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Time


The pigs do not seem to be overly concerned. In a little while they are going to die. They just do not know that they are. But how can Jesper Kristoffersen be so sure? Perhaps the pigs are fully aware they are going to die and there is no escape. That is why they aren’t trying to make a run for it. They have given up. It could also be that they possess a certain style, in other words, they are pretending. Which only makes matters worse. One by one they enter the pen where a man in a blue smock is waiting for them. He places a pair of electric tongs over each animal’s head. The stunning, which is the red carpet of death, occurs with immediate effect. As soon as the pig is on its knees, it is hoisted by a chain attached to its rear left foot and transported along the track under the ceiling, the legendary chain conveyor system, past another man who slits the pig’s carotid artery with a gleaming knife. Jesper is dazzled by all the bright red blood spurting out in a jet that never appears to land. He can’t bear to see any more. Yet he cannot take his eyes away. Now the pig is sucked into a rotating bristle remover, where it swirls around between the cylinders in a frantic ballet. The pig is a pig no more. It doesn’t resemble one. The final shave awaits – for who would want to have such hair in their food? Another man stands poised with a bigger knife to open the steaming carcass. He slices down the belly, as easily as unfastening a compliant zip, unfolds the intestines as swiftly as others might clean their nails and hangs what will be eaten on the numbered hooks which slowly rumble down to an elderly gentleman wearing round spectacles and holding a pair of tweezers. It is impossible to bypass him. He is the Ministry of Agriculture’s very own high priest. His job is to dissect, approve and stamp. Only then can these delicacies, the pig’s vital organs, be sent on to the meat hall where the packers are waiting to load the goods onto lorries so that the drivers can ultimately deliver them to the town’s many butcher shops, in which customers can buy chops and roasting pork, not only for a Sunday dinner but also perhaps for a very ordinary Wednesday lunch. These are good times. There is meat. Apprentice Jostein Melsom disposes of what remains. He lugs intestines and bones into the huge basins, hoses down the walls and scrubs the floors. Then, through the steam, he turns and waves. Jesper can’t take any more. He makes for the nearest door and directly behind Oslo Slaughterhouse sinks to his knees and spews up. He vomits over his shoes and bag. He vomits over his hands and his new wristwatch, which says half past one. He vomits over the glockenspiel ringing out from the City Hall tower. He drowns the deep tones in gastric juices, snot and other mucus. Then, empty as an umbrella, he swivels around and rests on his back. The sky is in motion even if in all its blueness it isn’t moving. There is a bright reflection on the black water at the mouth of the river Akerselva, or wherever it is, perhaps it is only the knives being sharpened again. Jesper has no idea. He is on the wrong side of Oslo, as far away from Fagerborg as it is possible to be. It is August, soon it will be September. Autumn is already a nip in the air out in the fjord. Jostein appears above him. He is having a five-minute break, lights a fag and grins.


“Wimp.”


“Shh!”


“Why?”


“The pigs,” Jesper says.


“What about them?”


“They’re mooing.”


Jostein flicks back his fringe.


“Cows moo.”


“Cows?”


“Or bulls.”


“I’m never going to eat meat again.”


“Then you’ll starve.”


“Not if I eat cake instead.”


“Cake? Have you got some cake?”


“I should never have come.”


“What did you say?”


“Nothing.”


“Why did you come then?”


Jesper gets up, wipes the bag with his forearm and takes the fag out of Jostein’s mouth.


“Your hearing gets even worse when you smoke.”


Jesper takes the last deep drag, spits out the butt and has to conduct an internal dialogue with himself.


“Why did you come then?” Jostein persists.


Jesper manages to re-focus his eyes.


“To invite you to a birthday party. If you wash your hands first.”


“It’s not your birthday.”


“It’s my mother’s.”


“How old is she?”


“You don’t ask ladies.”


“I’m asking you, aren’t I?”


“Then I’ll have to ask my mother.”


“Don’t you know?”


“At five-thirty.”


Jostein tosses back his head and laughs.


“Are you as deaf as a post or what?”


“She’ll be forty.”


Then the glockenspiel is there again. It is already two o’clock. Wasn’t it half past one a minute ago? Jesper is desperate. He is in a hurry. He will soon be fifteen and is pressed for time. It shouldn’t be like this. You should have plenty of time when you are fifteen in August. You should have your whole life in front of you. You should have the rest of the day and the following one. You should at least have the next moment in front of you. But what makes him most desperate is that no matter where you are in this town sooner or later you end up in the acoustic shadow of the City Hall bell towers. It is inescapable. It is the same whether you are standing at the top of Blåsen Hill, have buried yourself in the Royal Palace Park, are asleep on Huk beach, swimming under the Bridge of Sighs or have been whisked off in a paddy wagon: you cannot escape. The two friends, Jesper and Jostein, as different as two peas in a pod, go their separate ways, except that Jostein has to go back to the pigs, or rather the pig offal, while Jesper runs off, bag tucked under his arm, like a discombobulated errand boy on a bike with no wheels. He crosses Youngstorget, where farmers vie to yell the lowest price loudest and headscarfed women haggle over and poke at all the vegetables on the groaning stalls that fill the square with a soft, yellow light that smells of rain and earth. There are pumpkins, sprigs of dill, tomatoes, cabbages and cucumbers, they are the fruits of the summer, what remained of it after the sun went down, but unlike the pig, which is a closed chapter, the summer rises from the dead. With the summer there is always more to be reaped. Yes, Jesper is going to stop eating meat and become a member of the turnip club: people who live off fresh air and potato peelings. Then he can become even thinner and perhaps the pallor of his skin will change. Although there is no need. Being pale is fine so long as he is thin, because he definitely doesn’t want to be fat and pale. “Blackboard Jungle” is on at the Centrum cinema. Three girls are studying the pictures of Glenn Ford in the glass display case outside and don’t notice Jesper, who certainly notices them. They have tight skirts, slender necks and weak knees. Up in Grensen, two police officers are helping a tramp into a Black Maria. Jesper stops for a moment. There is something familiar about him, about the unkempt, decrepit figure. Jesper has seen him before. But all tramps have fought in the same war and so they all look the same. Now he knows. He is the man who was walking in the water at Vestkanttorget some time ago. Jesper sprints down to Karl Johans gate, which at certain times is called Strøket or Stripa, depending on whether you live in the West End or east of the Akerselva. Today, a Tuesday, the name of the street is just Karl Johan. He goes into Musikkforlaget, squeezes past the seething mass of kids sharing two headphones out of which “Rock around the Clock” can be heard all the way to Færder lighthouse in the fjord, finds the classical section and utters the word he has come to town for:


“Satie.”


The assistant, who looks like a grieving dog with oversized ears, leans across the counter and repeats the word:


“Satie? Erik Satie?”


“Yes.”


“What do you want to do? Listen, buy or play?”


“Play.”


“Let me guess. Gymnopédies?”


Jesper nods.


“One, two and three.”


“Now you wait here like a nice young man and do not mix with the hoi polloi.”


The assistant is gone for a while. Jesper waits. He has no intention of mixing with anyone and especially not with this lot. He turns his back on them. But unfortunately he cannot avoid hearing the driving beat in the floor. This is the well-worn path. It is tempting and superficial. It is dance music. It is ephemeral. But there is something else that strikes Jesper. It is sixteen minutes past two and he has missed the City Hall intermezzo. Is this where salvation lies, in Musikkforlaget? Is this where silence, or to be more precise, the absence of bell-tower chimes, is to be found? The assistant returns, places the music on the counter and gently blows the dust off the sheets. They are a thing of beauty, and fragile: 1. Lent et douloureux. D major/D minor. 2. Lent et triste. C major. 3. Lent et grave. A minor. The dust settles again, somewhere else. It doesn’t disappear. Jesper takes the money from one of his back pockets: two notes and a coin. It is the right amount. The assistant carefully rolls up the sheets of music and slips an elastic band around them. Jesper drops them into his bag, which doesn’t become noticeably heavier. He can feel no difference. Music weighs nothing.


“Thank you.”


The sales assistant extends a hand.


“My name’s Åge. It’s I who should thank you.”


Jesper shakes the hand, which is dry and flaky.


“Jesper,” Jesper says.


“You’re Norway’s hope for the future, Jesper.”


Then Jesper has to walk past the crowd, who can’t stand still and are deafer than Jostein. In Karl Johan light descends over the pavement in lustreless shades. Ibsen and Bjørnson guard the doors to the National Theatre, one with his coat wide open, the other as withdrawn as an embittered tortoise. Over in Pernille, the open-air restaurant, abbreviated to Nille, it will soon be the last round for this year. When the first leaves fall, the beer taps are turned off and the parasols are folded up and stored in the giant herbarium. However, the waitresses are still carrying trays of foaming beer in tall glasses and serving tables, where young men in tweed jackets are always waiting for someone. Outside Myhres Tobakk, Jesper collides with a man who is more interested in opening his blue packet of cigarettes than looking where he is going. The man immediately starts mouthing off, but fortunately he slips into a lower gear and keeps his foot off the accelerator.


