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My brain is seething. I’m bubbling with hundreds of new ideas. They just keep welling up.


Perhaps it’s possible to control thoughts to a certain extent, but to stop thinking is asking too much. My head is teeming with beguiling notions, I’m not able to fix them before they’re ousted by new thoughts. I can’t keep them apart.


I’m rarely able to remember my thoughts. Before I manage to dwell on one of my inspirations, it generally melts into an even better idea, but this, too, is so fickle of character that I struggle to save it from the constant volcanic stream of new ideas . . .


Once more my head is full of voices. I feel haunted by an excitable swarm of souls who use my brain cells to talk to one another. I haven’t the equanimity to harbour them all, some must be racked off. I have a considerable intellectual surplus and I constantly need to unburden it. At regular intervals I have to sit down with pencil and paper and relieve myself of ideas . . .


When I awoke a few hours ago, I was certain I’d formulated the world’s most competent adage. Now I’m not so sure, but at least I’ve given the virginal aphorism a due place in my notebook. I am convinced it could be traded for a better dinner. If I sold it to someone who already has a name, it might make it into the next edition of Familiar Quotations.


At last I’ve decided what I want to be. I shall continue doing what I’ve always done, but from now on I’ll make a living out of it. I don’t feel the need to be famous, that’s an important consideration, but I could still become extremely rich.


I feel sad as I leaf through this old diary. I was nineteen when the entries above, dated 10 and 12 December 1971, were written. Maria had left for Stockholm several days before, she was three or four weeks pregnant. In the years that followed we met a few times, but now it’s been twenty-six years since I last saw her. I don’t know where she lives, I don’t even know if she’s still alive.


If she could see me now. I had to jump aboard an early morning flight and get away from it all. In the end, the external pressure built up to something like the one inside me, and so an equilibrium was achieved. I can think more clearly now. If I’m careful I may be able to live here for a few weeks before the net tightens around me for good.


I’m thankful I got away from the Book Fair in one piece. They followed me to the airport, but I doubt if they were able to discover which plane I boarded. I bought the first empty seat out of Bologna. ‘Don’t you know where you want to go?’ I shook my head. ‘I just want to go away,’ I said. ‘On the first plane.’ Now it was her turn to shake her head, then she laughed. ‘We don’t get many like you,’ she said, ‘but there’ll be a lot more in the future, believe me.’ And then, when I’d paid for my ticket: ‘Have a good holiday! I’m sure you deserve it . . .’


If only she’d known. If only she’d known what I deserved.


Twenty minutes after my plane had taken off, another one left for Frankfurt. I wasn’t on it. I’m sure they imagined I was heading home for Oslo, with my tail between my legs. But it isn’t always wise to take the shortest route home if your tail is between your legs.


*


I’ve put up at an old inn on the coast. I sit staring out across the sea. On a promontory down by the shore stands an old Moorish tower. I watch the fishermen in their blue boats. Some are still in the bay, hauling in their nets, others are moving towards the breakwater with the day’s catch.


The floor is tiled. The chill strikes up through my feet. I’ve put three pairs of socks on, but they’re useless against these cold floor tiles. If things don’t improve soon, I’ll pull the counterpane off the big double bed and fold it to use as a foot-rest.


I ended up here quite by chance. The first plane out of Bologna could just as easily have been for London or Paris. But I feel it’s even more of a coincidence that, as I write, I’m leaning over an old writing table where once, long ago, another Norwegian – who was also an exile of sorts – sat and wrote. I’m staying in a town which was one of the first places in Europe to start manufacturing paper. The ruins of the old paper-mills are still strung out like pearls on a string along the valley bottom. They must be inspected, of course. But as a rule I ought to keep to the hotel. I’ve taken full board.


It’s unlikely anyone in these parts has heard of The Spider. Here everything revolves around tourism and lemon growing, and fortunately both are out of season. I see that some visitors are paddling in the sea, but the bathing season hasn’t yet begun and the lemons need a few more weeks to ripen.


There is a phone in my room, but I have no friends to confide in, there have been none since Maria left. I could hardly be labelled a friendly person, or a decent one, but I do at least have one acquaintance who doesn’t wish me dead. There was an article in the Corriere della Sera, he said, and after that everything seemed to start falling apart. I decided to get away early next morning. On the flight south I had leisure enough to think back. I am the only one who knows the full and complete extent of my activities.


