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            I – Box Philosophy

         

      

   


   
      
         
2Thinking outside the Box (about Thinking outside the Box)


         This is the story of how I learned to think outside the box about thinking outside the box.

         Or, how I tried to achieve this.

         It’s actually quite hard to know if you’re thinking inside, or outside, the box. Or, indeed, where the box is, so you can position yourself in relation to it. You may think you’re thinking outside the box but this could just be an illusion of thinking inside the box, for example.

         Who decides the parameters of the box? Which box? And so on.

         This is also a story about Box Philosophy, but I’ll explain more about that later.

         It’s also about the question of how to play a game without rules.

         I’ll explain everything or, at least, as much as I can.

         
            . . .

         

         I was living in Oslo at the time, working for an Icelandic philosopher called Professor Alda Jónsdóttir. She was eminent, tall, strong and terrifying. She once took me cross-country skiing and I almost died, but that’s another story. During those years, Alda Jónsdóttir was working on a project called Thinking out­side the Box about Thinking outside the Box or TOTBATOTB for short.

         I’m serious.

         
            . . .

         

         3The phrase ‘thinking outside the box’ emerged in Germany before World War I. Some gestalt psychologists devised the nine dots puzzle to examine the ‘moment of insight’. To com­plete the puzzle you must connect all nine dots by drawing four straight lines through the centre of each dot. You mustn’t remove your pen from the paper at any time.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Faced with nine dots, a very common response is to imagine a border around them. The nine dots are boxed in by our minds. Or, they become a box. When we try to solve the puz­zle, by drawing lines from one dot to another, we keep our lines within the box – even though it doesn’t really exist. As a result, the puzzle is impossible to solve.

         The only possible way to solve the puzzle is to think outside the box. Or, to draw outside the box. You have to think as if there is no box. If you’ve already imagined a box then you have to imagine the box has vanished. Or, that the box was never there in the first place.

         Which it wasn’t.

         
            . . .

         

         4Alda Jónsdóttir’s further philosophical points were: we often think problems are intractable but really it’s just that we’ve become trapped in a form (or stuck in a box). If we can escape that form/box, then the solution may emerge. It’s all a matter of perspective.
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         Since the psychologists made their experiment a century ago, the idea of thinking outside the box has become quite standard. If anything, said Alda Jónsdóttir, the idea of thinking outside the box is now such a cliché that it has become another restricting form. Effectively, thinking outside the box becomes thinking inside the box. An escape from structure becomes a new structure.

         If you really want to think outside the box, then you must think outside the box about thinking outside the box.

         That’s what Alda Jónsdóttir told me.

         
            . . .

         

         5Box Philosophy is fundamentally about boxes, as you might expect. These boxes are not necessarily physical boxes. They can be, but they don’t have to be. The boxes can be real or unreal, metaphorical or physical. That doesn’t matter so much. Box Philosophy is the study of categories, the ways we organise reality into groups and sets. The ways we end up thinking inside the box, even when we are trying to think outside the box. It’s also about physical boxes, at times. But not at all times. I was lucky to get involved with Box Philosophy because it allowed me to get out of my box, both literally and metaphorically. I met some quite startling people and also I got to travel around, mostly by bus.

         
            . . .

         

         Alda Jónsdóttir was among the most famous of the Box philosophers and she was certainly the most terrifying, as I’ve mentioned already. She was tall, with masses of curly grey hair, very physically strong and powerful. In fact, she was a champion ski jumper and spent a lot of time surging into unknown, empty space. That wasn’t even a metaphor, it was just what she tended to do at weekends. Also, she was reliably forthright; that’s partly what made her so terrifying. After meeting Alda Jónsdóttir, I realised how much we normally lie, and how entire societies are founded on mendacity, sustained by mendacity, by greater and lesser lies. Alda Jónsdóttir was terrifyingly honest; it was her most notable characteristic.

         There are some further details concerning how I knew Alda Jónsdóttir and how/why/when I went from Nowhere (my home town, adjacent to Nowhere and convenient only for Nowhere) to the fascinating city of Oslo. But where would I start, and where would I end? So rather than tumble into that 6small psychic cul de sac let’s just say that I was living in Oslo at the time of this story, and I’d finished my formal studies in Philosophy, to the extent I’d ever managed to study that sub­ject in the first place. Since leaving the university, I’d had a few jobs, including – most recently – driving cars up and down the length of Norway. In summer this was the best job; in winter it was the worst job. Finally, on one particularly snowbound journey I skidded off the road and, while luckily avoiding the fjord, collided with a mountain that just happened to be in the way. In my defence, it was so enormous, it was hard to miss. The owner went ballistic and I was fired.

         I was just wondering what I should do next when I got a call. The great and terrifying Alda Jónsdóttir needed a researcher to help with her latest book. The job mostly involved asking questions. Would I like to be considered for this job? Did I like asking questions? Was I ready to start very soon?

         I said yes without asking any questions, which seemed to prove I was wholly unsuited for the job.

         None of the Above

         I began by working on None of the Above. I don’t mean that I didn’t work on anything I’ve just mentioned, but that I worked on the category None of the Above and what this category means in terms of categories in general. I’d thought initially None of the Above would be a small box category because most things are One, Some, or All of the Above. However, it turned out to be a massive box category, one of the biggest. At times I became almost convinced that everything in the universe was None of the Above in some sense, but perhaps that was taking things too far.