“Jesper?”


Jesper nods.


“Jesper Kristoffersen?”


Jesper nods again. He feels ill at ease, almost embarrassed. This is like being caught red-handed. The man lights a short cigarette and the smoke that rises from the chimney is black-ish.


“I can see you don’t recognise me,” he says.


“Morning, Rudjord.”


“Not bad! How are you doing, Jesper?”


“Fine.”


“You haven’t finished school yet, have you?”


“No. Why?”


“As you’re wandering around here with a briefcase under your arm, I thought for a moment you’d become an office monkey.”


“I haven’t got that far yet.”


“But time doesn’t exactly stand still, does it?”


“Time tells, Gjensidige excels,” Jesper says, quoting the insurance company slogan.


Rudjord laughs and the whole of Karl Johan inhales.


“How’s your mother?”


“She’s forty today.”


“Forty? I suppose you’re having a big party then?”


Jesper shrugs.


“Just us.”


Rudjord drops his cigarette on the pavement and slowly grinds it out with his shoe.


“Haven’t you got a satchel?” he asks.


“Yes.”


“You’re not skipping school, are you?”


“Got the last lesson off.”


“Say hello to your mother. From me and everyone at Dek-Rek.”


“OK.”


“And by the way, can you ask her to give me a ring one of these days?”


Jesper doesn’t hear the rest. Instead he runs through Studenterlunden, a word from which Ewald, his father, made a scurrilous anagram, jumps on the Briskeby tram and jumps off at the bend. Soon there will be no more time. Soon time will have run out. There is everything waiting for him. It is waiting everywhere. He sets a PB down to Jørgen Moes gate and if he could have slid up the banisters to the second floor he would have done. His satchel, by the way, is under the staircase. He can grab it on the way out. He takes the stairs in three strides and presses the bell. He rings once again. After a couple of years, at twenty minutes to three, that is, Enzo Zanetti opens the door. He is still attired in a dressing gown and you can see the stubble growing on his face. He probably has to shave with a lawnmower more often than the City Hall bells ring.


“Have we got a lesson?” Enzo asks.


“Not until Monday.”


“So why are you here?”


“I’ve bought Satie.”


“Go home and practise. And con calma. The pianist who spends most time on Satie and never takes his hands off the keys wins. Do you understand?”


They are interrupted by a voice issuing from the bowels of the flat. There is always a woman calling – she sounds as though she has her mouth full of boiled sweets:


“Where are you, Tutti Frutti?”


Enzo’s eyes begin to wander and he pulls the dressing gown more tightly around him. His toenails curl upwards, they are almost yellow.


“It’s my mother’s birthday today,” Jesper says.


“Is it? Then say happy returns from me.”


“If you like, you can come at half past five.”


“And one more thing, Jesper. No-one calls me Tutti Frutti. Absolutely no-one. That includes you. Do you understand?”


Enzo Zanetti closes the door long before Jesper can say he has probably understood and, even if he hasn’t, he won’t call him Tutti Frutti anyway. Nor a drunk. He slides down the banisters, both thighs on the verge of smoking, and he imagines the fire engines in Briskeby racing out with ladders, hosepipes and parachutes. Then he slings his satchel over his shoulder and it is down the final straight to Majorstua School. She is standing at the gates. Her satchel is bigger than his; it is like a snail’s shell on her back. Her hair is short and dark, but the long summer, the longest in living memory, has lent it a new glow. Some of the light has stayed with her. And this light, or its reflection, is held by a hairslide on the right-hand side, so that it doesn’t fall into her eyes. She is wearing grey shoes, green stockings and a blue dress that reaches down to her knees. Jesper instantly knows what he should have bought his mother: the dress she tried on at Steen & Strøm. But perhaps it won’t fit anymore. Perhaps her taste has changed, as so much has happened since then, it is a hundred years ago, at least. Or do we like the same things all our lives? Will Jesper wake up one morning and not like Satie? It is a staggering thought. It is a chasm. It is akin to death. Apart from her, the schoolyard is deserted. Only a pigeon is sitting on the edge of the drinking fountain. He stops in front of Stine, breathless.


“Have you been waiting long?”


“Only until you came.”


Jesper laughs and takes her hand. But as they are about to set off, a man with a pronounced stoop passes the flagpole. He resembles a lonely crab at the bottom of an empty pool. It is Løkke, his old form teacher, who rode into the sunset and only half came back. Now Løkke sets the table in the school canteen every morning, serves the Oslo breakfast to his pupils and gives private lovesickness lessons. Too late. He has seen them, unfortunately.


“Well I never,” Løkke exclaims.


Jesper thinks they are rid of him, but as always Løkke has more to say.


“Where do you go to school now?” he asks.


“Fagerborg.”


“The food’s not quite as good there, is it?”


“Just packed lunches.”


Løkke stands rapt in thought for a while and the chances of sloping off are minimal. He seems to be blocking the way with all his anxiety and wisdom. He is a wall. He would be a boon to a handball team. He looks at Jesper again.


“Packed lunches? Ones you make yourself?”


“Yes. Or the old girl does it.”


“Old girl?”


“My mother.”


“What do you put in the sandwiches?”


“Cheese. And caviar, maybe.”


“And cod-liver oil?”


“Not in butties.”


“Butties?”


“Sandwiches.”


“No, of course not. You take the cod-liver oil separately. From a spoon.”


“I take it before I leave.”


“It’s also perfectly possible to take it in milk.”


“Milk and cod-liver oil?”


“Is that your girlfriend?”


“Who?”


“The girl whose hand you’re holding.”


“That’s my sis.”


“Who?”


“My little sister.”


Jesper lets go of Stine’s hand, which she holds over her mouth to stifle her laughter. The pigeon takes off from the fountain. Its shadow flits in all directions.


“Well I never,” Løkke repeats.


This time they are rid of him.


On the way home they drop into Samson’s in Majorstua. Jesper has ordered a cake. There isn’t enough room for forty candles on it, but he couldn’t afford a bigger one. In fact, it is doubtful whether forty candles would have been a good idea anyway. By the time you were lighting the last one the first will have gone out. Jesper pays using the money he has in his other back pocket. This is the right amount, too. Then he carries the cake along Kirkeveien, on the left-hand side, while Stine keeps a lookout to make sure as few people as possible see them. Rumours travel fast in Fagerborg and this is meant to be a surprise. But is it possible to carry a cream sponge cake down Kirkeveien without attracting attention? And it isn’t a very good idea to run while holding a cake. If you fall flat on your face, you will definitely be noticed, but if you do, basically it won’t matter because the cake will be ruined anyway. The coast is clear. Seeing Stine ahead of him, Jesper has an odd thought: one day she will overtake him. She started at school six months early. He started a whole year late. Will she be looking after him in the end? That is a long way off, at least as many years as there are between them, but what seems distant soon comes round. Now the coast isn’t clear. Dr Lund has appeared by the corner of Ole Vigs gate and there is no walking past him, either.


“Hello, stranger,” Dr Lund says.


Jesper doesn’t respond. Nor is he sure if this is a question. If it is, Dr Lund is equally strange. Dr Lund turns to Stine.


“And who’s going to eat this wonderful cake?”


“Jesper.”


“Is it his birthday?”


“Mamma’s.”


“Say hello from me and many happy returns.”


“She doesn’t want a birthday.”


Dr Lund turns back to Jesper.


“A piece of that cake works out at two and a half laps of Frogner stadium. How far will you have to run if you eat two pieces?”


“Five laps.”


“And five laps is two thousand metres. We may as well do two and a half more and that’s three thousand. Will you join me?”


Jesper shrugs.


“I’m not hungry,” he says.


“Well, you look a bit pale and off-colour to me.”


Dr Lund places a hand on Jesper’s forehead, putting in a bit of overtime, but he can’t feel a temperature, only expectation and the pressure of time. Then finally they are rid of him, too. They walk the final stretch, past Marienlyst, and reach the safety of the backyard. It is best to use the kitchen stairs when something has to be kept secret, even though no-one can keep a secret in Fagerborg, especially those who have one. Jesper planned this several weeks in advance. But now he changes his mind. Where is his mother usually? In the kitchen. They can’t just burst in. So they go through the cellar and take the main staircase. A new plan: Stine rings the bell while Jesper waits on the ground floor with the cake. The coast is clear again. Mamma isn’t at home. Stine has the key around her neck and has to stand on tiptoe to open the door. Mamma? They shout her name to be on the safe side. She doesn’t answer. They hurry into the kitchen and put the cake in the refrigerator. Then they sit and wait. She doesn’t appear in the first half-hour. Nor in the second. They set the table in the dining room. This is where they find the note: Hi. Had to go to a Red Cross meeting. Could be late. Warm up yesterday’s leftovers. Ring 22 18 76 if there’s a problem. Did you remember to buy the sheet music, Jesper? Love, Mamma. At half past five the doorbell rings. Jesper opens the door. It is Jostein. He has cleaned himself up. At any rate, he doesn’t reek of pigs. He stinks of Old Spice. What is more he has put on a black suit that is eight sizes too big. They go into the dining room and sit down. Jostein puts his present – a cylindrical cudgel wrapped in grey paper, probably a salami – on the table, casts a glance at Stine, immediately looks away and blushes. Actually, blushing suits Jostein. Then his spots aren’t so obvious.


