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I Feel Fine
            

Spring 1965



I am sitting in a summer house and it is autumn. My right hand is irritating me, stitches everywhere, and my index finger in particular. It is crooked, bent like a claw. I cannot stop looking at it. It is clinging to a ballpoint pen, which writes in red ink. It is an uncommonly hideous finger. It’s a shame I am not left-handed, I once wished I were left-handed and played the bass guitar. But I can write backwards with my left hand, just like Leonardo da Vinci. Nevertheless, I am writing with my right hand and tolerate the disfigured hand and revolting finger. There is a smell of apples in here. A strong aroma of apples rises from the old table where I am sitting in the middle of the dark room. It is the evening of the first day and I have taken the shutters off only one of the windows. The windowsill is covered with dead insects, flies, mosquitoes, wasps with thin, desiccated legs. And the scent of the fruit is making me light-headed, my shiny head releases something inside me, shadows dance along the walls in the moonlight which shines in through the sole window converting the room into an old-fashioned diorama. Now I turn around, like Ola’s father, the barber of Solli, who on birthdays always put the film the wrong way round in the projector – we watched three Chaplin films from the end – and go backwards in time. And although I don’t think about it, the reel behind my eyes stops at a particular frame, I hold it for a few seconds, freeze it, then let it roll, for I am all-powerful. I give it voices, sound, smell and light. I can clearly hear the shingle crunching beneath our shoes as we traipse across Vestkanttorget, I can feel the giddiness after a mega drag and I can still feel Ringo’s elbow digging gently into my ribs, and we stop in a line, all four of us, and John points to a shiny, black Mercedes parked outside Naranja pet shop.

George was the first to speak. He said, ‘It’s yours, Paul.’
         

Everyone knew that I was the specialist as far as Mercs were concerned. Didn’t even need tools for them. Just a question of twisting the round badge to the left three times, letting go and pulling, because the clip had already snapped. We raced up the steps and felt a hot tingle under our sweaters. We took stock.

‘Too many people around,’ John whispered.

The others agreed. There were two men standing under the apple trees in the corner and an old lady was crossing the street close by.

‘No point takin’ r-r-risks,’ Ringo mumbled.

‘We’ve already got an Opel and two Fords,’ George said.

‘But it’s a 220S!’ I protested.

‘We’ll nick it some other evenin’,’ John said.

However, there was no guarantee it would be there the following day. And then I felt the rush that I have felt so often since, and I was no longer listening to the others. I sauntered across the street, alone, bent over the bonnet, my heart still beating in a relaxed, unconcerned way. A couple was coming downhill from Berle, the two men standing under the apple trees glanced over, the parrots in the shop window squawked mute shrieks. I twisted the Mercedes antlers round three times, let go, pulled, and stuffed the badge up my sweater. John, George and Ringo were already a long way ahead, they were supposed to be walking as naturally as possible, but from behind they looked like three lamp posts fitted with red bulbs. John turned and waved furiously, I smiled and waved back, and then they broke into a run towards Uranienborg Park. I was still at the scene of the crime, looked around, but no one had reacted. I began to follow the others, slowly, as if to drag the whole thing out, to get a real sensation of how it felt, to give the car owner a chance to catch me. That wonderful warm tingle spread through my body. And no one was following me. I pulled out the booty, brandished it in triumph and ran after the others.

They were waiting by The Man on the Steps corner shop, each with a packet of juice.

‘You’re c-c-crazy,’ Ringo said.

‘One day we’ll get bloody caught,’ John muttered.

He looked up at me, didn’t smile, seemed a little resigned, almost unhappy from where he was sitting with a packet of freezing cold juice and a cigarette bobbing up and down.
         

It was almost nine. Night had fallen without our noticing. The Man on the Steps switched off the shop lights and we ambled down what locals called Farmers’ Hill. I gave the Mercedes badge to George, he was the custodian, he kept them under magazines in a box beneath his bed.

‘We’ve got six of ’em now,’ he said.

‘But no 220Ss!’

‘Can’t see any d-d-difference,’ Ringo said.

‘Seein’ isn’t the point, it’s knowin’ that counts,’ I said.
         

‘How many Fiats have we got then?’ John wondered.

‘Nine,’ said George. ‘Nine Farts.’

‘My brother brought back a porn mag from Copenhagen,’ John said. We lurched to a halt, looked at him.

‘From Denmark?’ Ringo whispered, forgetting to stammer.

‘He was playin’ handball in Copenhagen. Yuk.’

‘What’s… what’s it like?’

‘Classy,’ said John. ‘Have to be off now.’

‘Bring it with you tomorrow,’ George said.

‘You do that!’ Ringo shouted, waving a screwdriver in the air. ‘Don’t forget!’

I joined John. We were going the same way, down Løvenskioldsgate, George and Ringo trudged off to Solli plass. Neither of us said a word. Sand from the previous winter crunched under our shoes and there was congealed dog shit all over the pavement. They were sure signs of spring even though it was still cold and dark, only mid-April. I gazed down at my shoes and was happy that Mum had promised me a new pair in May, the ones I was wearing now looked more like heavy ski boots and were a lead weight. John’s shoes were not a lot better as he wore hand-me-downs from his brother, Stig, and he was two years older and one metre eighty-five, John’s shoes were always so big that first of all he had to take a step inside them before he could set off.

‘Think we may have enough car badges now,’ John said, without looking at me.

‘Perhaps we should just collect lots of different makes,’ I suggested.

‘We’ve got enough,’ he repeated.

‘We could sell the ones we’ve got a lot of.’
         

John stopped dead and grabbed my arm with force.

‘Look,’ he shouted, pointing to the pavement.

I froze. There was a piece of string in front of us. String. White string on the ground right in front of us.

‘Hand Grenade Man,’ John whispered.

I did not say anything, just stared.

‘Hand Grenade Man,’ John repeated, stepping back.

I stood where I was, a metre, perhaps even less, from the cord. It was tied round the bars of a drain in the gutter and disappeared into a hedge.

‘Not sure that’s the Hand Grenade Man,’ I said quietly.

‘What shall we do?’ John stuttered behind me. ‘Ring the cops?’

‘Doesn’t have to be the Hand Grenade Man himself, even if there is some string,’ I went on, to myself mostly.

‘Those two boys up in Grefsen rang the cops,’ John hissed. ‘We could be blown to smithereens!’

At that moment I seemed to melt. I dissolved into nothing. I took a pace forward, bent down, heard John screaming behind me and tugged with all my might.

There was a hell of a racket because six tin cans were tied to the end of the string. John was long gone, on the other side of the street, entrenched behind a lamp post. I presented my catch and he climbed out of his trench. At that moment we heard laughing and giggling from behind the hedge. John was white-faced and his teeth were chattering, and with one leap he was over the hedge and dragging two small brats into the light. He shoved them against an Opel, frisked them, pointed to me and the cord and said:

‘D’you know how many years inside you get for doin’ this sort of thing?’

The brats swung their heads from side to side.

‘Five!’ John shouted. ‘Five years! You’ll be sent to Jæren. You don’t even know where that is, right, but it’s a helluva long way away, and you’ll be breakin’ rocks! For five years. Have you got that?!’

The brats nodded.

Then John tied them together with the string and chased them down the street. They ran like lunatics, and everyone was at their windows thinking it was a wedding. We heard the clatter of the tin cans from several blocks away.
         

‘Why don’t they take ’em off?’ John wondered, scratching his ear.

‘S’pose they think it’s fun,’ I said.

‘I s’pose so.’

We ploughed on. After a long pause John said, ‘You’re mad! You could’ve been blown apart!’

‘What are the pics in your brother’s mag like?’

‘Big twats. Twice as big as those in Cocktail.’
         

He fell silent. I didn’t have the pluck to ask him any more, so I just waited for John to tell me the rest.

‘And they aren’t even hairy.’ It burst out of him.

‘No hair?’

‘Not one pube. Shaven off.’

‘Is that possible?’

‘Looks like it.’

‘Ringo’s dad is a barber,’ I said.

‘You can see everythin’,’ John said.

‘Everythin’?’

‘Yup.’

We parted in Gimle. John went down to Thomas Heftyes gate, I went on to Skillebekk. I couldn’t get the shaven twats out of my mind. I tried to imagine them, but it was totally beyond me. The closest I got was the picture of the naked woman in the medical book, but I think the photo had been touched up, at any rate, the twat was just a smooth surface, there didn’t seem to be any hair on it, but there wasn’t a crack to be seen, either, and I presumed they couldn’t show that sort of woman in a family medical book.

As I turned into Svoldergate the rain started, a light, warm drizzle that hardly wets you and you can’t see, and I thought it felt just like a lot of hairs touching my face, tiny little dark hairs, and there was a strange smell in the whole street, a bit like the school shower, and no one around anywhere. Down the last stretch I broke into a run because I was already three quarters of an hour late.

But I stopped by the postboxes in the entrance. I saw a brown envelope. Next to it the postman had left a note. There was no one in the block called Nordahl Rolfsen. Could anyone help him? I could. The letter was for me. I shoved the envelope up my shirt, crept upstairs and sneaked into my room. There I carefully opened the letter and sat with my ears on stalks. No one about. What the ad said was true. Discreet and well-packed. From Alt I Ett. A dozen Rubin-Extra, pink. Eleven kroner. But I didn’t need to pay. No one knew who Nordahl Rolfsen was. Cunning. I didn’t dare open the smooth package, just held it in my hand, heard the light rain outside, the hairs brushing the window. Then I hid the whole lot in the third drawer, under Pop-Extra, Beatles magazines and a Conquest crime magazine.
         

 

It was Thursday, must have been because we had an essay for the day after, the last before the exam, and essays always had to be handed in on Fridays so that Lue, our form master, had some entertainment for the weekend. I still hadn’t written a word. In fact, the plan had been to start coughing that night, long, barking, despairing coughs that kept Mum and Dad awake till way past midnight. And the following morning all I had to do was heat up my forehead on the pillow so Mum would confirm a temperature of 39.5 and instantly prescribe a day off. But I didn’t want to be the last person to see Gunnar’s brother’s porn mag. I decided to write the essay after Mum and Dad had gone to bed. And all of a sudden my mother was in the doorway with my supper and a glass of milk.

‘You could say hello when you come home,’ she said. I took the plate and glass.

‘We’re in the sitting room. That’s not so far away, is it.’

‘I know,’ I said.

‘Where have you been?’

‘At school.’

‘So late?’

‘We were playing footie.’

She came a step closer and I knew this was going to drag on. And I knew exactly what she would say and how I would answer so as to be polite.

‘Do you have to stick all those horrible pictures on the wall?’
         

‘I think they’re fab,’ I said.

‘Are they fab?’ my mother almost screamed, pointing to a picture just under the ceiling.
         

‘That’s The Animals,’ I said.
         

Mum sent me a stern look.

‘You need a haircut,’ she said. ‘It’ll soon be over your ears.’

I thought about Dad, who was almost bald, and then I blushed because an eerie apparition, a monstrous head, a crazy hybrid, appeared in my mind and Mum came closer, asked me what was up.

‘What’s up?’ I parroted in a gruff voice.

‘Yes. You suddenly went all funny.’

Now the conversation was taking a completely unexpected and dangerous turn. I began to make a show of eating, but Mum stood her ground, leaning against the door frame.

‘Have you been out with a girl tonight?’ Mum asked.

The question was insane, way off the mark, idiotic, a bolt from the blue and, instead of laughing her out of court, I lost my temper.

‘I’ve been with Gunnar! And Sebastian and Ola!’

Mum patted me on the head.

‘I still think you need a haircut.’

Still? What did she mean? What trap was being laid now? I summoned my last ounce of strength and used the argument that always had some effect on my mother because once upon a time she had wanted to be an actress.

‘Rudolf Nureyev’s got long hair, too!’

Mum nodded slowly, a smile spread across her face and then, so help me, she put her hand on my head for the second time.

‘You can bring her home with you.’

I was sure that I had the reddest pale face in the western world, not including Jensenius, the opera singer on the floor above, who drank thirty bottles of Export pils a day and said it was the deposit on bottles and art that kept the world going.

 

As usual, Dad was sitting in the chair by the bookshelves with a copy of Nå and a picture of Wenche Myhre on the front page. He was concentrating hard on the crossword. Then he raised his narrow, pale face and looked at me.
         

‘Have you done your homework?’

‘Yes.’

‘How’s your preparation for the exams going?’

‘Fine. I think.’
         

‘You shouldn’t think. You should know.’

‘I’m well set.’

‘Looking forward to going to realskole?’
         

I nodded.

Dad mustered a brief smile and subsided back into his crossword. I said goodnight and, as I turned, Dad’s voice was there again.

‘What’s the name of the drummer in The Beatles?’

He looked very strange as he said that and I think he even blushed. To justify himself, he pointed energetically at the magazine.

‘Ola,’ I started to say, but caught myself. ‘Ringo. Ringo Starr. In fact, his real name is Richard Starkey,’ I informed him.

Dad filled in the squares, nodded and said:

‘Excellent. That fits.’

 

I lay awake waiting for my mother and father to go to bed. If I switched on the light now they would come and ask what was wrong, because they could see from the crack under the door whether the room was dark or not. I heard the rain outside, I heard the trains puffing past only a few hundred metres away, between my room and Frogner Bay. I knew exactly where they were going, but then there weren’t many railway lines to choose between. Even though they were not going that far and just stayed in Norway they always made me think of distant countries, the ones on the maps behind the teacher’s seat. Listening to the trains, I thought about the stars too, and space, and then everything glazed over and I plunged backwards, inside myself it seemed, and if I gave a shriek Mum and Dad would come rushing in, they were tiny dots a long, long way away and they gently pulled me back. But I wasn’t screaming now. I heard the trains, and the Goldfish – the tram – screeching its way across Ole Bulls plass. And in the middle of all this there were Mum and Dad’s low voices and the radio that was always on, and it was always opera, and it sounded so lonely, sadder than anything I knew, songs from another world, a world that was grey and still, the singing was so cold and dead. On the walls around me were pictures of faces that also sang, but not a sound emerged, the guitars and drums were silent. The Rolling Stones, The Animals, The Dave Clark Five, The Hollies, The Beatles. The Beatles. Pictures of The Beatles. And I dreamt about Ringo, John, George and Paul. I dreamt that I was one of them, that I was Paul McCartney, that I had his round, sorrowful eyes that all the girls screamed themselves half to death over. I dreamt I was left-handed and played bass guitar. I sat up in bed, wide awake. But I am one of them, I thought aloud, and laughed. I am one of The Beatles.
         

It was half past eleven and Mum and Dad had gone to bed. I set to work. There were three titles. The first was impossible. My Family. Dad works in the bank and does crosswords. Mum wanted to be an actress when she was young. My name’s Kim. That was no good. The next title was: A Day at School. Impossible. Even lying has limits, even for me lying has limits. You can lie up to a certain point and make it sound good. After that it is just insane. I had to take the last one: Your Plans After Leaving Folkeskole. Folkeskole until sixteen, then realskole. I retrieved my exercise book from a pile of sandwiches. I had been given an E for my previous essay, but my father had written that one: My Hobby. Of course he thought that I should write about stamps, even though I only had two three-sided stamps from the Ivory Coast. My father got an E. Then I took a risk. I put a new cartridge in my fountain pen and wrote in ink straight on the page. There was no going back. My spine tingled, the excitement seemed to inspire me to greater things. First of all, I would finish realskole and afterwards gymnas. Then I would study medicine and become a doctor in a poor country where I would spend my life working with sick black people. I stretched it out to three and a half pages and finished with something about Fridtjof Nansen, but couldn’t quite get the North Pole to fit with black people, and I realised I should have taken Albert Schweitzer, but by then it was too late. I shut the book without reading through what I had written, and the time must have gone unusually fast because I heard the last train to Drammen thunder by, and the whole world was quiet. The rain had stopped. The trams had stopped running. Mum and Dad were asleep. And I was about to fall asleep myself when a limpid falsetto filled the room, coming from above, but it was not God, it was Jensenius, the nightingale, who had started his nocturnal wanderings, back and forth while singing old songs from the time he had been world-famous.
         