         7By the way, in Box Philosophy you say ‘box’ when you mean ‘category’ so I was working on the box of None of the Above, if that makes any sense. A lot of the time it didn’t, but it was so much better than driving (or failing to drive) cars the length and breadth of Norway that I never complained.

         
            . . .

         

         After I’d been working on the TOTBATOTB project for a while, Alda Jónsdóttir invited me to dinner. That really scared the hell out of me. An invitation from a terrifying person must, inevitably perhaps, be terrifying. Also I came from Nowhere, I really had no idea about the customs of anywhere else. I was habitually terrified, and Alda Jónsdóttir was an apex of terror in the midst of my quotidian terrorscape.

         I said yes, anyway, because I was curious, if terrified. I was slightly more curious than terrified. And I wondered various things, like (a) who Alda Jónsdóttir lived with, if anyone; (b) where she lived; (c) what it was like there; and (d) what she would cook for dinner, if she cooked. I couldn’t imagine Alda Jónsdóttir doing anything as ordinary as cooking dinner. There was also the question of why she had invited me. But, as she often said, this was a pointless ‘why’ question.

         I spent the hours leading up to the dinner in a state of pre­dictable terror. I wasn’t sure what I should wear, so I found my only smart grey suit, which I could wear with the blue shirt my father gave me before he died. It was too big for me but it was the smartest thing I owned. I had a pair of black suede loafers that would be okay with the suit, I thought. Or would they? I had no idea if it was okay to wear black loafers with a grey suit. I had no idea if it was okay to wear black loafers in general. I got dressed in my uncomfortable grey suit, and my too-large 8blue shirt, and my black loafers. I took along a copy of Snow by Orhan Pamuk as a present. It seemed ridiculous to bring the great Alda Jónsdóttir a book – the temerity! – but I couldn’t think what else to take her, apart from a bottle of wine, which I intended to buy on the way.

         Then I walked out into the beautiful crisp evening. The air was full of the smell of hops, from the Ringnes brewery. Trams whirred past me but I liked the cold crisp air, so I carried on shuffling along. In Norway, wine is really expensive, and you can buy it only from a government shop, where it is heavily taxed. That’s quite bad already but on this occasion I’d messed up and the shop was closed by the time I arrived. You literally can’t buy wine anywhere else, only Vinmonopolet, the government shop. I had never really been to a dinner party before, but I knew you were meant to bring a bottle, or else. I was so confounded by this unexpected disaster that I stood outside Vinmonopolet and wept bitterly, as if I were such a raving drunkard that the prospect of an evening without wine was unbearable. People hurried past in their long dark coats and naturally they didn’t offer much sympathy. Actually that’s unfair – one person did pause, and offered the proverbial phrase ‘Liten tue kan velte stort lass,’ which roughly means ‘The straw that broke the camel’s back.’ Then they told me, less sympathetically, to stop blocking the path. It was good advice. I continued. Shuffling along. No wine! A massive epic of disaster! Of course, it was a small social embarrassment really but these things can weigh heavily upon you. And that was just on a cold winter’s night in a beautiful city like Oslo – imagine how it would be, I thought as I kept shuffling along, imagine what would happen if they sent you to fight in a war, you numbskull, what the hell are you even think­ing about, crying because you can’t buy a stupid bottle of wine?

         9I said those sorts of things to myself, then I fell on the ice and got up again, and finally – still berating myself vividly – I reached the door.

         Alda Jónsdóttir lived in Grünerløkka, which was the best place to live in Oslo. Not in terms of being the most osten­tatious and expensive place – those sorts of places were down by the harbour, overlooking the water, as they often are in big cities. But it was the best place in terms of being full of elegant squares with ice shimmering on the sidewalks as if one of the billionaires in the harbour had dropped diamonds everywhere and not bothered to clear them away. The streetlights sputtered onto the shining ice, and the moon above was a perfect toenail clipping, among nacreous clouds.

         Finally, I buzzed. And the buzzer whirred, and a voice – not Alda Jónsdóttir’s – said, ‘Kom inn!’

         Black Death

         There’s one thing I should explain at this point: all this terror was misplaced. The business about the shoes, for example. I went upstairs and Alda Jónsdóttir’s husband, Guðmund Guð­mundsson (the voice from the buzzer – a tall, wizard-like man, seven feet tall or so, like a benevolent Viking deity, who was a professor of Astronomy), invited me to leave my shoes out­side their door. In Norway you always take off your outdoor shoes before entering a home. I had forgotten. If anything I should have been more concerned about my socks. They were full of holes. That’s what I should have amended, not the black shoes. But I went in, with holes in my socks and my stupid black shoes outside the door, as if they’d ever mattered. Then of course everyone was dressed in jeans and sweaters and I was 10wearing a formal suit. I took off the jacket at once, rolled up the sleeves of my dad’s shirt, and went inside, trying to explain that I had no wine, the shop was closed, but here, here was a book—

         ‘Ah yes, Snow!’ said Alda Jónsdóttir, putting it on a table. ‘Thanks. And we don’t care about wine. We drink spirits.’