“Isn’t your mother even at home?” he asks.


“She’ll probably be here soon,” Jesper says.


“Why’s she having a party then?”


Stine holds a hand over her mouth, as is her wont, and tries to stifle her laughter, but she snorts between her fingers. Jostein blushes even more. Jesper sends his little sister a stern glare. There is only one person who can laugh at Jostein, and that is Jesper.


“Did you fall in the bristle remover or what?”


“One of the pigs escaped.”


“Escaped?”


Jostein looks down:


“S’pose she didn’t want to die.”


“She?”


“Sow.”


“Do they know they’re going to die?”


“How should I know?”


“Did you find her?”


Jostein looks up.


“Aren’t we having any cake either?”


At six Enzo Zanetti turns up as well. He arrives late for everything. He calls it his Italian half an hour. At least he has mown the lawn on his face and clipped the hedge. In several places on his mug he has stuck bits of paper he has torn from a newspaper, probably Aftenposten. You can almost read the headlines from the last three years on his jaw. He is a walking news agency. James Dean is dead. Thomas Mann is dead. Albert Einstein is also dead. Enzo’s hands are shaking again. He is shaking so much he will soon be able to play a piano duet on his own. In a low voice he asks:


“Is your mother in the kitchen?”


“She’ll be here soon.”


Jesper accompanies Enzo into the sitting room. He puts a bottle on the table and lays a flower beside it. He has probably picked the flower on the way, perhaps in Valkyrien, where there are wild tulips growing. It is in fact the first time he has been here. He says hello to the rest of the company. Stine curtsies as if this were a dancing school. Jostein, who hasn’t forgotten that he called Enzo Zanetti a drunk and pinched his lighter, neglects to bow and instead asks:


“Guess what the difference is between Jesper and me.”


Enzo recoils. Not only does this boy stink to high heaven, he is brazen as well.


“Jesper plays the piano. You don’t.”


“What?”


“You don’t play the piano. Jesper does.”


Jostein tosses back his head and laughs.


“I earn money and Jesper doesn’t!”


Enzo Zanetti sits down on the piano stool and strikes a key, a C, which oscillates through the room. Untrue. This is his way of saying it; a note is untrue, not false. Then he heaves a deep sigh and looks at Stine again.


“Would you be so kind as to fetch me a glass of water?”


Jostein makes another brazen remark:


“If he’s allowed to drink, we can eat the cake.”


The telephone rings. Jesper gets up and puts a finger to his lips. Then he goes into the sitting room and lifts the receiver.


“This is the Kristoffersen household, hello.”


But it isn’t his mother. It is Fru Hall, the former widow Fru Vik. She gasps at the other end, which is in Nordraaks gate.


“Jesper?”


“That’s me.”


“My goodness. Has your voice broken already?”


“I haven’t been listening.”


“I hardly recognised you.”


“It’s still me.”


“Yes, now I can hear it is. Suddenly I thought it was . . . No, I’m going all doolally.”


“Who did you think it was?”


“No, no, forget it. Tell me what you’re doing, Jesper. It’s been such a long time.”


“Twiddling my thumbs.”


“Sorry? Twiddling your thumbs? But you still play the piano, don’t you?”


“I’m about to start on Satie now.”


“Promise me you’ll let me hear you play one day. Will you promise me that?”


“If it’s worth listening to, yes.”


“I’m sure it will be. Can I talk to the birthday girl?”


“She’s not at home.”


“Isn’t she? On her birthday?”


“She’s at a Red Cross meeting.”


“Oh, my word.”


“Yes.”


“I thought there must’ve been something as I hadn’t been invited.”


“I don’t think she’s very keen to turn forty.”


“You can console her with the thought that it gets worse with age.”


“It must be terrible for you, then.”


Fru Hall, the former Fru Vik, laughs, but her laugh sounds rusty and strained, it is altogether a harsh laugh. Then she lowers her voice.


“You’re taking care of my flat, aren’t you, Jesper?”


“Sort of.”


“Could you just pop by? And make sure everything’s alright. When you have the time. Maj has a key to the kitchen door.”


“OK. Now I think I have to go.”


The harsh laughter sounds different now and is more like tiny sobs, or perhaps she has something stuck in her throat.


“It was so nice to talk to you, Jesper. Give Stine my love. Is she well?”


“She started school in the autumn.”


“Golly. At school already? I’m sure she’s clever, isn’t she?”


“Cleverer than me.”


From the dining room comes the sound of a bottle being opened.


“Are you having a party anyway?” Fru Vik asks.


“We’re just repairing.”


Jesper hangs up and joins the others. Enzo Zanetti is drinking from the bottle. There isn’t room in it for more than one swig at a time. The lifeless-looking spirit smells strong and reminds Jesper of rotten apples. The sun, sinking between the blocks of flats on the other side of Kirkeveien, gathers itself into a tight ball for a moment, and the last rays of light filter through the bottle and fill the dining room with a restless, green shadow.


“Wasn’t that Mamma?” Stine asks.


Jesper shakes his head. Jostein, who appears peeved and sullen, presumably he has the cake on his mind, is about to say something, probably regarding this cake about which rumours are circulating. The telephone rings again. This time Stine goes to answer it, but Jesper won’t let her. There has to be a pecking order. When Maj isn’t at home, Jesper is next in line. Stine can answer the telephone if he is out, unavailable or has moved out for good. It is Maj. Jesper can hear that at once and he puts a finger to his lips. Stine does the same and turns to the room, where eventually there is silence.


“It’s just me,” Maj says.


“Oh, is anything wrong?”


“No, no. Why should there be?”


“I don’t know.”


“I just wanted to say I might be a bit late home.”


“Late?”


“So you don’t need to wait up for me.”


“Right.”


“That was all.”


Jesper shifts the telephone into his other hand, and a back-to-front thought strikes him: he regrets looking forward to anything.


“That was all,” Maj repeats.


Worried, she hangs up. She is worried because Jesper always seems worried, perhaps it is she who worries him. Then she turns to the other women waiting in the hallway. The meeting is over. She has been given a present by the board, a vase from Glasmagasinet. It is much too elegant. Anyway, she didn’t want anything. The chairman, Fru Lund, officiated at the ceremony. And as if that wasn’t enough, now they are going to the restaurant in the swish Hotel Continental. Maj doesn’t feel like going. She doesn’t like surprises. But she has no choice. The secretary, Else Larsen, has already booked a table. On their way down the steps they meet Dr Lund. He seems to be in a sombre mood, preferring to hug the wall in silence as he passes the ladies. However, the board of the Norwegian Red Cross, Oslo Division, Fagerborg department, is excited and does not let him slip by so easily. Fru Lund laughs.


“I can see my husband’s run too fast today.”


Dr Lund has to stop after all.


“That, I’m afraid to say, is what I haven’t done.”


The ladies behave like schoolgirls and want to comfort him.


“Did you lose?” the secretary, Else Larsen, wants to know.


Dr Lund takes two more steps and cannot quite make up his mind whether he is going to be in a better or an even worse mood.


“Losing is a term that men of my age refrain from using. But I was beaten.”


“By whom, may I ask?”


This time it is the deputy chairman, Fru Vanda Aasland, who asks. Dr Lund doesn’t take this well.


“By Putte Dedekam. The little shrimp. In our heyday he was seldom on the podium. And he’s had two coronaries since then. What can you say?”


Fru Lund, his wife, sighs aloud, but the sigh hides laughter and condescension, the way you react with blithe resignation to a child.


“That now you’re going to do more running than ever?”


The ladies hurry on, but Dr Lund puts out a hand and stops Maj.


“Happy birthday,” he says.


“Thank you.”


“Forty. A big day.”


“I’d prefer not to be celebrating it.”


“But apparently that’s not what everyone else wants.”


“No, they’ve already booked a table, so I can’t exactly say no.”


“I was thinking more about Jesper and Stine.”


Maj looks up.


“What about them?”


“Didn’t you know?”


“What? What don’t I know?”


Dr Lund shrugs, but is aware it is in vain. The diagnosis is already out.


“They’ve bought you a birthday cake,” he mumbles.


