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Also by Helene Flood in English translation


The Therapist









And the shark he has his teeth and


There they are for all to see.


And Macheath he has his knife but


No-one knows where it may be.


Bertolt Brecht, The Threepenny Opera









Part I


I promise I won’t disturb you









You asked me about when I met Jørgen. Would you believe me if I said I don’t remember? It must have been some occasion in the garden, or on the stairs, or by the entrance to the house, but I have no memory of it. My son was born just after we moved in, and he was premature. There were so many hospital appointments, so many things to worry about. I’m not saying this to be evasive – I mean it. I quite simply don’t recall.


But I remember the first time I saw him. It must have been the beginning of July, the year we moved in. I’m able to date this so precisely because it was just a few days after Åsmund and I got the keys to the new apartment, a warm summer evening when we were sitting around at home back in our old flat, and I just couldn’t help myself. Simply had to get up and go see the new place, where our new lives would soon begin.


They were sitting out on the patio in the garden when I arrived. You know how the path to the entrance goes straight past it? I looked over at them as I walked by, ready to greet them, but they were eating and paid me no attention. They were five in total, obviously good friends. I came alone, heavily pregnant, huge, and I’d been walking quickly, so I was dripping with sweat. And I didn’t know them. I let myself into the building.


Inside, the apartment was empty. The previous owners had taken all their belongings with them, but their smell still hung in the air. It didn’t smell of us there, you know? When we closed on the apartment it felt as if we had bought our way into a certain lifestyle. Or into a certain social segment. As if we were now just that tiny bit finer than we had been, simply because we owned this place – at this address. But now that it was no longer tastefully furnished, now that my steps echoed between empty walls punctured with holes left by nails, I felt unsure. I can’t explain it any other way than this: I felt as if I was playing dress-up in shoes that were far too big for me.


In the kitchen I went over to the window and looked out at the patio and the people sitting out there, though I didn’t open it, despite the heat. I don’t know. Perhaps I didn’t want to intrude. It looked as if they had just finished eating; a few wine bottles on the table. They were chatting, and I could hear their voices through the closed windows – not what they said, but their tone. They were discussing something or other, fairly intensely, or so it seemed, but the mood was good. Occasionally they broke out into laughter, all five of them. Three men and two women. One of the men I recognised – he was a film-maker who had made a controversial documentary a few years back, about what I couldn’t remember. Refugee policy or integration, something like that. Quite a bit was written about it in the papers. There was something about one of the women, too – I had the feeling I’d seen her on TV. At one of the table’s long sides sat a man and a woman who were obviously a couple. His arm was slung along the back of her chair, and on one of the occasions when everybody laughed she turned towards him, smiling, and wiped something from his cheek. A little later he moved his arm, setting his hand on her lower back as she was leaning across the table to say something. Her hair was long, a deep shade of red, gathered into a thick, elaborate braid that travelled the length of her spine; when she bent forward to speak, it slid off to one side. Her husband – the man sitting next to her – gently put it back. She turned to face him, aware that he had touched her, and continued to speak as she smiled at him. Perhaps she was telling the others about something they had experienced together.


He was sitting with his back to me in a way that made it difficult to see his face, but when he turned in a certain direction, I could see it. He was good-looking, with curly hair that had started to grey. He had prominent cheekbones and a big, charming smile that he clearly used often. I guessed that he was probably in his mid-forties, approaching fifty, perhaps.


That was Jørgen. That was the first time I saw him.


Since they didn’t appear to have noticed me, I just stood there and watched them, these five friends discussing important matters around a dinner table, one summer evening in a garden in Kastanjesvingen.


Then the woman with the braid got up. She took an empty serving platter from the table and made her way over to the paved path that leads to the front door. Halfway down the path she caught sight of me – and no wonder, really. I was standing right in front of the window. Not even trying to hide the fact that I was watching; I was so captivated by them that it hadn’t even occurred to me that I ought to move. She stopped, looking at me. I raised my hand and waved.