         She had pulled her masses of grey hair into a plait, she was wearing slacks and a shirt, very relaxed and beautiful. The apartment was large, heavily decorated with scenes from Ice­land, all painted by the Viking deity Guðmund. I stood there nervously, until Guðmund handed me a drink I would call Poison. That was the effect it had on me. But it was actually called Black Death – an Icelandic spirit made from mashed potatoes, or something.

         ‘You have it with a little piece of dead shark,’ said Guðmund.

         ‘I don’t generally eat shark,’ I said.

         ‘Not even pickled shark?’ he said, waving a little jar beneath my nose.

         ‘Not even pickled,’ I said. ‘But thank you so much. That looks amazing.’

         
            . . .

         

         There were a lot of people there, Box philosophers mainly but also poets, an artist, and Guðmund was a global expert on qua­sars. They were all cool, distinguished, at the top of their cool, distinguished fields. I was very intimidated. My clothes were far too formal. I kept being introduced to people and nodding sagely as they spoke their names then forgetting what they’d said five seconds later. To douse my nerves, I drank a lot of Black Death, far too much as we stood around, and far too much as we sat at the dining table. It tasted delicious, so crisp 11and cold. It was like drinking the cold air beyond the window.

         It turned out that Black Death was stronger than hell. It was so strong that after a while I began to hallucinate. The paintings on the wall were moving, I thought. Lava fields, in motion. A man, smiling. I was not only drunk but off my rocker. It was a really bad situation. There were a dozen people around me, maybe more, and now their facial expressions seemed antic. And possibly insincere. Were they acting? I was just trying to work this out when Alda Jónsdóttir slapped an enormous dish onto the centre of the table.

         As she did this everyone exclaimed, ‘What a beautiful salmon!’

         It was enormous and it seemed to be breathing. And, it seemed to be floating. One or both of these, I understood, must be effects of the Black Death. Otherwise, something very odd was going on with the salmon. Either way, in front of me was a beautiful salmon that had been cooked in a fish kettle and then decorated copiously, with gorgeous arrangements of parsley and dill and lemons. There were little dishes of salad and vegetables everywhere, but the centrepiece, the focal point of the meal, for sure, was the beautiful salmon. Levitating. Breathing.

         Alda Jónsdóttir had cooked it herself. And more than that. As everyone exclaimed about the beauty of this fish, Alda Jóns­dóttir explained that she had risen that morning at 4 a.m. and driven to Arendal, a mere six-hour round trip as everyone else at the table knew (and I discovered later), because her old friend Kristoffer Peterson lived in Arendal and he was a fisher­man, and he had caught the most beautiful salmon, he said, and wanted her to cook it. He was something of an expert on salmon, of all kinds, and he thought it was the most beautiful salmon he had ever seen.

         12‘Anyway,’ said Alda Jónsdóttir, because everyone was now saying that this was too much fuss, ‘I wanted to see Kristoffer. I never get to see him.’

         She flicked her hair away from her face, a single strand that had tumbled out of her plait. She looked embarrassed, almost – was that possible?

         ‘No, no, really,’ she said in response to a further volley of exclamations about how this was too much, far too much effort – it was clear this was beginning to trouble her. There is a line – a very slender line – between expressing torrential gratitude and giving someone the impression they’ve made a fool of them­selves by trying too hard. Somehow we were all on that line. At least I wasn’t, because I couldn’t speak, but the others were dancing along this tightrope and one by one, it seemed, they all fell to the wrong side, meaning that they all started to suggest that Alda Jónsdóttir had made too much of a fuss. ‘You really, really shouldn’t have’ started to sound less like an expression of gratitude and more like an expression of, What the hell are you doing, driving to Arendal for a salmon? Do you have too much time on your hands? They didn’t mean it to sound like that, but somehow, on that other side of the tightrope, it did.

         Alda Jónsdóttir began to look flustered. She pushed the strand of errant hair away from her face again and said, ‘Really, shut up, all of you. You’re making me blush. It’s just a fish.’

         But no one believed her anymore.

         ‘More drink?’ said Guðmund, siphoning more Black Death into everyone’s glasses, to shut them all up. I drank it down, nervously. He filled my glass again. Clearly I was in trouble, aside from the hallucinations, because I couldn’t eat the salmon. I never eat any kind of salmon, either as a full fish or a salmon-based product such as salmon pâté. Afflicted as I was by 13Black Death, I couldn’t think what to do about anything. Espe­cially the lava fields, which were not only moving but hovering away from their frames as if the room would soon become a lava field. Then what?

         The only positives of the situation were that (a) everyone else was also afflicted with Black Death, and (b) they would – there­fore – hardly notice if I ate the salmon or not.

         On one side of me was a poet called Amari Blomdahl who moved her hands as she spoke, as if she were patting something imaginary in front of her. Or as if there actually was something in front of her, which she could see and no one else could, and which needed her to comfort it – also possible in the circumstances. On my other side was a philosopher called Ole Lauge, who was tall with grey-black hair and a shy, trem­bling, sensitive manner. He was so shy he could barely speak, until he became very drunk. Then he started speaking quite a lot. He said that no, he wasn’t a Box philosopher or in any way aligned with the boxtopian view of things. Instead, his latest philosophical work was called Listen!

         ‘Because all we do is speak,’ he said. ‘Everyone speaks and no one listens. How about you? What would you like to say?’

         ‘I’m listening!’ I said.

         It wasn’t that I had any high moral principles on this matter. I was just stricken with nerves.