Maj Kristoffersen, Ewald Kristoffersen’s widow, runs down the last steps and continues in the opposite direction while the ladies call after her from the bus stop in Ullevålsveien. She has to go home. She can’t be with them. She has to go home. She is not only a bad mother. She is also a bad person. She doesn’t even allow others to organise surprise parties for her. She is just sorry for herself. She has been for all these years. All these long years she has felt sorry for herself. What would Ewald have said? He would have said she was minoring. Now Jesper says it: she’s minoring. Why can’t she major a bit instead? Jesper has inherited Ewald’s turns of phrase from the Bristol and she doesn’t like it. It belongs, if anywhere at all, in the murky world of drinking. She rushes past Fagerborg School, where the gym lights are on. And what is that actually over by the old German barracks? Is it an animal? Maj stumbles, drops the packet and hears the vase break inside the paper as it hits the pavement. It is an animal. It gets up. It is a pig. There are no pigs in Fagerborg. There never have been. Now there are. The pig, pale and fat, scuttles down Lyder Sagens gate. Is Maj the only person to have seen it? She stands rooted to the spot and seems to be shaking off what she has witnessed, the way you shake rain from your shoulders. She leaves the broken vase where it is and runs down the last part of Gørbitz gate, into the entrance to the block, races up the stairs in long strides and when she stops on the first floor she can hear the piano. It is a beautiful, slow melody. Maj breathes out. Things are not so bad if Jesper can play like that. Quietly, she lets herself in, closes the door behind her and sees them in the dining room. Maj isn’t just surprised. She is thunderstruck. Is she seeing things? It isn’t Jesper playing the piano. It is Enzo Zanetti. What is he doing here? Has he come on his own initiative? Stine is sitting at the table with her eyes closed. There are bits of cake stuck to Jostein’s top lip and down to the bottom of his tie. Jesper is standing beside Enzo and following closely. Then they change places and it is Jesper’s turn to play. He plays faultlessly and even faster than his teacher, who still doesn’t seem happy, rather the opposite. He shakes his head and drains his glass. Are they drinking as well? Now, that is the limit. Maj is about to make her presence known and give them what for, but she quickly straightens her hair first and hesitates as Enzo begins to speak in his jerky Norwegian. It is just as though the sentences, and sometimes the words, fall asunder in the middle and he has to build himself up in his next breath to glue the splintered language together.


“If you’re trying to set a speed record, you’d be better off racing.”


Maj goes in to join them. The dining room is a battlefield; there is cream on the floor, lemonade on the tablecloth, alcohol on the piano. It is only now that they notice her. Stine opens her eyes and smiles. Jostein wipes the cake from his mouth, blushes again, and his face resembles a map of the Balkans. Jesper rises from the piano stool, worried as usual, no, full of anxiety is what he is, and anxiety is worry plus a bad conscience, while Enzo Zanetti locates the flower, which is already withering, and passes it to her with a deep bow. She takes the tulip he picked in Valkyrien and is lost for words. Should she say they are not allowed to play the piano after nine o’clock? Should she say it is time for their guests to leave, the party’s over, or that they could at least clear up after themselves?


“I hope I’m not too late,” Maj Kristoffersen says.




28/8/1956. Committee meeting at Fru Skjelkvale’s. Fru Lund, Fru Kristoffersen, Fru Sandaker, Frøken Smith, Frøken Jacobsen, Frøken Schanke and Fru Skjelkvale were present. We are still sewing and darning dolls. We have applied for a tombola stall, which we must have ready for the bazaar, but our poor little department has to fork up approx. 1,500 kroner for it. Hope it will be worth the trouble.












Feeling


Jesper is sitting in the middle row at the back of the class and when Ramm isn’t looking, when he is standing with his back to them, for example, and struggling to pull down the map, he can lean against the wall, put both feet on the desk and close his eyes. In 1920, while on a study tour of Germany, Ramm had been inspired by the revolutionary teaching methodology that assumed pupils were also actually people and had a variety of personalities and therefore needed individual attention. Primarily these methods were applied in what were known as Landerziehungsheime, private institutions, but they were also used in state schools, such as those in the radical republic of Hamburg. Now Ramm is sixty-one years old, a teetotaller and a German teacher. He has one aim in life. He wants to show that Germany is more than militarism. Germany is Goethe, Rilke and Thomas Mann. Germany is Bach, Beethoven and Mozart. Germany is also everything that Nazism is not. Jesper is thinking about the pigs. Isn’t it the same with humans too? We stay in our pens all our lives without any concerns, and we are not especially concerned about dying either, for that is the only thing that is sure. We grunt. We march. We smile at the executioner. But this isn’t true. Jesper realises it is untrue the instant he thinks it. It is a false thought. There are untrue notes and false thoughts. Jesper knows he thinks about death every day and if he forgets he thinks about death at night instead. How come he is so different from everyone else? Perhaps it is the other way around – most people think about death and are concerned, while a few manage not to be? Which is better? He looks around. Is there anyone in the class thinking about death now? Is anyone concerned about it? Axel, by the window, the boy with the precipitous profile and slick blond hair, who will inherit his father’s cod-liver oil factory and regards school as merely a digression, does he think about death? Extremely unlikely. Elisabeth from Slemdal, the girl everyone has eyes for, even the oldest boys in the school, does she have time to think about death? Her father is in imports and exports. He is a big name in chocolate. Confectionery is his middle name. But does the best-looking girl in the class think about death? She probably has her hands full rejecting suitors. Or what about Jostein, down in the slaughterhouse, wading through intestines and bristles, what does he think about? Jesper cannot know. He will have to ask them and he can be fairly sure their answers will be a lie. In other words, thoughts of death engender a sense of loneliness. It is a vicious circle. At last Ramm has managed to pull down the map and turns to address the class. Jesper rocks forward, rather too quickly, the chair slides from under him and he tumbles to the floor. From where, on his back, he looks straight up at Trude Hagen and meets her eyes as she leans over towards him. To help him? Does Trude Hagen think about death? Her father is a journalist, a reporter on Aftenposten. She probably thinks death’s name is Jesper and now death is trying to rise from among the dead, without success at his first attempt, and that is because she has lifted a leg and placed her foot on his stomach, just above his belt. An hourly lesson is not an hour but forty-five minutes. And when you are free in the break you are not free either. It is free time surrounded by a fence and if you leave school you receive a reprimand, two reprimands represent a warning and one more transgression means you have had it. By then you have a record. The class is in fact happy with this delay to the lesson. There is no doubt that Jesper Kristoffersen will need some individual attention. Also, Ramm may not be able to hold his German devotions, but will have to go straight into what he calls the academic hole, although why he calls it a hole it is impossible to know, probably because it affords his pupils an opportunity to find relief. Eventually Trude removes her foot. Under different circumstances Jesper would have liked her to stand on him with both feet for the rest of the day. Of course, it would have been best if she had stood on her hands. Then he could have stroked her hair and looked up her blouse. Jesper takes his seat again to a round of applause. Ramm steps down from the rostrum.


“And what lessons does one learn from one’s mistakes, Jesper?”


Trude answers for him.


“I really believe Jesper learns them off by heart, sir.”


Ramm is still pointing at Jesper.


“Would that be correct?”


“I really believe Frøken Hagen is right,” he says.


Trude puts her hand up again.


“May I request that Herr Kristoffersen refrains from calling me Frøken Hagen?”


Ramm is in his element now and time is passing.


“You are well and truly in the dock here, Jesper. What do you have to say in your defence?”


“I promise never to go on a jolly again, sir.”


The class hasn’t a clue what Jesper is talking about, but he reaps another round of applause nevertheless; the clapping isn’t malicious or embarrassing, it is more carefree and expectant, as it should be at this age, in the last lesson on a Wednesday at this particular stage of schooling, the bridge between compulsory and selective education. Jesper envies the others. It occurs to him that he is at the opposite end of the applause. It is a lonely place to be. It is in the shadows, not the light. Is that where he wants to be? Something even worse occurs to Jesper: he can’t applaud. When he claps his hands there is no sound. Then he hears Europe being rolled up and disappearing around the pole above the blackboard. It is not long to the bell. They are in the academic hole. Ramm, the benign pedagogue, sits down on the rostrum and crosses his legs.


“Let’s talk about pigs,” he says.


