed the dust off the tabletop. “Maybe we could go to the movies or something?”

“I’ve got to go to the gym soon,” she said, “and then I’m going to meet Karianne later today. This evening.”

“Oh, right.”

“Yes, it’s …”

“No, that’s … yes, no, I mean, that’s fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Of course. We can do something tomorrow. Or over the weekend. Or?”

“Maybe,” was all she said.

The flowers on the table needed water. They’d die in this heat. I swapped the receiver to the other hand.

“Right … we’ll talk soon then,” I said.

“Okay.”

“Okay. Love you.”

“Me too.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

I put the receiver down, left the flowers to die in peace on the table, puttered around for half an hour before locking up and going home.

   I sat on the sofa in the living room. Watching the news. Telephone. News flash about a boat catastrophe outside the Philippines. Somebody was calling, I turned the sound off, got up and lifted the receiver, watched the muted news. Mother at the other end. Usual voice. I had an eye on the TV.

“Hello,” she said.

Aerial view of a boat being smashed to pieces in the waves, Asian people clinging desperately to the bow.

“How are things?”

“Everything’s fine,” I say.

Close up of mother and child in a lifeboat, eyes wide open.

“And work?”

“Things just keep growing.”

Pause.

“That’s good. And Helle?”

“She’s well, as always.”

“Yes, she always seems to manage so well.”

Helicopter nears the water, lowers the rescue cable, people are dragged under in the whirling currents, arms sticking out of the water.

“Yes.”

Cut to the reporter who is standing ashore, wet raincoat, wind in his hair.

“Have you had any supper?”

“Hmm,” I answered, “nothing much. A bit.”

“I see,”

The cameraman zooms in on life jackets floating on the water.

The sea rises.

“Do you want to come by the house, maybe?”

“Now?”

“Yes. I … I’ve baked some sweet buns.”

“Buns?”

“Yes.”

Survivors wrapped in wool blankets, eyes shining, on the oil tanker’s deck.

Then the boat sinks.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll just take a shower, then I’ll drive over.”

She waited.

“Great, we’ll see you then. Bye.”

“Bye.”

She waited a couple of seconds more before replacing the receiver, she always did, in case I might say something more. Generally, I didn’t, I knew she didn’t really like talking on the phone, she wanted a face in front of her, a mouth, Father was the telephone operator, he could have sat for hours, talking and talking, discussing anything and everything, so long as he’d found somebody at the other end equally happy to sit talking.

   An hour later I was in the car, made a little detour, drove down toward town, a light evening, there were café tables out on the sidewalks and people were drunk, in just T-shirts and wearing sunglasses, despite it being early in the year, the treacherous month, never trust a girl’s winks and smiles, they are as unreliable as the April weather was Mother’s refrain, but the rain had dried and forest fires would soon rage in the countryside again, this was Stavanger, desperate to get summer ahead of time, good weather on credit and covered by VISA for loss in July.

   I drove up toward the Atlantic Hotel, up toward the Buchardt Hotel that was under construction, past the SAS Hotel and up toward Kampen, past the Mission High School in Misjonsveien and a little bit further to Seehusensgate.

   Finger on the doorbell.

Hesitated.

No.

Didn’t wait, walked straight in.

   I’d drop by once in a while, once a month perhaps, usually, perhaps twice, sometimes just a flying visit, at other times I’d stay all evening, sit and watch TV with them, depending on what Helle was doing, or not doing, if we’d made plans, or if I was left to myself. We lived separately for a long time, Helle and I. I’d had an apartment in Storhaug, she lived in shared accommodations at Eiganes, together with three girls, who were younger than her, at college, future teachers, all of them. I used to imagine them practicing writing each others’ report cards, inventing sicknesses and bad excuses, giving each other grades for their cleaning skills, C+ when one of them had forgotten to put the tea towels through the mangle after washing them or forgot to boil the silverware. We’d been in the apartment we now shared for the past four or five years, we’d gotten it after I’d been forced to move out of another house that was being demolished, an apartment I’d found in an old house in Våland, low rent, moved there in 1989, the summer that Helle went to Bergen to study law and I started working. I’d sort of melted into that flat, over the walls, over the massive floor space, I had the entire third floor, hundreds of fabulous square feet and space for everyone. The rooms had begun to mold themselves around me, I knew every unevenness in the floors, where it creaked, the way the kitchen lights failed to come on until ten to twelve seconds after you’d flicked the switch. I commuted between Stavanger and Bergen during those years, stayed overnight in the little room she had in Bergen, in Nygåardsgaten, near the Grieg Hall. I went with her to some of her lectures, to the parties, sat among the students, their jokes, anecdotes from Hulen, from Kvarteret, secret handshakes and obscure film posters on the walls, I went with her up on Dragefjellet, sat with her in lecture hall, like a rare plant, and when I finally got her back to Stavanger again, she insisted on continuing to live with friends, her old girlfriends, I need more time before I share a toothbrush with someone, she said, and I said yes, okay, and I wanted her with me all the time, in my rooms, but it wasn’t until my house was being demolished and I had to move, that she was ready. She’d already given up her law career by then, had begun in advertising, got herself a good job where she stayed for a while, before finding something better, starting somewhere new. Advertising and law. Two sides of the same coin, to her.

I was at home a lot when Helle was out. Once in a while I would go to Jørn’s too, but more often I’d go over to my parents’, they didn’t have any other children, I was the only living example, the authentic son, and Father always lit up when I came through the door, he’d emerge from the living room smiling, clutching his newspaper and the glasses he’d taken off, and the way he’d look at me, advertisement-like.

Lano soap family.

The homecoming son.

Every time.

And this time too.

   I didn’t ring the doorbell, generally didn’t, it was still home after all, even if it was a long time since I’d lived there. Proper home-home. Didn’t ring, walked into the hallway, hi there, and I heard father get up from his chair in the living room and then he came into view in the doorway, newspaper in hand, glasses, hello. “Great to see you,” said Father. I kicked off my shoes and followed him into the living room, just as I’d done so many times, there were practically tracks in the carpet. From the door to the sofa, I’d taken that path so many times, crossed that floor for over twenty years, different feet, different versions of myself, all heights, all ages, and in all moods I’d walked about on these floors, worn the parquet floor in the living room, and now we would sit together again. Father went over to the chair beneath the window, he always sat in that chair, Father’s chair, this was a house of routines, rituals. Mother was in the kitchen, as usual, she always had to come out of the kitchen as though by chance, ah, but how lovely! As though she hadn’t known anybody was coming to visit. Mother would always disappear into the kitchen as the front door opened, and then come out as I settled in the living room, rubbing her hands together as though brushing off flour, or something that could dirty the guest, although she’d only been standing out there waiting, it was the custom.

This is Mother.

This is Father.

This is us.

Family.

   I asked how things were going, at work, mother worked with kids with behavioral problems, in town, a job she’d begun when I’d finished elementary school, I often wondered whether she’d started it because of me, but I never asked. Did I have behavioral problems? No more than anybody else, I assumed. But still. Mother. And the children. The kid who’s incapable of sitting still in class, who wanders restlessly about the classroom until being sent into the hallway, an unruly youngster, and ten minutes later the teacher goes out to fetch him, it’s almost always a boy, he’s run off, of course, he’s run off to the forest, or back home or into town. Eight years old and impossible to do a thing with, and rather resignedly the teacher (although she’d hoped for this—that he’d go off) re-enters the classroom, and the pupils ask where he is, and she: Quiet now, let’s concentrate shall we, all right? And I thought how he’d be on his way up to the forest behind the school, the big forest that lies just behind the school, the one the other kids never go into, because they’ve been warned so often about all the dreadful things in there, the drug addicts, rapists, ghosts, heaven above knows, but this is where they gather, the kids who’ve been thrown out into the hallway, the problem cases from all the city’s schools, they meet here in this big forest like Robin Hood and his merry men, and they draw plans up on the forest floor, plan their tactics, make raids on the extra studious, and plan their actions in detail, water bombs and rotten tomatoes, school bags to be filled with water, or perhaps nothing of the kind, they plan how to survive a school that isn’t designed for them, for their capacity, for minds that are never at rest.