With Jensenius singing upstairs it was impossible to sleep, even though his voice was nowhere near as sad as those on the radio. Listening to Jensenius was more on the creepy side, but when you saw him it was just comical. He was so colossally big, not so unlike the picture of the man on the IFA salt pastilles, and he was also an opera singer, by the way. That reminded me of something. In the fifth class I had cut out the signature of the man on the pastille packet, Ivar Frederik Andresen, and told Gunnar it was a rare autograph of a world-famous opera singer. Gunnar paid two kroner for it – he collected autographs from everyone from Arne Ingier to Comrade Lin Piao. Gunnar did wonder, though, why it was written on such thick paper. Not paper, I said. Cardboard. The finest quality. But why was it so very small? I cut it out of a secret letter, I explained. Three days later Gunnar came over to me and asked if I wanted a salt pastille. And then he took out a packet of IFA and thrust it in my face. He wasn’t angry. Just astonished. I refunded his money and since then there have been no further financial dealings between us.
         

But, well, Jensenius, our block’s opera singer, he looked like an airship and from this colossal vessel issued a voice that was so high and reedy and heart-rending that a tiny schoolgirl seemed to be inside him, singing in his stead. I suppose he must have been a baritone at one time. There are several stories circulating about Jensenius and I am not quite sure which to believe, but people say he gave sweets to small girls, and small boys, too, and liked to hug them. He had been a baritone at one time, but they had fiddled with his undercarriage, and now he was a soprano, he drank like a bear and sang like an angel. And I like to call him the Whale because whales sing, too, they sing because they are lonely and the oceans are much too large for them.

And then I fell asleep, the first day.

 

The essay was handed in during the first lesson, after we had said Our Father with Dragon as prayer leader. But he didn’t get any further than ‘hallowed be thy name’, he fell quiet and reddened and his knuckles were pressed white, and Goose had to take over. Now everything went as smooth as butter and the rest of us stood there, straight-backed, by our seats, mumbling as well as we were able. Class monitor that week was Seb. He buzzed up and down the lines collecting the exercise books and putting them in a tidy pile on the desk in front of Lue who scanned the class with incredulity.
         

‘All present and correct?’ he asked in a low voice.

Seb nodded and went to his seat. He sat at the back of the window row while I sat behind Gunnar in the middle row and Ola sat at the front by the door and was always first out and last in. In fact, it was a good place to be behind Gunnar, his back was broad enough to mask the whole family medical book. He turned to whisper:

‘Which one did you write about?’

‘Future plans.’

‘What are you goin’ to be?’

‘Doctor in Africa.’

‘Seb’s goin’ to be a missionary. In India.’

‘What about you?’

‘Goin’ to be a pilot. And Ola’s goin’ to be a ladies’ hairdresser.’

‘You got the mag with you?’

Gunnar gave a quick nod and faced the front.

Lue was still scanning the class as though we were a new landscape that had manifested itself in all its glory, and not 7A, twenty-two striplings with greasy hair and spots and our hands in our pockets.

‘Has everyone handed in an essay?’ he repeated.
         

No reaction.

‘Who has not handed in an essay?’ he asked, rephrasing the question.
         

Silence in the classroom. You could have heard a pin drop. The Briskeby tram clattered past, a long way down in the world, for we were the school’s finest and occupied the top floor.

Lue stood up and began to pace the podium, to and fro, in front of us. Whenever he reached the desk he patted the pile of essays and his smile became broader and broader.

‘You’re learning,’ he said. ‘You’re learning and perhaps my endeavours have not been in vain. You will soon come to realise that punctuality is one of the corner stones of the adult world. Now that you are going on to the realskole you will be faced with new and much greater demands, not to mention those of you who are aiming at gymnas and university, you will soon understand, and the best time to understand this is now. This wonderful pile of essays may indeed bear witness to the fact that you have understood if not everything, then at least a part.’
         

I was sitting in the middle row, behind Gunnar’s comfortingly broad back. Lue was marching around up on his stage, speaking with a warm, tremulous voice. No one was listening to one single syllable, but we were content because we didn’t have to parse main clauses or read Ibsen’s Terje Vigen, and after a while his voice faded away, it is a quirk I have, I seem to be able to cut off the sound, as it were, and it can be very pleasant sometimes. Lue became a silent movie, his movements were jerky and exaggerated and his mouth was working with such vigour that his mentally distant classroom audience could guess what was on his mind. Now and then illustrative texts appeared on the board – When you sally forth into the great wide world, be prepared – Fight for your country and the Norwegian language – Practice makes perfect – Turn your left cheek and always ask first – Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson. And just before the bell rang, I knew he was happy. He was so happy because for the first time, and the last, we had handed in our essays on time. Lue was happy and he was happy with us. Then the bell rang and everyone raced to the door even though Lue was in mid-sentence and, recalling him now, I see a small, grey figure wreathed in an over-sized smock, with thinning hair falling over his forehead and a face shiny with his exertions and happiness. He is still speaking without sound as twenty-two crazy boys charge out, stampede, and he is still standing there, in his own world, as lonely as Jensenius must be, but he is happy because irony has finally released its grip on him, and he is sincere and warm and likes us.
         

But that is now and not then. At that time the silent movie came to a sudden end when the bell rang. Lue was gone in an instant, like a technical fault, and I clung to Gunnar. The trail led straight down to the toilet where eventually ten to fifteen boys had gathered, so someone must have had a big mouth and that mouth belonged to Ola, who had the world’s worst face for playing poker, his whole mug began to twitch as soon as he had a pair of threes in his hand.

‘Where is it!’ Dragon hassled.

‘This isn’t the circus, you know,’ Gunnar said.

‘You’re havin’ us on,’ Dragon said. ‘You haven’t got it!’
         

Gunnar just glared at him, without wavering, and Dragon felt ill at ease. He was fat and sweaty and shifted weight from foot to foot.

‘When’ve I ever had anyone on?’ Gunnar asked.

I remembered the time with the IFA pastilles and looked away, for everyone knew that Gunnar would not deceive anyone, and Dragon was slowly but inexorably pushed out of the circle, ashamed, red and breathless.

Gunnar regarded us for a while. Then he pulled up his sweater and shirt and produced a large white envelope. And the circle around him closed in as at last he opened the envelope and took out the magazine. Then, as though he had lost interest, he gave me the magazine without a word and disappeared into a cubicle and locked the door.

So I became the centre of the circle and everyone moved towards me, pushing and shoving, because the break would soon be over. I flicked through it. I could feel the agitation at once, I was agitated myself, it wasn’t as I had imagined. The first pictures were close-ups of shaven twats and there was not a sound to be heard, no one laughed, no one grinned, it was as quiet as a burial chamber. I flicked through faster. There were twats from above and from below, whole pages of huge slits spread diagonally from corner to corner. But, at last, towards the end some normality began to return, whole women, huge knockers, loads of hair, but then there was a picture of a guy lying down with his whole face between a woman’s thighs.

‘What’s he doin’?’ a voice asked.

‘He’s lickin’,’ said another, and it was Gunnar’s, he was out of the cubicle and grinning.

Everything went quiet for a while, completely quiet.

‘Lickin’?’

‘Lickin’ the woman’s cunt, can’t you see!’ another voice said.

‘Lickin’ her cunt?’

Dragon stood on the outer perimeter, his eyes rolling.

‘Yup.’

‘What…what… does that taste like then?’

‘It tastes of grass,’ I said, quick as a shot. ‘If you’re lucky. But if you cop a bitter ’un, it tastes like stale salami and gym shoes.’

Someone was coming down the stairs. A shudder ran through the great flock of white faces. Gunnar threw me a bewildered glance, thrust the envelope in my hand and moved towards the exit with the others. I stood there with my back to the steps and put the magazine in the envelope. The senior teacher grabbed my shoulder and spun me round.
         

‘And what have you got there?’ he asked.

For a moment I saw the whole world falling apart, everything fell, and it all fell at the same speed, a never-ending fall. The teacher towered over me like a figurehead on a galleon and I had to lean back to look him in the eye. Everything fell, we fell together, and it was more exhilarating than standing on the edge of the ten-metre board in Frogner Lido just before the big leap, even though I had never dived from such a height.

‘My father’s magazine,’ I said. ‘Which I’m going to show herr Lue.’

‘What sort of magazine?’

‘A travel brochure about Africa. My uncle was in Africa this Easter.’

The senior teacher regarded me for a long time.

‘So your uncle has been to Africa, has he?’

‘Yes, he has,’ I said.

He leant over me for longer still, his breath was unbearable, herring, fish oil and tobacco. Then he took a step back and shouted, ‘Well, get outside then, boy!’

I ran up the steps into the sunshine. At that moment the bell rang and it felt as though it was inside me, somewhere between my ears. The rest of the skunks were standing by the gym, staring at me as if I had just landed on earth and was small, green and slimy.

‘How… how?’ Dragon stuttered.

‘He likes ’em smooth with cream on,’ I said, strutting past them.

And all of sudden I felt drained, absolutely shattered. The gym teacher shouted to us from the door and we shuffled down to the sweaty dressing rooms with wooden benches and iron hooks and the floor that was always wet from the showers. I didn’t care if we weren’t outside today. At that moment Gunnar joined me. We hung back behind the others. I slipped him the envelope and he rolled it up in the sweater he had just taken off.

‘I’m a bastard,’ Gunnar mumbled.
         

We stopped.

‘I left you in the lurch,’ he went on. ‘I’m a traitor.’

‘I was holdin’ the mag,’ I said.

‘I left you with the envelope. I’m a shit.’

‘You wouldn’t’ve been able to lie,’ I said.

Gunnar straightened up, a faint smile spread across his broad face.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t.’

We laughed. Gunnar adopted a boxer’s posture and punched the air with a fist, then he was serious again, more serious than ever before. He said in a low, almost chiding voice:

‘Don’t forget this, Kim,’ he said. ‘You’ll always be able to count on me!’

And then he shook my hand, it was quite a solemn act, and his strong fingers squeezed mine as if they were a few sprigs of parsley, and I wondered whether I had seen anything like this in Illustrated Classics. Was it Lord Jim or The Last of the Mohicans? Then I remembered it was in an episode of The Saint and I began to look forward to the evening already, because it was Friday and there was an hour’s crime programme on TV.
         

 

‘And then it was six n-n-nil,’ Ringo shouted as we turned off by Bislett on our way towards Kåres Tobakk in Theresesgate. He was sitting on the luggage carrier as his bike had no spokes after his brakes had failed down Farmers’ Hill and Ringo had stuck his shoe in the front wheel out of sheer panic. It looked like he had trodden in an egg-slicer afterwards.

‘S-s-six nil, boy oh boy,’ Ringo repeated. ‘Six n-n-nil!’
         

‘If it’d been six against England or Sweden, but against Thailand…’ I said.

‘Nevertheless! Six g-g-goals!’

Now Theresesgate began to climb even steeper and I didn’t have the wind to speak. John and George were cycling slalom in front of us and cheering and shouting, and behind us at the bottom the tram was coming, so now I had to pedal harder to reach Kåres Tobakk before it caught us up.

‘Where is Thailand a-a-actually?’ Ringo asked.
         

‘Left of Japan,’ I panted.

And we made it before the tram. I was already looking forward to the ride down. Then it would be George’s turn to have Ringo on the back.

‘Wonder if they’ll put me on the wing this year,’ John said.

‘Probably have to count our blessings if we’re in the team at all,’ George thought.

‘If I have to play at the b-b-back, I ain’t interested,’ Ringo said. ‘I get so nervous standin’ s-s-still.’

We went en masse into Kåre’s dark shop, Kåres Tobakk, and it smelt strange inside, of fruit, smoke, sweat, chocolate and liquorice. And we knew that under the counter there were copies of Cocktail and Kriminaljournalen, but it wasn’t a thrill any longer, not after Gunnar’s brother’s magazine, something had been lost, a shame in a way.
         

Kåre appeared out of the dark, his good-natured boxer’s face with a harelip, and I think he recognised us from the previous year.

‘Sub?’ he asked.

We nodded and each of us put ten kroner on the counter, he fetched four cards and we dictated our names.

‘Born in 51,’ Kåre mumbled. ‘Boys’ team then this year.’

‘Have lots of people signed up?’ John asked.

‘We’ve got good teams at all levels,’ Kåre smiled.

‘How’s F-Frigg d-doin’ in the t-top league then?’ Ringo wanted to know.

‘We’ll win,’ Kåre said with conviction.

‘And we beat Thailand s-s-six nil, didn’t we,’ Ringo added with enthusiasm. He couldn’t get over it.

‘Training starts on Tuesday,’ Kåre said. ‘Five o’clock on the Frigg ground.’

‘Will there be a trip to Denmark this year?’ George wondered.

‘Reckon so. Train hard and you can go, too.’

We were given our membership cards, split a Coke, but didn’t dare buy cigarettes because Kåre might not have liked Frigg boys smoking, and none of us wanted to miss out on the Denmark trip.

Back on the street, Ringo looked at John and whispered:

‘What did you do with the m-m-mag?’
         

‘Chucked it,’ John answered.

‘You’ve ch-ch-chucked it!’

‘Yep.’

And in fact we all breathed a sigh of relief, but Ringo would not give up.

‘What’ll your b-b-brother s-s-say, eh?’

‘My brother thinks it’s fine that I chucked it.’

So we jumped on our bikes and flew down Theresesgate. The warm air sang in our ears and our screams of ‘I Feel Fine’ bounced off the house walls, and George shouted that the needle of his speedo was hovering on eighty, though you couldn’t always rely on it, but we were going fast and didn’t need to pedal until we came to Bogstadveien.

‘Not quite a month to May 17 now,’ John said.

‘Not long to the exams, either,’ George added.

‘Or to s-s-summer!’ Ringo shouted.

We went quiet for a few moments because it was a bit strange to think about summer. After summer there was no guarantee we would be in the same class, or even the same school. But we had sworn allegiance to each other; nothing would part us and The Beatles would never split up.

 

First of all, we ran around the pitch, then we did a bit of heading and afterwards we were divided into two teams, eight players in each. We were allowed to use the big goals the seniors and the Police College used, and the goalkeepers felt tiny between the sticks, they could not reach the crossbar however much they jumped. They looked like herrings in an enormous fishing net. John and I were put in the same team, he was centre half, I was right back. My opponent on the left wing was Ringo. George was a central defender and he didn’t look very comfortable when John went storming through like a tank sweeping away all the opposition. I stayed in my position and whacked balls to the midfield. George managed to stop John a couple of times, but I wondered whether John wasn’t giving him the ball so that we could all be in the same team. Towards the end of the game Ringo intercepted the ball and came roaring up the touchline. When he was close enough he whispered, so that only I could hear:
         

‘L-l-lemme past! L-l-lemme past!’

I held my position, legs apart, didn’t move from the spot, could easily let Ringo past because I had already made a few strong tackles and reckoned my place in the team was secure. So I stood rock still. All Ringo had to do was run around me, I was a buoy, and then centre the ball for a clear header on goal. But of course he had to overreach himself, he started with a few crazy step-overs, thinking he was in Brazil, his team were yelling and shouting at him, and then at long last he played the ball forward, lowered his back and ran straight for me. We banged heads and the ball rolled out of play and I got the throw-in.

‘Sh-sh-shit,’ Ringo wheezed. ‘B-b-bloody hell!’

‘I didn’t even move!’

‘H-h-how was I supposed to know. The b-b-back doesn’t usually stand b-b-bolt upright, does he!’

I think our team won 17–11, and afterwards there was feedback and a review. A couple of players were down as dead certs, Aksel in goal, Kjetil and Willy in attack. And John must have been in, too, the snowplough. George looked quite exhausted and Ringo was peeved.

‘There’s a match next weekend,’ Åge shouted. ‘On Saturday. Against Slemmestad. In Slemmestad.’

No one said anything. The gravity of the situation was apparent.

The trainer continued:

‘And we’ll win this match!’

We cheered.

‘Good lads! Everyone here today meet up at the same place on Saturday at three. We’re going to Slemmestad by coach. And the majority of you will get a run out on the pitch. But if any of you don’t, your chance will come later, okay!’

The teams dispersed, some boys on their own, some in dribs and drabs. We were left standing in the middle of the huge ground studying each other.

‘Reckon all of us’ll get a game,’ John said.

‘That idiot over there wouldn’t let me p-p-past even when I a-a-asked him,’ Ringo said, pointing to me.

‘But I didn’t even move!’
         

‘Th-th-that’s why! I thought you’d m-m-move left so I headed s-s-straight for you. D-d-dirty trick!’

All of a sudden John went quiet, stared like an Irish Setter in the direction of the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation building, and whispered in a cracked voice:

‘Isn’t that, isn’t that Per Pettersen comin’ towards us?’

We stared, too. It was. It was Per Pettersen. The man himself. He was strolling towards us in white shorts and a blue and white shirt with a bag slung over his shoulder.

‘Must have his autograph,’ John shouted. ‘Any of you got anythin’ to write with?’