It appears that a man called the police this morning and reported a pig lying in the middle of the Majorstua intersection. I beg your pardon, sir, but have you been drinking? It transpired that the caller was the very soul of reliability, working for the Gjensidige insurance company as he did. Apparently the pig was of this world and therefore trams heading in all directions were brought to a standstill. Most public employees were late for work, which in turn led to the national surplus falling by two percentage points and the value of the Norwegian krone sinking. It was below the Italian lira; soon a krone wouldn’t be worth a handful of chocolate buttons in the sun. Halvor, Rune and Ulrik, all from Industrigata, insist that the currency of the pig is cutlets, while pork rind has only black-market value, at least if it is fried to a crisp. Incidentally, it took four police officers to catch this pig, which had escaped execution at Oslo Slaughterhouse the day before, and now the question is: should the pig be reprieved or face death like the others? In other words, the floor is open for discussion. It immediately becomes clear that, while the boys are in favour of death, the girls support a full acquittal, that is, a reprieve. Axel objects: Can a pig be reprieved? Aren’t we anthropomorphising here? Isn’t that basically un-Christian? Trude stands by her principles as firmly as she stood on Jesper a little while before. She asks: Do only humans feel pain? No, answers Elisabeth loudly, out of turn. Some of the boys are beginning to have doubts. They would like to be on the girls’ side, especially Elisabeth’s. Perhaps a conditional sentence might be a fair outcome? And what would that entail? Sending the pig to the farm it came from and not letting it leave its pen? At least they all agree that the break-out must not end in a collective punishment. The pigs that have controlled their instincts, so to speak, should be treated according to the UN’s convention on the prevention of cruelty to animals. Ramm raises another issue: Is it not perhaps the case that we felt sympathy for the pig the moment it stood out as being different? Are we suddenly viewing the pig as an individual, and not a meal, having now looked it in the eye? The most obdurate of the boys protest, it is their way of winning the girls’ hearts, because ultimately this is what it is all about, the girls’ hearts: They haven’t looked the pig in the eye. Protecting this sow is wasting food. Ramm turns to Jesper: Has he anything to add on this matter? Jesper shakes his head and says: “I’m afraid I’m a vegetarian.” The great gong strikes. The bell rings. The classroom is empty at once, apart from Ramm who is wiping the blackboard because the class monitor has been remiss and one should leave a classroom the way one finds it: ready for new knowledge. Jesper wants to go home and play the piano. He can play until four o’clock. Between four and six there has to be silence in the block of flats. But there never is. There is a lot of noise. Running on the stairs. Saucepans banging in the kitchens. The rustle of newspapers. Snoring on sofas. Only playing the piano is forbidden. Then he can play from six to eight. After that there has to be silence as well. But the block isn’t quiet after eight either. It isn’t quiet until eleven. And even then there are sounds: raised voices, the drip of water, sleepless feet, and if anything falls, it falls on the floor. Jesper hears it. What if he moved the piano into the loft? There, he can open the skylight and keep to God’s office hours, and they aren’t very long, barely long enough for morning prayers. Someone stops him in his path. It is the caretaker. Jesper has to accompany him. For a moment the rest of the class watches Jesper cross the school yard with the caretaker. Some of the older pupils are practising penalties in front of the handball goal. The caretaker, Anders Bakke, had been in Grini concentration camp and escaped Buchenwald by the skin of his teeth. Peace came in the nick of time for Anders Bakke. Peace came in the nick of time for most people, if you are to believe what they say. Jesper is going to see the Headmaster in the other building. He is let in. The Headmaster is standing with his hands behind his back. A headmaster doesn’t need a name. Headmaster is enough. The pictures on one wall show that all the headmasters, from the Silurian period up to the present day, resemble one another. There is something about the determined chin. Jesper doesn’t put down his bag. This will be quick. He hasn’t done anything wrong, at least not as far as he can remember.


“Put down the bag,” the Headmaster says.


“I haven’t—”


The Headmaster interrupts him.


“As you were absent, or to be more precise, as you skipped the last lesson yesterday, it’s surely only right and proper that you do some overtime today?”


Jesper slips the bag from his shoulder and drops it onto the floor.


“It was my mother’s fortieth birthday. I had to—”


Another interruption:


“But that’s not why I’ve summoned you here. Come with me.”


Jesper picks up his bag, follows the Headmaster and together with the caretaker, who is waiting for them in the corridor, they go down to the floor beneath, where the school’s memorial board hangs. It is cast in bronze and intended to commemorate those who didn’t make it to peacetime: These pupils of Fagerborg School gave their lives for Norway during the 1940–45 war.


“Read the names,” the Headmaster says.


“Out loud?”


“That isn’t necessary. To yourself.”


Jesper looks up, thinking this, too, is a punishment. Heroes are a burden. The war isn’t over. You can’t move on from it. Has Jesper got what it takes to be a hero? Is he of the same stock as these youngsters? He is doubtful. In which case, a chance to prove it would have to offer itself, and he would prefer it if it didn’t. It is exactly what this memorial board commemorates: his limitations. Jesper reads the names to himself. They have a resonance of their own. Perhaps it is the bronze that gives them that. The resonance is heavy and soft; it is staccato and yet still eternal. For that reason it is impossible: Arne Kristian Myklebost – Isak Krupp – Kaare Hagen – Hallstein Bardi Valldal – Ernst Armin Fyrwald – Paul Bernstein – Martin Feinberg – Norman Morris Riung – Oscar Albert Lutken – Benjamin Garmi – Bjørn Lortsner – Kathe Rita Lasnick – Rolf Juul Henningsen – Esther Karpool – Knut Lindaas – Trygve Erik Svindland – Jan Eigil Løfsgaard – Herman Feinberg – Bernt Barge – Frantz Philip Hopstock – Mauritz Plesansky – Jan Erling Heide – Rachel Feinberg – Abraham Josef Arsch – Tor Greiner Stenersen – Per Lindaas – Gunnar Krogsbøl – Ola Christophersen – Peter Kristian Young – Kjell Dobkes – Fritz Jørg. O. Hvam – Peter Christian Ring – Aage Fritz Stubberød – Håkon Laksov – Per Jacobsen – Halvor Sverre Rødaas – Bjørn Hilt – Jaampa Krog – Jacob Friis. Then there is a silence, even though no-one has said anything. The Headmaster places a hand on Jesper’s shoulder, an unexpected, barely credible gesture.


“Every May 17th the final-year students lay a wreath here,” he says.


Jesper nods and wishes the Headmaster would move his hand. The caretaker takes out a rag, spits on it and rubs at a mark on the bronze. The Headmaster continues:


“And afterwards there’s a celebration in the gymnasium. I expect you have heard about it?”


“Yes, I have.”


“Students who have excelled read poems, sing or give speeches. This time we’d like you to play the piano.”


Jesper doesn’t get as far as being surprised. The Headmaster’s hand on his shoulder is enough to deal with; it is binding, a voluntary command.


“Me? I don’t know. I . . .”


“We’ve heard you’re good enough.”


“Have you heard me play?”


“People we trust have heard you.”


“Who for example?”


“And we’d like you to play something Norwegian. Have we a deal? Will you play for us on May 17th?”


“Next year?”


The Headmaster laughs and at long last removes his hand, but the burden is no less heavy for that.


“Next year, yes. In eight months’ time. Is that too early for you, do you think?”


Jesper thinks: It’s too late. Having plenty of time is almost worse than having none. It would have been better if it had been tomorrow. The best would have been yesterday because by now it would have been over, but then it would be too late to change anything.


“Not really,” he says.


The Headmaster’s hand is back.


“So we have a deal, do we?”


And now Jesper realises why he was dragged here. In front of these names, face to face with this grim language beneath flowers and fire, there would not be a no on anyone’s lips. Jesper hardly knows what he is saying yes to. He just knows he has to say it.


“Yes.”


At last he is allowed to go.


On his way to the gate he sees a ball coming straight at him. It is a sizzler. It is a sizzling cannonball of leather and air. It is almost beautiful as it spins towards him, beautiful and dangerous. But Jesper doesn’t duck; he just lifts a hand and catches the ball, which the very next moment is nestling between his fingers in a firm, tender grip. Then he throws it back to the upper secondary boys, who shout something after him, but Jesper ignores them. He walks home. Stine is sitting in the dining room doing her homework. How is he supposed to practise when there is somebody in the room? He can’t if he cannot be alone. He is never alone. Perhaps it would be an idea to move the piano to the loft after all.


“Could you give me a hand?” Stine asks.


Jesper sits down beside her.


“I can’t do an R.”


“What do you mean?”


“R.”


“R? Are you up to R already?”


“I can’t say it.”


“Soon you’ll be helping me with my homework.”


“I can’t say R,” Stine repeats.


“Let me hear you.”


She makes a sound that is more like an L.


“Keep your tongue in your mouth,” Jesper says.


She tries again. This time it is more like a whistle and doesn’t sound like anything in the alphabet, it belongs to the animal kingdom, among the snakes. Jesper sighs.


“And don’t bite your tongue.”


Stine is close to tears.


“I’ll never be able to do it.”


“So? It’s only a letter. There are loads of others.”


“They laugh at me, Jesper.”


“Who do?”


“The class. I’m frightened to read aloud.”


Jesper sits in silence for a few moments. So? If he’d hit a false F on the piano, would he have said So? Would he have said you can easily get by with the other notes? He wouldn’t. Not bloody likely. He has been unfair to his little sister. And if anyone laughs at her they will have him to deal with, possibly Jostein, possibly both of them.


“We can practise a bit every evening,” Jesper says.


“Thank you.”


“Where’s Mamma, by the way?”


“At the hairdresser’s.”


Jesper thinks: Who goes there the day after they’ve turned forty? Don’t you usually go a couple of days before?


“Why?”


Stine laughs and closes the same reader that Jesper used to have.


“So that her hair looks nice, of course.”