She just stood there. She didn’t wave back, and nor did she smile at me – though she didn’t look put out, either. She seemed almost neutral, standing stock-still and considering me. It lasted only a moment, and then she walked on. From where I was standing, I heard her open the front door to the stairwell. I hurried away from the window, fretting at having been caught staring so openly. Felt it deep in my stomach – that I had acted inappropriately, and so felt ashamed.









First Saturday









The trees around me are deciduous, with huge crowns and strong branches. Nothing like the spruce forest that bordered the house where I grew up, and yet I know, in the way dreamers do, that I’m in the forest of my childhood. I know it well, understand how easy it is to disappear in it. You stick to the well-worn paths. But then you take a detour, following the sound of a deer or a glimpse of a lush blueberry patch a little off the trail, and when you turn back, everything has changed. Trees in all directions, dark and silent, layer upon layer. None of them look like the trees I know.


In the dream, I’m searching for someone. At first, I don’t know who it is I’m looking for, but then I realise – it’s my children. Lukas, I shout, breaking into a run. Emma! Before me, the forest opens out into a clearing. It isn’t large, maybe five metres across, but the sun slips between the leaves and it’s light and warm, fresh grass covering the ground. I stop. It’s beautiful here, but my throat tightens. Without me fully understanding why, I am certain that something terrible has happened.


*


Out in the living room the air is still filled with the morning cold. I quietly close the bedroom door behind me, not wanting to wake the others. The room is unfamiliar in the flat dawn light. Perhaps the nightmare has yet to release its grip on my body, because the furniture seems huge and severe; the bookcase looks closed and secretive, and the coffee table is uncharacteristically tidy. My bare feet soak up the chill from the parquet. In the hallway I find my slippers, stuff my feet into them and go out into the kitchen.


It’s surprisingly tidy in here, too. Åsmund and I shared a bottle of wine last night while we watched a film, a fairly mediocre one, although perhaps it got going eventually – I was tired and went to bed halfway through. Åsmund must have tidied up. The red symbol on the dishwasher tells me that it’s finished its cycle, so for once he must have remembered to put it on before he came to bed.


I lean against the kitchen counter. This room is the major selling point of our apartment. This was where they took the photograph that filled the front cover of the brochure we were given when we attended the viewing. The kitchen is large and light-filled, and while the rest of our windows face either the overgrown hillside behind the house or the apartment complex next door, those in the kitchen look out on the garden. In order to make full use of the light, the architect who designed the house at some point in the 1950s made this wall a single long row of windows. We’ve positioned the kitchen table in front of them, and when we sit there, we can see the small garden in its entirety – the patio with its garden furniture, the barren apple tree, the stand for the mailboxes and the white wooden fence. Beyond it is Kastanjesvingen, a little cul-de-sac that ends in a turning circle forty metres or so past our gate. On the other side of the road are detached houses – some of them from the same period as this one, which has been split into four apartments, and some of them newer. Behind them is the hill known as Bakkehaugen, which separates us from the city centre, and although I can’t see it from the kitchen window, I get a warm glow just from knowing that it’s there, behind the hill. That this is where we live, in this quiet cul-de-sac, but with the city so close we can almost touch it.


I take a seat at the table. Sit quiet as a mouse, listening. Is he awake up there? Is he moving around, can I hear him? But no, it’s too early, I know that. I’m probably the only person awake in the entire building. Still, it isn’t completely silent. The soundproofing isn’t good enough – you can hear even the lightest of breezes, the chestnut tree whipping its branches against the living-room window, the creaking of joists and timber whenever a neighbour moves.


Still sleepy, I stretch my body. I slept so heavily last night – I didn’t even hear Lukas when he came into our room. Waking blind and afraid from my nightmare, I flicked open my eyes and saw his dishevelled head, his little hand beside mine. Tiny fingers with dirt under the nails; a green plaster around an invisible wound on his index finger. I felt so relieved, surfacing from the dream – he was there, everything was fine. I brushed his fringe aside. When had he come in?