Of course we hadn’t taken a pencil to football training, or any paper. Per Pettersen was approaching and John began to scour the grass in desperation. He couldn’t let the chance slip, but all he found was a Zip chewing gum wrapper. He smoothed it out on his thigh and up came Per Pettersen.

‘Autograph,’ John stuttered, passing him the wrapper.

Per stopped and looked at us with gentle eyes. Then he put down his bag and laughed.

‘Haven’t got anythin’ to write with,’ John said.

Per rummaged in his bag, found a biro and wrote his name on the sweet-smelling wrapper, Per Pettersen with two neat Ps. But as he was about to go Ringo pushed forward, he had been hopping from one foot to the other the whole time.

‘Could you have a shot at me, like?’

Pettersen stopped and swept back his recalcitrant fringe.

‘Okay. You stand in goal.’

Ringo, red-faced, gaped at the rest of us, then sprinted to the goal, positioned himself in the very centre and crouched down like a lobster. Per Pettersen placed the ball on the grass, retreated a few steps and tapped the toe of his boot on the grass.

‘Poor Ola,’ George said under his breath. ‘He’s gone soft in the head. If he even gets hold of the ball it’ll carry ’im through the nettin’.’

Per Pettersen sprinted up and blasted and there was Ringo, sitting on the ground with the ball in his clutches. He hadn’t moved from the spot. He looked bewildered, as though he didn’t know what had happened. Then he scraped himself up and staggered over to us. Per Pettersen slung his bag over his shoulder, flicked back his fringe and shouted to Ola:
         

‘Great save!’

And with that, Per Pettersen was gone.

Ola looked drained. He could hardly hold the ball. But he was happy.

‘Hit it hard, did he?’ George asked gently.

‘H-h-hardest shot I’ve ever faced,’ Ringo said. ‘Gordon B-B-Banks would’ve had trouble standin’ up.’

‘Fab save,’ John said. ‘Perfect.’

‘How did you know where he was goin’ to shoot?’ George enquired.

‘I f-f-feinted,’ Ola said. ‘I p-p-pretended I was goin’ to the right. Then I switched to the l-l-left and the ball hit me in the s-s-stomach.’

We strolled towards our bikes in the long grass by Slemdalsveien.

‘D’you think Per P-P-Pettersen’ll tell K-K-Kåre and Åge?’ Ola asked.

‘Possible,’ John said. ‘If they meet up.’

‘I s’pose I’ll get the goalie’s spot then. Regular place in the t-t-team!’

Ola’s eyes began to glaze over even more, he seemed to lose sight of us.

‘The trick is keepin’ eye c-c-contact,’ we heard Ola say. ‘I focused on the whites of his eyes. And then he l-lost confidence and the b-b-ball was mine.’

We pushed our bikes to the kiosk by the Police College and bought Ringo a Coke. He thought he deserved it and drank the whole bottle in one go. After getting the deposit we had a peep at the crashed cars on the other side of the boarded-up fence, and we thought about the people who had been in them. That was a spooky thought, as if they were still sitting there, bloodstained and crushed, ghosts in smashed-up cars. The Alsatian guard dog growled at us by the gate, its white teeth gleaming in its red jaws. We shuddered and went on to Majorstuen, to the Vinkelgården centre, and pointed at the Durex advert above a clock which showed it would soon be seven o’clock. Then Ringo yelled as loud as he could, he was sitting behind me again, and he was beginning to come down to earth after his wonder save:

‘Dew… Dew…. D-D-Dew…’
         

And Seb responded:

‘Rex!’

And Gunnar screeched at the top of his voice:

‘Dick-Dick-Dick-Dick.’

And I completed:

‘Dick Van Dyke!’

And that wasn’t all we could do, we had ‘Great Balls of Fire’ and ‘Country and Western’, but then we shut up because Nina and Guri from the C class were standing in Valkyrie plass, and we skidded onto the pavement with screaming tyres and pounding hearts.

‘Where have you been?’ Guri asked.

‘Dance classes,’ Seb answered.

The girls laughed and Seb seemed to grow in the saddle.

‘Could we have a lift to Urra Park?’ Nina asked.

We were going that way anyway, so that was fine, and even if we’d been going to Trondheim it would have been fine, too. But now at least one thing was sure, and that was that Ola would have to get his bike fixed, and smartish, because he was always sitting on the back of mine. Nina and Guri jumped onto Gunnar’s and Seb’s, and, with that, my chances were ruined. We sped down Jacob Aalls gate with the girls squealing and complaining, and I might just have been a little relieved after all about Ola having scuppered his bike and sitting with me now. Otherwise Guri and Nina would have had to choose between the four of us, and then two would have lost out, and even though we didn’t give a shit about little girls with plaits and pouty mouths, it wouldn’t have been much fun with no one on the back, whistling and peering into the sunset, pretending everything was normal.

The girls were offloaded in Uranienborg Park, Urra Park as we called it, and we hung over our handlebars again, looking through each other and waiting for something to fall from the sky, as it were, until Ola said in a deep bass voice:

‘S-s-saved a Per P-P-Pettersen penalty!’

‘Who did?’ Nina asked.

‘I did! I saved a Per P-P-Pettersen penalty!’

‘Who’s Per Pettersen?’

Ola looked at us with vacant eyes, begging us for help, but he would have to sort this out himself. He might just as well have said he had saved fourteen shots in a row from Pelé, that wouldn’t have made a greater impression.
         

‘P-P-Per Pettersen! Plays for the Norwegian n-n-national t-team, doesn’t he!’

‘So interesting,’ said Guri.

That was the end of the conversation about Ola’s miracle save. The girls headed for a bench, we let them go and then followed anyway. And the small green buds on the trees were sticky to hold, the darkness swooped down like a huge shadow and enveloped us all. It was cold standing there in shorts with green knees and elbows. Nothing happened of course. In fact, I can remember better what didn’t happen. For what didn’t happen but might have happened was a lot more exciting than what really happened one April evening in Urra Park, 1965.

 

You can say a lot of things about Lue, but he had depths he could plumb. Even while he was coming down the corridor we realised that a fresh disappointment had him in its thrall and was wresting derision and sarcasm from his dry, embittered body. He arrived with the pile of essays under his arm, taking quick, incisive steps like the leader of a janissary marching band. His searing gaze went through us like X-ray beams, an insane smile curled beneath his hair-filled nose, and he said not one word. He locked us in the classroom, sat at the desk with the pile of essays in front of him like a menacing tower and there he remained, as mute as a shoe.

I couldn’t restrain myself, I whispered to Gunnar, ‘He’s lost his voice. Shock.’

Lue was on his feet at once. He leapt down between the rows and stood over me with his hands on his hips, the muscles in his face contorted knots beneath the skin. For a moment I was reminded of Uncle Hubert, poor old Uncle Hubert who was not right in the head, even though he was Dad’s brother, and I wondered if Lue was not all there. However, mute he was not.

‘What did you say?’
         

I looked up at him. I had never noticed that he had so much hair in his nostrils before. It protruded like a hairdresser’s black broom.
         

‘I asked Gunnar something.’

‘And just what did you ask Gunnar?’
         

He seized Gunnar by the neck and yelled, ‘Gunnar! What did Kim ask you?’

There was no way this was going to turn out well because Gunnar was the type who was unable to say anything except the truth. If he tried to lie he ground to a halt; he simply could not do it. I watched his neck flush red like a glowing clothes iron.

I spoke up for him, ‘I only asked Gunnar for a rubber.’

Lue spun round to me, his lips pinched flat to the point of non-existence, then his mouth re-appeared as a quivering finger pointed straight at my forehead. I was glad the finger was not loaded.

‘I’m asking Gunnar now, so Gunnar should answer and not you! Do you understand?’
         

‘It doesn’t matter who answers if the answer is the same, does it?’ I said, almost stunned by my own logic.

Lue’s hand loomed larger, it grabbed my shoulder, hauled me out of my chair and dragged me up to the desk. I had to stand there while Lue flicked through the exercise books in his fury. And while standing there I felt some sympathy for Lue because Class 7A was a sorry sight to behold. At last he found my book and waved it in front of my face.

‘Since you’re so clever at answering questions, you can tell the whole class, all these inquisitive minds, these intelligent, alert and interested peers of yours what your future plans are!’

I said nothing, just looked across the heads in the class and out of the window. Someone was working on the roof on the other side of the street. They had roped themselves to the chimney in case they fell. I would have liked to be up there, balancing without a rope, I felt a tingle down my spine and my brain seemed to be on the point of boiling over, balancing like that, on the very, very edge. Then Lue’s voice was there again, a warm puff of air against my cheek.

‘You’re always the one with the smart ripostes. Now tell them what you’re going to be.’

‘I wrote in my essay that I was going to be a doctor, but I wrote that because I didn’t know what I was going to be. And then I wrote that I would travel to Africa, to pad it out.’
         

Lue just stared at me, and I could see the fight going out of him. It would not be long now before he gave up. For a moment I felt sorry for him. I would have liked to help him but didn’t know how.

‘Sit down,’ he said. ‘And keep your mouth shut unless you are instructed to speak.’

The atmosphere in the classroom was a bit lighter now. All the signs were that Lue was close to surrender. But he bravely fought on, desperate and short of breath. He even had to go into the corridor for some fresh air. With clenched fists he returned, bent over the desk and blinked.

‘There are twenty-two boys in this class, aren’t there. Twenty-two quick-witted, intelligent, polite, clean, honest and, last but not least, ambitious boys. Do you agree?’

He didn’t wait for an answer. Of course we agreed.

‘Ten of you are going to be priests. All those going to be priests please raise your hands.’

Hesitant fingers rose in the air. Accompanied by giggles. Dragon was going to be a priest.

Lue pointed a gentle finger at Dragon.

‘So you’re going to be a priest. You’ll have to learn the Lord’s Prayer first. By heart! And then you’ll have to do a better cleaning job on your teeth, otherwise the congregation will expire at the first hallelujah!’

Dragon looked down at the lid of his desk and the flesh on his neck shook. We knew now he hated Lue, that he could have murdered him on the spot. The other priests didn’t look too well, either. I was glad I was going to be a doctor in Africa.

‘So, ten priests,’ Lue said. ‘You can put down your sacred arms now. And then we have five missionaries. Five. That’s a cut above the norm. Could you give us a sign?’
         

Five hands went up. Seb’s among them.

‘You’re going to be missionaries. In India. Africa. Australia. Tell me, why cross the brook for water. Why not begin at home? Why not bring Christianity to Norway first? Or this class? Why not begin here and now, with Class 7A, class teacher included?’

None of the missionaries answered. Seb sat with a crooked smirk on his face, leaning back against the wall. Lue had his beady eye on him, he pointed and yelled:
         

‘You! Sebastian! Tell us why you’re going to be a missionary! Eh! Speak!’

Seb rocked forward on his chair, still with a grin, that grin wasn’t always easy to interpret, didn’t know whether he was grinning at you or himself or nothing.

Seb said in a quiet voice, ‘I want to travel.’

‘And so you have to be a missionary. Do my ears hear correctly?’

‘I couldn’t think of anything else.’

‘Are you taking the mickey?’

‘No. I could have been a sailor, too, but couldn’t find the words.’

‘Are you all taking the mickey?’

Now he turned to the whole class, well, the whole world for that matter. He smacked his hand flat down on the pile of essays and the desk shook. Then he stepped up onto the podium. He stood on the spot where the sun entered the room like a searchlight, but he seemed to have forgotten his lines and there wasn’t a prompter around. He took out a handkerchief, but no doves or rabbits appeared, either, and then he wiped his face. His face was small and the handkerchief was large, a cloth, faded, yellow, not quite spotless. Then he moved from the cone of light and stepped down into the room, to the brain-dead, godforsaken audience. Lue stood in front of Ola. Ola crumpled like a punctured football. Lue patted his head.

‘Here we have someone who chose a sensible profession, a choice seemingly commensurate with his abilities. But tell me, why a ladies’ hairdresser?’
         

Laughter surged like an oil slick across the classroom. Soon Ola was gasping for air. He would not be able to get out of this situation without instant assistance. Gunnar and I desperately tried to think of something, but he beat us to it. The football had regained its bounce. Ola sat up and said in a dry, unfamiliar voice:

‘My father says that soon b-b-b-boys will stop having h-haircuts.’

Lue nodded, he nodded gloomily several times. Gunnar, Seb and I heaved a sigh of relief. Ola had coped and the rest of the jessies approved of his answer. They sat pulling their fringes over their foreheads and winding their hair round an ear, and Lue trudged back to his place in the sun.
         

‘And then we have a racing car driver, a couple of pilots, a parachutist and – he settled in his seat – there was one person who wrote about a day at school.’

The class went quiet and everyone stared at Goose. Of course it was Goose, and he was hauled up to the teacher’s desk. Lue leafed through the exercise book and read aloud:

‘Our class teacher’s name is Lue and he is the best teacher in the world.’

A gasp ran through the room. Goose shrank like a woollen sweater in boiling water and everyone agreed that was the boldest statement ever made since Jesus was said to have walked on water.

Lue just surveyed the class, his lips formed a thin, bloodless smile and his eyes became deep wells of despair. He slowly turned to Goose.

‘Am I the best teacher in the world?’

7A had never been so quiet. Pulses stopped beating, time lay over us like a huge lid and we were a pot that had to explode at any minute.

‘Am I the best teacher in the world?’ Lue repeated, calmer than he had ever been before.

‘No,’ said Goose, and the bell rang.

 

I got E+, the same as Seb. Gunnar and Ola got a C.

‘When we break up for the summer we’ll have to buy a present for Lue,’ Gunnar said.

‘But what?’ Ola asked.

‘Don’t really know. We just have to buy him somethin’ to make him a bit happy.’

‘We could give ’im a Beatles record,’ Seb suggested.

‘Not sure he’s got a record player,’ Gunnar said.

‘It’s the thought that counts. That’s what my dad always says,’ I said.

‘Then we don’t need to b-b-buy ’im anythin’,’ Ola said.

 

The atmosphere on the bus was excited and intense. Åge stood by the driver talking tactics. The battle would be won in the midfield. As right back, I saw a long day ahead of me. Fortunately it was sunny. I was sitting next to John and behind us were Ringo and George. George was just staring out of the window without listening. It was always like that with him, he didn’t listen, but somehow understood everything all the same, an innate ability, I supposed. Ringo, on the other hand, looked very concerned. The historic save of his was a distant memory now, although it had only happened a few days ago. In fact, he had begun to doubt that it had happened at all – perhaps he had just dreamt it. Besides, Aksel, a mercurial custodian from Hoff, was the regular goalkeeper in the team and no one could threaten his position at present.
         

Gloomily, Ringo stuck his head between John and me.

‘This ain’t going to go w-w-well,’ he said in a low voice.

‘Not go well!’ John exploded. ‘We’re gonna grind the Slemmestad saps into the grass!’

‘For m-m-me,’ Ringo continued in the same tone. ‘G-g-gonna s-s-score an own goal. Can feel it in m-m-my legs.’

‘It’s not that easy to score against Aksel,’ I said.
         

‘My legs,’ Ringo mumbled. ‘They w-w-won’t obey me. G-g-gonna score an own goal.’

Ringo slumped back into his seat as we approached Slemmestad, which, for me, after standing on the jetty in Nesodden in the summer throwing tin cans in the water, amounted to no more than white smoke issuing from the cement factory.

It wasn’t until we were in the dressing rooms, however, that the gravity of the situation presented itself as barbs in our stomachs. There was a smell of Stone Age sweat and old gym shoes. We sat on the benches with bowed heads staring at our still clean football boots, the long white laces and the knots. Åge stood by the door, notebook in hand, his gaze shifting from one face to the next. On the floor beside him was the box with the blue and white shirts. Silence. It was so quiet we could hear the birds singing outside. At last Åge began to speak. He picked up the goalie’s shirt and threw it to Aksel. No one had expected anything else. To everyone’s surprise, though, the left back position went to a lad from Nordberg whom many considered a spy and an agent for Lyn. I was right back, I pulled the stiff, freshly washed shirt with number 2 on the back over my head. George was left wing and John centre forward. Ringo, along with seven others, was left on the bench, but looked almost relieved. He patted us on the back and said everything would be great, all the Slemmestad players were losers and we would win 25–0, at least. Then we ran out one after the other. The Slemmestad dipsticks were already warming up and along the touchline there were eleven fathers yelling and waving.
         