“And work? Is it going well?” I asked mother.

“Busy. Very busy.”

And sooner or later these kids are found in the forest, smoked out of their holes, junior school’s Vietcong, and by the time they’re handed over to the school, they’ve more or less given up, and they’re placed behind a dividing screen in the classroom, so as not to be seen, so other kids won’t be disturbed by their existence, and sooner or later the screen topples again, in the middle of a class, in the middle of a test, and they’re thrown out all over again, out into the hallway, to roam again before anybody asks them to come back in. And this time they don’t return.

“So many kids have a difficult time, Mattias. So awfully many.”

“Yes,” I say.

“They’ve got almost nothing. And their parents, yes, they, well, they’re practically absent. They, well, most of them care, it’s not that, most of them do care about their children, they just can’t make things work. Things just seem to go wrong for them. Their children slip between their fingers. You’ve been lucky, haven’t you? To have parents that took good care, don’t you think?” Mother wanted reassurance. It was all part and parcel of my visit.

“Yes,” I said. “I was very lucky.” And I was.

I never wandered restlessly around the classroom, tugged girls’ hair or suddenly issued guttural noises in the middle of class, I was where I should be, I didn’t hang around on the ropes in the gym on a Tuesday and Friday, and I was never put behind the dividing screen.

I didn’t need that.

Nobody noticed me anyway.

Mother rattled the cups and saucers: “More coffee?”

“Yes, please. It’s great coffee.”

Father looked out of the window. It was almost summer.

“You know,” said mother, trying to get the conversation going again, back onto her job so that we’d have something to talk about. “We should have had people like you on the job.”

“Oh?”

“You’ve always been so conscientious, from your first day at school. I remember the first day you came back with homework, I think you’d been given the task of making knots, can that be right? A cardboard bunny, with holes in its shoes, and thread pulled through the holes. You sat right there at the dining table,” she said, pointing, “all afternoon you sat there and knotted and knotted. Until in the end the thread was so worn out it snapped. I had to give you a new one.” Mother laughed, looked at me. “And then you thought you were a super hero, do you remember that?”

“No,” I said. “Did I?”

“Yes, and you had piles of those magazines. What were they called?” she asked into the air, toward father, but finding the words herself: “Superman Comics. What happened to them, by the way? All those comics? You had so many.”

I drank my coffee, let her talk, thought about why I’d liked them so much as a kid, the comics that I’d collected for so long. Batman. Superman. Spider-Man—THEY all did good deeds, incognito. Turned up when they were needed. Held the world together. The city’s caretakers. Who didn’t leave so much as a calling card. They never asked for anything in return, no reward, no public recognition. They just had a job to do.

“They’re probably up in the loft, with all the others. I could get them out one day if you want to look at them, I don’t know.”

“You really don’t need to,” I answered.

“No, it’s probably not important.”

Pause.

“Yes, you should have worked at our place, Mattias. The children up there could do with a super hero.”

“We probably all could,” I said.

“Yes, I suppose we could.”

Father turned toward us in his chair.

“Yes, they were good comics,” he says.

“Hmm?”

“The Superman comics.”

“Yes, they were,” I answered.

“And then, he—Superman—yes, he was allergic to that stuff, that robbed him of his strength. What was it? Some crystal?”

“Kryptonite.”

“Oh yes, of course. Kryptonite. That was it.”

   Crossword. Coffee. Conversation. Home. But I no longer belonged. Like revisiting an old elementary school, you sit at an empty desk in a classroom, knees banging into the low tabletop, and you can’t quite take part in what’s going on around you, the posters you once pinned on the corkboard have long since been taken down, your homework is already complete.

   We talked about the nursery, we talked about Helle, and we talked about what we’d do in the summer, Mother and Father were going to France, Father had a brother out there, in Saint-Lô, he’d lived down there for six or seven years now, and father had finally decided that he should pay him a visit.

   Father didn’t like traveling, he was the only one in our little family who’d rather stay in one place, and Mother frequently went off with friends instead. There were still two months before they’d go, D-Day, but I knew Father was already regretting it. He counted the days, trying to convince himself that things would be fine, they’d be down there for almost three weeks. Father’s tactic would be to calculate the days that were left, 18 days, he’d subtract as the days passed, waiting to be discharged, 16 days left, 10 days, 10 more nights in a strange bed and he’d be home again, and he’d think like that for the first week, no matter how pleasant it was, it didn’t depend on that, it was the longing for everything at home that held him back. He would sit by the Normandy coast and automatically give everything back home a value he didn’t know it had. He would miss his house, his car, the garden fence, the grass, he would miss the fifteen-inch hole in the asphalt of Rogalandsgaten on the way to work. But after a week, or thereabouts, these things would lose their hold on him and he’d forget that he missed his home, phase two, Father slips into French society and practically clings to the concrete of Charles de Gaulle Airport outside Paris, because he doesn’t want to go home. Father. My father.

And me?

Where was I going?

“I’m going to the Faroe Islands,” I said.

“The Faroe Islands?” says Father.

“The Faroe Islands?” says Mother. “Well, we’ve never been there.”

Father: “What are you going to do there?”

I told them who, what, where, and that Helle was coming too, of course Helle was coming too, if she could get the time off, it was hard to get everything to fit into her work schedule, but she’d probably manage, I said, hard to get the pieces of the puzzle to fit, everybody in the office always wanted to go at the same time.

“No, that’s right, it’s not easy,” said Father.

“There’s always got to be somebody home,” I said. “Or it just doesn’t work.”

“Quite,” he answered, turning in his chair.

“More coffee?” Mother was already half way up from the sofa.

“No thanks,” I said.

She sat down again. Hands in lap.

“And Helle?” asked Mother.

“What about her?”

“Well, where is she today?”

“She was going out with a friend.”

“Oh, I see. She’s always had so many friends,” said Mother, she looked at me, then down.

“Yes.”

“One can have many friends, but few good friends. Best friends. That’s what I’ve always said.”

“Very true,” said Father. He didn’t have any friends anymore. Just colleagues. And I reflected on all the people that missed out on him.

And so we sat there fumbling after each other, none of us knowing quite how to grasp the conversation, Father straightened his glasses and Mother brushed some nonexistent crumbs from a corner of the tablecloth. I rubbed my fingers against my temples.

“Have a bun,” said mother lifting the plate for me and I took a sweet bun, dug a little hole in it with my teaspoon, filled the hole with strawberry jam and tried to close the opening by pressing the bun together between my index finger and thumb, that’s how buns were best, if you hid the jam and forgot it, imagined that the strawberry jam was just a natural part of the bun. But my mouth was parched.

“Maybe I could have a drop of coffee after all?” I asked Mother.

“Yes, of course,” she answered, getting up and padding out to the kitchen to set the process in action.

Father and me in the living room. Searching for something to say. As always. We had so much to tell each other, we just never knew where to start.

Father gestured toward the floor. “Yes, we’ve just had the parquet polished, but you knew that already.”

“Looks good,” I said.

“Yes, we’re very pleased.” He leaned out of his chair, stroked the smooth floor. “Yes.”

“And are things okay at work? Nobody’s sunk their car to the bottom of a deserted lake and demanded insurance money?”

“Yes … well no, there’s not much of that sort of thing really.” Pause. “What did you really do with those Superman comics?”

“I sold them at the second-hand store. Bought that moon globe with the money. The one with the light inside.”

He gave me a knowing glance.

“Thought so.”

“Nothing lasts forever,” I said.

“You’d have been a good super hero.”

“I did the best I could. But I was scared of flying.”

Then mother returned with the coffee and sat down, filled the cups. Coffee steaming on the table.