Jesper hurries back to the hallway and opens the bureau drawer where his mother keeps memos to herself, shopping lists and money, mostly ten-øre coins, if a beggar should ring at the door or there is a poor soul by the entrance to the block singing their heart out. The keys to Fru Vik’s, now Fru Hall’s, flat are there too. He puts them in his pocket, takes the kitchen stairs up to the second floor and listens first before unlocking the door. He promised he would. He promised Fru Hall he would keep an eye on her flat. The door closes behind him. The crumbs in the bread bin have long turned to dust, which a slight draught swirls up, mingling it with the light. It strikes Jesper that there is no life in this flat. It has lost its feeling. He places his hands on the worktop and spreads his fingers. It doesn’t help. He can sense only absence. There is no tension. It is like touching a key on a piano that has no resistance and is therefore also soundless. Then there is something after all. It is a little thud. Jesper raises his hands and listens again. No, it wasn’t anything. There is always a draught in these flats, from air vents, cracks, windows and window frames. He walks through the pantry. The cabinet along the wall is empty. There is a mirror hanging in the bathroom. The glass is matt and equally empty. Perhaps the piano could be here instead? Then he wouldn’t disturb anyone. And it was here he heard Satie for the first time, on the radio, when Fru Hall was Fru Vik, the widow. He could ask her. He is sure she will let him. He can play the piano and keep an eye on her flat at the same time. It is getting darker. The curtains in the sitting room are drawn. Did his mother do that? Jesper can’t remember. He interrupts his own thoughts and turns to the chair, the wing chair, the only piece of furniture. There is a man sitting in it with his legs crossed. He is asleep. On the floor beside the chair there is a bag. The man is pale and his hair is thinning, he is almost bald, that is why he seems older than he is in reality. There are dark patches on his white shirt, especially under the arms, his tie is askew. He has removed his shoes. His socks are black. There are holes in one of them. Jesper retreats. The man isn’t asleep. He looks up.


“Was the door open?”


Jesper stops.


“No. I—”


“You let yourself in with a key?”


“Yes.”


“Let me have the key.”


Jesper leans forward with the key. Not far enough. The man doesn’t move. He is smiling. There is a smell of liquorice about him. Jesper has to take a step closer anyway. At length the man takes the key.


“Thank you.”


Jesper bows, walks calmly back through the flat, but as soon as he is on the landing he runs down the stairs and charges into the kitchen. Stine is setting the table. His mother is standing by the stove, with her back to him, and stirring a pan. She is different, even from the back she is different. It is her hair. It is bigger than before. Her hair seems to have been inflated and dyed a darker colour. She turns, her face is flushed, as it sometimes is when you come in straight from the cold, but it isn’t cold outside, it is September, the last remnants of the summer are being warmed. Perhaps it is because of the hotplates.


“Don’t you like it?” she asks.


Jesper points breathlessly at the ceiling.


“There was someone in the flat.”


“Have you been in Margrethe’s flat?”


“Yes.”


“What were you doing there? You have no—”


“I’m supposed to keep an eye on it.”


“What nonsense.”


“And someone was there.”


It is only now that Maj clicks and she whispers:


“Was someone there? Who?”


“How should I know? He was just sitting in the chair.”


“Was it Olaf?”


“Don’t think so.”


“And the keys? Have you got the keys?”


“I had to give them to him.”


Maj removes her apron, places her hands carefully against either side of her hair, patting it into position, as it were, even though it is exactly how it should be. Then she goes up the kitchen stairs to the second floor where Halfdan Vik’s name is still on the door, a faded, out-of-date sign. She rings the bell. No-one opens the door. She rings again. The same. No-one opens the door. Was Jesper seeing things? Has he been out of it again? But surely you don’t give keys to a ghost? Maj bends down and peers through the keyhole. All of a sudden she has a feeling she is staring at another eye.




1/9/56. Committee meeting at Fru Lund’s, where we drew up a rota for our shifts at the bazaar. Our prizes will be: 1 cuckoo clock, half a cord of sawn birchwood, 1 cookery book, 1 tea trolley and 1 basket of chocolates. We had actually been promised a flower table, but we were told it would have to be a tea trolley. Nothing we could do about that.












Zanetti


Jesper is playing “Gymnopédie No. 1” by Erik Satie and so slowly that he is eight years older by the last bar, and after he has finally finished and can rest his hands in his lap, he is a plot-owner: as silent as the grave. He has no idea how long all this lasts. It is like falling. It is ages since Jesper last fell. The rain beating against the window pane tries to lift him again. A fire engine disappears down a dark street somewhere, the sirens seem lethargic, probably only flooding, not flames. All matchsticks are wet in Oslo in October. Or perhaps the call-out is for Jesper.


“Too fast,” Enzo Zanetti says.


Jesper crawls out of the grave and plays the piece again, even more slowly. But this time it feels different. It hits him: a different temperament, sudden and slow. His fingers aren’t glued to the keys. He doesn’t die in the process. He doesn’t need to order a headstone before the applause. On the contrary, he is able to listen, not that he enjoys it, not at all, but he has never actually heard himself play, at least not like this. Jesper leans forward and puts his heart and soul into every note. He shouldn’t have done.


“What are you up to now?”


Jesper raises his fingers from the keys and turns to Enzo, who is sunk in the depths of a chair, smoking.


“Sorry?”


“Are you trying to impress me?”


“I was trying to play better.”


“Well, it wasn’t.”


“Right.”


“Your playing was heavy and untrue.”


“I didn’t make any mistakes.”


“It’s supposed to sound light and true.”


“I didn’t make any mistakes,” Jesper repeats.


Enzo Zanetti stands up and lights a new cigarette from the previous one.


“You didn’t make any mistakes? That’s the very least you can do. That’s the very least the audience can demand.”


“Audience?”


“You were thinking too much, Jesper. That’s when things usually go wrong.”


“I was thinking about what I was playing.”


“Once I accompanied a singer who was so moved by his own voice that he burst into tears.”


Jesper is disheartened and looks down at his untrue fingers.


“I’ve been asked to play at school on May 17th.”


“And you said yes?”


“Yes, but tomorrow I’m going to say no.”


Enzo sits down again.


“Why?”


“Because I’m not good enough. You said so yourself.”


“It was me who recommended you.”


Jesper looks up as he allows this to sink in.


“Do you know the headmaster?”


“No. Only Bakke, the caretaker.”


“How do you know him?”


“Automaten, Jesper. If you absolutely have to know.”


“Automaten?”


“It’s a bar with beer in the wall.”


“What do you do there?”


“Drink beer from the wall. And sometimes I play.”


“You play at Automaten as well?”


“All these questions, Jesper. I just tickle the ivories to earn a bit of cash. When your empty pockets gape at you, you’ll play anywhere.”


“Anyway, I’m saying no.”


Enzo sighs in Italian and takes out some music, which he gives to Jesper.


“I thought you could play this on May 17th. The ‘Ballad of Revolt’ by Harald Sæverud. It’s perfect for the occasion.”


Jesper looks at the notes. They are clustered together. It is like jazz.


“Difficult,” he says.


Enzo stands behind Jesper.


“Perhaps so. But not impossible.”


It is Jesper’s turn to sigh.


“I don’t understand what you mean.”


“You just have to keep a cool head when you’re playing.”


“Keep a cool head. Is that all I need to do?”


“And don’t let emotions pickle your digits.”


Now Jesper understands. Enzo Zanetti has finally become fluent in Norwegian, Bristol-style.


“You’re not repairing today,” he says.


Enzo stands by the shelf where the bottle is.


“First of all I have to break something.”


Jesper puts Satie and Sæverud in his bag, arranges a time for the next lesson and goes down to the street between the church and the fire station. It isn’t raining anymore. The tarmac is shiny and looks like black lakes or just a silent river in the reflection of the street lamps. The leaves are glued to the darkness like yellow stamps. A window opens on the second floor. Jesper peers up. It is Enzo Zanetti leaning over the ledge.


“I hope your mother wasn’t fed up with me,” he shouts.


“She went to the hairdresser’s the day after.”


“What? You’re so far down.”


“No, it’s you. You’re so far up.”


“Send her my regards.”


“She went to the hairdresser’s the day after.”


“The hairdresser’s? Once again send her my best regards, and bye.”


Enzo Zanetti closes the window.


Jesper regrets saying anything. He didn’t need to tell him. He doesn’t even know why he did. His answer was as stupid as Jostein. Why should Enzo know that Jesper’s mother went to the hairdresser’s? He says things he doesn’t have to, he realises. He decides to talk less, as little as absolutely possible, it is best to keep your mouth shut. If he has to say anything next time it will have to be only what is necessary for survival. He decides to take the Industrigata route home. It is the right decision this evening. It is dark enough. There are tenement buildings in Oslo 3 too, not only in the Far East End. There is the mayonnaise factory and also Manfred’s bakery. At Suhms gate Jesper turns right and continues up Pilestredet, which descends from the city centre, from the Rikshospital and, unlike Industrigata, changes character from corner to corner. Here, in the last part, there are large detached houses in timber and brick, with towers, oriels and deep windows. The gardens are well tended, but in this darkness they seem wild and unending. Dead apples hang from branches. This evening his bag is heavy anyway. There is too much music in it. There isn’t a thing you can’t worry about. Jesper stops and hears an animal moving in the wet grass behind the fences. It is probably a cat, but it might well be a badger. People have also seen foxes here. Even pigs have been spotted. It was, however, only a guest appearance. A couple in Lyder Sagens gate have a cockerel that crows every morning. And there are enough rats around the dustbins. This is Fagerborg’s Zoological Garden. It is for this reason the Veterinary College is not far away. They only have to open a window and they immediately have a sample they can put to sleep and subject to research. Over in Stens Park the wind is blowing. It hits Jesper and brings with it the stench from the urinal, which it is best to avoid at this time of the day, but the next moment the same gust of wind wafts over a perfume. He sees her walking between the trees. She is carrying a rucksack. The hood on her yellow raincoat is up and looks like a halo. It is Trude. The rain starts again. It is too late. She is coming towards him.