The grass had not really grown yet, for the most part the pitch was loose earth. We had a bit of a kick-around and took a few shots at goal to get used to the ball. Then a fat farmer blew the whistle and Kjetil and the Slemmestad captain met in the middle, tossed a coin and we had to change ends. It took me a couple of hours to explain to the Nordberg genius that he was standing in the wrong position, in my position. At last we worked out our formation, stood waiting like statues, with the ball in the middle of the pitch, the referee blew the whistle and John kicked off. Everyone slowly lurched into motion. The ball came into our half, the centre half, a beanpole from Ruseløkka, swung his leg and hoofed it up towards the opponents’ goal. Everyone stormed up the pitch, but the goalie threw himself into the melee and, with his body at full stretch, pounced on the ball. Clapping of hands and stamping of feet from the home crowd. The goalkeeper would have to be outfoxed, no point kicking up-and-unders. Then the ball came our way again and ricocheted to and fro for a bit. The fat referee was always on the wrong side of the field and every time he caught up, panting, the ball was played back again. John won the ball, accelerated towards the goal, but a Slemmestad lout came in with a late tackle and John went down face first into the wispy grass. Of course, the referee was facing the wrong direction and didn’t have a clue what was going on. Slemmestad had possession and launched an attack. The lout sprinted up my side of the field, received a beautiful pass, took it on the run and steamed towards me. Beside the goal, crowds of people were shouting and screaming and nodding their heads. The lout came closer, wild-eyed, and I wondered whether to pull his shirt or elbow him in the nose, but I didn’t have time to think the matter through. I met him with my shoulder, pressed my heel down on his boot, rolled the ball backwards with my other foot, turned quickly, rounded the fallen foe, spotted John sprinting down the pitch and sent him a high pass which followed him through the air, landed on his instep and stuck like chewing gum. Though I say it myself, I was pretty impressed. John had an open path on goal. The Slemmestad retards went puffing after him. There was just the keeper left now, but the idiot threw himself at John’s feet, both rolled over and the Slemmestad desperado staggered to his feet with the ball in his hands and a very bloody nose. He was treated with cotton wool and a fizzy drink. He would have to be outfoxed, no doubt about it.
         

The match sank into a slough now. Balls down the middle ended up in free for alls and in-fighting. But then a Slemmestad turkey wriggled his way down the left hand side, leaving everyone in his wake, and made straight for the goal. I ran across to cover the left back. I should never have done that. Realising that I was in his territory, the left back screamed at me to sod off, this was his position and what the hell was I doing there! He completely forgot the Slemmestad turkey, who raced past him. Aksel yelled at us and so I had to come to the rescue after all. I met the turkey in full flight, twisted my body to the right as I dug in my left elbow at kidney height. The bird took wing, the ball landed at my feet and I was about to roll it back to Aksel when our left back hit me from behind. White-faced, he kicked my leg and shoved me aside. And then of course another Slemmestad dipstick moved in, took the ball and ran on goal. Aksel didn’t dive at his feet, nothing so silly, he waited for the shot and leapt into the air, parallel to the ground. The ball stuck like glue between his hands. Then he pulled his parachute ripcord and fluttered gently to earth. The Nordberg spy looked perplexed, but kept insisting this was his territory. Annoyed, I suggested he should put up a sign saying private property, and trudged back into position.

There were just a few minutes left of the first half. Aksel rolled the ball out to me. I walked it as far as I could, up to the halfway line, as far as a back could go. I passed the ball to Kjetil. He dribbled past three players. Willy was at his side and they swept through the rest of the defence playing one-twos. One-touch football hadn’t come to Slemmestad yet. The goalie did the only thing he could do, dive at their feet, but neither the ball nor the feet were where he threw himself, and Willy was able to nudge the ball over the line with his nose. He had all the time in the world. Totally outplayed. 1–0, a war dance and somersaults. Birdsong drowned the referee’s whistle. They were supporting us. Must have been migratory birds from Tørtberg. Obvious, really.
         

During the half-time interval we gathered around Åge. He wasn’t too happy, even if we were leading. The defence was weak, dithery, he said. He took off the sloppy centre half, pulled John back to the midfield and brought in a centre forward from Majorstuen, a sprinter with a PB of 7.6 over sixty metres. George was allowed to continue on the left wing. He hadn’t done a great deal, but he hadn’t committed any howlers, either. And of course the spy from Lyn was given the heave-ho. Åge scanned the reserves, stopped at Ringo and beckoned to him. Ringo took a step forward, his thighs already on red alert. He was given the Nordberg idiot’s shirt and his hands were shaking so much he almost tied it into a knot.

When the interval was over and we were about to run out onto the field, Åge held me back and said in a low voice:

‘Not all referees have poor eyesight. Play with your legs and head, not your elbows!’

I trotted after the others and took up my position on the right hand side. I tried to catch Ringo’s eye, but he was incommunicado, staring hard at the turf and gripping his thighs. John waved and made the V for victory sign and the second half started. From the kick-off there was an immediate melee. No one saw the ball, but everyone was kicking wildly. Then it flew into the air towards us. John went up for a header, and even though he is not particularly tall he managed to push aside the Slemmestad leeches and nod the ball to Ringo who had moved upfield. Ringo set off, hit the ball as hard as he could, but slightly mishit it and it looped off towards the dressing rooms. Perfect time-wasting. The fathers whistled, but the birds were on our side and out-whistled them. We went back into defence mode, the throw-in led to another mass scramble for the ball and out of nowhere George sped off with the ball at his feet, running along the touchline, sent a cement post the wrong way and curved in a centre. Kjetil met the ball with his head and smacked it against the crossbar. The keeper stood looking at the sky, the ball rebounded in front of him and he dived into a flurry of scything legs. And in some mysterious way he emerged from the mayhem with the ball in his grasp this time, too. He was worse than a kamikaze pilot.
         

Now most of the game was in the Slemmestad half. John pushed forward, but Åge shouted to Ringo and me to stay in position in case they launched a counter-attack. And that was exactly what happened. I was sniffing around the midway mark when a long ball was kicked into our half. Ringo swung round like a compass needle. Two Slemmestad louts had started on a run, I sprinted for the ball too, it arced goalwards through the air, there were seconds separating us. It happened on the edge of the penalty box. Ringo, with the ball under control, played for time. John and I had cut off the two Slemmestad forwards and the whole thing should have been child’s play. We just waited for Ringo to lay off the ball to Aksel. However, instead, he got his whole body behind the ball and powered a perfect banana shot into the top left hand corner – unstoppable. We froze to a man, just stood and stared. Aksel, gaping at the ball careering around the net, was dumbstruck. The Slemmestad poltroons were shouting and embracing each other, and Ringo stood with bowed head banging the tip of his boot into the ground. I couldn’t quite see what was going on in his face, but a few weird sounds were coming from it and his back was trembling. The referee blew his rotten whistle and the birds huddled together on the branches and buried their beaks in their plumage.

Then Ringo walked off. He just left the field, walked past Åge, to the dressing rooms. A new man was sent on, a guy from Frøn who was so bow-legged that half the Slemmestad team could have walked between his thighs. We looked for Ringo, but he was gone. There were ten minutes left to play.

The home side had the bit between their teeth now as wave after wave rolled in. John fought like a lion and I didn’t keep a low profile, either, because there was only one thing to do now, make up for Ringo’s blunder. We had to win. In the distance, George was waving for the ball, but long passes were simply not possible. The game had become stagnant, like curdled milk. It was man to man marking now wherever the ball was. And the clock was ticking. Åge yelled from the sidelines, but no one could hear what he was saying. There were not much more than a couple of minutes left. All the players were in our half. Aksel was like a kangaroo between the posts gesticulating wildly. I managed to win the ball, backed my way out of the ruck and saw that John had set off on a terrific spurt up into Slemmestad’s empty half. I put all my power into the kick, leant back and delivered a ball that went through the air like a remote-controlled seagull. John caught it on the run, on his bootlaces, ten men thundered after him, the goalie was ready to throw himself at his feet, but John lobbed him, ten men skidded after the ball, but it was too late, it slipped into the net like a hand in a glove. And there was a rain dance and high jumps and the home supporters were tearing out their hair. The cement-men just managed to take the kick before the referee blew his whistle and the birds alighted from the branches, twittering that victory was ours.
         

We charged into the dressing rooms to look for Ringo. But no one was there. And the number 14 shirt lay neatly folded on the bench. His clothes had gone. We raced out again.

‘P’raps he’s sittin’ in the coach,’ George said.

We sprinted around the building to the car park. The coach was empty. We went back to Åge and asked him if he had seen Ringo.

‘Ringo?’

‘Ola,’ John said.

‘Beautiful lob,’ Åge said, patting him on the shoulder. ‘Worth its weight in gold. I’ll put you back into the attack.’

‘Have you seen Ola?’ George asked impatiently.

‘Isn’t he in the dressing room?’

‘Nope.’

Ringo had vanished into thin air. We searched high and low, but there was no sign of him. In the end we had to take the coach home without Ringo. The mood was not how it should have been. Åge looked nervous. Everyone had some injury they needed to tend. There was a stench of sweat and cement on our shirts, which we had to take home and wash ourselves.

‘There’s such a thing as a premonition,’ Seb said under his breath.

‘Premonition?’ Gunnar turned to face him.

‘Yes. Kind of omen. He said he felt somethin’ in his legs on the way, didn’t he.’

We thought about this and looked at each other, unconvinced.
         

‘P’raps it was predetermined that he was goin’ to score an own goal,’ Seb continued.

‘Predetermined?’ I said. ‘By whom?’

‘By… by… I haven’t a clue, God, maybe,’ Seb answered with a blush.

We went quiet again. The idea that God had interceded in the match between the boys’ teams of Slemmestad and Frigg was not an easy one to assimilate.

‘I s’pose God scored my goal, too, did he!’ Gunnar snapped.

‘Not at all,’ Seb said meekly. ‘I was just thinkin’ that it was… pretty weird.’

‘He was just unlucky,’ Gunnar reasoned. ‘It could’ve happened to anyone.’

‘Unlucky! With that shot!’
         

‘He’s not used to playin’ in defence,’ I said. ‘He may’ve forgotten and thought he was a striker.’

We contented ourselves with that. The coach drove past Sjølyst, our stop was Frogner church. We sat locked in our own thoughts about what might have happened to Ola. Either he had started walking or he had taken the train, if he had any money. Or he was still there. Christ.

Åge came to the back of the coach and crouched down.

‘I’ll ring his parents to find out if he’s got home okay.’

We nodded in unison.

‘And you make sure he comes to training. Everyone can have a bad day. We’ll find him a place.’

‘He’s good in goal,’ Seb said.

‘Right.’ Åge looked at us. ‘It would be difficult for him to oust Aksel.’

‘He could be the reserve goalie,’ Gunnar suggested.

Åge stood up.

‘That’s an idea. I’ll keep that in mind.’

The coach stopped outside the church and we scrambled out.

There was only one thing to do. We walked en masse down to Observatoriegata. But Ola had not come home. His father opened the door.

‘Didn’t Ola come back with you?’ he asked.
         

Gunnar and Seb looked at each other, lost for words. I cleared my throat and said:

‘We had a training session in Tørtberg after the match. Ola went with some others from the class we met in Majorstuen.’

‘No, he’s not home yet.’

Jensen, the hairdresser, pulled up his shirt sleeve, checked his watch, raised his combed eyebrows and slowly shook his head. ‘Do you know where he is?’

‘He’s probably with Putte or Goose,’ I said with alacrity.

Then the mother appeared too, a small, thin lady with lots of curls in her hair and worried eyes.

‘Is anything the matter?’

And then the phone rang from deep inside the flat. That must have been Åge, so we backed down the stairs and charged out of the door.

We couldn’t walk to Slemmestad. There was nothing else for it but to go home. We hung on in the vague hope that Ola might turn up. He did not. It was strange to think that he might be walking along the road on his own at this moment. He might even have got lost. And soon it would be dark. We shivered, agreed to meet tomorrow at five in Mogens Thorsens Park, Mogga Park to us. Then we each went our own way. The sun was going down behind the red clouds above Holmenkollen Ridge, casting a dark, flat light over the town. Getting home was a priority now because Saturday warfare had started. The Frogner gang could strike at any time. I slunk along a house wall, peered around every corner, thinking about Ola, and about knuckledusters, headbutts, a nose bone which had been smashed into the brain, a boy in the street whose eye went into spasm a couple of years back, the centre of his eyeball quivered while he screamed and screamed.

I ran the last stretch.

I showered, washed the Slemmestad crap off myself and joined my mother and father in the sitting room. I had to tell them about the match and was given sausages, griddle cakes, Pommac and stuff. But I couldn’t sit still. Ola might have been kidnapped, put in a sack and dumped in the fjord. Or he might have been sold as a slave to Arabia. That had happened before. I had to ring. My fingers trembled over the telephone dial.

His mother answered.
         

‘Is Ola at home?’ I asked. ‘Kim here.’

‘Yes.’

Ola was alive. I slumped into the nearest chair.

‘Can I speak to him?’ I whispered.

‘He’s in bed. He’s ill.’

‘Ill?’

‘That’s what he says.’

‘Will he be okay tomorrow?’ I asked slyly, cringing beneath my clothes.

‘Why don’t you call and see?’ the high-pitched but somewhat weary voice said. And before she put down the receiver I could swear I heard the sound of scissors cutting in the background. It must have been Valdemar Jensen training for the dry cut in Norway’s Hairdressing Championship in Lillesand, or perhaps it was just my heart pumping blood in short, furious bursts through my head, like the brash first chord of ‘A Hard Day’s Night’.

 


I had arranged with Gunnar and Seb to meet in Mogga Park at five, but the arrangement would be difficult to keep because Uncle Hubert was coming for a meal. At three he stood in the doorway and from then on everything went at half speed. I don’t really know what it was with Uncle Hubert, there were these knots inside his head that would not loosen and at times they were tighter than at others, and on this Sunday they were unusually rigid. It started in the doorway. He stretched out his hand thirty-four times without saying a word. In the end Dad had to drag him inside and push him into a chair and both of them were red-faced and sweaty, and Mum rushed out and set another place at the table.

Uncle Hubert lived alone in one of the blocks of flats by Marienlyst. He did the illustrations for weekly magazines and women’s novels, so perhaps it was not that strange he was the way he was. Dad was bald, but Hubert had all his hair, and now he was sitting in the chair by the bookshelves. He had regained his composure, his whole body was relaxed and his breathing was heavy and regular. But when he caught sight of me life returned to the bloated body.

‘Come closer, come closer,’ he called, beckoning to me.

I went over to him. He took my hand in both of his, began to shake it and I was calculating that I would have to stand there for a couple of hours. To my great good fortune he let go after just fifteen minutes.
         

‘Young Kim, the family’s hope for the future, how are you?’

‘I’m fine,’ I said, burying my hands in my pockets.

‘Glad to hear that. Do you think I should get married?’

Dad charged over and interposed a quivering head.

‘Are you going to get married?!’

‘I’ve been considering the matter, dear brother. So, what do you two think?’

Dad straightened up and said between clenched jaws: ‘Kim, go into the kitchen and help Mum!’

There was no alternative. I found my mother bent over a platter of halibut. The steam was rising into her face. It looked like she was crying.

‘Uncle Hubert’s getting married,’ I said.

I had to hold the plate for her.

‘What! What did you say!’

‘He said he wants to get married.’

She was gone in a flash. I was left with the smoking fish plus the parsley butter, the potatoes and the crème caramel. I heard the intense discussion in the sitting room. Dad’s voice was low and vehement, just like when I come home with my grades. Mum’s voice was resigned, but Uncle Hubert just laughed.

Some time later Mum returned and we carried the food onto the table.

At first it was fine. We served ourselves and everything was as it should be, except for Dad’s face, he was as highly strung as a tennis racquet. When we were about to take a second helping I could not restrain myself any longer.

‘Who are you going to marry?’ I asked.

Dad’s voice truncated the sentence. He snarled my name, the ‘i’ vanished completely and two distorted consonants were all that was left. Km! Mum flinched and Uncle Hubert looked from one to the next, and as he helped himself to potatoes his brain jammed. I could see it in him. With his spoon halfway over to the potatoes he stopped, he held it there, he seemed to be fighting with himself, he gritted his teeth and his cheeks quivered, then the spoonful of potatoes began to go back and forth across the table, and at some speed, he had to be at the very least a world potato-balancing champion. Dad was on the verge of exploding, Mum fled into the kitchen and Uncle Hubert sat there transporting potatoes to and fro. I wished I knew what had happened in his head. He looked extremely unhappy, yet determined, and when he was finally finished, after forty-three to-and-fros, he slumped back into his chair, exhausted and content. The tablecloth was green from the parsley, Dad’s face was purple and Mum came in with more white fish.
         