So the cups rattled and the teaspoons scraped against the dessert plates, and the buns were filled with jam again, were closed and lifted to our mouths that were finally talking together as they should, a proper family, and I was lucky, I had such lovely parents, good folk, and we sat in our sofa and chairs, and I knew this house, I’d grown up here, it smelled of us, of me, the scratches on the arm of one of the chairs had been made by me, ten years ago, minimum, perhaps twenty, couldn’t remember how it had happened, but I knew it was me that had done it, and that it was all right, I knew that the little dent in the parquet near the fireplace was from the Christmas when one of the logs had fallen out of the fire, we’d been sitting at the other end of the room eating our dinner, our backs to it, nobody noticed it before it started burning quietly on the floor behind us, the smoke rose and met the ceiling, crept toward us and our dinner, and even though the parquet had been recently sanded, there was still a dent there, the traces of us, and up on the second floor was my room, as I’d left it ten or twelve years ago, more or less, they’d barely done anything, put a drying rack in there perhaps, a computer they never used anyway, but it was still my room, and I didn’t need to go up there to know how it looked, little had changed, the same ugly curtains at both windows, I’d whined my way into getting them as a fourteen-year-old, a desperate attempt to show Mother I’d begun to understand such things, they were totally useless, of course, nightmare inducing. And the old red down comforter, narrow and thin that used to fall out of its cover, before I got the big warm light blue bedspread one Christmas, the one that was still on the bed with its two used bedside tables at the foot, the creaky steps on the staircase down to the kitchen, Father who always coughed twice in the morning as he came downstairs, he probably still did, Mother outside hanging the washing out, all through the summer, the forest behind the house, Byhaugen a great place in late summer to drink beer, in the winter it looked like Bastogne and as kids we’d dig ourselves in and play soldiers. I lost one of my favorite guns somewhere or other in the forest there, an almost perfect replica of an M1 rifle, bought in Majorca at the end of the seventies. It disappeared as war spoils after one of the greatest battles in Byhaugs Forest in the winter of 1979, I went out with Father several days in a row to look for it, but found nothing, it was snowed under and disappeared, and by the time the Spring came it was forgotten, or I felt too old to go and look for it. I wish I could say I’d found it years later, that I’d tripped over it one day on a walk through the trees and dense undergrowth, but I never did, it was gone forever in the chaos of that afternoon, lost in battle, like so many of the things we don’t need, but that we mourn when they disappear, because everything that’s ever been, will be mourned, default-mode, more or less.

   When Spring arrived and peace finally came to the forest, my gaze had already turned upward, I’d been given a book for Christmas about the moon landing, I’d never thought about it before, it was then I realized that I’d been born on the same night as the Eagle, Apollo 11’s landing module, had landed in the Sea of Tranquility, on the front side of the moon. Father was still glum sometimes over the fact he’d missed the TV coverage that night, sitting in the hospital with Mother, he’d managed to argue his way into being present for the entire birth, I don’t know how, but he wasn’t sent out, stayed with Mother throughout, while one of the nurses ran in and out of the birthing room, there was a TV set out in the corridor, she kept them updated about what was going on up above, out in space, for hour after hour there was scarcely anything to be seen, just blackness almost, until eventually this was replaced by a gray mass. Bad noise quality, pictures, crackling. Father bit his nails to the knuckles, pale faced when the nurse came in one last time, she stopped just inside the door, without closing it behind her, Mother and Father could hear the TV outside in the corridor.

Contact light.

Shutdown.

Okay, engine stop.

The midwife looked at mother, straight at her.

ACA—out of detent.

Mother looked back.

Pushed.

Mode control both auto. Descent engine command override—OFF.

Father is about to faint, has to grip the stainless steel table beside him, doesn’t know where to look, should he stay, help Mother through the final lap. Should he go out into the hallway, watch the moment he’s waited for, for years? This is before the age of rewind, it will happen now, then it will be gone.

Engine arm—OFF.

Father stands there in the middle of the room.

Mother screams.

We copy you down Eagle.

And Mother sends the astronauts to Hell. She has enough to think about.

Father can’t decide whether to stay or go, he’s in a whirl, looks at Mother, looks out into the corridor.

Houston, uh … Tranquility Base here, the Eagle has landed.

His face grows paler and paler, sweat runs, his eyes sting. Noise from the TV out in the hallway, patients and nurses drawing breath, exchanging hugs.

Roger Twank … Tranquility, we copy you on the ground, you got a bunch of guys about to turn blue, we’re breathing again, thanks a lot.

And then Father drops to the floor. Father faints in the middle of the room, lands with a quiet thump.

Thank you.

Soon Father opens his eyes, sees two nurses far above him.

You’re looking good here.

He pulls himself together, sits up, and the two nurses take him under the arm, help him up and sit him in a chair, push him over to Mother, he takes her hand, and Mother screams, Mother gives birth, Father squeezes her hand and the midwife gets ready to catch.

Okay, we’re going to be busy for a moment.

It was Christmas 1978 when I got my very first book about the moon, sat absorbed from Christmas to New Year, studying the pictures, the maps. It was then I began collecting the books, hunting for them in bookstores, junk stores, I had to read everything, wanted to know everything. And it was in the spring of 1979 that I decided to vanish into the commotion out there, to be number two, a person who made himself useful instead of trying to stand out, who did the job he was asked to do. But, of course, it’s only in retrospect I think that, that it started then, an attempt to pinpoint the exact beginning of a life. Only in fiction, in films and novels can we fix a precise moment of change. In reality choices sneak up, thoughts develop bit by bit, and it was perhaps at some time during this first year at middle school that I made an active decision not to be seen. Eventually some people began to see me as crazy, looking down on me as I went past, or ignoring me completely. Not that it bothered me. At least I got left in peace.

   The more friends you collect, the more funerals you’ll probably have to attend.

The more people there’ll be to miss when they go.

The more you put yourself forward, the more stones people can throw at you.

But the person who is alone disappoints only himself.

Those were my thoughts.

   Our coffee cups were empty, just a couple of sweet buns left on the plate, and I was full, had been for ages, Mother and Father were starting to look tired, maybe it was time to go home, lots to do at work next morning, plants to be potted, deliveries to be made, I love you, Happy Birthday, Sorry for yesterday. Thank you for all your support in this difficult time, It can’t rain everyday, so much to organize, and there were still almost three months before the summer replacement staff would come and take over the whole nursery.

I said well, I suppose I ought to be getting home now, and Mother said, yes, it was lovely to see you, and it’s always nice having you around, said Father as we went out into the hallway, and hugged, looked like a picture from an IKEA catalogue, got the urge to buy new furniture, in light colors.

   I went out to the car, drove home through downtown Stavanger, it had started raining again and the last of the Mohicans still sat on Hansen Corner, soaked to the skin despite being under umbrellas, because in Stavanger it rains sideways, and they held their hands protectively over their beer glasses, sooner or later they’d have to realize that summer wasn’t on its way this time either, not yet, despite it seeming so perfect earlier today, and it would be as miserable as snow in April, you just had to accept it, that’s how it was, but one day, in a few months, one can always hope for good weather.

   I sat up late into the night, watched Friends on TV2, one of their increasingly worn attempts at rescuing Tuesdays from obscurity, ate porridge, drank water, waited for Helle to get home. But as usual she had more staying power than me, was more capable of holding out, and I was already asleep by the time she got home, in the morning I got up before her, didn’t want to wake her, got dressed and went to work, and when I got back she’d nearly always have dropped by the apartment, left a note, before going out again, I wondered if I should book an appointment, but I never got myself on the list, so we met sporadically and by chance in the bedroom, at the kitchen table, and she’d say it’s busy at work, she’d complain, there’s so much to do, and I’d hug her tightly, say it was okay, it’ll be fine, we’ll come through this, I’d say, it felt like pushing an elephant upstairs, and I loved her, wanted her to be home more, oftener, all the time even, the way it had been in the beginning, so long ago, so many years, and she’d say yes, I know, it’s not easy, she’d say, there’s always so much to do, and I’d say it was fine, I’m glad you’ve found something to do, I’d say, that’s how it is in my industry, she’d say, and she’d talk about the advertising industry, one day advertising new chocolates, chips, bigger bags, more for your money, the fat of the land, and the next day advertising slimming products, good conscience in a carton for 44,90 krone at REMA 1000, or trashy music, promoted on TV, saucepan sets nobody needed, pans with cancer-causing Teflon made for next to nothing in Indonesia, and when the cancer is discovered three years later, the pan’s been scrapped long ago and replaced with something new, and nobody knows about the little bits of Teflon that flaked off it each time it was used, that crept into the food, that spread around the organism, through the lymphatic system, cell seizures, but nobody blames the cheap saucepan sets, because this week Nicorette is on special offer, the campaign is ready, and next week the big order for a double-page advertisement for Prince cigarettes will bring massive profits, as long as it’s finished on time, but it’s not easy, usually isn’t, there’s so much to attend to and the Teflon pans say nothing.