         ‘No you’re not,’ he said. ‘Not really.’

         ‘Yes I am,’ I said. ‘I’m listening to you telling me to listen!’

         ‘Ha!’ he said. ‘I guess that’s the fatal disproof of my argu­ment. Touché! All you have to do is listen, and I disappear in a puff of logic. But did you really want to listen, or did you just want to disprove my argument? That’s the question. I’ve strug­gled with that. It’s such an easy disproof. It’s just – bang! Dead. 14My argument is dead. People stay quiet just long enough to kill it, then they start speaking again.’

         He said all of this so sadly, I didn’t know how to respond.

         It was quite the wrong time to get up and leave the table, and Lauge duly exploded: ‘See! You think you’ve won, so now you don’t even need to listen.’ I went to the bathroom. I had to shuffle there very slowly, as if I were walking on ice. In the bathroom I accidentally spilled water onto my dad’s nice blue shirt and wondered where he was, and then I realised I was cry­ing, and I tried to clean that up, the mess on my dad’s shirt and also my face, and then I got more water, threw it on my face, on my shirt, on the floor, tried to clean that up, then I stood again and looked in the mirror – my face had gone. It had vanished! Altogether! I looked down carefully at my hands. Still there. I touched my face. There! Just not visible, it seemed, within the ordinary world. Or the ordinary world had gone. Mmm. There wasn’t anything to do, I thought. My face would come back. Or it wouldn’t. One day, even tomorrow, I would be sober and I would have a face again. My invisible face was flaming. After splashing more water on it, which didn’t help, I shuffled back into the dining room.

         Listen!

         At the table, something had happened. Lauge had just said something, it seemed, and everyone was looking at him in total horror.

         They were listening intently, either in deliberate or accidental disproof of his argument that no one listens. They were really listening, though in total horror, and they all looked as if they were doing impressions of The Scream in a game of charades, art-classics version.

         15‘But Alda,’ Lauge was saying. ‘You must know I’m angry with you. That’s why you invited me over, isn’t it?’

         ‘No,’ said Alda Jónsdóttir. ‘It’s not. I had no idea you were angry with me. We’re friends, that’s why I invited you over. But come on, Lauge, tell me your deepest thoughts.’

         That was a disarming phrase, I thought, but also alarming. Do we really want to know people’s deepest thoughts? Do they even know them? I had these questions running around in my poisoned brain and I was also trying very hard not to slump, because my body was desperate to slump by this stage. It want­ed to slump face-first, face-planting into my plate. I could feel Lauge tensing beside me, even clenching his fists.

         Lauge’s deepest thoughts were as follows. He was upset with Alda Jónsdóttir because she had recently judged the Elden Prize, the biggest Philosophy prize in Norway, and had given it to a Box philosopher called Anders Karlson, who was a fraud, in Lauge’s opinion. Moreover, at the ceremony she had called Anders Karlson the greatest philosopher of his generation, ‘leading the vanguard’ – now Lauge was quoting by heart, suggesting a slightly obsessive approach to this theme – ‘leading the vanguard in his beautiful, nuanced, and dextrous modes of philosophical thinking, and providing an immaculate example to the rest of us of how to have mutually respectful philosophical debates in which we genuinely hear one another and listen …’

         ‘I mean,’ said Lauge. ‘Tell me your deepest thoughts, for once? I’d love to hear them!’

         ‘Why are you so angry about this?’ said Alda Jónsdóttir. ‘I nev­er knew you were so petty. Why do you want some little bauble, Ole? What does it even mean to you? Do you think Aristotle cared if he got the Elden Prize? What are you talking about?’

         ‘Yes, of course,’ said Ole Lauge. ‘At one level, the world of 16forms is an illusion. Obviously. Nonetheless that is six million kroner and Karlson is the heir to a massive shipping fortune, his family are rolling in it – why give him even more money? He couldn’t even be bothered to come to the ceremony.’

         ‘Well, that’s his choice,’ said someone else – one of the peo­ple whose names I’d heard and immediately forgotten. ‘Why do you care, Ole? Chill out!’ This intervening voice of sanity looked like the son in Festen, if you’ve seen that film – the one who confronts the evil abusive father. Really uncannily like that.

         ‘I care because he’s rich,’ said Lauge. ‘Firstly. And I’m not. And my wife died. I care about that. And I have to look after my kids alone. And I can’t work, but I must work, because otherwise, we have nothing. But also, I care because he’s rub­bish. And fine, I’m rubbish too. We’re all rubbish. You’re a rubbish philosopher, Fridtjof Ericsson …’

         Ah, I thought, that’s his name.

         ‘… and you, Amari, are a rubbish poet and this kid beside me is – well – a rubbish—’ Now he paused, and turned to me in confusion. ‘What are you rubbish at, if you don’t mind me asking?’

         I didn’t have a clue how to answer that.

         ‘That’s one of my research students,’ said Alda. ‘Enough!’

         ‘You’re right,’ said Lauge. He expressed his further apologies with a wildly drunken hand movement that almost smacked me in the mouth. ‘My point being, everyone is rubbish. That’s the secret of the universe. All these feted people and they’re completely rubbish. You know that. I know that. We’re all rubbish! But if you’re going to dish out rubbish prizes, then why pretend otherwise, why be so dishonest and claim that this generic rubbish is somehow great and beautiful? I thought you were my friend!’