I’ve decided to tell all. I write in order to understand myself and I shall write as honestly as I can. This doesn’t mean that I’m reliable. The man who passes himself off as reliable in anything he writes about his own life has generally capsized before he’s even set out on that hazardous voyage.


As I sit thinking, a small man paces about the room. He’s only a metre tall, but he’s fully grown. The little man is dressed in a charcoal-grey suit and black patent leather shoes, he wears a high-crowned, green felt hat and, as he walks, he swings a small bamboo cane. Now and then he points his cane up at me, and this signifies that I must hurry up and begin my story.


It is the little man with the felt hat who has urged me to confess everything I can remember.


It will certainly be more difficult to kill me once my memoirs are out. The mere rumour that they are being penned would sap the courage of even the boldest. I’ll ensure that such a rumour is circulated.


Several dozen dictaphone cassettes have been securely deposited in a bank box – there, now that’s out – I won’t say where, but my affairs are in order. I’ve collected almost one hundred voices on these tiny cassettes, so these already have an acknowledged motive for murdering me. Some have made open threats, it’s all on the cassettes, which are numbered consecutively from I to XXXVIII. I have also devised an ingenious index that makes it easy to locate any one of the voices. I have been prudent, some might even call it cunning. I’m certain that hearsay about the cassettes has saved my skin for a couple of years now. Supplemented by these jottings, the little miracles will have even greater value. I don’t mean to imply that my confessions, or the cassettes, will be any guarantee of safe conduct. I imagine I’ll travel on to South America, or somewhere in the East. Just now I find thoughts of a Pacific island alluring. I’m insular anyway, I’ve always been insular. To me there’s something more pathetic about being isolated in a big city than on a small island in the Pacific.


I became wealthy. It was no surprise to me. I may well be the very first person in history to have plied my particular trade, at least in such a big way. The market has been limitless, and I’ve always had merchandise to sell. My business wasn’t illegal, I even paid a certain amount of tax. I lived modestly, too, and can now afford to pay substantial tax arrears should the matter ever arise. It wasn’t an unlawful trade from my customers’ point of view either, just dishonourable.


I realise that from this day forth I’ll be poorer than most because I’ll be on the run. But I wouldn’t have swapped my life for that of a teacher. I wouldn’t have swapped it for an author’s life, either. I’d have found it hard to live with a definite career.


The little man is making me nervous. The only way to forget him is to get on with my writing. I’ll begin as far back as I can remember.






Little Petter Spider


I believe I had a happy childhood. My mother didn’t think so. She was informed of Petter’s unsociable behaviour even before he started school.


The first serious chat my mother was summoned to, was at the day nursery. I’d sat there all morning just watching the other children play. But I hadn’t felt bad. It had amused me to see how intensely they lived. Many children find it fun to watch lively kittens, canaries or hamsters; I did too, but it was even more fun to watch lively children. And then, I was the one controlling them, I was the one deciding everything they did or said. They didn’t realise it themselves, neither did the nursery assistant. Sometimes I’d have a temperature and have to stay at home and listen to the Stock Exchange prices. At times like these nothing at all would happen at the day nursery. The children would just keep getting in and out of their jump suits, in and out. I didn’t envy them. I don’t think they even had any elevenses.


I only saw my father on Sundays. We went to the circus. The circus wasn’t bad, but when I got home I’d begin to plan a circus of my own. That was far better. It was before I’d learnt to write, but I assembled my own favourite circus in my head. No problem there. I drew the circus as well, not just the big top and the seats, but all the animals and circus performers too. That was hard. I wasn’t good at drawing. I gave up drawing long before I began school.


I sat on the big rug barely moving a muscle, and my mother asked me several times what I was thinking about. I said I was playing circuses, which was the truth. She asked if we oughtn’t to play something else.


‘The girl on the trapeze is called Panina Manina,’ I said. ‘She’s the ringmaster’s daughter. But no one at the circus knows it, not even her, or the ringmaster.’


My mother listened intently, she turned the radio down, and I went on: ‘One day she falls off the trapeze and breaks her neck. It’s the final performance, when there aren’t any more people in town who want to buy tickets for the circus. The ringmaster stoops over the poor girl, and just then he sees she has a slender chain around her neck. On the chain is an amber trinket, and inside the trinket is a spider that’s millions of years old. When he sees this, the ringmaster realises that Panina Manina is his own daughter, because he bought her that rare trinket on the day she was born.’