   And that was how the days leaped over the cliff edge in flocks, turning into weeks that nobody could stop, until the months vanished into a sunset over wistful calendar horses, and I arrived at the nursery early almost every day, these were the best months, April, May, June, when it grew warmer and warmer with each day, I could feel it, the air warmed, grew drier, despite it raining almost every day, nonstop, and the soil was no longer so cold against my fingers when I put my hands down into it, making space for what I planted.

   And I was doing just that, with one index finger poked into the only potted plant we had in our apartment, when the phone rang, one afternoon in June, and I lifted the receiver with one hand while I continued to stir the compost with the other.

“Hello.”

“Hi, how’s things?” It was Jørn, talking on his cell, bad line.

“Yeah, things are fine,” I answered.

“Any plans for tonight, eh?”

“No … well … no, I don’t think so,” I said, wondering whether Helle would be home this evening or not.

“Want to go to Cement?”

“Hmm, I don’t know …”

“Well? It is pretty good at Cement, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, yeah … sure … it’s just …”

“What?”

We usually went to Cement, Jørn and I. Actually, I liked it, there’d even been a band there one night three years ago with the striking name The Buzz Aldrin Band. But I didn’t want to go tonight. This really wasn’t the day to meet anybody I recognized, so I suggested a more divey place, somewhere I thought there wouldn’t be many people.

“How about Alexander tonight?” I said.

“Alexander, are you serious?”

“Yeah?”

Jørn hemmed and hawed, wasn’t really keen, but then changed his mind, without questioning why I wanted to go there, of all places, probably hadn’t been there for twelve years.

“Okay. In an hour?”

“Okay.”

   I tried to call Helle, but her cell was switched off, so I left a note on the kitchen table saying where I was, and that I’d be really happy if she dropped by. Love you. Mattias.

   But Helle didn’t come, and Jørn came twenty minutes late. I was on my second beer, sitting at a table, seating for five, but the bar was half-full at best, a mammoth could have marched through the room without knocking anything over, and for a minute I sat staring at the door in anticipation of something big tumbling in, but the only thing that came in was one of the old alkies, looking as though he’d been steam-cleaned, and then been put through the tumble drier a couple of times, too small for himself, he carried his beer in both hands from the bar, looked around for a place to sit before he shuffled over to my table, sat opposite me and put his beer on the table in front of him, his head scarcely came over the tabletop.

“I’m a sailor,” his voice peeped from under the table.

I really didn’t want this. Not one bit, so I looked the other way, looked at the clock, tried to give the impression I was waiting for someone.

“I’m a sailor,” he repeated.

I said nothing. Looked at the clock.

“I’m a sailor,” he said, like a broken record.

“Ship ahoy!” I answered.

“SHIP AHOY! SHIP AHOY!” he yelled back, getting no response, perhaps he was too far out at sea, or perhaps he just didn’t have coverage yet.

“Sure thing,” I said.

“I’m a sailor,” he said, his repertoire looking pretty limited.

“Are you a sailor? Wow, I’d never have thought it.”

“I’ve been a sailor for … forty years. And fifty years,” he snuffled.

“That’s a long time, weren’t you ever seasick?”

“Seasick … Hah! No … No. Sailor. America … Afir … Africa, Asia … America.” Then he launched into some shanty or other about Singapore and the girls down there, I’d heard it all before, every alcoholic in this town had been to sea, they’d all been to Singapore and they were all hell bent on singing that song the minute they got your attention, that was just how it was, and he was halfway through the third verse, thumping the beat with his beer on the table so it went splashing all over the place, when the barman walked over to us, he lifted the mini-man up by his collar, pried his fingers from his glass and dragged him outside, it took awhile, despite the barman clearly having done this before, and the sailor managed a whole verse more before disappearing out the door. The barman came back, wiped the beer up from the other side of the table and looked at me.

“A sailor,” I said. “Obviously been through some rough times in Singapore.”

“They always have,” answered the barman.

Jørn arrived, bought a beer at the bar, came and sat with me, and I told him I didn’t know where Helle was.

“The Faroe Islands are officially in the bag now,” said Jørn. “Got the final phone calls today from Tórshavn. Perkleiva’s top of the bill at the Ólavsøkan Festival.”

“Great,” I answered. “Fantastic.”

“I’ve booked the tickets now too, we’ll take the boat on Tuesday, July 27, Smyril Line, from Bergen via Shetland.”

I didn’t like boats. I didn’t like this. I didn’t like the Atlantic Ocean. I liked solid ground.

“How long will it take? The boat?”

“Er … lets see.” Jørn rummaged in his bag and pulled out a little notebook.

“Twenty-four or twenty-five hours. Around ten hours to Shetland.”

“Wouldn’t the plane be better?”

“It’s damn expensive to fly over, costs almost as much as to New York. Besides we’ve got so much equipment to take. But chill, Mattias, you’ll get a compartment and stuff, there’s no stress, really. They wouldn’t have boats going over if the weather was totally impossible out there. Remember, things have changed a bit since the America Boat. It’ll be fucking great. Just imagine, a booze cruise to the Faroes, with a Bulgarian-Faroese band and some old seadog at the bar.”

I wasn’t sure whether to believe him.

So I said: “Hmm, perhaps.”

“And it’ll all be free, okay? The organizers are covering our travel and everything. We just have to sit in the car, and hey presto we’re in Bergen, hey presto we’re on the boat, hey presto we’re off to the Faroes. Have you talked to Helle? Is she coming, or what?”

“I don’t really know, she hasn’t said anything, I don’t think she’s managed to get things sorted out yet,” I said, thinking I ought to talk to her as soon as possible.

“It would be great if you could ask her and get back to me tomorrow. For bookings and everything. And I’ve got to find out if the organizers are willing to cover travel expenses for another person.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But that’s not a problem, Helle and I can easily split the cost of her ticket.”

“I’ll see what I can do, but it’s fine. I’m really looking forward to it.”

“Me too,” I lied, thinking of the boat and already dreading it.

Then we discussed how early we needed to leave Stavanger to catch the ferry from Bergen at three, about who had a car and who’d drive, we bought another beer, laid plans, talked about what the Faroe Islands were like, why we hadn’t ever been there before, and we didn’t really know why, had no idea, but we’d never thought of going, drank beer and talked about how fantastic Perkleiva was, up there with the very best recent bands, it was going to be great, a great concert, the Faroe Islands, we bought another beer, me and Jørn in Alexander, June 1999, and I strolled back to Storhaug that same night, and this time it was Helle who was asleep when I came in the bedroom, lay noiselessly at her side, didn’t sleep, tried to be all heart, to convince myself we were okay.