Across the street, I see Hoffmo emerge from his brown-painted house. He stands on his front step and looks around, like a petty king surveying his kingdom. Then he sets his hands on either side of his big stomach and stretches, rolling his hips first one way and then the other, his belly quivering in front of him. He’ll be heading out for a run, because that’s what he’s like – over seventy and still running twice a week, whatever the weather. His blue tracksuit with its white stripe down each leg is a relic of the seventies and makes his silhouette even more comical, but there’s something about Hoffmo – a kind of natural authority – that stops people laughing at him. The two of us get along well.


“Done any running lately?” he tends to shout over his fence whenever he sees me. “Exercise is good for the brain, you know, Prytz. Healthy body, healthy mind.”


We address each other by our surnames – it’s a kind of joke. I watch as he bends forward and touches the ground. He’s not doing too badly on the flexibility front, I think, for a man of his age and his size. He straightens up, stretches, ready to run. I lift a hand and wave to him from my window, but he doesn’t see me.


*


I can hear him even before he reaches the kitchen, his tiny, quick feet slapping against the floor. Lukas grabs hold of me and clambers up into my lap, leaning his head against my shoulder and closing his eyes. He could easily fall asleep there, I know – he can sleep anywhere. Part of me would like that, to just sit here in peace and quiet with a sleeping child on my lap.


“Lukas,” I say. “Did you come into our bedroom all by yourself last night?”


He opens his eyes, looks up at me.


“Yes,” he says, but hesitantly – like it’s a question: Yes? Did I?


“I didn’t hear you,” I say.


This he doesn’t deign to answer. He sets his head back against my shoulder and closes his eyes. I breathe deeply, listening for signs of life in the apartment above. Lukas opens his eyes again.


“Mamma,” he says. “Can we find my big tyrannosaurus?”


I stand up to see Hoffmo jogging down his drive with short, light steps. As he reaches his gate and opens it, he catches sight of me, raises a hand and waves. I lift my own to give him a kind of military salute for his efforts and see him chuckle, his laughter rumbling through his big body.









After breakfast we dress and get ourselves ready for the day, which is going to be a hectic one. The plans were made long ago – all we have to do is follow them. This is the way every weekend will be now, right up until December. Sometimes I feel like we’re rats on a wheel, we hurry from one appointment to the next in an uphill struggle that never ends. A few years ago I dreamed of renting out the apartment, taking all our savings and buying four plane tickets to Vietnam. Settling there and running a little hotel on the beach. Living life in the now and having time for each other, for the kids. Watching the days come and go – not racing to beat the clock, to make it to activities on time, to get everything done before diving into bed and recharging our batteries so we can do it all over again the next day, but able to really check in with ourselves. To live authentically, in touch with nature. I no longer think this way. On the beach in Vietnam we’d have other problems. We’d worry about whether our hotel was bringing in enough money; the guests would be dissatisfied with this, that and the other; there would be floods or drought; the plumbing would be old and the cost of replacing it too great, and so on.


Åsmund digs out a T-shirt from the pile in the corner. I make the bed as I tell him about my dream. I no longer remember the details – I was looking for something, I was afraid. I must have been dead to the world, I say, because when Lukas came and got into bed with us, I didn’t even wake up.


“We ought to start weaning him off that,” Åsmund says, fastening the strap of his watch around his wrist. “He’s old enough to sleep alone.”


“He’s only four,” I say.


“Emma slept all the way through in her own bed when she was four,” Åsmund continues. “And all the sleeping during the day, Rikke – he needs to stop that. He’s too big to need a mid-morning nap.”


“Yeah, well,” I say, not wanting to discuss it any further.


Lukas is my miracle baby – he was born almost two months premature. We were moving into this apartment when he arrived; I was in the process of unpacking cups and plates from boxes when the biting pain in my belly and back took hold. Åsmund was off somewhere picking up new furniture, Emma was with her grandmother, and I stood there before the empty kitchen cabinets, thinking: Have I overdone it with all the lifting and carrying? Have I overexerted myself? Maybe I should sit down for a minute?


When I finally left for the hospital, it was almost too late. I called Åsmund as I waited for the taxi; he jumped straight in the car and only just made it. The baby was taken from me the moment he was born – he had to be tested, measured, weighed, time was of the essence, and some information must have been lost in all the urgency, or perhaps I was so groggy after the birth that I didn’t quite catch it, because I wasn’t sure if everything was alright – was he alive, or not? They disappeared with him, and I turned to Åsmund and said:


“Are we parents again?”