“Are you really a vegetarian?” she asks.


Jesper shrugs.


“Why not?”


“Do you like nut roast?”


“So so.”


“My mother’s a vegetarian. You can have dinner with us one day.”


“I’m pretty busy.”


“I can imagine. You have to play on May 17th as well and it’s already October now.”


“How do you know?”


“The calendar says so.”


“I mean, how do you know I’m playing?”


“Because I’m giving the speech.”


“You?”


“Why not?”


They walk together for a while. Jesper has to go the same way, he says, although he will actually have to turn round and head in the opposite direction. No-one else is out apart from them. The rest have been washed away by the rain. Only a stooped queer slinks down to the urinal looking for sex. The darkness is still franked with yellow leaves.


“I might have to wear a zoot,” Jesper says.


“Zoot? Do you mean a national costume?”


“A suit.”


“No-one in the class understands what you say.”


“Doesn’t matter. So long as I do.”


“What does go on a jolly mean?”


“It means to skive.”


“Where did you learn that?”


“My father used to go to the Bris. I mean the Bristol. Sorry, I mean the Mauriske Hall. I drank it in with my mother’s milk.”


“I wasn’t trying to get at you.”


“No, it was sheer coincidence.”


Trude laughs and stops by Suhms gate.


“Aren’t you going the wrong way in fact?”


Jesper looks down. She is wearing rubber boots. They are two sizes too big. Or her feet are two sizes too small. Actually, she is pretty solidly put together.


“Where have you been?” he asks.


“Curious?”


“Just passing the time while we’re standing here.”


“The school garden. I was getting some food for my mother.”


“In October?”


“She likes windfall fruit. And you?”


“I prefer leeks.”


“I mean where have you been?”


“Training my keyboard technique.”


Trude runs across the road, stops on the other side and turns to Jesper, who is standing in the rain. There is a river between them, it is a lake. They have just this evening.


“Do you promise then?” she shouts.


“Promise what?”


“You’ll have dinner with us.”


Jesper shouts back something, but Trude just turns and goes. Then he takes another detour home, this time around Blåsen Hill, past the barracks, across August Cappelens gate, down Kirkeveien and into the block of flats. He thinks he can hear a cock crowing. That must be malfunctioning too. It is not that late. He stops for a moment by the postboxes. Fru Vik’s name has been removed. Now her box says Bjørn Stranger. Stine is waiting in the hallway.


“Mamma,” she says.


Jesper doesn’t have the time. It isn’t late, but he doesn’t have the time anyway. On reflection this isn’t actually about time but space. He no longer has any more space. That is the issue. Jesper needs space. He pushes the foolish child away. But she grabs hold of his bag. Get off. Especially off this bag, because it is carrying his destiny, if she has any idea at all what that means.


“Mamma,” she repeats.


Jesper’s neck stiffens. What is this about Mamma? Has something happened? Has it? At last he comes to. He comes to his senses.


“What about her?”


Stine takes his hand and they go into the dining room. His mother is lying on the floor. She is wearing only her underwear and her legs are bare. It looks as if she is trying to cycle in the air or she has had a stroke and is vainly struggling to get up. At any rate, she is breathing hard and her face is shiny. Jesper is embarrassed.


“I believe that used to be called morning gymnastics,” he says.


His mother cycles a bit further. She doesn’t get far. Then she is finally able to stand up. She takes Jesper and Stine into the kitchen. First she drinks two glasses of water. Then she can speak.


“I don’t have any time for morning gymnastics now. I’ve got a job, you see.”


Stine looks up at her mother.


“With the Red Cross?”


“No, I’ll carry on with them anyway, but that’s not a job because we don’t get paid. The Red Cross is a calling.”


Jesper:


“What sort of work is it?”


“I’m going to start at Dek-Rek. As a secretary. So it’ll be hectic in the mornings, won’t it?”


Jesper doesn’t like this. His father worked there. It isn’t right that his mother should work there too. He isn’t quite sure why. It just isn’t right. She is getting involved in his father’s business. She should leave him in peace.


“I can make my own packed lunch,” Jesper says.


Stine immediately shoots up her hand.


“Me too.”


Maj wraps her arms around them both.


There is a ring at the door. Maj steps back. She isn’t sure which door. The bell rings again. It is the kitchen door. No doubt about it. She whispers and shouts at the same time:


“Don’t open up until I’ve put some clothes on. Have you got that?”


She hurries into the bathroom. The bell rings for a third time. Jesper goes to the door. Stine tries to stop him. She whispers too, excited and anxious. Didn’t he hear what Mamma said? They weren’t to do anything. Jesper opens the kitchen door. On the narrow landing, leaning against the stair railings, stands the man who was sitting in the chair in the flat above them. His fair hair seems even thinner, perhaps because he hasn’t combed it. You can almost look straight through his head without seeing anything. Otherwise, however, he is well turned out: tie, white shirt, green pullover, grey trousers and brown moccasins. In one hand he is holding a mug; the other is behind his back.


“You’re the one who plays the piano, aren’t you?”


Jesper nods without saying a word.


Bjørn Stranger smiles and takes a step closer.


“I didn’t mean to be unpleasant last time we met. I’d travelled a long way. I hope you understand. And you burst in.”


“Yes.”


“You’re not allowed to play the piano between three and six, is that right?”


“Four and six.”


“I think it should be from three.”


Jesper feels his mother’s hands on his shoulder. They are firm. She pushes him towards Stine by the fridge and takes his place in the doorway so forcefully that Bjørn Stranger steps back.


“I came to ask if you had any sugar, Fru Kristoffersen,” he says.


Maj takes his mug and leaves him standing by the stairs as she fills it, no more than two measuring cups, the minimum, opens the door again and passes him the mug. Bjørn Stranger receives it with a slight inclination of the head.


“Thank you. Of course I’ll return the fa—”


He is interrupted:


“That won’t be necessary. Just keep it. Thank you anyway.” Bjørn Stranger doesn’t have a chance to say any more. Maj closes the door again, this time for good, or at least for today. He goes back to his flat. He laughs. His flat? Is there anywhere he can call his own? He puts the mug on the kitchen worktop. A thought strikes him: sugar, the sweetest condiment, has no smell. How much furniture do you need to call somewhere a home? He has a chair. It was already here. He needs a wardrobe. Bookshelves aren’t necessary, nor are lamps. He can manage with daylight. You can sleep on the floor too, but a bed wouldn’t go amiss, preferably a double bed. It isn’t a home until you have a family. Bjørn Stranger changes his mind. It isn’t a home until you have a job. He needs to get some work. He can’t do anything. He could become a criminal. He essays a laugh, but this time he can’t carry it off. A thread has come loose in his pullover. As he continues through the empty flat it amuses him to pull at it until he is standing in front of the bathroom mirror with a long thread between his fingers.




21/9/56. The bazaar opens in the presence of Princess Astrid. Fru Lund and Fru Andresen represent our department. We have inaugurated our new tombola stall, which cost us 1,500 kroner.












Prospects


“Why didn’t you say Bjørn had returned?”


“I didn’t know you were interested.”


“He’s staying in my flat.”


Olaf Hall raises his eyes from the newspaper.


“Yours?”


“Ours. Sorry.”


“Would you like him to stay here? With us?”


“He could stay in Nesodden.”


“He’d probably freeze to death in winter there.”


Margrethe gazes into the garden. The lawn is disappearing under a heavy layer of shiny leaves. She had wanted to rake them into piles the previous Sunday, but Olav said they were best left. And they would turn to compost over the winter. It is a lovely morning. Everything is shining. She is standing with her back to him.


“It’s up to you. Or Bjørn,” she says.


“He can’t make up his mind about anything. He’s useless.”


“I think you should give him a chance.”


Olaf gets up even though he hasn’t finished eating and places his serviette on the table.


“A chance? He’s had nothing but chances. He gives up his studies. He clears off. You can’t trust him.”


“Now you’re being much too harsh.”


“But the worst is that he’s sentimental. He’s inherited that from his mother. All the drama.”


“What about his room?”


“What about it?”


“Are you going to leave it like that?”


Olaf comes closer.


“Don’t touch it.”


Margrethe leans against the window frame and breathes in.


“Alright.”


“There’s nothing he can blame me for. Is that understood?”


“Yes, Olaf.”


He kisses her neck. She closes her eyes thinking: Please no further.


He says:


“By the way I’m having lunch with a client today.”


“So I don’t need to make anything?”