‘So at least he knew he had a daughter,’ my mother interjected.


‘But he thought she’d drowned,’ I explained. ‘You see, the ringmaster’s daughter fell into the River Aker when she was eighteen months old. At the time she was just plain Anne-Lise. After that the ringmaster had no idea she was still alive.’


My mother’s eyes widened. It was as if she didn’t believe my story, so I said: ‘But luckily she was saved from the freezing cold water by a fortune-teller who lived all alone in a pink caravan by the river, and from that day on the ringmaster’s daughter lived in the caravan together with the fortune-teller.’


My mother had lit a cigarette. She stood there disporting herself in a tight-fitting costume. ‘Did they really live in a caravan?’


I nodded. ‘The ringmaster’s daughter had lived in a circus trailer ever since she’d been born. So she’d have found it far stranger to move into a modern block of flats on an estate. The fortune-teller had no idea what the little girl’s name was, so she christened her Panina Manina, the name she’s kept to this day.’


‘But how did she get back to the circus?’ my mother asked.


‘She grew up,’ I said. ‘That’s easy enough to understand. Then she went to the circus on her own two feet. That wasn’t the least bit difficult, either. This all happened before she became paralysed!’


‘But she could hardly remember that her father was a ringmaster,’ my mother protested.


I felt a pang of despair. It wasn’t the first time my mother had disappointed me; she really could be quite dense.


‘We’ve been over this already,’ I said. ‘I told you that she didn’t know she was the ringmaster’s daughter, and the ringmaster didn’t know either. Of course he couldn’t recognise his daughter when he hadn’t seen her since she was one and a half.’


My mother thought I should rethink that part, but there was no need. ‘On the day the fortune-teller fished the ringmaster’s daughter from the river, she stared into her crystal ball and foretold that the little girl would become a famous circus performer and so, one fine day, the girl made her way to the circus on her own two feet. Everything a real fortuneteller sees in her crystal ball will always come true. That was why the fortune-teller gave the girl a circus name, and taught her some fine trapeze tricks, too, to be on the safe side.’


My mother had stubbed her cigarette out in an ashtray on the green piano. ‘But why did the fortune-teller need to teach her . . . ?’


I cut in: ‘When Panina Manina arrived at the circus and demonstrated her abilities, she was given a job on the spot, and soon she was as famous as Abbott and Costello. But the ringmaster still had no idea she was his daughter. If he had, he certainly wouldn’t have allowed her to do all those risky stunts on the trapeze.’


‘Well, I give up,’ my mother said. ‘Shall we go for a walk in the park?’


But I went on: ‘The fortune-teller’s crystal ball had also told her that Panina Manina would break her neck at the circus, and a genuine prophecy is impossible to avert. So she packed up all her belongings and went to Sweden.’


My mother had gone into the kitchen to fetch something. Now she was standing in front of the piano with a large cabbage in her hand. It most definitely wasn’t a crystal ball.


‘Why did she go to Sweden?’ she asked in amazement.


I’d thought about that. ‘So that the ringmaster and the fortune-teller wouldn’t have to bicker about who Panina Manina should live with after she’d broken her neck and couldn’t look after herself any more,’ I said.


‘Did the fortune-teller know that the ringmaster was the girl’s father?’ my mother asked.


‘Not until Panina Manina was on her way to the circus,’ I explained. ‘Only then did the crystal ball tell her that the girl would be reunited with her father just after she’d broken her neck, and so the old lady might as well take her caravan and move to Sweden. She thought it was wonderful that Panina Manina was going to be reunited with her father, but not quite so wonderful that she had to break her neck before he recognised her.’


I was in a bit of a quandary about how to continue. Not because it was difficult, quite the opposite, but simply because there were so many possibilities to choose from. ‘Now Panina Manina sells candy-floss at the circus from a wheelchair,’ I said. ‘It’s a special kind of candy-floss that makes everyone laugh so much at the clowns that they can hardly catch their breath. And once there was a boy who really couldn’t. He thought it was fun to laugh at the clowns, but not quite so funny to lose his breath.’