         17‘Ole, it’s just a prize,’ said Alda Jónsdóttir, and a few people chimed in.

         The guy from Festen (I’d forgotten his name, again, really, it was absurd), and Amari, who didn’t like being called a rubbish poet (who does?), and Guðmund, who was trying to defend Alda. As they all chimed in, the argument became more heat­ed. But Lauge wasn’t listening to anyone. Alda Jónsdóttir tried again, wringing her napkin in a way that suggested deep existential turmoil. Everyone was watching Ole Lauge as he waved his hands furiously, and they were watching Alda as she tried again, wringing her napkin.

         ‘Ultimately I don’t care,’ she said. ‘I think that’s it. I don’t care that you didn’t win the prize. Why do you care so much? It’s quite bemusing. Are you really expecting me to have a serious argument about this? It’s such a waste of time, when we could be discussing any number of other more interesting things.’

         Lauge was just saying, ‘For God’s sake, Alda, why don’t you LISTEN!’ when he waved his hand wildly again, so wildly that he swept a bottle of Black Death across the table. It was a big heavy bottle and it catapulted across the table, far too quickly for anyone to save it. Then it smashed into a water jug and sev­eral glasses, and in turn they all smashed into, and across, and within, and over, the beautiful salmon. Had you intended to fill a fish with broken glass, you couldn’t have done it more effectively. In a second, it was covered in powdery debris and little shining shards. All the decorations were further embellished by this shining patina of beautiful – yet clearly inedible – pieces of shattered glass.

         If people had looked as if they were doing novelty impres­sions of The Scream before, now they looked as if, in their view, Munch’s portrait of existential agony was insufficient. They 18were more like the creations of Egon Schiele. Twisted and con­torted, wrecked entirely. The salmon, also, was wrecked but it was still beautiful, with its little garnishes of parsley and dill, its lovely arrangements of lemons, its bright pink flesh, cooked presumably to perfection—

         ‘Fy faen, oh my God!’ said Lauge. ‘I have fucked up your fish.’

         ‘You have, a little,’ said Alda, who had begun to laugh, if mostly in horror. This meant everyone else could laugh, if most­ly in horror, which was a great relief. Everyone laughed apart from Lauge, who was too horrified.

         ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘It was such a beautiful salmon. And you went to Arendal. And I have ruined it. I have ruined everything.’

         Then he burst into tears.

         
            . . .

         

         You can’t laugh if someone is crying, so everyone immediately tried to stop laughing, though there was a slight delay while everyone made the transition. This felt awful because there was a moment when Lauge was weeping, volubly, and everyone was laughing, like a weird tableau. Then with a loud, agonising scrape of his chair, Lauge stood up and walked out of the room. At first I thought he might just leave altogether, but then the door of the bathroom slammed shut.

         The beautiful ruined salmon lay there in front of us, glisten­ing with glass. It was so sad. No one said anything for a while. It felt like a wake for a salmon.

         Then Alda Jónsdóttir said, very quietly, as if it were a secret: ‘When he comes back in we must all be kind to him, because clearly he’s made a fool of himself.’

         ‘Of course,’ said Festen. ‘Perhaps I was a little harsh. But, there’s a sort of entitlement, don’t you think, in what he was 19saying, about expecting the prize and so forth? I mean, no one has a right to anything.’

         But Alda gave him a stern look, and he raised a hand. ‘Alright, alright.’

         When Lauge returned, having splashed himself so liberally with cold water that his shirt was soaked, he averted his gaze from the ruined salmon – perhaps to show respect. It looked at him, nonetheless, with its one reproachful eye.

         ‘I’m terribly sorry,’ said Lauge. He was leaning on the table, beside Alda Jónsdóttir, ashen-faced and panting as if he’d been running very hard.

         ‘No, no,’ said Alda, leaping to her feet, giving him a big hug, banging him repeatedly on the back, almost angrily. ‘You should say whatever you want. Of course. And these things matter to varying degrees to different people. And I’m so sorry about your wife. Of course, we’re all so sorry.’

         ‘Well that’s definitely not your fault,’ said Lauge, as Guð­mund stood and led him gently back to his seat, then stuffed him also gently into it, as if he were an oversize child. ‘I don’t normally drink, you see,’ Lauge was saying. ‘But I felt awkward today and, you know, I miss my wife. I’m not sure I even care about the stupid prize.’

         He started crying again.

         By now he was so penitent that everyone who had been fervently irritated by his egomaniacal behaviour – which was basically everyone at the table – changed their minds entirely and began to pity him, with equal fervour. At least, I did. To be honest I can’t speak for the others. But I felt very sorry about everything. I was nothing to him, but I tried to pat him on the arm. He didn’t seem to notice.

         ‘Well,’ said Alda. ‘It genuinely doesn’t matter about the fish. 20I couldn’t care less. The main purpose of the evening is to talk, and there are plenty of other things to eat.’

         She stood and cleared the salmon away. Meanwhile, to dis­tract everyone from the scene change, Festen told a story about how people used to torture or perhaps it was murder prisoners by making them eat glass, so it wouldn’t be a good idea to eat the beautiful salmon at this stage. It was meant to be a distraction but the story was oddly violent and didn’t really help anyone. He subsided fairly quickly. Alda came back with some pots of herring and that bright pink salami you get in Norway and also the golden cheese that tastes as sweet as honey. I was still very drunk but now I realised: it didn’t matter. Nothing I did that evening would ever matter. It was a great relief. I actually won­dered if Lauge could hire himself out as a professional disruptor and go from one house to another as an antidote to social terror.