   I’d been together with Helle for twelve and a half years. Four thousand and fifty-nine days. 109,416 hours. Six and a half million minutes. 6,564,960 in figures. A long time. A very long time. In half a year we would enter the third decade in which I’d loved her. But she still didn’t want to get married. Didn’t believe it would work. I remember the first time I plucked up the courage, we were twenty-five, midsummer’s eve up at Våland’s Tower, Våland Forest all around us, a view all the way to the center of the city and the surrounding areas, we stood with our arms around each other, it was cold and we were wearing warm clothes, saw the bonfires burning here and there outside town, I turned, had a slight cold, stood there sniffing, not very romantic maybe, but I remember I stood behind Helle, held around her and looked at her, looked at that short, blond hair of hers, the ugly little jacket she always used during cold snaps in the summer, the jacket I was nonetheless fond of, and she stood in front of me, little Helle, letting me hold her as she tossed her head this way and that, humming a song in her head, and suddenly I thought that I felt so good it was hard to bear. There were no more compliments left to give her, it was now or never, my hands went clammy at the thought, I went weak at the knees, but I let go of her, stood in front of her, readied myself, but couldn’t do it, the words lodged in the middle of my mouth, a traffic jam, Helle wondered what the problem was: “Nothing,” I said, “I just need the bathroom.” I stood and pissed against a tree in Våland Forest, looked up at the plateau where everybody was standing, saw Helle among them, looking much as she had at the fancy dress ball, once in a galaxy far, far away, and I had a piece of paper in my pocket, a pen, everything I needed, and I wrote: Will you marry me? Then, when I came back up, I slipped the note into her jacket pocket, didn’t mention it, but it felt good, even though she didn’t find it until the following day, I think, at least she didn’t say anything about it, we went out for a few beers, I waited and waited, but she behaved as though nothing had happened, I sweated, had bags under my eyes, problems concentrating, but didn’t want to ask, found a note from her in my pocket when I got back to my apartment that night, felt the paper through the padding of my jacket, unfolded it carefully, read it slowly, not that that was possible: Ask me again another time, it said. And I did, every other year maybe, it went almost without a hitch in the end, but she wasn’t quite convinced, it would make her old, she thought, and I said that’s fine, we can come back to it, I said, but at least I got her to move in with me, which was when we got the apartment in Storhaug, the rooms we lived in now, I wanted children, but she didn’t have time, advertising wasn’t the profession for maternity leave, so I waited, grew a beard, shaved it off and waited some more.

   We walked a lot in those first years, nearly every day. It was just about all we did. We walked through the entire city, wore out our sneakers in summer and covered the city step by step in the snow in winter, walked and talked, I got to know her, and she was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen, to my eyes at least, she peeled oranges with one hand, could cycle without holding the handlebars, couldn’t blow Hubba Bubba bubbles, never achieved it, couldn’t curl her tongue in her mouth, but could bend her fingers almost all the way back, played the piano, wasn’t brilliant, danced ballet and had more success with that, I was dragged to performances, sat watching as she danced across stage, back and forth, didn’t quite get her fascination for it, but she looked sweet enough, up on her toes, and I put plasters on her toe-nails and dried her tears after performances, went around to her place on Sundays, where her father, the policeman, made Sunday lunch, a good man, a single arm-of-the-law dad, after he separated from her mother, she moved to the Netherlands later, found another policeman over there, and more or less disappeared from the picture, apart from the Christmas cards she sent to Helle every year, a picture of herself wearing a Father Christmas hat, equally tragic every Advent.

   And the summers spent at her father’s cabin in Sørland, me sitting on the jetty, feet in the water, and Helle swimming around out there, diving to the bottom, brown legs sticking up for an instant before they disappeared beneath the surface and her face came up again, an old bicycle wheel or something else in her hands that she’d snatched up from the bottom, old junk she wanted to bring back ashore, to clean and fix, to hang on the cottage wall, in the end a fine collection of bicycle wheels that nobody knew what to do with lay in the shed at the back of the cabin.

   And I remember the presents she gave me, she was always so clever with presents, always got it right, even when I didn’t know what I wanted. She liked Jørn and Roar from the first moment, and she had her own girlfriends, so many of them, I always had problems remembering who was who, and they adored her. Helle, who I loved for the thirteenth year and who was almost never home, who was asleep when I came, who was slowly but surely letting me go, she was being dragged away by gravity and I didn’t know what to do.

   I’d just come in the door, Helle walked toward me, gave me a hug, seemed happier than usual, smiled, said she’d talked with Nina, she’d just rung, wanted us to go on a trip with them. On Saturday. This Saturday? I asked. And she said yes, this Saturday.

   Which was why I sat by the quay in Stavanger that Saturday, waiting to take the boat out to Lysefjorden, out to Flørli Powerstation, we’d walk up to Kjeragbolten from that side, it was Jørn’s idea in fact, an unusual choice, but still, that was what we were going to do, and I stood waiting for the boat to come into the fjord, to moor at the express boat terminal, and Helle stood some way behind me, trying to ring one of the others, Claus, perhaps, he’d still not arrived, and we began to get worried, he was always late, and the boat was coming into view way out in the fjord. I bent down automatically, lifted my backpack, put it on, got ready, I liked to be out there early, I didn’t like boats, I didn’t like being on water. I like to be prepared. I just wanted it to stand still. Helle got through to Claus, he wasn’t far and he came around the corner at that instant and they both came off the telephone.

   There were six of us. Friends. Going on an outing. It was a Saturday in early July, and I wasn’t altogether keen on it, but Helle wanted to go, and I came along. And here I was. A wind was blowing. There would be waves. I didn’t want to go, but I’d said yes. Service with a smile.

   There weren’t so many waves after all, and it was good to be out, noticed it, as we stood on deck, in the light rain, anoraks done up tightly, Helle in my arms, Claus beside us. Claus had taken the day off, was beginning to get nervous at home, circling his pregnant girlfriend, waiting to fling himself in the car at any moment, to drive to the hospital, even though there were three weeks still before the birth. He stood fumbling now with an old Nagra, recording vacation sound effects, the boat noises and humming of the motor, that he intended to mix and use as backing to one of Perkleiva’s tracks. And Jørn and Nina were there. Nina was pregnant too, due in January, and they looked good together, I thought. Real Kodak people. Things weren’t good between Helle and me. We thought things were fine, but it wasn’t true. Didn’t know what it was, but there was something there, between us, a lump that didn’t melt away when one squeezed it, but just grew bigger, like a muscle infection. I thought of Steve Martin. I thought of my favorite film, L.A. Story: Let us just say I was deeply unhappy, but I didn’t know it, because I was so happy all the time. That was how it was.

   But right now we pretended we loved each other, and I put my arms around Helle on the deck, gripped her around the waist mechanically, my mind elsewhere. Let the games commence. All you need is love.

   Actually I’d always loved traveling, taking trips. Unlike father who gripped the chair arm tight, and clung to the sofa cushions and didn’t, didn’t want to, going out into the world was something I’d generally loved. Jørn and I had traveled around Europe a lot at the end of the eighties, early nineties, interrail, we’d gone by train from Denmark, across Poland, West Germany, France, Benelux, and Italy, we’d taken six months off, stood on the platform in Bari, Southern Italy, in the spring of 1992, looked out toward Yugoslavia, debated at length over whether to take the ferry over to Dubrovnik and go into Mostar, Sarajevo, we’d both been to Dubrovnik when we were small, seaside holidays in the seventies, but now? Now, it wasn’t sure that we’d get ever out again, if we went in, Bosnia-Herzegovina had declared independence, it might explode at any moment, but Jørn was convinced nothing would happen in Sarajevo, he’d read up about it, the town’s inhabitants were from all camps, Bosnian Muslims and Serbs, Croatians, no, he was convinced Sarajevo would be a refuge, but I wasn’t so sure, I got him to wait a couple of days and we hung around in Bari, sat on the beach, waiting to see how things turned out, and then the country was blocked from all directions, so we decided to go through Spain instead, Gibraltar, the boat over to Tangiers, Morocco, Jørn wanted to see Casablanca to look for his Ilsa Lund, I wanted to go into the desert, we did both, milled around in Morocco with neither maps nor plans, with youthful arrogance and taking an almost continuous train journey back through the whole of Europe, the night train, only waking up in our bunks when we arrived in cities and light flooded through the curtains of our compartment, caught enough trains for a whole lifetime in those six months, so in the years that followed we flew, went to Asia, Vietnam, Japan, Tokyo, USA, New York, Los Angeles, disagreed regularly, met people on their home turf, was Uncle Traveling Mac, the globetrotter, I just wanted to blend in, I wanted to walk down Fifth Avenue without arousing interest, dash through Shinjuku in Tokyo on a Friday as one of the millions, not as a tourist, but somebody who knew the city, who had grown up there, I wanted to slip into the picture, much easier in New York than Tokyo, of course, but the attempt was always there, to become at one with the surroundings, without disturbing the lives that we trampled right into. Mine was a simple plan: I came, I saw, I disappeared. And I erased my traces as I went back up to the hotel from the beach.