This was really the end of Panina Manina’s story. I’d already begun the story of the boy who laughed so much that he lost his breath. And there were lots of other circus performers to consider. I was responsible for the entire circus.


My mother didn’t realise this. ‘I suppose Panina Manina had a mother too?’ she said.


‘No,’ I said (or, to be accurate, I think I screamed it). ‘She was dead as a matter of fact!’


And then I began to cry. Perhaps I cried for a whole hour. As always, it was my mother who comforted me. I didn’t cry because the story was sad. I cried because I was scared of my own imagination. I was also afraid of the little man with the bamboo stick. He’d been perched on the Persian pouffe during my narrative, looking at my mother’s gramophone records, but now he’d begun to pace about the room. I was the only one who could see him.


The first time I’d set eyes on the little man in the green hat had been in a dream. But he broke out of the dream and since then he’s followed me all my life. He thinks he’s in charge of me.


It was all too easy to make things up, it was like skating on thin ice, it was like doing dainty pirouettes on a brittle crust over water thousands of fathoms deep. There was always something dark and cold that lay beckoning beneath the surface.


*


I’ve never had any difficulty telling imagination and reality apart. The problem has always been to distinguish between recalled fantasy and recalled reality. That’s quite another matter. I always knew the difference between what I was actually observing and what I only imagined I was observing. But gradually, as time went by, separating actual occurrences from experiences I’d made up, could get tricky. My memory hasn’t got special compartments for things I’ve seen and heard and things I’ve simply conjured up. I’ve only got one memory in which to store both the impressions and imaginings of the past: in glorious unity they combine to form what we call recollection. Despite this, I sometimes assume that my memory is failing when I occasionally mix up the two categories. This is an imperfect description at best. When I recollect something as really experienced, that in truth was only a dream, it’s because my memory is far too good. I’ve always felt it a triumph of memory that I’m capable of recalling events that have only taken place in my own head.


I was often at home alone. My mother was at her job in the City Hall until late in the afternoon, and sometimes she went out visiting female friends. I never hung about with other children, I preferred not to. Activities with friends were nothing compared to all the things I could find to do on my own.


I’ve always liked my own company best. The few boring episodes I recall from my childhood were always spent in the company of others of my own age. I remember their dull, nit-picking games. I sometimes said I had to hurry home because we were expecting guests. It wasn’t true.


I remember well the first time some boys rang the doorbell and asked if I wanted to come out and play. Their clothes were dirty, one of them had a snotty nose, and there they were, asking me if I wanted to come out and play cowboys and Indians. I pretended I had a stomach ache, or gave some other, more plausible excuse. I couldn’t see the point of playing cowboys and Indians round the cars and drying racks. I could play the game far better in my own imagination where there were real horses and tomahawks, rifles and bows and arrows, cowboys, chiefs and medicine men. I could sit in the kitchen or in the living room and, without lifting a finger, stage the most colourful battles between braves and palefaces, and I was always on the side of the Indians. These days almost everyone is on the side of the Indians, but it’s rather too late now. Even when I was three or four years old I made sure the Yankees got some stiff resistance. Without my efforts there might not be a single Indian reservation around today.


The boys tried again on several occasions. They wanted me to join them in tossing pennies, playing marbles or football or shooting peas, but this urge to get me outside tailed off pretty quickly. Soon, there were no more scampering feet on the stairs. I don’t think anyone called for me after I was eight or nine years old. Now and again, I would sit behind the Venetian blind in the kitchen and spy on them. It could be amusing at times, but I never felt the need for any physical contact with my peers.


Only the onset of puberty broke this mould. From the age of twelve I began to think of lots of things I could get up to with a girl of my own age, or one considerably older for that matter. Yearning made me restless, but no girl ever came and rang our doorbell and asked me if I’d like to go out with her. I’d have had little objection to accompanying a girl I liked on a trip to the woods or to the Newt Pond.


I didn’t feel lonely until there was something to yearn for. Loneliness and longing are two sides of the same coin.