As the clock moved towards five, and we still had not started dessert, it was impossible to sit still any longer. I took a chance and asked, even though I knew it was a mortal sin to leave the table too soon.

‘I’m meeting Gunnar and Seb,’ I burbled. ‘At five. May I go?’

To my great surprise, Dad seemed quite relieved.

‘That’s fine,’ he said. ‘Don’t come home late.’

I leapt up, but didn’t dare give Hubert my hand again. Mum issued a few gentle admonitions and everyone seemed happy that I was going. I jumped out of the window, landed softly astride the horse, like Zorro of Frogner, and galloped off to Mogga Park.

John and George sat leaning over the handlebars, each puffing on their Craven A. I freewheeled down to where they were and drew up in a skid on the shingle.

‘Have you heard from Ola?’ John asked.

‘He’s in bed. Says he’s ill.’

George flicked the butt end in a huge arc over the climbing frame, wiped his chops and said:

‘I know how to get him up.’

‘How?’ John sucked at the glow close to his lips and spat out the bits.

‘Wait and see,’ George said.

We turned out of Drammensveien and cycled round the University Library in a closed formation. This was a bold plan. It was not easy to heal the sick, especially when parents were at home. Once you had taken to your bed, for the sake of appearances you had to stay there for a while, otherwise, on subsequent occasions, the consequences could be catastrophic.
         

His father received us.

‘We have to talk to Ola,’ I said out of breath.

‘He’s in bed.’

‘It’s about homework,’ I persisted.

Then the mother arrived. She stood at the hairdresser’s side.

‘You’ll have to be quick then,’ she determined.

We found Ringo covered with a large light blue duvet. His eyes were barely visible. We closed the door and stood by the bed. There was a smell of camphor.

‘What’ve you done with all the pictures?’ I asked, studying the bare walls.

‘Dad tore ’em down,’ the duvet said. ‘The b-b-bugger!’

He sank even lower in the mattress.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ George asked.

Ringo began to cough. The duvet heaved and fell.

‘I’m s-s-sick,’ he said in a cracked voice. ‘I’ll infect you.’

We were quiet for a while. This was more serious than we had imagined. There was a pile of Donald Duck magazines and a half-chewed bar of milk chocolate on the floor.

‘What got into you?’ John asked with caution.

An answer was not forthcoming. We were all nervous, fine-combed our brains to find something intelligent to say. Then Ringo began to speak, he spoke with an old man’s voice, it was hollow, dry and bitter.

‘The f-f-football field’s a thing of the past for me. It’s g-g-gone. It’s f-f-finished.’

He disappeared completely. We swallowed a lump in our throats, the whole gang, I swear we did. Now the laying on of hands had to start in earnest.

‘Everyone can be unlucky,’ I said. ‘You’re not the first person to score an own goal. And since you’ve gone and done it, it was a bloody fabulous shot!’

We attempted a laugh. Not a sound from the bed.

‘Åge talked with us on the coach back,’ I went on. ‘He’d been talking to Per Pettersen. He wants to have you as the reserve goalie.’

A tuft of hair hove into view. Something spoke under the duvet, soft but clear.
         

‘R-r-reserve goalie? D-d-did he say that? Wasn’t he as angry as h-h-hell?’

‘We won 2–1!’

‘W-w-we w-w-won?’

‘John scored,’ I said. ‘Solo effort from the midfield.’

A whole face appeared. Ringo looked at John.

‘Did you s-s-score?’

‘Yup. No big deal. Main thing is we won. Those buggers from Slemmestad couldn’t even score one of their own!’

The laughter broke the ice and we relaxed. Ringo’s bed was shaking, even though he was supposed to be ill. We heard the sound of feet outside the door.

‘Come out with us,’ I said.

‘C-c-can’t. I’m not w-w-well.’

George leaned forward, put his hand on the patient’s shoulder and kept it there.

‘I’ve got a present for you. There’s a… there’s a Volvo 1800S behind the Royal Palace.’

A gasp ran through the room. Ringo was out of bed in a flash.

‘One like… one l-l-like the S-S-Saint had!’ he stuttered, dumbfounded.

‘Right. It’s yours.’

There was nothing more to say. Ringo pulled on his clothes and four desperate men stomped through the flat. The hairdresser, plus wife, were standing in the hall.

‘What are you doing?’ his mother exclaimed in alarm.

‘I’m g-g-going out,’ Ringo said, sweeping all resistance aside.

‘You’re ill,’ his father said.

‘I’m w-w-well,’ Ringo said.

‘Then you’ll have to go to school tomorrow,’ his mother taunted. ‘Just so that you know.’

‘I kn-kn-know,’ Ringo said.

And so we emerged, slid down the banisters and as Ringo’s bike still wasn’t repaired he jumped on behind John and we headed for Parkveien.

‘How did you get home from Slemmestad?’ I shouted.
         

‘Hitched,’ Ringo enthused. ‘A van. Furniture removal. Got a r-r-roll-up and stuff.’

‘Well, I never.’

‘Had a copy of Cocktail in the glove compartment, he did.’
         

We cut through the crossroads before the American embassy and slowly pedalled behind the palace.

‘It’s in Riddervoldsgate,’ George said. ‘Saw it when I was walkin’ with my mum today. Swedish reg.’

‘Lots of cops in this area,’ John said.

‘We’ll n-n-nab it, anyway,’ Ringo growled from the luggage carrier. ‘We’ll n-n-nab it!’

There was a hollow in the pit of my stomach that soon filled with anticipation and sweet fear. It grew and grew inside me and felt good. We turned into Riddervoldsgate and there it was, just by the corner of Oscarsgate, a shiny white Volvo 1800S. We jumped off our bikes and stood in a huddle, peering in all directions. A man with a hat walked down the other pavement. We didn’t say a word until he was out of sight. Two crows took off from a tree behind us, we all gave a start. Our hearts, red and large, were pounding on this sultry afternoon.

‘Let’s stand with our bikes on the corner,’ I whispered. ‘When Ringo has the badge, he can jump on John’s and then we’ll cycle down Oscarsgate, past Vestheim and on to Skillebekk. No one can catch us on that route.’

The others nodded. Ringo took the screwdriver from George and we pedalled up to the corner. A cat was lying on a stone wall staring up at us with narrowed eyes, but it would not talk, it was on our side. The tram rattled along Briskebyveien, the church bells began to chime. Then everything went still. We pedalled past the Volvo, Ringo stopped again, waited for a few seconds, then went on the attack. There were a few horrible sounds, like when you scratch your nails on the blackboard. Even the King must have heard it. We didn’t dare turn around and it took for ever, the whole world was on edge. Blood was cascading down from my head like torrential rain. I don’t think I have ever been so nervous before. And I was sure I would not have been anywhere near so frightened if I had been standing by the car instead of Ringo. It was bizarre.

At last something happened behind us. Ringo ran up, we were standing on our pedals, he jumped on the back of John’s bike, we raced down to Skillebekk and were sitting on the bench by the fountain before you could say Simon Templar. We dried our sweat, stared, mouths agape, at the Volvo badge and weighed it in our hands, relieved and happy. George took out his packet of Craven A and passed it round.
         

‘Best so far,’ John said. ‘Christ, I was nervous.’

‘How come?’ Ringo said, taking a huge drag that made his eyes cross like a pair of scissors.

And so we sat there, it was a Sunday, night closed in around us, turned warm and clammy and before we knew what was going on, the rain was bucketing down. It splashed up to a metre off the ground and the horses behind us whinnied.

‘Let’s go back to my place,’ John shouted. ‘My mum and dad are away.’ We cycled with the mudguards flapping around our ears and squeezed into his room, soaking wet and tired. John placed the record player in the middle of the room and put the latest Beatles record on. ‘Ticket To Ride’. We listened with devout attention, eardrums finely tuned, like bats. We held our breath until the last guitar notes faded and the stylus was scratching across the innermost groove.

Gunnar put it on again. We lay on the floor with our ears in the loudspeaker and our whole bodies throbbing. Our English was good enough for us to understand what it was about and we wondered who the hell would have cleared off like that. The girl must have been pretty stupid. We became embittered and thought nasty things about girls all over the world. The needle skidded into the middle again and we pulled our wet fringes down over our foreheads.

‘We should start a band,’ Seb said.

We looked at each other. A band. Of course. We could start a band and then Nina and Guri and all the chickens in 7C would be right at the back of the queue.

‘What should we c-c-call it?’ Ola wondered.

Gunnar fetched an English-Norwegian dictionary and began to flick through.

‘What about The Evil-Hearted Devils and the Shinin’ Angels,’ Seb suggested.

His English pronunciation was a bit rough, but we understood him.
         

‘Too long,’ I said. ‘Has to be short so that people can ask for the records. Dirty Fingers is a good one.’

‘Dirty Fingers ’n Clean Girls,’ Seb added.

‘W-we don’t want anythin’ with girls in, do we!’ Ola shouted.

‘I’ve got one,’ Gunnar said, looking up from the dictionary. ‘We should call ourselves The Snafus.’

‘S-s-snow shoes?’ Ola said, looking at Gunnar in bewilderment.

‘Snafus,’ he repeated.

‘What does it mean?’ Seb asked.

‘It stands for Situation Normal All Fouled Up,’ Gunnar read out slowly and clearly.

‘But what does it mean?’ Ola queried.

‘It means mischief and muddle and mess.’

We considered it and were agreed. No one had any better suggestions. It was snappy, distinctive and we felt we could live up to the meaning. The Snafus.

‘I’ll go and nick one of my dad’s cigars,’ Gunnar said. ‘We have to celebrate this!’

He returned with a giant poker with a cummerbund, bit off the tip and spat it out of the window. The room was full of smoke after the first drag. We coughed and spluttered and hung over the windowsill, but everyone was agreed it was really great, the best we had ever tasted.

‘What songs shall we p-p-play?’ Ola said through the fog.

That was a problem. Ola was okay, he played the snare drum in a boys’ marching band. We heard him every May 17. Gunnar knew only two chords on his brother’s guitar, but on the other hand he was quite good at upping the tempo. Seb played the recorder and I played nothing.

‘You can sing,’ said Seb.

‘Sing! I can’t bloody sing.’

‘You can learn,’ said Gunnar.

‘I’m the vocalist then,’ I declared.

‘You’ll have to learn to do a decent howl,’ Seb said. ‘Just like on “I Wanna Be Your Man” and “Twist And Shout”.’
         

I thought about the school singing lessons. ‘The Hills and the Mountains’. ‘Three Small Drums’. ‘Dawn is Breaking’. Perhaps my voice had never had any decent material to work with. Perhaps Jensenius could teach me to sing.
         

‘Alright. I’ll be the vocalist!’

Gunnar re-lit the cigar and passed it round. Tears flowed, but no one could see through the smoke. And then we played all the Beatles records, starting with ‘Love Me Do’.

In the middle of ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’ the door burst open. Gunnar was so taken aback that he scratched the record. It was just his brother, Stig, but he wasn’t just a brother, he was about to start gymnas at the Cathedral School, he was one metre eighty-five and his hair came halfway down his ears. He glanced in from the doorway and said:
         

‘Fidel Castro dropped by, has he?’

We didn’t understand, but we laughed anyway, that much we did understand. Stig closed the door and joined us, he folded up his long body and sat on the floor. We were mute with awe, hardly dared open our mouths because we knew we would fill our pants as soon as our pained tongues uttered a sound. Gunnar looked a little embarrassed but proud, too. Not everyone had a big brother who could be bothered to mingle with little tubers whose shoots had only just emerged from the soil.

Stig looked at us and took a sudden, deep drag on the cigar. Not a wisp of smoke came out of his mouth. We waited and waited, but it stayed down. That was as bad as anything we had seen.

‘You playin’ The Beatles?’ he asked in a friendly tone.

We nodded and mumbled, yes, we were, The Beatles were great, and especially the latest single ‘Ticket To Ride’.

‘Have you heard this?’ he asked, showing us an LP he was carrying. The picture on the cover was of a gawky-looking kid, stiff curls, huge crooked nose, skinny frame. We hadn’t heard it.

‘Bob Dylan,’ Stig elucidated. ‘Best thing ever to have hit this earth.’

He took out the record, carefully placed it on the player, changed the speed to 33 rpm and told us to be quiet, though we were as still as driven snow.

‘Listen to this,’ Stig whispered. ‘Masters Of War’. ‘And think about Vietnam at the same time.’

‘V-V-Viet what?’ Ola burst out. His flushed face stood out like the Northern Lights. Stig had to educate him.
         

‘Vietnam,’ he explained. ‘A small country on the other side of the planet. Where the Americans are bombin’ innocent people. They’re usin’ somethin’ called napalm. Do you boys know what napalm is?’

The record player started up. He held the stylus a millimetre above the grooves. We didn’t know what napalm was.

‘It’s a liquid that sticks to your skin and burns. You haven’t got a hope in hell. It burns under water! Listen to me: Napalm burns under water.’
         

He snapped his mouth shut. There was a hiss in the loudspeaker, the hard acoustic guitar followed straight after, chords I will never forget and the voice that lacerated your head like a razor blade. We didn’t understand everything, but we understood the gist. It was eerie, and a chill went down my spine. And I’ll stand over your grave till I’m sure that you’re dead. We understood that. And we felt like going out onto the streets and beating up some adult bastards. It was a solemn occasion because now we could never be the same again. Now we knew better.
         

Stig put the record back in the sleeve and stood up. He towered above us and we would have done whatever he had asked us to do. We longed for him to give us an order, a vitally important, highly dangerous mission and we would go through fire and water for him.

But he just said, from the corner of his mouth:

‘Air the room well before Mum and Dad come back, boys.’

I cycled home and tried to sing the new song, but I couldn’t get hold of the melody. Every time I started it slipped out of my grasp, as though I had already forgotten it. But it’s not true that you forget so easily. You store everything inside yourself and then one day, wherever you are, whatever the time, it appears just like that, just like I could smell wet lilac now, lilac after the rain, even though we were well into autumn. I pedalled down Drammensveien trying to remember the words, the tune and the voice. But as I turned into Svoldergate I was given other things to think about. I pulled up sharp because, coming out of a door, was Uncle Hubert. He stopped, stood still, stared at his feet, then walked back in, backwards, came out, went back and continued like this, and I began to count because there might have been a system to what he was doing, it might have been a secret code. Uncle Hubert went in and out of the front stairway twenty-one times, then he ran off round the corner at full pelt. I stabled the horse, gave it a bag of hay and padded up the stairs. Standing there with the key at the ready I could hear Dad’s voice from inside the sitting room. It was loud and hysterical and penetrated the walls like a saw. I stood with my head against the door.
         

‘It’s not right. It’s simply unacceptable. It’s a scandal. Twenty-one years old!’
         

I couldn’t hear my mother’s voice. She was probably sitting on the sofa with her hands in her lap looking disconsolate.

Dad’s voice continued:

‘She could have been our daughter. It’s… it’s disgusting! Twenty-one years old!’
         

Then the house went quiet. I breathed in, opened the door as gently as I could and sneaked into my room. And that night I felt I was flying, or falling, falling backwards, with no one to catch me, into a black hole in the sky.

 

The bombshell fell the day after, on Monday, leftovers day. All of a sudden Dad put down his knife and fork and carefully wiped his mouth.

‘My God, Ahlsen, the branch manager, was furious today. At the weekend he had a very important contact over from Sweden, and on Sunday the client’s car was vandalised.’

‘Vandalised?’ Mum said.

‘Yes. Some good-for-nothing had broken off the badge at the front and scratched the paintwork. And it was an extremely exclusive car.

A Volvo 1800S. The kind the Saint drove, he told me, expecting me to be impressed to bits.’

‘Oh, yes,’ I confined myself to saying.

‘You don’t know anyone who does that sort of thing, do you?’ he said, turning to me suddenly and looking me in the eye.

‘Me? How? How should I know?’

‘No. Of course you don’t know anything about it.’ Dad looked at Mum. ‘They reported it to the police of course. They’ve had several reports of this kind of late. It’s a disgrace!’

After the meal I was given shore leave and I cycled like crazy over to Gunnar’s. I told him what had happened and we went on to Ola’s, dragged him out and panted off to Seb’s – he lived just round the corner. His mother opened the door and burst into laughter on seeing us.
         

‘Have you come from the moon?’ she laughed.

‘It’s about May 17,’ I said. ‘We might have to be flag-bearers.’