   The journey to Flørli was easier, the ferry came in alongside the dock at Flørli Powerstation, now closed down, a new and more modern station having been built inside the mountain and we were the only people to get off here, all the other tourists remained on the ferry as it pulled out again, photographing—click, click, click—their way in towards Lysebotn, making their necks stiff from staring thousands of feet up the mountain wall in the hope of catching a glimpse of the Pulpit, which they had already passed over an hour ago, the landmark announced over crackly loudspeakers in a thick, cooped-in local dialect.

   We made our way up the path, up the mountain, a tough walk but manageable, and everyone kept going, Helle, Jørn, and Nina up at the front, me and Claus coming up behind, panting, I felt heavy and the sweat ran down my back, the rain had let up now and the sun blazed high above us and further behind Roar followed, forming the rear guard.

   But it was fabulous when we finally reached the vast plateau, found a suitable spot and sat ourselves on the rocks, ate the packed lunches we’d brought, bread with cheese and salami, whatever we’d had on hand, fruit sodas in bottles and it was good to be here, amazingly good, not a soul for miles around and the plateau stretching thousands of feet in all directions, and we looked out over Lysefjorden, farther down the fjord, on the other side was the Pulpit, crammed full of people now probably, standing packed together to the edge, sardines on a mountaintop, about to tumble over the edge in the jostling, saw them in my mind’s eye sailing down the side of the mountain, cameras in their hands.

   Helle was talking to me more than she had for weeks, she seemed lighter, happier, even if she still seemed distant, and I thought maybe things had at last begun to lighten up for her at work, maybe she was getting some breathing space at last, so we might do things together again, go places, make love on the dining room table, if that’s what it took, I was ready for anything, incredibly ready—and I had a really positive feeling about things, I felt it in my own mood, things were going well, I was in good form, truly, my step was lighter, I felt more athletic, talked more than usual, to Nina, to Claus, despite not knowing them that well, I was good company and I began to think things might not be so bad between Helle and I after all, all that was needed was a little time perhaps, and right now the whole summer lay before us.

   It was no more than a ten or twenty minute walk from the plateau to Kjeragbolten, the great boulder that lies wedged fast between mountain walls, the perfect postcard view, blue writing on the back of a card; Hi down there, today we were up on Kjeragbolten in Lysefjorden. The rock is wedged in between mountain walls, and when you stand on it, there’s a nearly three-thousand-foot drop. And the rock’s only two or three yards in diameter. Some day the rock will work its way loose, but today isn’t the day! Everything’s great. Say hi to everyone. Claus was out on the rock right away, Nina took pictures of him, and then I had to take pictures of Jørn and Nina, as they stood there clinging to each other and swaying in the wind. I didn’t want to go, it looked slippery, it was a long way down and I was sure my shoes were wet from the path leading down here, from the patches of snow that still lay on the ground here. But Helle wanted to, of course Helle wanted to go out onto the rock, that’s why we came all the way up here, wasn’t it, she said, of course we’re going out on the rock, come on, she said, taking my arm and pulling me after her, I followed obediently, she led the way, lowered herself onto the block of rock, stretched her hand out to help me over. I clasped her firmly, holding on as hard as I could, and Jørn shouted out that he was going to take a picture of us, we had to face him, and we looked around at the camera, Helle turned slightly away, I kissed her on the neck, but she waved my hand away, laughing tensely, and I thought how much I loved her, twelve and a half years on and I was still in love, and this was a perfect moment for such things, so I whispered in her ear, I felt so assured, even my voice was firm, so while Jørn took pictures, while Nina and Claus stood watching us, I said, I was wondering if you’d marry me? And Helle’s head jerks away, she looks at me, straight at me, and her face is tired, I can see that now, and tears begin to flow from her eyes and she says No, Mattias, and then, quietly and calmly, I’m leaving you. Then she looks down, looks away, and I know she means it.

Emergency liftoff.

Game over.

Before you get a chance to blink.

It takes approximately ten seconds before my pulse rate rises. Before I find it difficult to breathe. Before the nausea settles heavily in my stomach. I can’t think what to say. Not a thing. Binary codes rush through my brain, tallying up all the reasons in the world for her leaving me, the prognosis for rescuing us from this. It doesn’t look great. There’s a burning behind my eyes. I feel so hot. I want to take my pullover off, but there’s not the space to do it out here on the rock, there’s hardly space for two people. I turn to go back. To the mountain. I bump into Helle, and automatically we both step back, and suddenly she loses her foothold, slips, and I have to grab hold of her arm to stop her falling, and there we are standing together once more, balancing on a rock. “None of the others know,” she says and I look up, smiling falsely at Jørn who keeps on taking picture after picture, film I’ll never develop.

   My first impulse is just to step forward. To walk gently out over the edge. Fall nearly three thousand feet down, dragging her with me perhaps. That would be something, just to let myself lean out. The sensation of air rushing past my ears as I accelerate toward the maximum speed for falling bodies, to be mangled by the rocks on the beach below. It would take a week to clear me away. If they could find everything. Perhaps my head would come loose, roll into the fjord and be lost forever.

   We were back on safe ground and Jørn passed the camera back to me, I took it, hung it around my neck. Helle told everyone that she had to find somewhere to pee and Mattias, can you come and help me find somewhere? I followed her up the path, listless, walking several feet behind her. I knew she didn’t need to go to the toilet, I didn’t have a thought in my head.

“Mattias,” she said.

“Yes,” I said, frustrated. “Yes?”

She drew a breath. She had big lungs. I had stopped breathing.

   We had been together for nearly thirteen years. Six and a half million minutes. This was the last day. Day zero. She was scraping her boot in the gravel, an unpleasant sound, but I didn’t ask her to stop, for fear she might come to a halt altogether, her entire machinery.

‘I wanted …” she began, drew another breath, looked out across the landscape. I couldn’t begin to comprehend what she found to look at out there. As far as I was concerned the whole landscape could just go to the devil, by express delivery. “I’d planned to tell you, this evening—tomorrow or this evening … after we’d gotten back home, because …”

“Because?”

More gravel scraping. Breathing. Tears. I had no idea what to say. Not a cloud in the sky.

Steve Martin.

“Because I wanted us to have one last good memory together,” she said. “Things haven’t been so good lately.” She had a small nose, slightly turned up, a broad mouth, and thin lips.

Kodak moment. Or perhaps not.

“No,” I say. Nothing more.

“I’ve fallen in love, Mattias.”

“Oh?”

I fumbled with the camera in my hand. For a moment I pondered the idea of taking a picture right now, so as never to forget. Desertion at a height of three thousand feet.

   “He …” She cleared her throat. “He’s a bicycle courier, comes into work almost every day.” I don’t know why she’s coming up with that piece of information precisely. I might have started to laugh, but didn’t have it in me, my throat was filled with gravel, boulders.

“Okay,” I said. “Have you … have you known him … long, or …? I mean …”

Then she began to cry. A torrent streamed down her cheeks, down into the gravel, across the path, over the mountainside and down into the fjord. In truth it was me who ought to have cried. But I was unable, not with everyone watching. And the situation was absurd, I didn’t know whether I should hold her or just go. Or whether I should make a TV series out of it and sell the rights, daytime soap for stay at home mums with flowery aprons.

   I refused to acknowledge I was dead.

I was Donald Duck. I had run beyond the cliff edge. But I wasn’t falling. Because I still hadn’t looked down.