         But that was the fermented mash talking, I expect.

         
            . . .

         

         Lauge’s wife had died of cancer, a few weeks earlier. He’d looked after her, and their three children, for five years, while working as a full-time teacher. He didn’t have a university post; he was a high school teacher who wrote about Philosophy in his spare time. He was exhausted and really angry. He was angry with the universe for taking away his wife, so randomly and cruelly. But the uni­verse was faceless, implacable, so instead he’d become angry with Alda Jónsdóttir about something relatively unimportant. Perhaps he just wanted the universe to pat him on the back and say it was sorry. And if not the universe then, at least, Alda Jónsdóttir.

         I didn’t know any of this at the time. Then again, I didn’t know any philosophers at the time, either, so I just thought this was how they behaved. Sudden furies and then tears, and 21then they all made up and ate copious amounts of herring. Also I was out of my mind on Black Death so it was almost impossible to judge anything. All night everyone had these cartoonish expressive faces, very arresting and unusual. And when I finally walked home, a little shadow danced beside me all the way up the hill to Torshov, quite friendly but dark and shape-shifting, so one moment it was a fox and the next it was a cat, and the next it was a small bouncing cloud of vapour.

         The following day I was insanely hungover, but on the plus side I could see my face in the mirror again.

         Unintended consequences

         People often speak about learning experiences and especially when you’re young, there’s a notion that virtually everything that happens should be interpreted in this sense. Let that be a learning experience to you! I hope you’ve learned your lesson! But it’s true that I did learn two major things from the whole salmon-based fiasco. Firstly, names are often significant. A drink called Black Death is unlikely to be very good for you. Secondly, I hadn’t needed to worry about everything I was so absurdly worried about, due to the law of unintended consequences. We can be stressing ourselves senseless about possible events, striving to avert them, but then everything is demolished by an unimagined and previously unimaginable event. Nonetheless, like Alda Jónsdóttir, we try our utmost, we travel to the psy­chic or physical equivalent of Arendal, there and back again, we make the most extraordinary efforts to ensure that things will be okay, for us and for those around us. Yet, suddenly, there is a shattering of glass and the beautiful salmon is ruined entirely. Then we have to start all over again – striving and hoping.

         22Perhaps that’s pushing things too far, but that was what I learned from that evening. Also that grief is terrible and can send you mad, though I knew a little of this already.

         
            . . .

         

         A few weeks later, as a direct consequence of the salmon-cen­tred evening, I found myself at an evening of Box Philosophy. This had been organised by Festen, and it took place on a Sat­urday because of an elaborate joke about days of the week. The Old Norse word for ‘Saturday’ is laugardagr, meaning ‘bath day’ or ‘hot water day’, and this emerges into the contemporary Norwegian word for Saturday, lørdag. Festen said that as our meetings generally involved somebody getting into hot water, we should meet on hot water day, i.e. laugardagr/lørdag/Satur­day. It was something like that.

         The location was Cafe Stamboul, a nice place on Vogts gate, round the corner from my apartment.

         During the inaugural Hot Water evening there was a lot of philosophical talk about the twentieth century and whether it was over. At one level it was actually and literally over and had been for a few years at this time. But those Box philosophers didn’t quite mean that, it turned out. They were discussing whether mod­ernism was dead, and the modernist dream of hyper-rationalist architecture and efficient cities comprised of box-like apartments designed by boxtopians such as Gropius and Mies van der Rohe. That was the main debate, though there was further talk of TOT­BATOTB as you might expect, and whether living in a box (a box-like building, devised by a boxtopian architect) would make you more, or less, likely to TOTBATOTB, and so forth.

         ‘Yes, I think it’s over,’ said Festen – meaning the twentieth century, not the conversation or the evening.

         23‘Are you sure?’ said Alda. ‘When you say “it’s over” what do you really mean?’

         ‘When I say “it’s over”,’ said Festen, ‘I mean “it’s over”.’

         But Alda was convinced he meant something else.

         Something more like: ‘It’s not over.’

         A run of luck

         Throughout that evening, and all the Hot Water evenings in general, I nodded along and wondered how anyone ever became confident enough to speak in this way, to speak and speak, to deliver such lucid hypotheses about the world. I also wondered: why did these Box philosophers assume there was any correlation, at all, between their words and the world itself? How did they phrase these sentences, in which their spontaneous thoughts emerged in perfectly formed cadences as if they were all reading from a book?

         One evening – perhaps realising that I was never going to utter a word, no matter how many Hot Water meetings I attended – Guðmund approached me with a box. I guess at a meeting of Box philosophers this shouldn’t have surprised me, but nonethe­less I was surprised because the box in question was a Seven box. You’ll perhaps know the game, or perhaps you don’t know much about it at all. Both positions – as well as any between or beyond (or indeed None of the Above) – are completely fine. I only know about Seven because my father loved the game, and played it obsessively. He was never keen on Chess or Go, it was always the box-related game of Seven. I used to joke with him that the only book he’d ever read was How to Play the Game of Seven by the great expert Moose. It wasn’t much of an exaggeration. As soon as I was physically capable of holding Seven pieces, my father 24taught me the game, and we played a lot together. He always beat me, though somehow that didn’t matter. We played a lot when he was confined to a hospital bed, in the final years of his life.