*


When I was at home by myself I made regular use of the telephone, almost always to make what I called ‘silly calls’. High up on the list of silly calls were taxis. I once rang for six taxis to go to the same address on the other side of the road. It was really comical to sit at the kitchen window watching all the cabs turning up. Soon all the taxi-drivers jumped out and began to talk to one another. They must have thought they were picking up guests from some huge coffee morning. Finally, one of them went to the entrance of the flats and rang the ground floor bell. But there was no Mrs Nielsen living there. That was news to them, but not to me. They stood there gesticulating, and then clambered back into their taxis and drove off at top speed. One of them stayed behind and looked around as if he was standing on a great stage. But he didn’t catch sight of any audience. Perhaps he thought only God could see him. I sat there squinting down at him through the slats of the Venetian blind, I smiled, I sipped at a glass of Simpson’s orange juice, but the man didn’t stir. He might at least have got into his cab and turned the meter off.


Calling up taxis to go to other parts of town was fun as well. It was amusing to think of my taxis setting off and driving round the city even though I couldn’t actually watch them myself. I saw them clearly enough in my head, and that was almost as priceless as seeing the real thing. Sometimes I called up ambulances and fire engines as well. Once I phoned the police and said I’d seen a dead man in the nearby paddock. I had to give my name, my address and which school I went to. It was easy, I just made something up. I knew that the police car had to drive past our block to get to the paddock. It passed us after only eight minutes, and two minutes later an ambulance drove past as well. They were my cars.


I’m quite certain all this is recalled reality. The black telephone on the little table in the hall was a constant temptation. Sometimes I’d just plonk myself down on the spindle-backed chair by the hall table and dial a number at random. Until 4 p.m. it was almost invariably women who answered, and when I’d got a woman on the line, I’d disguise my voice and ask, for example, how often she and her husband screwed. I’d ask if she’d screwed with other men too. Or I’d introduce myself as a Customer Consultant for Saba de Luxe. I used to see how long it took the women to hang up. As a rule it was over in a few seconds, but I once talked to a woman for more than half an hour. After that I couldn’t be bothered to go on – there were limits – and I asked something so impertinent that even she had to give up. ‘I’ve never heard the like,’ she exclaimed. No, you certainly haven’t, I thought, as she slammed the phone down. How privileged she’d been to speak to me for more than half an hour!


Sometimes I made up long tales to feed to the women I spoke to. For instance, I might spin a yarn about how Mum and Dad had taken the boat to England and gone off to London, leaving me on my own at home for ten days even though I was only seven. I might add that, now we’d got a fridge, Mum had left me lots of food, but that I couldn’t get anything to eat because I was scared of sharp kitchen knives. Or I might kick off the conversation by saying that my father was away grouse shooting and that my mother was desperately ill in bed, too ill to speak. Provided I gave my name and address, the offers of emergency aid and assistance were limitless. But naturally, I couldn’t divulge such sensitive information. So it was better to say that a little man had made me ring just for fun. ‘He’s only a metre tall and he’s rushing around the flat,’ I might say, ‘and if I don’t do what he says, he’ll beat me with his stick.’


Once my mother complained about the phone bill. She was truly distracted, so I owned up at once. I explained that I often telephoned the lady who spoke the time even though I knew what it was. I said I used to ring the talking clock again and again just because I was bored. I pretended I didn’t know that the voice wasn’t that of a real woman. I said I was trying to get her to answer me and that was why I phoned again and again. By the time I’d finished speaking, my mother had forgiven me. I’d been banking on that. We agreed that from then on I’d limit myself to two calls per day, and it was a promise I kept. I didn’t even regard it as a curb. Now I had to think carefully about who I wanted to talk to. It was even better. Working out who I wanted to phone was almost as entertaining as phoning itself. There was no waste of call units after that.


I’m fifty per cent sure that I once spoke to the Prime Minister, Einar Gerhardsen. But that could as easily be fantasy recall. I am, however, one hundred per cent certain that I rang the Nora factory and complained about buying a bottle of pop that tasted of vinegar. I know this for a fact, because several days later a whole case of the stuff arrived on our doorstep. I told my mother I’d won it in a competition at the shop. She asked lots of questions, which was good, because I had to make up answers all the time. I think my mother liked this kind of intelligent conversation too. She wouldn’t let it drop until she was absolutely convinced I was telling the truth.