“One and a half years,” she sniffed. She looked at me. “One and a half years, Mattias … I can’t do anything about it.” And then her voice filled with tears. It was hard to catch what she said, but it was something about how she’d dreaded telling me, how she’d waited, putting it off, that it felt like a huge relief when she’d finally decided to do it, to say it. She’d planned to tell me after we’d been on this trip, our last nice trip together. That was why she’d been more cheerful these last few days. She’d decided, she said, and she talked about the courier, about this person she’d had a relationship with for over a year, and I puzzled over who could play her on the TV series, but only made myself sad thinking about it. She had been sleeping with him for over a year, he’d been allowed to be with her, inside her, in our home, in our room perhaps, and I had no idea who he was. A courier. Don’t shoot the messenger, I thought. He was called Mats, that was what she said, she talked about Mats, a devil on the bicycle, for sure, and Mats was more open, Mats went out more, Mats wasn’t frightened of the world, Mats wanted to be seen in the world, and she was so sorry, and she was so little as she stood up there on the mountain, snot under her nose and that windbreaker that was far too big that her father had bought, those little hands and I loved her more than I should. I tried to mobilize some feeling or other against Mats out there, but couldn’t, because I didn’t know who he was, and he might be the nicest person, impossible to tell. Helle cried. I wanted to hold her, wanted to hug her, but it was no longer allowed, because she’d said the reverse password, the doors were closing and there were no more stations on that line. I had to get off here, now, at the top of Norway, among the most beautiful mountains ever, worn down and polished into rounded molars by the ice that was now bottled and sold back to us as mineral water for the people with the world’s cleanest tap water. And I’d just found equilibrium, but now the balance was melting away under the sun in June on that mountain and I thought about a show I’d seen the week before, on Swedish TV:

An optimistic attitude to life is more important today than ever.

Yes, I thought.

Objectively speaking the contents of the bottle do not change whether it is half full or half empty, but subjectively the two views are worlds apart.

Sure.

Tell yourself:

Today I feel good.

Today there is nothing that can irritate me or get me out of “balance.”

I thought: No.

I thought: No.

I thought: What do I do now?

I thought: what the fucking fuck …

And Helle wanted to tell me more. And I didn’t want to hear. Incapable of telling her to shut up. So she said all she had to say. Told me about Mats, that she’d missed me so badly, that I’d disappeared for her in the last few years, and I said: “Do you see me now?”

“Yes,” she said.

“I’m not invisible anymore,” I said.

“No.”

I gathered my courage. I took a chance, A new ice age might come at any moment.

“Are you sure? You don’t want to wait, maybe?” I asked. “Think it over. I can wait.”

“This isn’t going to pass,” she said quietly. “This isn’t some kind of illness I’ve caught.”

Yes it is an illness you’ve caught. And you can’t see it yourself, I thought.

“I’m terribly in love with you.”

More than I ought to be, more than you’ll ever know.

“I know. Thank you.”

“ ‘All I know is, on the day your plane was to leave, if I had the power, I would turn the winds around. I would roll in the fog. I would bring in storms. I would change the polarity of the earth so compasses couldn’t work. So your plane couldn’t take off.’ Like in L.A. Story.”

“But you can’t do any of those things.”

“No.”

I asked if she remembered it, us watching L.A. Story, but she didn’t answer. She looked away, looked out into the Norwegian landscape and I might have wished I could sing now, that I could have sung her back. I wished I was somewhere different. Anywhere. With the Foreign Legion. On the Faroe Islands. Florida. Because who the fuck will want to comfort Toffle. Nobody.

“We shared some beautiful times,” I said, looking at her.

Then I turned. I left her on the plateau, went down to the others, fetched my backpack, put it back on. Helle followed after me down the path, her eyes were red, she said she didn’t feel very well, and there was barely a sound between us on the way back, in the three hours it took to walk down to the energy station at Flørli where we waited for the boat. The boat that would take another three hours to Stavanger. We took a taxi home. Helle and I. She put her backpack down in the hall. Changed clothes. Packed. A little suitcase. Stood outside in the hall, put her shoes back on. Suitcase in hand. My little Paddington. Then she left. Drove to one of her girlfriends. And I hoped that Mats was a beautiful person, that he didn’t know the sea is rising a centimeter each year, that the poles are melting all the time. That the earth could be wiped out by a single meteor if it crossed our path. If it was big enough. If nobody was looking after us.

   And somewhere else, in South California, in a house built in the fifties, Buzz Aldrin hugged his second wife, Lois Driggs Cannon, the girl from Phoenix, Arizona, who he found in the end, got married to on Valentine’s Day in 1988. Around them stood all six children from two marriages, together with the only grandchild so far, and the days are spent driving into the Pacific, skiing down the mountain slopes of Sun Valley, Idaho.

I stayed out in the afternoons after that. I made tracks between Jørn and Nina in Våland, Mother and Father in Kampen, home again to Storhaug in the evenings when I was sure Helle wasn’t there anymore. Didn’t come home before she’d been and gone. She wanted it that way. And every time I went upstairs and let myself into the apartment, it was a little emptier. She moved her things out, her furniture, making the world shrink and the rooms bigger.

   I said nothing to Mother and Father. Just told them I was tired. Lay on the sofa. Father sat in the chair next to me, watching the news, drinking coffee, putting his cup solemnly back on the table between each gulp. Mother was worried I wasn’t eating enough, stood in the kitchen and made food. She baked sweet buns and put the jam out, asked me now and then what the problem was, but I didn’t want to talk, she made meals and put out the best tablecloths. I had no appetite. I tried, but wasn’t hungry. I was nauseous and had to excuse myself, dashing into the bathroom, crouched in front of the toilet bowl, threw up those motherly dinners, until my throat was raw, threw up five or six times a day and thought about Helle. She emptied the flat. I wanna be your dog, but not like this, I was Laika shut in a capsule, traveling at 6,000 kilometers an hour around the earth, dying from lack of oxygen minute by minute, gasping for air on the bathroom floor, I found a towel in the cupboard, washed my face and went back into the living room. I lay on the sofa and Father said it would pass, it always passes, he said, and I stayed until they were going to bed, they followed me to the door.

“And Helle? We haven’t seen her for a while?” asked Mother, and I said: “No.”

“She’ll turn up some time,” said Father, and it could happen, you could never tell.

   I went around to Jørn’s some evenings after my parents had gone to bed. Jørn stayed up late, sat fiddling with his guitar and four-track recorder until the early hours. We sat in his living room. Watched TV. Didn’t talk much. Watched all those late night shows. M*A*S*H. Jake and the Fatman. Walker, Texas Ranger. I’d told Jørn about the situation, he knew about Helle, how she’d begun to empty out the rooms. He’d asked me if I still wanted to come to the Faroe Islands. Yes, I’ll come, I’d said, I was frightened of the boat trip over, but I said nothing about that. I said almost nothing at all. Jørn and Perkleiva had almost finished their first album, Transatlantika, he’d made a provisional mix and had played it for me several times, not bad, they made a great sound, it rattled along, I thought they might even make it, this could be big, and I caught myself smiling, happy that I wasn’t a vocalist, that I wouldn’t have to spend years crisscrossing over Norway, lugging gear in and out of vans, and then later on a larger scale, in and out of airports, through security control, baggage X-rays, delays, hotel rooms, sound checks, a traveling circus of sound. Almost everybody wants to become a star. But hardly anybody wants to be one. And did I? No way. Fever in the night. I dreamed things you don’t want to know about.

   Mother and Father left for Saint-Lô at the beginning of July, got off all right in the end. In fact I’d already started my vacation too, had the summer staff at the nursery, I’d shown them around, told them everything they needed to know about running the place, but since I had no idea what to fill my own time with, I’d ended up going into work as usual. Got up. Drove down at about six. Sat in the garden and waited. Waited for the others to come. Went through everything again with the temps, who were going in circles not knowing what they were doing, tying bouquets too tightly, cutting roses too high up the stem and wrapping flowers in crumpled paper.