Ola gave me a stupified look, but Gunnar poked him in the back to concentrate his mind. There was a little gasp, but then he was quiet.

‘Sebastian’s in his room. He’s doing homework.’

We bustled in with Seb’s mother’s laughter ringing in our ears and almost scared the life out of him as we burst through his door.

‘W-w-we’ve been caught,’ Ola squealed. ‘They’ve f-f-found out!’

‘Don’t talk so loud, for Christ’s sake!’ Gunnar hissed.

‘What’ve they found out?’ Seb asked.

I told him about the whole business. Gunnar stood by the door making sure that no one was listening.

‘But they don’t know it was us, do they,’ Seb said at last.

‘Not yet. But we have to get rid of the stolen goods!’

Seb pulled out the box. We crowded round. On the top there were a few comics, then the glint of metal, polished like my mother and father’s silverware. It was pure Count of Monte Cristo stuff.

I took the decision.

‘We’ll have to dump it in the sea.’

‘Where th-th-then?’ Ola had the Volvo badge in his hand.

‘Filipstad,’ Gunnar suggested.

‘Bygdøy,’ I said. ‘Not so many people.’

The others nodded gravely. We admired our hunting trophies in solemn silence, stuffed them into all the pockets we had and stomped out with rictus smiles, like four overweight scrap dealers.

Seb’s mother reappeared from nowhere, without a word, and my body seemed to go numb, she had big knockers that wobbled long after she had come to a halt, and her skirt was tight across her hips and it had a slit and stuff.

‘Have you done your homework?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ Seb answered, his hands stuffed firmly down his pockets.

‘Hope you get to carry the flags then.’
         

He looked at her bemused. Ola was about to open his mouth, but I cut in.

‘Three people from every Class 7 are allowed to carry the flags,’ I said quickly. ‘And Ola plays the drums, so he can’t.’

And then we were out. We ran down the stairs and raced off towards Bygdøy. We parked our bikes behind the restaurant and went down to the water. We were alone apart from a dog barking in the distance. I could see over to Nesodden, the quayside, Hornstranda beach and the red beach hut. I shivered. Perhaps spring wasn’t here after all. It was like being in a warm room when someone opens the door and cold air streams in. It came from the fjord, which was dark and resembled corrugated iron.

‘Sh-sh-shall we chuck all of ’em?’ Ola asked warily.

‘All of them,’ Gunnar said with force.

Ola kicked a clump of seaweed.

‘D-d-do you think they’ll’ve t-t-taken fingerprints?’

‘Fingerprints!’ Seb laughed. ‘Where from?’

‘From the Volvo!’

‘They haven’t got any proof,’ I said. ‘Not once we’ve got rid of these.’

We ran up the beach to the craggy cliffs. There we stopped and scanned the horizon. No one around, the dog had gone, not a boat in sight, just a muddy barge that had been towed into Bundefjord.

‘Let’s throw stones first,’ Gunnar said. ‘And then we can chuck a few badges in between.’

A hail of objects fell over the water, Fiats, Mercs, Opels, Peugeots, Morrises, a Vauxhall, Renaults, a Hillman and even a Moskwitch.

‘D’you think anyone will find th-them?’ Ola mumbled at length.

‘The current will carry ’em away,’ Gunnar said. ‘A long way out. Perhaps all the way to Africa.’

‘And then one day my dad’ll be sittin’ and fishin’ on his day off and catch a Volvo badge on his hook,’ Seb chuckled.

We cheered and laughed and sprinted to the other side of the cliffs, but stopped in our tracks and stared at something lying on the stones by the edge of the water.

It was a pile of clothes.

‘Is someone s-s-swimmin’ now?’ Ringo stammered. ‘Must be bloody c-c-cold!’
         

We scanned the fjord, but couldn’t see anything. The cold wind hit us at full force now that we were no longer sheltered.

‘Must be an ice bather, at least,’ George whispered.

There was no one in the water, though, or on land. So we walked over to the clothes, slowly, holding our breath, I had never walked so slowly before. Perhaps someone had seen us after all. As we approached we saw there was a suit lying there, a white shirt, a tie and underwear, and a pair of polished black shoes placed neatly alongside. And on top of the suit there was a note held down by a stone. We stopped again. Our hearts were going like cardboard strips between wheel spokes. I went on, picked up the note, with great caution, as if it were an injured butterfly. I read aloud, my voice left me with a terrible taste: ‘I have taken my own life. I have no family. The little I have left behind should go to the Salvation Army. No grieving. I have peace now.’

I put back the note and ran to the others, clung to Gunnar.

‘Shi-it! He’s walked into the sea!’

We turned, legged it up to the restaurant and banged on the door, but it was closed. No one opened up. We jumped on our bikes and cycled furiously to the car park and stopped by the telephone box. We squeezed in and found the police number on the first page of the directory. I picked up the receiver, Gunnar inserted the coin and Seb dialled the number. I was put through at once and went weak at the knees.

‘A man has drowned himself,’ my mouth said.

‘Who am I talking to, please?’ I heard.

‘Kim. Kim Karlsen.’

‘Where are you ringing from?’

‘From a telephone box. In Huk.’

‘Repeat what has happened.’

‘A man has drowned himself. His clothes are lying on the beach and he’s left a written note.’

‘Stay where you are and don’t touch anything. We’re on our way.’
         

We cycled back and ran over to the cliff again. The clothes were still there, neatly folded, just like at night when you go to bed. We sat down at a secure distance, kept a lookout across the fjord, but it gave nothing away. I shuddered at the thought of water quickly closing in and hair floating like seaweed as waves broke onto the shore.
         

‘Hope they don’t find the b-b-badges,’ Ola whispered.

‘I’m not gonna swim here any more, anyway,’ Gunnar said with a shiver. Soon afterwards the cops arrived. They came in two cars and there was also an ambulance. The constables jogged towards us. Two examined the clothes and two talked to us.

‘Was it you who called us?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘When did you spot the clothes?’

‘Half an hour ago. At least.’

‘How long had you been here before?’

‘Quarter of an hour or something like that.’

‘And you didn’t hear anything or see anything?’

‘No.’

‘What were you doing here?’

The others began to fidget. Ola’s left thigh twitched. I looked up at the policeman.

‘We were looking for shells,’ I said.

Then something else happened. A big police boat arrived on the shoreline. On the deck there were two divers. The uniformed officers strolled down to the water’s edge. We followed them, stopped a good way behind.

It didn’t take them long to find him. He was close to the shore. They emerged from the water with a blue naked body, as though the colour of the water had rubbed off. It was all stiff and the mouth was large and open. He can’t have been so old, younger than my father. They laid him on a stretcher – had to force him into position – covered him with a blanket and pushed him into the ambulance.

It was the first time I had seen a dead person.

Gunnar threw up as we were cycling home. None of us said a word, we just kept ourselves to ourselves. That night I lay wide awake in bed, thinking about death, I was a long way behind my eyes staring into a huge dark void, and I realised, without actually understanding it, that I was already beginning to die, it was a repugnant thought and I cried.

 

It was spring and we were waiting. We were waiting for Frogner Lido to open. They had already started cleaning the pools. This year I would dive from the ten-metre board, that was a cert, I had the jump in me now. But I had competitors. I cut out a picture of the Russian, Alexei Leonov, hanging in space, a murky, ghost-like photo I didn’t quite believe at first. It looked a bit like the first photographs Dad took before he learned how to focus. He floated like that for ten minutes, in the endless blue abyss, tied to his space vehicle by a thin thread, an umbilical cord. And not long after it was the Americans’ turn. This time the picture was sharper, more credible, because you could see the earth in the background. Edward White hung outside his capsule for twenty-one minutes. Afterwards he said he hadn’t felt at all giddy, it had almost been like swimming. And then I visualised the enormous ocean, I was standing at the bottom of a colossal sea, and far above me, at night, swam goldfish ten times bigger than us, large, golden ships sailing slowly by. Once they had been part of the sun. Perhaps that was also how the suicide victim in Bygdøy had seen it, before his eyes were extinguished. And we waited for the Hand Grenade Man, but the town was quiet, just cycle bells, birds and bands practising.
         

And, of course, we were waiting for May 17. The day arrived with torrential rain. We met by the fountain in Gyldenløvesgate at three in the morning. It was pouring down and the wind was coming from the west, but that was not important, so long as we could light our matches. Between us we had thirty-five firecrackers, twenty bangers and sixteen jumping jacks. We let off two firecrackers to get into the mood as it were. They sounded a bit feeble, but were loud enough to wake people close by. Then we moved to Urra Park. There was almost no one about, we heard just a few scattered bangs and some cars full of prommers honking their horns in the rain, celebrating the end of secondary school.

‘We’ll have to find somewhere dry,’ George said.

‘An entrance to a block of flats,’ I suggested.

We sneaked through the nearest doorway. The acoustics were good, a stone floor and stone walls. Ringo lit the match and put it to the fuse, it hissed, then I threw the whole thing towards the stairs and the postboxes. It exploded before we got out, a terrible bang, parting the hair at the back of our heads.

‘That’ll have w-w-woken them up,’ panted Ringo as we sprinted down Briskebyveien, past Galleri Albin Upp. We didn’t stop until we were in Urra Park. The clock on the church tower showed half past three. It was still raining. We threw a few bangers at the wall but they were already too soggy. We suspended the bombardment, listened, there was a lorry-load of prommers down in Holtegata. We ran to the railings and caught sight of the red lorry bumping its way up towards Hegdehaugsveien. At the back were a group of soaking wet students shouting at the top of their voices. Then it was just the rain we could hear, continuous, cold rain, falling like stair-rods from the sky, the wind had dropped.
         

‘Let’s save the rest for later,’ Seb said. ‘When the weather’s better.’

We lit a cigarette instead, and my empty stomach reacted like a spin drier, I was whirled around, and the others were the same, we banged into each other and spun off in all directions before regaining balance on our way down to Briskeby.

‘Perhaps the Hand Grenade Man’ll strike today,’ Seb exclaimed.

‘Shit,’ whispered Gunnar. ‘In the procession. A hand grenade in the middle of the procession. I’m not bloody doin’ the procession this year.’

‘Just think about me bangin’ the d-d-drum then!’ Ola said. ‘You c-c-can’t just c-c-clear off like that!’

‘Of course we’ll be in the procession, too,’ I said.

And then the tension was back, as though your spine was an electric pylon. My whole being hummed. And in one dreadful flash I saw bleeding bodies, smashed faces, dead children clutching their little flags. At that moment I heard the song in my head, the one Gunnar’s brother had played us. ‘Masters Of War’.

Then it was back home for breakfast and a change of clothes. It was no use, I looked forward to the time in the future when I could wear the clothes I liked, but it seemed an eternity away, and Mum and Dad’s voices were at my ear. At last I stood there wearing, from the bottom up, shiny black shoes, grey trousers with a crease, white shirt and blue tie, blazer with silver buttons, a huge ribbon across my chest, a flag in hand and sailor’s cap atop. No, not a cap, but hair plastered down with water like a dishcloth on my skull, yuk, my mother was jigging round me clapping her hands and my father was giving me that man-to-man look. I made for the door before the firecrackers set themselves off.
         

It was no longer raining as we marched out of the playground towards Stortorget, but the sky was ominously dark. The girls were wearing white dresses and red ribbons in their hair, they were shivering in the cold, and of course we weren’t flag-bearers, the creeps could do that, but Ringo was playing drums, we could hear that, he was wearing a blue uniform, knitted cap and almost as many medals as Oscar Mathisen. Lue was strutting alongside, sporting a black suit, see-through raincoat and a student’s cap plus tassel fastened to his shoulder with a large safety pin. Behind us walked Nina and Guri and all the plaits from 7C, they were scrutinised, and it would have been better if they had gone in front of us, it was not good to have them at our backs, wily creatures that they were. And then the whole band began to play, more off-key than the previous year, and shouts rang out and flags were waved.

‘How much money’ve you got for ice creams?’ George asked.

‘Don’t wanna buy ice creams today,’ I said.

‘You don’t want to!’

‘Want to spend it in Urra Park.’

‘My dad sent me an envelope with four tenners in it,’ George went on. ‘From the Persian Gulf. That’s enough for eighteen ice creams, fifteen hot dogs and six Cokes.’

‘We can eat ice cream at my house,’ John said. ‘Dad’s put by a carton of nut ice cream.’

In Stortorget the temperature had sunk below zero and there was snow in the air. We went to see Ringo. He looked smart and embarrassed, but then it started to rain again and the band leader was distributing see-through capes like the one Lue was wearing, and so Ringo didn’t look smart any more.

‘He looks like a johnnie,’ George laughed, but Ringo became dangerously annoyed.

‘Do I buggery! Look in the mirror and you’ll see a real p-p-prick!’

‘Wasn’t meant like that,’ George said to mollify him. ‘Got a pack of Consulates for afterwards.’

‘And if the Hand Grenade Man strikes, we’ll rely on you,’ I said.

‘Fine!’

John’s face went as grey as crispbread.
         

‘Don’t, for Christ’s sake, talk about the Hand Grenade Man!’

The procession began to move. We took our places and marched towards Karl Johansgate. All the bands were playing over each other, one worse than the next, and hysterical parents stood along the route, screaming and waving, and I pretended to be a victorious soldier returning from war, receiving applause from the crowds. We were heroes, I pretended to limp, the girls were looking at me unable to restrain their tears, waving white embroidered handkerchiefs, blowing me kisses, brave, wounded soldier. And all of a sudden an image appeared to me, crystal clear, it had been in the newspaper, in Dagsrevyen, and had been shown on TV: a small Vietnamese girl hobbling along with a stick, barefoot, naked chest, one arm covered in bandages. And behind her what looked like ruins, it is difficult to see, but I imagine dead people there, dead and burned and maimed, her family. The little girl staggers out of the ruins, past me, and she emits a terrible cry, and she is so afraid and desperate, I wonder where she will go and to whom.
         

‘This is where it’ll happen,’ John whispered.

‘Eh?’

‘The Hand Grenade Bastard. This is where he’ll bung it. In the middle of Karl Johan.’

We had reached the Studenten bar. I heard friendly shouts from the pavement and there were my mother and father jumping up and down and waving. I was happy that at least they hadn’t brought the little stepladder with them.

Approaching the Royal Palace, John was pale and quiet. The tension had begun to exert a hold on me too, anticipation of something, of a catastrophe, sweet and repulsive at the same time. There were two ambulances and a Red Cross bus by one of the side streets, but I supposed they were there every May 17. A Chinese firecracker was let off on the lawn, it sounded like a shower of bombs and we clung to each other. Now there were only a hundred metres left. The King was standing on the balcony waving his top hat, Prince Harald was there too with a few ladies, we took a deep breath and crept past. By the guardroom the procession was breaking up like a line of confused ants and we sought safety by the statue of Camilla Collett, sat down on the rock, put our flags on the wet grass and smoked a menthol cigarette.
         

Ringo ambled along after a quarter of an hour, with the drum over his shoulder and cap in hand. At that moment the clouds parted and the sun embraced Slottsparken, the park around the Royal Palace, and the sound of three cheers rang out.

‘You were more off-key than last year,’ George said. ‘But you were better than the Ruseløkka lot.’

‘Someone put a f-f-firecracker down the tuba,’ Ringo explained. ‘In the qu-qu-quietest p-p-part. Thought it was the H-H-Hand Grenade Man, I did!’

We looked across at the palace. The procession had dispersed now. But he could strike again later, at any time.

The sun disappeared again, taking the colours and shouts with it. A dark cloud encircled us and the first raindrops beat down on our heads.

‘Let’s go to my place for some ice cream,’ John said.

People fled in all directions, charged past us with prams, children and dogs in tow. Trumpets and ribbons were left lying in the dirt with trampled flags and a pair of shoes someone had abandoned. We were already so wet that it didn’t make sense to run. We just squelched out of the park, up to Briskeby, bought some sausages from The Man on the Steps, where we met a few giggle-pusses from the C class standing on tiptoe under a large umbrella and drinking Coke through a straw. We walked right past them, down Farmers’ Hill, without a turn of the head. After all, we had our pride.

As we rounded the corner, Ringo said:

‘Better a plaited twat than a t-t-twat in p-p-plaits.’

We laughed at that for a long time, wedged a firecracker in a dog turd, lit it and ran for cover behind the lake. It was the biggest shower of shit since the time we broke into the school garden and ate three kilos of plums and two cabbages.