On one particular occasion I had an interesting conversation with King Olav. We agreed to take a long skiing trip together as neither of us knew anyone we enjoyed going out with. He told me over the phone that he found being a king boring, and then asked me if I thought it was childish of him to want to buy a gigantic model railway and set it up in the palace ballroom. I said I thought it a marvellous idea provided I was allowed to help him build it. He had to promise it would be a Märklin train set and at least four times the size of the model railway in the Science Museum. I knew that the king was far richer than the Science Museum. I had a steam engine and a Meccano set, but no Märklin model railway.


I’m ninety-nine per cent certain that this business with the king is remembered fantasy. Which doesn’t mean it isn’t true. The model railway that the king and I built at the palace in the weeks that followed, was just as real as the sun and moon. To this day I retain an exact picture of the final layout, I can still see all the tunnels and viaducts, points and sidings. In the end we had more than fifty different locomotives, almost all with lights.


One day the Crown Prince came in and insisted we remove the whole lot because he and his young friends wanted to use the ballroom for a party. The Crown Prince was fifteen years my senior and I respected him deeply, but it did seem unreasonable that he should suddenly start giving the king orders. It was a breach of tradition, if nothing else. When the king and I didn’t agree to clear away the layout immediately, the Crown Prince quickly returned with a large pot of yoghurt which he proceeded to hurl at it. The pot disintegrated, of course, and the yoghurt splattered all over the layout so that it began to resemble a snowy landscape, though it didn’t smell much like a winter walk in the woods. From then on there was no train service at the palace.


*


Because she worked at City Hall, my mother often got free tickets to theatres and cinemas. She was always given two tickets, and since she and my father couldn’t stand the sight of each other, I had to go with her. It meant she didn’t have to track down a baby-sitter. I’d worn out many a baby-sitter.


We always used to dress up to go to the theatre, and my mother would often hold a little fashion parade for my benefit before making up her mind which costume or dress to wear. My mother called me her little escort. It was I who’d take off her coat and hand it to the cloakroom attendant. It was I who’d keep the matches in my jacket pocket and light her cigarettes, and when she found someone to talk to in the interval, it was I who’d stand in the queue to get the drinks. On one occasion I was about to buy a fizzy orange for myself and a Cinzano for my mother, but the woman behind the bar refused to give me the glass of Cinzano even though my mother was winking energetically at her from only a few feet away. The woman said she wasn’t allowed to serve Cinzano to children, so would my mother please come to the bar and collect the drink herself. That made my mother hopping mad. Not many children went to adult plays and my mother knew that the woman behind the bar recognised me.


After we’d been to a theatre or cinema, I always used to tell my mother how the play or film could have been vastly improved. Sometimes I’d say straight out that I thought a play was bad. I never said it was boring, I never thought the theatre was boring. Even a poor play was fun to watch – if nothing else, live people were performing – and if the play was really bad, I was in my element, because then we had masses to talk about on the way home.


My mother didn’t like me saying that a play was bad. I think she’d rather I’d said it was boring.


When we got home from a theatre or cinema, we quite often sat in the kitchen and continued the discussion there. My mother would light candles and make something nice to eat. It might be something quite ordinary like bread with saveloy sausage and pickled gherkins, but my favourite was steak tartare sandwich with raw egg yolk and capers. My mother thought I was too young to like capers – it was something we discussed lots of times – but I believe, deep down, she enjoyed the fact that I had a taste for capers at such a tender age. The only thing she didn’t like was when I said a play was bad, or that such and such a director was awful.


I always read the programme thoroughly – after all, it was written for me – and naturally I knew the names of the principal performers. My mother thought I was taking things a bit far, though, when I got to know the names of all the designers too. But I was her escort, and so she had to accept it. During the performance I might whisper the name of the stage manager to her, at least if anything went wrong during the show.


On one occasion, in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, Nora’s dress fell down – it just slid off right in front of Dr Rank. They were all alone in the drawing room, and Dr Rank’s last line made it extra funny that Nora lost her dress in that particular scene. ‘And what other delights am I to see?’ asked Dr Rank. ‘You’ll see nothing more, because you’re not nice,’ replied Nora. She tore herself away from the doctor and just then her dress fell off. I leant towards mother and whispered the name of the dresser in her ear.


Once when we’d sat far into the night discussing a play, I told my mother that I thought she looked like Jacqueline Kennedy. I believe my mother enjoyed hearing that, and it wasn’t just something I’d hit on to flatter her. I really did think my mother was almost the spitting image of Jacqueline Kennedy.