         He still won, even then.

         
            . . .

         

         After my father died, someone quoted a phrase to me – ‘How can you die when we haven’t finished talking yet?’ It’s a beautiful phrase and no mistake yet, with my father, things were differ­ent. He was very taciturn. We had never even started talking, so I could hardly claim that his death had massively interrupted our conversation. Nonetheless, my father loved to play Seven and this was how we communicated and how we passed the time. I thought of the phrase in another way, something more like – ‘How can you die when we haven’t finished playing an old game together, which obsessed you throughout your life?’ Or something along those lines.

         
            . . .

         

         There were other things I associated with my father, includ­ing the fact that he could cook very little except boiled eggs or beans on toast. His inability to ask strangers for directions because he was so shy. The way he would burst very occasional­ly into astonished bouts of laughter, as if he was surprised that anything could be funny in this world. Of course, there were many aspects to my father’s character, as with any complex, finite mortal. As a child I was unaware of most of them, and I was hardly more than a child when he died. Still, I associated him profoundly with Seven.

         Now, in the middle of a Hot Water evening, Guðmund was asking if I could play this game of Seven.

         25‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I play a bit.’

         ‘Do you play well?’

         ‘Not particularly well,’ I said, thinking of how I never beat my father.

         ‘Would you like to play a game or two with me?’ said Guð­mund.

         ‘Alright,’ I said. ‘Let’s play.’

         
            . . .

         

         Guðmund offered me a lighthearted challenge.

         ‘Best of seven,’ he said. ‘This will give you lots of time to catch up, if the first game doesn’t go so well. How about that?’

         ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘If you like. It’s up to you.’

         We both arranged our pieces round the edge of the board, and took out the dice. If you’ve played the game you’ll know the boxes are circular and the board itself is a spiral. Each player has seven pieces, and you move your pieces from the outer limit of the spiral (the Edge) to the central circle (Home). You throw dice to move your pieces from one segment to another. The object of the game is to bring all your playing pieces Home and remove them from the board. The first player to do this wins the game.

         The only other thing you need to know at this stage is that you can block your opponent with pebbles, and each player has seven of those. And, there are Dragons and Angels on the board which complicate everything. Usually there are four Dragons and three Angels, and they come as little additional figures with the Seven set. If a playing piece lands on a Dragon then it is sent back to the Edge and has to start again. If a playing piece lands on an Angel then it goes Home, and can be removed from the board. It’s a gamble to get the Angels and Dragons involved: you don’t know whether they’ll help you or your opponent.26

         
            . . .

         

         Now, I moved a pebble and stopped Guðmund from moving forward. He was trapped, bemoaned his fate, then I landed on an Angel which was a stroke of luck, and this trapped him further. Guðmund tried to obstruct me in the same way, but luckily I threw a seven on the next go, moved again, further along the second spiral, then the third. Steadily, I moved a few more playing pieces onto the board. I was lucky with the dice. Guðmund had very little fortune in our first game, and rolled twos and threes. Bad luck, I kept saying. Better luck next time.

         But Guðmund didn’t have better luck next time either: he threw a five and landed on a Dragon – a Dragon he’d only just placed on the board.

         One strange phenomenon of games is that they are capri­cious, bound up with random chance, and as a result you can sometimes beat people who are more successful than you at everything else. There are people – such as my father – who are highly skilled players, and can counteract any sudden misfor­tune with their developed instincts for the game. I wasn’t that sort of person but on this Hot Water evening I had a strange run of luck. Meanwhile poor Guðmund – who had kindly challenged me – ended up being hurled into hot water over and over again. He was a brilliant man and a global expert on quasars, but I beat him surprisingly easily. I won the first three games, and he said he’d win the final four, so that would be okay. But then I won the next two games. Well, said Guðmund, we may as well play out the series. When I won the series 7–0 Guðmund cried out in comical despair: ‘Fokk! No more!’

         I was delighted to have beaten Guðmund, but I’d had all the luck with the dice. He said okay, whatever, I’m not play­ing you again.

         27Now Alda Jónsdóttir challenged me to a game. Of course, I assumed she’d absolutely demolish me. Feeling quite bleak about just how embarrassing this would be, I set out my pieces around the edge of the board and prepared to get marmalised.

         Angels and Dragons

         Seven boxes are often beautiful and highly ornamental. The decorations vary, though most commonly the boxes are red or black, with the rings of the spiral in yellow or gold. The Dragons and Angels are usually striking and multi-coloured, and appear in many different styles depending on the aesthetic of the board. Some are mythical, peerless characters, some are childlike and cartoonish. The playing pieces are glass almost-spheres and are green for one player and blue for the other. The pebbles are white, brown, black or grey – it doesn’t matter. I was suddenly gripped by a memory of my father, explaining all of this, and perhaps my mother was there too, holding his hand, but I might have dreamed that part.