At Gunnar’s house we ate a boxful of ice lollies and then sat round the record player. Ola placed the drum between his legs, grabbed the drumsticks and hammered away. ‘From Me To You’ went tolerably well, but he lost the beat in ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’. He was lagging behind, puffing and panting. In ‘A Hard Day’s Night’, though, he was really in the groove, his nose was twitching like a contented hare’s, towards the end he had a go on other things in the room, the lamp, the model boat, the Meccano set, the racquet, the medals on his chest were rattling like castanets, it was the best thing we had heard or seen since the woodwork teacher, Woodentop, had got his huge nose stuck in the lathe the previous year.
         

We took a breather. Ola was lying on his back. The door burst open and the doorway was filled by Ernst Jespersen, grocer and mild-mannered man in an over-sized suit, tall and rangy 1948 regional 1,500 metres champion.

‘You’re having a good time,’ he said.

‘Oh, yes,’ we nodded in unison.

‘The rain has let up,’ he said.

We looked outside. So it had.

‘By the way,’ he said, his gaze passing round the room and fixing on Gunnar. ‘By the way,’ he said. ‘Do you know anything about a missing cigar, Gunnar?’

Ola began to cough. Gunnar’s mien at once matched his white shirt, perfect winter camouflage.

‘Do you?’ his father persisted, his voice a little sharper at the edges.

Gunnar had already given himself away, the expression in his eyes, in his face, mouth, his whole body, it said everything there was to say, to perfection, nothing less, nothing more. Nevertheless, he made an effort and it sounded pathetic.

‘Which cigar?’ Gunnar asked.

‘A Havana cigar,’ his father said. ‘A Havana cigar which I had expressly put by for today.’

Gunnar was about to say something. I winced on his behalf, hoping he would tell him the truth, but at that moment Stig came out of his room, behind his father. His hair was longer than ever, he looked a bit like Brian Jones. And he was wearing some dead hip trousers with brown stripes and flares, the lot. He looked at his father, stretched his mouth into a big grin and said:

‘Sorry, Dad. It was me. I smoked it with Rudolf and Nag.’

‘My Havana cigar!’
         

‘I didn’t know it was so precious, Dad. There were so many of them.’

Gunnar’s father poked the air with a bent index finger.
         

‘You didn’t know it was so precious? No. That must have been why you took that particular one, was it, because it didn’t look like anything special. Are you trying to make me laugh?’
         

‘Sorry, Dad. I’ll be more careful next time.’

Stig winked at us and the door was shut.

‘I can’t do it,’ Gunnar said, ashamed of himself.

‘You gotta either tell the truth,’ I said. ‘Or you gotta lie. There’s no inbetween.’

Gunnar pondered. We heard his father rummaging around in the sitting room. On the floor above someone was playing the national anthem.

‘Then I’ll have to tell the truth,’ Gunnar said. ‘I can’t lie.’

After the prommers’ procession Ringo went to do some drumming outside the old people’s home. John, George and I mooched around the town waiting for four o’clock to come because that was when Urra Park opened. We set off a few firecrackers, chucked a banger through an open window, heard a terrific explosion but we were already three blocks away.

We stopped around a corner, leaned against a wall and were covered in sweat.

‘Shit,’ said George. ‘I can’t be bothered with this tie any more.’

We tore off the strips of cloth, unbuttoned our shirts at the neck, took a deep breath, and then we smelt it, we were in Pilestredet, the smell of malt from the brewery and tobacco from Tiedemann’s, sweet and a bit sickly. We sniffed the air like three anxious deer and then we breathed in again, as deeply as we could, until our blazers tightened round our chests, for like that we could perhaps get merry, with a bit of luck and the wind in the right direction we were bound to get merry.

At four o’clock we stood outside Urra Park, stone cold sober. It was packed with people, the same arrangement as the previous year, the way it should be. Tin cans, hoopla, nails in a plank of wood, tombola, ice creams and Coke. We started with the tin cans, we were each given a cloth ball, three throws and down they came. There we stood with a giant teddy bear, but we couldn’t be seen dragging that around, so we gave it to a little girl in a national costume, a good deed, appropriate for a day like this, now we could get up to some devilry.
         

We hammered in some nails, threw rings, ate sausages and at five o’clock Ringo turned up, in full regalia, with the drum over his shoulder and the sticks in his belt.

‘How’s it goin’?’ we asked.

‘A-a-alright. The old ’uns couldn’t hear a thing. Clapped in the middle of the numbers.’

He bought himself a Coke, and out of nowhere Dragon appeared, Dragon and Goose. Dragon was wearing the world’s smallest suit, looked like he was wearing short trousers, with his thighs and arms bulging out of the shiny, threadbare material. He seemed happy and waved his cap. We looked at each other. Goose looked at us, deathly pale and trembling. Dragon was as drunk as a skunk.

‘Sherry, you shee,’ he said with his tongue askew.

Goose, shifting feet nervously, was peering around to see if any of the teachers were there.

‘He was sitting in The Man on the Steps,’ Goose whispered. ‘He just followed me. Came after me.’

‘You should hop it before Lue comes,’ John advised in a kind voice.

Dragon aligned his eyes into a gaze and snarled, ‘I’m gonna kill Lue!’
         

We grabbed Dragon between us, dragged him over to somewhere quieter, got him onto a bench and told him to sober up.

‘I’m gonna kill Lue!’ he yelled, forcing his mouth into a cold, malicious grin, the like of which we had never seen before.
         

‘Shall we take you home?’ John asked cautiously.

‘Not bloody goin’ home!’

A smile unfolded over his face. He shoved his hands into his pockets and pulled out a firecracker and matches.

‘Not here,’ George said, trying to take it off him. Dragon pulled his hand away.

Then he put the firecracker in his mouth, struck a match and lit the fuse. It hissed, the flame advanced on the powder. Dragon closed his eyes, the fuse was half burnt, Gunnar said something, Ola just gaped, Goose retreated, Seb and I exchanged glances. Then Dragon raised his fat hand and was about to take the firecracker out of his mouth and throw it, we held our breath, but his lips were stuck to the paper, I could see quite clearly that the skin on his lips was being stretched, it was glued to the red paper around the powder. Dragon’s eyes were wide open, terror-stricken, it only took a second, not even that, then it exploded in the middle of Dragon’s face. He was thrown backwards, he sat spread over the white bench with a large blood-spattered hole right under his nose, his teeth were gone, his lips were gone, his whole mouth, he was staring at us, seemingly uncomprehending, as the tears streamed down his cheeks into the red crater. People ran over, Gunnar threw up behind a tree, Seb and I tried to explain what had happened. Not long afterwards the ambulance arrived and Dragon was driven off with a flashing blue light and sirens.
         

Urra Park slowly emptied. We were the last, all the stands had been packed up and all the prizes taken away. There was blood on the white bench.

‘Gimme the firecrackers,’ Gunnar exclaimed. ‘And the bangers and the jumping jacks.’

We did as he said, put the ammunition in his hand, knowing what he would do. He walked over to the drain and dropped them in one by one. We didn’t protest because at this moment Dragon was lying under a white light with his gaping red hole as knives and scalpels flashed.

We headed for Frogner Park. It wasn’t May 17 any more. Darkness lay across the sky like a blanket, sausages and ice cream and Coke lay like a dead weight in our stomachs. The flags hanging from the balconies and the windows resembled bloodstained banners.

As we passed Frogner Lido, Ola said, ‘I regret all the c-c-crap I’ve ever said to D-D-Dragon.’

So did we. It was important to have said that. We were glad Ola had spoken up.

‘I’ll be n-n-nice to him when he comes back to s-s-school.’

That seemed to ease the pain inside, we breathed out all the badness. Ola banged the drum once, Dragon would be fine again, that was certain.

‘This year I’m goin’ to dive from the ten-metre board,’ I said.

‘You wouldn’t dare,’ Seb said.

‘Wanna bet?’
         

‘Pack of twenty.’

‘Done.’

Almost no one was out now, no old ladies walking their poodles, no one playing football with upturned benches as the goals, no one snogging under the trees, even the poofs had gone, no one breathing hard behind the foliage, the bushes by the patch known as Hundejordet, Dogland, in Frogner Park were unoccupied. Only the dead on the other side of the fence were keeping us company. The wind rattled Ola’s medals.

‘Know what I think?’ I said under my breath. ‘I think the man who drowned himself in Bygdøy was the Hand Grenade Man.’

The others gawped at me.

‘D’you think so?’ Ola whispered. ‘How come?’

‘He would’ve chucked a hand grenade into the procession today if he’d been alive,’ I said.

‘I think so, too,’ Seb said.

At that moment fireworks exploded across the sky. Terrified, we looked up. Blood was running in thin stripes over the town.

And in the far distance we heard music.

 

One Friday, after a week in which we had been well-behaved and hard-working, we went on a class trip. We caught the tram to Majorstuen and from there walked to Vindern, across the fields and up behind Gaustad. We were not alone. 7C was with us, Nina and Guri in the vanguard. It was a hell of a long walk. Lue’s face was shiny before we reached the Police College, he was gasping like a fifteen-kilo pike and munching small pastilles. Inkie was with us too, the plaits’ class teacher. She always wore brown, today she was sporting large, brown knee-breeches and looked like a cross between Harald Grønningen and Wenche Myhre, Olympic skier and pop star. Another teacher was with us too, a natural science teacher, Holst, a fairly young, weedy type who scuttled around like a lap dog, yapping all the time.

We sat down in a clearing, a green gateway to the forest, and at once Lue started to fuss. First of all, he counted us three times, but no one was missing, except for Dragon, who was still in hospital, there was a problem with his palate as well. Lue’s voice thundered across the landscape. Inkie and Holst stood to attention beside him.
         

‘Each and every one of you is to find one flower and one plant, and you have to show it to Holst. Do not wander off. You have fifteen minutes in which to do this.’
         

The classes got to their feet and scurried off in all directions. We went back the way we had come, furthest from Lue, and when he was out of sight we sat down and poked the grass.

‘Should’ve brought a f-f-football,’ Ola muttered.

A beetle wandered past. We let it go. Above us flapped some large birds with long necks, probably geese on their way to Lake Sognsvann. All of a sudden Ringo stood up and stared.

‘Funny-lookin’ house down there,’ he said, pointing.

We stood up and looked in the same direction.

‘That’s Gaustad,’ George whispered. ‘Where all the nutters live.’

We saw a high wire fence, the buildings were old and eerie, with almost no windows. A large chimney protruded from one of them, a big smokestack.

‘D-d-d’you think,’ Ringo stammered. ‘D-d-d’you think they b-b-burn ’em?’

There was no smoke. The sky above was clear blue.

‘It’s just the kitchen,’ John said. ‘Think of all that food!’

‘The nutters eat a helluva lot,’ George said.

We sat down. The beetle had climbed up a tall blade of grass. It hung there as the blade bent towards the ground, a black shell on the end of yellow grass.

Something stirred behind a bush and Lue’s head hove into view.

‘And you have already found four flowers?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘But we’ve caught a huge beetle.’

‘We want flowers,’ Lue shouted. ‘Let the beetle go this instant and find a flower!’

He turned on his heel and vanished between the trees like a spirit.

We mooched round staring at the ground. There were no flowers in the forest, we would have to go out into the clearing. Suddenly I was on my own. The others were by a bush a long way behind me. Then I was no longer alone, a branch cracked, I spun round and there was Nina.

‘How many flowers have you found?’ she asked.
         

‘None,’ I said.

‘I’ve found two.’

She was standing right in front of me, no more than a metre away and I could feel her breath. And I could see she had blonde hair under her arms, for her blouse was quite loose, and breasts, hers weren’t the biggest in the school, Klara probably had custody of those, but anyway, I gulped and looked for the other boys, but they weren’t there.

‘What did he look like, the man you found in Bygdøy?’ she asked.

‘Dunno. Didn’t see much of him.’

Something was happening in the clearing. Everyone was running back and forming a large circle, staring at something or other. Amid all this we heard the natural science teacher’s agitated voice.

‘Let’s go and see,’ I said quickly.

‘You can have one of my flowers,’ Nina said, stretching out her hand.

I studied her hand. It was small and narrow. Holding a flower.

‘That’s very nice of you,’ I said, carefully taking the moist, green stem and counting four red petals which formed a large bud.

‘Poppy,’ Nina whispered.

And then we ran down to the clearing as fast as we could. Holst was standing in the centre of the group pointing to the ground. Where a snake lay coiled up.

‘Nature provides us with the most essential knowledge,’ he lectured. ‘Nature is the best book of all!’

We were as quiet as mice, staring in fear at the snake.

‘There is only one poisonous snake in Norway,’ Holst went on. ‘The adder. The grass snake, on the other hand, is harmless. And the slowworm is not really a worm. It belongs to the lizard family. This creature here is a grass snake and is therefore harmless.’

He looked around with an air of triumph. Lue stepped forward, braver now, but Inkie kept her distance, her breeches flapping like pennants.

‘Now I’ll show you something,’ Holst almost sang. ‘I’ll lift it up by its tail. It’s not dangerous because it’s a grass snake. And should it turn out to be an adder, which of course is not the case, it’s not dangerous to lift it up by the tail either, because an adder can’t raise its head and bite at air!’
         

The circle widened as Holst rolled up his shirtsleeves.

‘It looks like an adder,’ John said, standing right behind me.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s got to be an adder.’

‘Is it wise to hold an adder’s tail?’ John asked.

‘No,’ I said.

Holst bent down, grabbed the snake with lightning speed and showed it off with a beaming face. Then the snake twisted in the air, thrust back its head and bit him on the arm. Everyone screamed. Holst screamed, threw the snake away with a howl and the circle dispersed in all directions. The snake slithered into some tall scrub, Holst sank to the ground and Lue stood there, mystified, flapping his arms.

‘I’m dying,’ Holst rattled, white as sugar. ‘I’m dying.’

We carried him to Ringveien and flagged down a car, which took him to the casualty department. Holst survived. Afterwards Lue said that we reap our greatest knowledge through trial and error. He was certain that none of us would hold a snake by the tail in the future.

On the way home John stopped and pointed to my hand.

‘What’ve you got there?’ he asked.

‘A flower, can’t you see?’ I said.

‘What are you goin’ to do with it?’ George enquired with a grin.

‘Give it to my mum,’ I said. ‘Birthday.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said the others.

Nina was walking in front of us. I couldn’t take my eyes off her back and her tall, slim neck.

I gently squeezed the giant red tear in my hand.

And someone began to sing a familiar refrain about the local asylum:

‘There’s a hole in the fence at Gaustad, there’s a hole in the fence at Gaustad!’

 

We had seen death in Bygdøy. Now death was here in a different guise. Exams. Or perhaps it was the waiting time that felt like death, a kind of antechamber, white and soundless. That’s what it is, waiting is death. When what you have been waiting for arrives, it is already over, just like the DTP injection, the so-called fork-jab we dreaded for five years, the needle grew in insane proportions over time and in the end we imagined a pitch fork in our backs. However, standing in a line with bared chests in the doctor’s surgery and a nurse rubbing our shoulders with moist cotton wool, we were almost disappointed when the doctor jabbed and it didn’t hurt. It was as though we had been tricked. And that was how it was with the exams as well. Sitting in the sunlit classroom with the exam sheets in front of me, I felt it was over already, or something new had just begun. The silence was deafening, not even the school bells rang, right up until packed lunches were taken out and the windows were opened wide. Then summer hit us, with bird cries, cycle bells and a whole orchestra of smells. On the first day we had arithmetic and geometry, on the second it was English and finally essay writing. When we finished on the third day we charged down the steps and sprinted into town, to Studenten with fifteen kroner in our pockets and our mouths watering. We started with a chocolate milkshake and followed through with a banana split.
         

‘Which one did you write about?’ I asked at last.

‘Describe something exciting you have experienced,’ John, George and Ringo answered.

Of course they had taken that one, too, and what else could we have written about apart from the man who drowned in Huk.

I swallowed the banana and looked at Ringo.

‘You didn’t write about us slingin’ the car badges in the sea, did you?’

‘Are you out of your m-m-mind! Couldn’t write about that, could I!’

We finished off with ice cream soda, apple juice and soft ice topped with crushed nuts. Then we strolled down the steps towards the palace feeling replete and tired, past Restaurant Pernille, which was packed to the rafters with crazy folk waving beer glasses. Two guardsmen came towards us, the girls whistled and waved to them, and they both went scarlet under their huge plumed hats. That was living.

And then we met Goose in Drammensveien. Walking with his mother, he was dressed up in a tie and blue jacket, fresh from the barber’s, neck looking like a whetstone. His mother was prodigiously tall. She stooped down and spoke to us with long drawn-out vowels.
         

‘You can stay here and have a chat. Catch me up later.’