   The workload had reduced significantly in the last months. There was less and less to do. This was the year before the future began, and most people wanted to be on the safe side in what time was left. Didn’t want expensive flowers that died when it mattered most. And shopping malls sold plastic and silk flowers for 49,90 kroner, half price, maximum five bouquets per household, or cheaper real flowers, roses, tulips in big quantities. The funeral market was more or less all we had left. I’d noticed a change in Karsten over the last weeks. There was something wrong with him. The bags under his eyes were getting bigger and bigger, the nursery was going badly, but there was nothing I could do. I continued packing flowers, made wreaths, but it was summer and hardly anybody died, they waited for the winter. The wreaths piled up in the staff room, dried and rotted away. Karsten came into work later and later. And I was there earlier and earlier. But it didn’t help. And the auxiliary staff didn’t know anything, they took long lunch breaks without anyone protesting. They’d finish here in three weeks anyway. Then they’d go off back to their studies. Student loans. Small bedsits in Stavanger, Bergen, Oslo and Trondhiem. Tromsø perhaps. Or perhaps they’d go abroad, because they had big plans, there was so much they had to do, studies were long, and jobs were few. There was only room at the top of the pyramid for one or two people. They needed credits, as many credits as possible. Time was short, they already were twenty years old, or twenty-five, and had just begun their studies, had messed around, tried everything. It was getting urgent now, they said, time was running out because one reached one’s peak at twenty-seven. From then on everything would go in slow spirals downwards. One didn’t get a new job after hitting forty, and on that last Monday, the day before I left, Karsten and I were the only ones left in the nursery. We stayed behind after the others had gone, Karsten had asked me to wait and I didn’t have anywhere to rush to. I was packed already. Had been for days. It wasn’t difficult to find my things in the apartment these days, it was almost empty, just a chair left, some boxes and a TV. Karsten poured coffee into two cups, squeezed the last drops evenly out into our cups and switched off the percolator. The red light went out, radio on in the background, more rain was forecast.

“Mattias,” he said.

“Yes?”

“Things aren’t working out.”

“I know,” I said, looking out of the window, there were almost no cars out there.

“I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“No. I …”

“Don’t think about it.”

“I’ll fill out the papers this evening, and then I’ll be filing for bankruptcy. It can’t go on.”

“No,” I said simply. I was tired. I wanted to go home, to bed, to sleep. Things were finally falling apart for real, and it was almost a relief to see it.

“Yes, I, well, yes, it’s been good working with you, Mattias. You’ve been the best … absolutely.”

“Thanks.”

“And … well, I’ve spoken to Jan up at Augland. I’ve recommended you, if he needs more people at his nursery. But, it’s not easy for Jan either, he’ll probably go down the pan too, but things might turn around. Next year, maybe.”

“Maybe. But it was nice of you, Karsten.”

“Wish I could do more.”

“And you?” I said, extra positive. “What are you thinking of doing?”

“Me? No, I … I’m just about old enough to stop now, so … yes, Torvil and I have got a cottage on Kvitsøy, we’ve talked about it, perhaps we’ll move out there, it’s nice there. She loves it.”

“Yes, it’s nice there,” I say quietly, “Very nice. But a difficult location for flowers, with all that wind.”

“That’s for sure. I’ll probably have to give fishing a go instead.”

“Yes.”

Pause.

“Haven’t you made any plans for the summer, then?”

“Oh yes,” I said, “I’m going tomorrow … to the Faroe Islands.”

“The Faroe Islands?”

“Almost nothing grows there,” I said. “Not a tree.”

“Not one?”

“Not one. That’s where you should start up, you know. Flowers and trees on the Faroe Islands.”

“I don’t think so, Mattias … So, how long will you be there?”

“Just a week. We’re taking the boat over tomorrow. From Bergen.”

“I didn’t think you liked boats.”

“I don’t.”

“Take care of yourself, then.”

“You too.”

Karsten got up, disappeared for a moment. I heard him rummaging in a box, noise of wrapping paper, tape. Then he reappeared in the doorway, and I got up and took my jacket.

“Here,” he said giving me the parcel. A soft parcel. “This is about all I can give you. A memento. You never know what might come in handy.”

“Thanks,” I said, taking his hand. I rummaged in my pockets, found the keys, gave them to him, went out the door and closed it behind me. And as I opened my car door I saw him standing there tying a bouquet, he’d put his leather apron on, hadn’t given up. Was working until the last minute.

   I sat in the car for a long time before starting the motor. The sea rose. A centimeter per year. The icebergs on the coast of Svalbard shrank with each year. The polar bear suffered from pollution and there were only fifteen arctic foxes left in Nordland. The population of Nordland rose, the Mayor of Sevland bit his nails and was terrified that Statoil’s offices in Forus would be blacked out on January 1, 2000, and Stavanger would go under as a city, that the lighthouses would go out, the computers fail and ships run aground on Sola Beach, oil spills in every single nook. And hadn’t Helle said I’d begun to vanish for her, wasn’t that what she’d said up on the mountain? Yes. And now I thought about it, hadn’t I begun to fall apart even before she said it was over, that it was finished? Hadn’t the joins begun to glide from each other long ago, the continental plates begun to slip out of position to form new countries so the maps no longer matched the terrain?

   It’s the dead man’s handle in my brain that decides it in the end, it swings back and closes the entire system down, and I remember only fragments of the final twenty-four hours. Our apartment. My apartment which was now quite empty. Only one chair remaining. I sat down on it. I sat and did nothing. Watched the TV that stood on the floor flickering, a show about the Serengeti, I think. I don’t know. I had the parcel from Karsten on my lap. Hadn’t opened it yet. Opened it now, tore the paper, it was a pair of overalls. Karsten had given me one of the magnolia boilersuits we’d never used. Completely unused. Didn’t have a single thought. Looked at the TV. Serengeti. Shit. Carried the TV to the window, and threw the set out, sending it onto the asphalt two floors below. It exploded all over the pavement. It was a superb noise. It was an awful TV. Right. Now there was nothing else to tidy away. I think I sat up for a long time. With the boilersuit in my lap. Staring into the wall. My bag packed and ready at the front door. Sat there until the doorbell rang next morning. Jørn and Roar stood outside, the rest of the band were in the car. And we all drove off to Bergen, me dozing off in the backseat, endless roads, on and off the ferry, on to Bergen, a massive boat. The Smyril Line.

   We drive on board and the language changes, I no longer understand what’s being said. Already in the first hour some people recognize Jørn, kids, they want our autographs, and I pull back, say I’m not in the band, I’m not one of them but it’s no use, and Jørn says Look what you’re missing out on, and the boat lies heavy in the rough sea threatening to go under at any moment, and he asks if I won’t reconsider, for just one second, joining the band, for his sake. I’m freezing. I sit in the bar in my wool hat. Body shaking. Nose running. I throw up in the toilets as the boat rolls through the night, side to side through the Atlantic, and the Shetland gang with beards and big wool sweaters laugh and shout as they drink. I’m sitting in a bar with the others, a disco below, blue liqueur in a blue room, and I feel so angry, so tired, so excruciatingly tired. Jørn looks at me with wide eyes, yells something or other at me, and then we’re up on deck, there’s a strong wind and we have to use both hands to keep hold of the rails. We stand on the quarterdeck, I shout to the others, but nobody can hear. Jørn shouts something back, but all I can hear is the sound of water, wind, propellers, I’m handed something and drink it without tasting it. My arms are aching, my knuckles are burning. All I want is to sleep. I lean over the rails, squint toward the wake. The boat plunges down into the waves, rising again on the other side. It is dark, the middle of the night. Somewhere far away to the left there seems to be land, for the first time in ten hours. Might be the Shetlands. Or Greenland. Might be New York. Singapore, for all I know. I know nothing. I sit myself down, sit down on the wet deck, turn my head slowly, see Jørn and Roar and the rest of the band, and a band from Trondheim standing in a semi-circle around me, I lie down, on my back. Let my head bump gently onto the deck. It’s the end of the world as we know it (and I feel fine).
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