“That’s precisely what I’m saying. You don’t need to make anything for me. I’m having lunch with a client.”


“But you’ll be home for dinner?”


“Naturally.”


Margrethe feels Olaf let go. Soon he will be going down to the shop. She waits. Then she opens her eyes again, clears the table and throws away the half-eaten fried egg. After she has finished washing up she doesn’t know what else to do but start on the stewed apples. Finally she has learned how to do it. It has taken her three seasons. They picked the apples in Nesodden in September. She peels them, cores them and puts them in boiling water with two decilitres of sugar and a cinnamon quill. When the apples are soft enough for her to push a matchstick through them, she adds potato flour. Then she has to keep stirring evenly to avoid lumps. That is all there is to it. She can boil the apple peel and use it for soups and jelly. Olaf likes everything with an apple base. There is enough for an apple cake as well. There are always enough apples. They never run out. In layers, she places five sliced apples, crushed bread crusts, two rye rusks, sugar and cinnamon in a greased baking tin. Then she adds butter and water and puts the cake in the oven. Why can’t they just eat the apples raw? Margrethe takes an apple, sinks her teeth into it, feels the acidic juice squirt into her mouth and bites off a piece. But there is something hanging from her lip, something soft and different, with no taste. She spits it out and sees what it is: a pale maggot wriggling on the worktop. It moves in a desultory manner. It has been chewed almost to pieces. Margrethe falls to her knees and vomits. She prays Olaf won’t come up now. She can’t stop herself. In the end there is nothing but a throaty cough. She hears someone go through the gate, it has to be Olaf; she can hear him in the distance. She stays on her knees, holds her breath, releases it, exhales and breathes calmly. A sweet smell is coming from the oven. She is on the point of vomiting again. She stands up, dizzy and unsteady on her feet, switches off the stove, washes the floor and flushes the maggot down the toilet. Then she rings Dr Lund. Luck is with her. A patient has cancelled. She can see him at one o’clock. She gets herself ready, drinks a glass of water and walks to the top of Kirkeveien. She needs some fresh air. She is hungry and feels empty. This is not only unpleasant. It is like a kind of high, a lightness of being, everything is happening in jerks, gentle but sudden jerks: the wind is murmuring through the leaf-less trees by Vestkanttorget. The next moment she is hanging her coat on the stand in the surgery. It is a long time since she has been here, since the time, no, she would prefer to forget it. The jerks are inside her too, like leaps of time. However, the waiting room is unchanged. At two minutes past one the nurse beckons to her. Dr Lund proffers a hand.


“Fru Vik, it’s—”


“Fru Hall.”


“Yes, of course, Fru Hall, how can I help you?”


“I’ve eaten a maggot.”


They sit down. Dr Lund flicks through some old papers. Margrethe looks around; no changes here either. The furniture hasn’t moved; the small instruments are exactly the same. Perhaps it should be a comfort, but it isn’t, on the contrary it is more like a burden, it is time in disguise. The lightness she had felt has gone; the quiet high has formed a residue inside her. She is becoming sentimental. Dr Lund looks up and smiles.


“A maggot?”


“Yes, it was in an apple.”


“In an apple. I assume you spat it out. Or passed it?”


“Yes. And then I saw there was only half.”


“Goodness.”


Dr Lund doesn’t say anything for a while. Margrethe Hall doesn’t know what this means. He is smiling again, isn’t he? Is he about to laugh? She feels embarrassed. She is not in the habit of visiting the doctor for no reason. To be honest, she has only been here once, a long time before the war, she remembers the date, it was the day she turned old at the age of thirty-seven and Dr Lund had finished his studies, done the house year and was an outstanding sportsman into the bargain.


“In fact, I feel better now,” she says.


“A little maggot—”


“It wasn’t so little, Dr Lund.”


“A maggot is completely harmless, but it is unpleasant nevertheless. The body reacts naturally, or, I should say, the brain reacted at the sight because if you hadn’t seen the maggot you wouldn’t have noticed it. As you’ve been sick you should drink a lot of water and preferably eat something light this evening.”


“I haven’t got much appetite.”


“No, a little—”


“It wasn’t that little, Dr Lund.”


“A little creature like that can upset the best of us. At any rate you should rest.”


“As I said, I feel a lot better now.”


Margrethe Hall rises to her feet, as does Dr Lund.


“But now that you’ve come all this way, I might just as well check you over, don’t you think?”


“If it’s necessary.”


“It probably isn’t.”


“Then I think we should skip it.”


“As you know, it’s been a long time since you—”


Margrethe Hall interrupts him.


“I’m not in the habit of running to the doctor.”


“No, that’s true enough.”


“Besides, I’ve always been healthy.”


She can’t find her bag. Dr Lund watches her. For a moment this poor woman has lost her composure, that is how it seems, she is on the verge of tears, because of the bag she can’t find, where she keeps her keys, and her purse, where she keeps everything.


“It’s in the waiting room, I would guess,” Dr Lund says.


“Do you think so?”


“You didn’t bring your bag in. It isn’t here.”


“Thank you.”


“I don’t think you came all this way just to talk about a maggot.”


Margrethe Hall leans against the chair.


“What do you mean?”


“I think you should remove your jacket so that I can . . .”


She tosses her head, laughs, looking more like her old self, though not completely; there are still detectable signs of panic in her sudden changes of mood.


“I apologise for wasting your time, Dr Lund.”


“Dear Margrethe, we’re not that formal. We were on informal terms before the war. We can be informal with each other now, can’t we?”


“Yes, of course we can. And I’m a silly old woman who worries too much.”


Dr Lund walks to the door still undecided as to whether he should open it or ask her to stay. He is tending to the latter.


“What’s worrying you, Fru Hall?”


“The little maggot.”


“There’s no need, as I said.”


“And my bag.”


Dr Lund opens the door anyway. The bag is hanging over an armrest.


“Now we don’t need to worry, do we?”


Margrethe turns to him.


“Do you still run as much?”


“Oh, no. Not nearly as much. I’ve cut down, as they say.”


“Halfdan was always so impressed.”


Dr Lund laughs.


“I didn’t think the veterinary doctor was interested in sport.”


“He wasn’t. Not at all. He always switched off the radio when sport came on. But you impressed him.”


“Is everything else alright?”


“Yes, why wouldn’t it be?”


“I meant in your new life.”


“Well, it’s not that new now. Sometimes I miss Fagerborg. But I suppose everyone does who moves from here.”


“You’re always welcome back.”


“Yes, that’s good to know.”


Dr Lund proffers his hand again.


“You can pay next time,” he says.


Margrethe Hall lets go of his hand and forgets what she’d had on her mind. Next time? Dr Lund closes the door and walks over to the window. He feels a deep dissatisfaction. It is like after a run when you haven’t given everything you have, when you haven’t done your best. He has let himself down. It is unforgiveable. He is certain of one thing. And it is the only thing he is sure of: there will be no next time. She won’t come back. Why is she taking so long on the stairs? Should he ask the nurse to go down and check? Should he take the matter into his own hands and call her back in? Then at last he catches sight of Margrethe Hall. She is putting a hankie in her bag and tightening the kerchief under her chin as she squints into the wind. She looks wretched, like an old dear from quite a different part of Oslo to Fagerborg. Dr Lund thinks: This lady is in a bad way. And what is worse is that he didn’t do anything to help. Few people value the peace of home life more highly than Dr Lund. No intruders are allowed there. And by intruders he means politicians, beggars, missionaries, sales reps, tax officers and journalists. However, for doctors it is different. A doctor must have access to a patient’s private life. This is where most accidents take place. The bus pulls in at the bus stop outside. Margrethe Hall is about to run the last few metres, she can catch it, but she decides against it. She has already changed her mind. She knows all too well that Dr Lund is standing at the window and watching her. She knows he is thinking about her. She doesn’t turn around. Instead she crosses Kirkeveien, to Gørbitz gate, raises her gaze to the windows where the Virginia creeper hangs loose, the last tinges of red fading more and more with every gust of wind swirling around the corner. Soon it starts to rain. She enters the block of flats. There is a piece of paper stuck on the postbox: Bjørn Stranger. It seems temporary. How long is that? How long is temporary? On the first floor she rings Maj’s doorbell. No-one is at home. She goes up to the second floor, hesitates. Halfdan Vik’s name has been removed here too, but there isn’t a new nameplate in place yet. It is the same doormat. She recognises it. She is moved by the sight and feels stupid. It is the residue in her, the sentimentality. A doormat is all it takes. Then Margrethe rings the bell. She has to ring twice. Only then does Bjørn Stranger open up. He hasn’t changed much over the years, you don’t at this age, not until you hit thirty, but his hair is thinner, besides, he hasn’t combed it, and in this sense one might well say that he has lost weight. Olaf would have said “gone to the dogs”. Bjørn Stranger for his part doesn’t recognise Margrethe immediately, or so it seems, or perhaps he is just taken by surprise, or embarrassed, and needs time to gather his wits. Margrethe wants to help him out and forestall the embarrassment.
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