She straightened and continued down Glitnebakken.

‘Where are you goin’?’ George asked.

‘Halvorsen’s Konditori,’ mumbled Goose.

‘How did it go?’ John asked.

‘All right,’ Goose answered, his eyes wandering.

‘Which essay title did you take?’

‘Number three,’ he said in a low voice.

‘What excitin’ experience have you had?’ George grinned.

Now Goose refused to look at any of us, made as if to run after his mother but didn’t quite seem to manage it.

‘I wrote about… I wrote about the man who drowned in Bygdøy.’

We couldn’t believe our ears.

‘You wrote… you wr-wr-wrote about what we experienced,’ Ringo stuttered.

Goose gave a series of quick nods. The tight shirt collar cut into his neck.

‘But f-for Pete’s sake you weren’t there!’ John spat. ‘Hell, it wasn’t you who had the experience!’
         

‘You can’t lie in the bloody exam,’ Ringo hissed.

Goose opened his dry lips and gazed at some point in the Palace Gardens.

‘It isn’t a lie,’ he said with solemnity. ‘It’s creative writing.’
         

Now John thought he was becoming seriously cheeky, he grabbed his shoulder and pushed his face down towards the soft tarmac.

‘Don’t you bloody know that you can’t write about what we experienced?! What the hell d’you think we wrote about, eh!’
         

Goose stood with his head bowed under the pressure of John’s hand.

‘Everyone in the class wrote about it,’ he whispered. ‘Everyone!’

John let go and looked at us.

‘Did everyone write about what happened in Bygdøy?’ I asked in astonishment.

‘Yes! Everyone! Except Dragon!’

Then Goose ran after his mother and we were left standing in Drammensveien feeling betrayed and cheated. But the people who marked the essays would probably realise that we were the ones who had been there and the others had just heard the story from us. No question. We calmed down and strolled home, picked up our swimming togs and went to Frogner Lido.
         

‘You remember the bet, don’t you?’ George said as we stood at the diving end. I turned. The tower rose into the air, higher than the chimney in Gaustad. That was when I felt the tingle. I glowed, as though I were an electric eel.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Of course.’

I was on my own, atop the ten-metre platform. I could see the whole of Oslo. The heat haze quivered on the horizon. I walked out onto the board. It was a long way down, but it seemed further than it was because you could see through the water, right down to the green floor. John, George and Ringo looked up at me, and they were not alone, all the others down there were also watching. The lifeguard blew his whistle and cleared people away so that I had a free passage. All of a sudden it hit me: everyone is waiting for me. Now it was impossible to cop out. I was caught. There was no way back. That reassured me. I took a deep breath, felt the plunge inside me first, a hundred times ten metres in my head, then I closed my eyes, took off and hit the water at once.

I was pulled up over the side. I brought up chlorine but was otherwise in good shape, just a reddish forehead and a new centre parting.

‘You flew through the air like an eagle!’ George said, giving me the packet of cigarettes he had obviously bought in advance.

 

On arriving home, I stuck my sore head out of the window, smelt the sea air from Frogner Bay, and then I heard a few strange noises above me. I looked up and thought I had discovered a new planet, pink with three craters and a big mountain. It was Jensenius.

‘Hello,’ he said.

‘Hello,’ I said.

‘Would you do me a favour?’

‘What’s that?’

‘Buy me some beer.’
         

I nipped up to his flat and he was already standing in the doorway, a whale, an airship, he had to walk sideways to get through the door.

‘Fifteen Export,’ he whispered, giving me a handful of coins.

I went to Jacobsen’s on the corner for the beer, they knew me there, paid the Clark Gable lookalike at the counter and lugged the weight down to Svolder. Jensenius was waiting for me and let me in through the door. He took the shopping net and marched into the sitting room. Once there, he sank into a large leather chair and opened the first bottle. He drank half, licked the foam around his mouth and slowly turned to me, standing still by the door.

‘Keep the change,’ he said. ‘You’re a good lad, you are.’

The walls were covered with photographs, they had to be from the time Jensenius was young and world famous. There was a bad smell and mildew on the windows.

‘Can you teach me to sing?’ I asked.

Jensenius contemplated me at his leisure, the bottle close to his mouth. Then he put it down and reached out his hand, a huge smile cutting through the fat like a blunt knife.

‘Can I teach you to sing?’ he whined.

‘Yes.’

I went over to him.

‘Why do you want to learn to sing, young man?’

‘I want to become a singer,’ I said with sincerity.

He pointed me to a chair, opened five bottles one after the other and I sat there for two hours listening to Jensenius talking about singing, about beauty and singing.

‘Singing is about letting yourself go,’ he concluded. ‘Letting yourself go and having control at the same time. You must have control! But don’t be afraid of your voice. Everyone has a big voice inside them. Here!’ He thumped his chest. The dust rose from the faded shirt. ‘Let it go! Scream!’ he squeaked.

 

The last day at school was a big deal. Lue was wearing a dark suit with shiny knees and elbows. He seemed excited, high almost. At first I thought he must have been ecstatic because he was getting rid of us, but then I realised he was just sad and was trying to hide it with wild gesticulations and smiles. He gave a speech, which was not short, and afterwards Goose waddled up to the desk with a somewhat unstable present that made a lot of noise. Lue removed the paper and found himself holding a bowl of water in which a goldfish was furiously swimming around. It was all too much for Lue. He had to go into the corridor where, through loud sobs, he gasped for breath and blew his nose.
         

Then we clattered down to the film room where the rest of the muttheads were sitting and quaking, the mothers perched along the walls, sporting summer dresses and perms, winking and waving, three-metre long handkerchiefs in their laps. My mother was sitting right by the door and staring at me, burning a scorch mark into my back, and Nina was sitting two rows in front. She turned towards me and showed me a row of white teeth. I was caught in the crossfire and blenched.

Nina leaned towards me.

‘You can dive from the ten-metre board, can you?’ she whispered.

‘Why d’you say that?’ I flushed to my roots.

‘Saw you.’

The senior teacher’s voice boomed out, and he said the same as Lue, and along the walls there were the sounds of sniffling and tutting. These were words we should take to heart, from now on life would be a serious matter, from now on the demands on us would grow, from now on, from now on, bloody hell, on a lighter note he wished us a good summer, if we didn’t have a nervous breakdown before Midsummer’s Day, that is. And then it was full pelt back to the classroom and Lue distributing certificates and shaking our hands. The goldfish was swimming round and round and gawping at everyone who approached. I got a B in English and a C in maths. And a C in Norwegian. John had the same as me, but a B in maths. George also had a C in Norwegian while Ringo was cursing over a big fat E.

‘E,’ he hissed. ‘I got an E f-f-for essay writin’!’

He turned on Goose who was grinning to himself.

‘What did you get for essay writin’?’ he shouted.

‘B,’ Goose answered.

Ringo, nonplussed, was about to go for Goose. We had to stop him.

‘How can that be?’ Ringo babbled. ‘It ain’t r-right!’
         

We were all quite angry, and wondered if we should set upon Lue for a last time, but in the end we didn’t care and followed the pack leaving the classroom, and the last we saw of Lue he was standing with his hands round the glass bowl, looking rather confused and bewildered, probably wondering how he was going to get it home.

The mothers were waiting by Harelabben, so we sneaked out into Holtegata and left the school behind us. We celebrated the occasion by buying nineteen rum balls between us at the bakery, the most we had polished off in one go since the dentist died three years ago.

‘Got an E in religion,’ John munched.

‘And I got an E in woodwork,’ I said.

And so we compared our grades and discovered that things were not that bad after all. I had only one more E, in handwriting, and a C for behaviour, the same as George.

It was only when I arrived home that I realised that this was going to be a watershed in my life. From now on, my ears rang. Mum had set the table in the sitting room although this was only a weekday, and Dad shook my hand as though we had never seen each other before.

‘Congratulations, son,’ he said. ‘Let me see your grades. And wash your hands.’

I went into the bathroom and upon my return Dad’s face was tense and ashen. His index finger hovered over my behaviour grade. ‘What does this mean?’ he said. ‘A C for behaviour!’

‘I don’t know,’ I said meekly.

‘Don’t you know? You must know what you’ve done, lad!’
         

I pondered. A was extra good, B was very good, C was good. Wasn’t that good enough? I thought.

‘Gunnar and I were whisperin’ a bit,’ I said. ‘He sits behind me.’

‘Whispering,’ Dad corrected. ‘He got a C too then, did he?’ And then I went all stupid and honest.

‘No. He got a B.’

Dad looked at me with big staring eyes, his mouth agape, but Mum finally brought in the food, and when she had seen the grades she hugged me and smelt of perfume and lemon.

‘B in English. That’s just wonderful!’

She looked at Dad, Dad nodded and a cautious smile pulled at the edges of his mouth and then he laid a stern hand on my shoulder and rocked me to and fro, and that was when I knew that something really was changing, that from now on it was going to be from now on.
         

Steamed trout, and Mum and Dad drank white wine, which made their faces go a little shiny. I was even allowed to have a mouthful from Mum’s green glass. It fizzed on my tongue like effervescent sodium bicarbonate, but I swallowed it without a grimace. And I wasn’t very hungry after all the rum balls. I sat thinking about Lue and the goldfish and how he managed to carry it through the streets. It was a funny thought and I suppose my eyes had a faraway look as I sat there picking fish bones out of my teeth.

‘Who was the girl?’ Mum asked apropos of nothing.

‘The girl?’ I spluttered.

‘The one sitting in front of you in the film room.’

‘In the film room?’

In the nick of time the doorbell rang. I jumped up and opened the door. It was Gunnar.

‘They’ve arrived!’ he panted, waving his arms around. ‘They’ve arrived!’

I did an about-turn and ran back into the sitting room.

‘They’ve arrived!’ I said. ‘I’ve got to go!’

Dad could not believe his own ears.

‘Who’s arrived?’
         

‘The Rolling Stones!’

The plates were full of fish bones and skin, glasses were half full, there was a slice of cucumber under my chair, the napkins looked like crumpled flowers, marsh marigolds, and I had dirtied the tablecloth.

‘You’d better go then,’ Dad smiled, and by then I had gone. We picked up Ola and Seb and caught the Goldfish into town.

‘They landed in Fornebu an hour ago,’ Gunnar panted. ‘My brother said. Stayin’ at the Vikin’.’

‘Thought they were comin’ tomorrow,’ Seb said.

‘To avoid hassle,’ Gunnar explained. ‘Hardly anybody knows they’ve just arrived, you know.’

We got off at the Oslo East stop and sprinted as fast as we could to the Viking Hotel. We heard the shouting as we approached, rhythmical shouting and stamping. We were not the first. We were the last. There were hundreds of people there already, screaming and staring. We stopped and looked, too, but saw nothing, just sky and loads of windows.
         

‘They must be in the bathtub drinkin’ champagne,’ Seb said.

‘W-w-with l-l-loads of girls!’

All of a sudden everything went still, dead still, for a fraction of a second, then the din broke loose again, even worse than before, and everyone pointed and stared in the same direction. On the seventh floor a face came into view with lots of long, blond hair.

‘It’s Brian!’ Gunnar yelled in my ear.

It was Brian Jones. I was speechless. The others shouted. A girl in front of us fainted on the pavement, just sighed and collapsed onto the tarmac. The face in the window was gone again. Two cops made their way through the crowd and picked up the girl.

‘It’s Mick,’ someone screamed. ‘It’s Mick!’

Another figure was standing in the window on the seventh floor, almost impossible to see, but it was obvious it had to be Mick. The screams reached the heavens. I was yelling too, but not a sound passed my lips.

‘Now they’re all there!’ Seb shouted.

Five shadows on the seventh floor of the Viking Hotel. A curtain was drawn to, like the last frame of a film. The screams continued for a while, then the noise sank back into our bodies.

‘Well, they’ve got to rest, haven’t they,’ Ola said objectively. ‘Before the c-c-concert in Sjølyst.’

‘Course,’ Gunnar said. ‘What I wouldn’t give for a ticket.’

‘The Pussycats are doin’ the warm-up,’ I said.

‘Far out!’

There was someone standing behind us. It was Dragon. It was the first time he had come so close. Gunnar looked away.

‘H-h-hiya,’ Ola stammered.

Dragon could not grin with his mouth any more. Instead he grinned with his eyes. He had no inhibitions about showing his disfigured face.

He smelt of beer.
         

‘What’s goin’ on here then?’ he asked in a surprisingly clear voice.

‘Don’t you know!’ Seb said. ‘The Rolling Stones are stayin’ at the Vikin’!’

Dragon looked around. His mutilated face made him seem almost inhuman.

‘They’re not stayin’ at the Vikin’,’ Dragon said.

‘Eh?’

‘They’re not stayin’ at the Vikin’,’ he repeated. A warm breeze of beer wafted towards us.

‘What d’you mean?’ Gunnar almost shouted. ‘Of course they’re stayin’ at the Vikin’.’

‘We’ve s-s-seen ’em!’ Ola said.

‘False trail,’ Dragon snuffled. His eyes were narrow and red. ‘They’re stayin’ somewhere completely different.’

‘How do you know, eh?’ Gunnar asked in a slightly milder tone.

‘I know,’ Dragon said.

‘Where are they stayin’ then?’ I asked. ‘Smart-arse.’

‘Can’t tell you. Secret.’

That was too much for Gunnar.

‘Secret! Are you out of your mind or what!’

Dragon was unshakable.

‘Secret between me and Mick.’

We stared at him in silence. His disfigured face did not yield an inch.

‘You’re bluffin’!’ Gunnar shouted. ‘You’re bloody bluffin’!’

Dragon stuffed his hand in his pocket and pulled out a small notepad.

‘Look at this,’ he said in what came over as a formal tone.

We gawped at the top sheet. There was a name written there. Mick. Mick Jagger. Flat, loopy writing. Dragon could not possibly have done that himself. He got a Below Standard in handwriting, he could never ever have formed such flawless Gs.

Gunnar’s face went green, his chin fell two floors. He couldn’t force out a sound.

‘D’you believe me now?’ Dragon gloated, putting his hand in his pocket again and pulling out something else. ‘Got it for keepin’ my gob shut.’ He waved it in front of our noses and plunged it back in his pocket. It was a ticket to the Sjølyst concert.
         

‘You’re bluffin’!’ Gunnar said for the last time.

‘You can believe what you like,’ Dragon said in a low, a spookily low, voice.

Then he turned on his heel and left, larger than life, Dragon who had had to repeat the seventh class, who had tried to kill Lue and later did other, worse things, he was cleverer than we thought, Dragon was, leaving us like that, just staring at a big, fat back, a huge head and trousers which were much too short.

‘What do you reckon?’ Seb asked after a while.

‘Buggered if I know!’ I said.

‘We saw ’em, didn’t we!’ Gunnar persisted. ‘We saw ’em with our own eyes!’

We raised our gaze to the seventh floor. It was a long way up.

‘Might’ve been someone pretendin’ to be the Rollin’ Stones,’ Seb said quietly.

We shrugged and ambled off, crossed Karl Johan, which was teeming with people. All the restaurant terraces were packed. Girls in bright skirts made of thin, thin material like butterfly wings, everyone was laughing, there was nothing to laugh at, but everyone was laughing anyway, and the darkness was beginning to filter down from the sky, flake by flake, and there was the smell of cigarettes and lilac.

We walked down to Oslo West station. We didn’t say a word, just wandered off, out towards Filipstad, past the world’s largest banana on Matthiessen’s building, and by Kongen Sailing Club we sat down on a bench and looked across Frogner Bay. The yachts were coming in. People dressed in casual clothes were making their way over the bridge to Club 7.

‘We’re off tomorrow, Mum and me,’ said Seb. ‘Meetin’ my dad in Gothenburg.’

‘M-m-me, too,’ Ola sighed. ‘We’re goin’ to my grandma’s in Toten. Gonna be deadly d-d-dull.’

Behind us a train groaned, dragged sound after it, westbound, disappeared behind Skarpsno.

‘We’re off to Arendal,’ Gunnar said gloomily. ‘Stig’s not comin’. He’s rented a mountain cabin with some friends.’

‘I’m off tomorrow,’ I said. ‘To Nesodden.’
         

We didn’t say any more. But we were all thinking the same, that it was by no means certain we would all be in the same class in the autumn, or the same school. We didn’t say a word, but we knew we were all thinking about it and that whatever happened we would never abandon the others.

The darkness was more palpable now. A wind enclosed us, warm and gentle.

And so summer began, first of all with a scream, then with a long, green silence that slowly changed to blue.
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