         My parents were happy when I was a small child but that was a long time ago. My mother died before my fifth birthday so I didn’t have too many memories of her. My father was shattered by her death and never really recovered and it turned out he got through the remaining years of my childhood by succumbing to addiction. By the time I was about fifteen it was obvious that he was ill. Yet, his dwindling health was never mentioned – he was naturally taciturn and I had no idea how to embark on that conversation, but he did once tell me in a faltering way that self-medication was the only way he could continue after my mother died. Well, who knows? There’s no parallel world in which we can test this assertion. My father died when I was 28nineteen. Overall I was deprived of a lot of time with my par­ents and I missed them like anything, though in very different ways, because I had barely known my mother.

         For a moment I was distracted, and failed to focus on the game. This was why, I thought, it was best to stay on the sur­face. The depths dragged you down. Then you lost at Seven, or found yourself in another kind of trouble. In general, it was a bad idea to get dragged below. By judicious placement of peb­bles, Alda had obstructed several of my pieces and moved four of her own pieces from the board. That meant it was almost impossible for her to lose. At one level I was stoical about this state of affairs. It was evident that Alda was an infinitely superior person and so it was hardly surprising that she would beat me at Seven. Then again I felt angry about losing so briskly, as if I couldn’t play at all. I resolved to focus more fully on the task at hand. The task being: to beat Alda.

         I focused so hard that – things changed. Like a weather vane, the game rotated and changed direction. Then – improbably enough – I won. It was exceptionally surprising, but I had to pretend that I wasn’t exceptionally surprised. And, I had to pre­tend that I wasn’t exceptionally pleased.

         For a moment, there was a lot of pretending, on my part.

         
            . . .

         

         ‘Well!’ said Alda, who didn’t seem to be pretending at all. ‘That was fun. Let’s play again. Your luck will probably run out soon.’

         Oddly, this wasn’t the case. My run of luck (improbably) continued. I won again.

         Then again.

         Soon I’d won four times.

         
            . . .

         

         29At this stage I offered to end the contest, and Alda said, ‘No way. Seriously, you’re patronising me. It’s just a game.’

         Her reaction was very different from Guðmund’s. He had conspicuously hated being beaten. Alda seemed to find it quite amusing. In this way I beat her five times. Then six times. Then, I beat her one last time.

         I had won seven times.

         ‘A comprehensive victory,’ said Alda. ‘No arguing with that.’ Her expression was neither pleased nor displeased.

         I guess you could say, it was philosophical.

         
            . . .

         

         Spring came: then it was febrile, lovely June. It was a particu­larly hot summer in Oslo that year, and every morning there was bright sunshine flaring onto the houses, wispy clouds in a deep blue sky. The Nordmarka wilderness was a dense, dream­-like green. I spent a lot of time walking in the mountains and bathing in the Oslofjord. And of course, I had all that Box Philosophy to be getting on with. The category of None of the Above was really massive. Almost everything seemed in danger of tumbling into it. But I was happy. It was so much better than driving …

         One morning Alda Jónsdóttir called me to her inevitably book-cluttered office in Blindern. The room contained bewilder­ing quantities of furniture including furniture that you would normally sit on, yet there was nowhere to sit because everything was covered in books. I stood beside the sofa, not wanting to disturb a teetering pile of learned tomes. Beyond, the trams whirred in and out of Blindern station, making a sound like stertorous breathing. The room was dark because Alda kept her blinds closed during the warmer months. She fundamentally 30disapproved of the summer because she loved skiing so much. Besides, the weather was far too hot this year, she said.

         ‘No way am I going there in this weather! They have to be joking.’

         ‘Going where?’ I asked.

         ‘To Greece. I know it’s a dreadful imposition, but would you mind?’

         It felt as if there must be a catch. Tentatively, I said yes, I would be interested in going to Greece. When?

         ‘As soon as possible,’ said Alda. ‘I’m so sorry to ask. I will make it up to you, I swear. I realise it’s a highly unreasonable request.’

         I accepted the kind apology. Of course, I would do my duty. If no one else could go—

         ‘Oh!’ said Alda. ‘Well there is someone who might be inter­ested, if you hate the prospect so much – you know – my friend—’

         ‘No, no,’ I said. ‘Of course, we can’t ask – whoever. That would be deeply unfair on them. Let me go, it will save every­one else the bother…’

         ‘Well,’ said Alda, ‘if you’re sure that’s okay. I greatly appre­ciate it.’

         She explained that I must find a man called Theódoros Apostolakis, who lived on the Greek island of Hydra. He was big in boxes apparently. Also he was something of a mystic, transfixed by things that weren’t there. Did I understand?

         ‘Absolutely,’ I said. But all I could think about was the word ‘Greece’ along with a further associated word ‘holiday’.

         ‘Theódoros Apostolakis likes that game you play,’ Alda was saying.

         At first, I didn’t know what she was talking about – did I play games? Was she referring to the polite lies I told her, whenever 31she asked me if I understood something, which I so rarely did? But then for once I actually understood: she meant the game of Seven.

         ‘That’s why I thought of you,’ said Alda.

         ‘Does he play a lot?’ I said.

         ‘Yes, he’s obsessed. Anyway, if you could go as soon as possible, that would be amazing.’

         ‘I’d be delighted to go and meet Theódoros Apostolakis,’ I said, standing up and edging towards the door before Alda changed her mind. ‘Is he a philosopher?’

         ‘No, he’s a dentist. And a poet. Both, at the same time,’ said Alda. ‘You’ll work it out when you get there.’

         I was still nodding mendaciously.

         ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Sure, I understand.’
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