When I was eleven, my mother and I went to see Chaplin’s film Limelight. Watching that film turned me into an adult. The first time I felt the desire to do things to a girl considerably older than me was when I saw Claire Bloom in the role of the unhappy ballet dancer. The second time was when I watched Audrey Hepburn playing Eliza in My Fair Lady. My mother had got tickets for the Norwegian premiere.


I was particularly fond of Chaplin, not least because of his film music, and especially the well-known theme in Limelight, even though the first few bars were just an inversion of the exposition of Tchaikovsky’s piano concerto in B minor. The melody ‘Smile’ from Modern Times was little better: it was nothing more than a minor key variation of a Russian folk melody. I also suspected Chaplin of stealing some musical ideas from Puccini, who was capable of being just as melodramatic. But it was all to the good that Chaplin had found inspiration in other composers, because I loved both Tchaikovsky and Puccini, and so did my mother. We went to the opera and saw Madam Butterfly. I tried not to cry, but it wasn’t easy. My throat didn’t choke with sobs because Pinkerton leaves Madam Butterfly, or because she kills herself in the end – I knew she was going to do that from the start of act two. It was the music that had me fighting back the tears, right from the moment in the first act when Madam Butterfly comes over the crest of the hill with the great choir of women. I was only twelve at the time, but the picture of all those women with their colourful parasols singing on the path up from Nagasaki, haunts me still.


At home we played La Bohème with Jussi Björling and Victoria de los Angeles on the gramophone, and my mother always began sniffling when Musetta drags in the sick Mimi in act four. Then I’d go into another room, leaving the door open behind me. Not because I wanted to hear my mother crying, but because I was listening to the music. And then I could shed some tears of delight, too.


Before I’d seen Chaplin’s Limelight, Puccini and Tchaikovsky were the only real geniuses I’d encountered. When I was at home by myself, I would play the final movement of the Symphonie Pathétique. It would have been very embarrassing if my mother had found me out. I was big enough to like capers, but even I had to admit that I was a bit young to be in raptures over classical music. I tried to play the music at full volume whilst keeping an ear out for my mother on the stairs. Sometimes the little man would stand by the front door and listen for footsteps down in the lobby.


I had read about Tchaikovsky in the encyclopaedia. He had died of cholera just a few days after he’d given the first performance of the Symphonie Pathétique. His life’s work was complete. After the first performance of the Symphonie Pathétique he no longer bothered to sterilise his drinking water. He’d written his own requiem, and now he had no more tunes left inside him. He was finished with this world. I, too, felt rather finished with the world when the last chords of the Symphonie Pathétique faded away.


Death was something my mother and I never talked about. I never talked to her about girls either. I was just as careful to conceal a Playboy magazine as I’d been to cover up listening to the Symphonie Pathétique.


I was only seven when we saw East of Eden with James Dean as Cal. My mother almost broke down at the end of the film when Cal’s girlfriend has to beg his father to love him. ‘It hurts not to be loved,’ she said. ‘It makes people evil. Show him that you love him. Try! Please!’


Cal’s father hated his son because he thought the boy had taken his mother’s part when she’d left her husband and children and become a steely brothel-keeper. Before he died he did manage a reconciliation with his son. He told him to send the nurse away. ‘I want you to look after me,’ he said. It was the same as saying that he loved his son.


My mother found it hard to speak about that film. I realised she was the one who’d told my father to move out. That wasn’t normal in those days. It was rare for a mother with a small child to throw the father out of their flat.


As I was going to bed that evening, she suggested we ask my father to Sunday lunch. It was all right by me, but nothing came of it, and I wasn’t going to nag her into picking up the phone and inviting him.


I had certain vague, almost dreamlike impressions of things that had happened in the flat before my father left. It is possible to remember the atmosphere of a dream without actually being able to break the dream itself. I knew there was something cold and hard that I was trying to repress, and so well did I consign it to oblivion that I could no longer remember what it was I was trying to forget.


The only thing I recalled about that time was some mysterious things I’d dreamt about a man who was exactly my height, but who was nevertheless a real, grown-up man with a hat and a stick and that, suddenly one morning, he’d appeared in the flat in broad daylight. He’d moved into our flat around the same time my father moved out.
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