Åsmund was crying – it’s how he is, he can’t help it, the tears just leak out of him at weddings and christenings. Then a doctor came in, her brow wrinkled and her lips pursed. I saw all this and thought: The baby is dead. Felt the terror first as a punch to the gut before it spread to my arms and legs, possessing my body. The doctor wasn’t aware of this, and nor was Åsmund, but in the seconds it took for her to tell us that everything looked fine – the baby was small but strong, there would be a lot of tests and we might require follow-ups at the hospital going forward, but there was every reason to believe that everything was going to be okay – in those seconds I was certain that I’d lost him. It was a reality for me. And when I realised that I hadn’t lost him after all, or in all likelihood hadn’t lost him, at least, the relief was so great that all the rest of it – the risk of asthma and ADHD and problematic lung infections – was immaterial to me. I’ve returned to that moment again and again. I still do. My miracle baby. In some true sense, he’s a bonus. I really did lose him. But I got him back.


*


“Okay, I’m ready,” Åsmund says.


He’s wearing a Lycra cycling suit, which is black with fluorescent yellow go-faster stripes. While I take Emma to her school play rehearsal and then go for coffee with my sister, he’s going to take Lukas and ride out to Bærum to visit a friend. On the e-bike, of course, but he’s dressed as if for a training session. He’s gained a bit of weight in recent years. There’s nothing unusual about it, it’s just how it is. His friends have put on weight, too. Something happened in their mid-thirties. It left physical traces.


“What is it?” he asks.


“What?”


“You’re looking at me?”


I smile.


“The Lycra,” I say.


“Oh, that,” he says. “Too tight? Is it embarrassing?”


“No, no. Very professional.”


He winks at me.


“Tour de Tåsen, baby,” he says, and goes out into the living room.


I can hear him out there, lifting Lukas into the air and roaring. Lukas laughs. My conscience stabs me in the gut, sharp and painful. There he goes – the father of my children. The man I have promised to love and honour. I quickly finish making the bed, then pick up the dirty clothes from the floor. Up in Jørgen’s place, it’s still completely silent.









“But at any rate,” Lea’s mother says to Saga’s mum, “it’s incredibly unpleasant, the whole thing.”


“Ugh,” Saga’s mother says with a frown.


I’m standing with my back against a pillar beside the fabric-covered gymnastics ladder, listening to them as I consider the stage. It’s empty, for the moment. The actors – if they can be called that – are shuffling between the front row of seats and the back room, where two mothers from the costume group are taking their measurements. I was back there just now, hoping to talk to Emma, but she was standing with a group of friends and didn’t want to acknowledge me. One of the girls was being measured, and one of the costume mothers, armed with a measuring tape and safety pins, had said to her, now let’s see, what size do you take? The girl had turned red and mumbled something in a low voice; Emma and the two other friends had laughed. I had looked over at my daughter. She’s tall and slim, without so much as a hint of womanly curves – the way they are, these kids – but the friend having her measurements taken has already filled out a little at the chest and hips. With nothing else to do back there, I returned to the hall.


The mothers I can overhear are from the school activities group. I haven’t really got to know them yet. Saga is one of Emma’s new friends, and her mother is a journalist for one of the big newspapers, I see her photograph next to articles from time to time. Not so long ago she wrote a somewhat personal piece about body image pressure, and how quickly girls grow up these days. Lea’s mother is a stay-at-home mum – apparently by choice, because she has a master’s degree from a prestigious university in the UK. When school started in August, she and her husband invited all the girls in the year over to their house. They live in a villa, high up the hillside in Tåsen. I went there to collect Emma and tried not to be impressed by the huge house, the neatly cultivated front garden.


“From what I’ve heard, the poor cat was almost turned inside out,” she says, this housewife with the master’s degree. “Its innards were spread all over, and the rest of it – the skin and bones, from what I gather – were strung up on the wrought-iron fence.”


“Just awful,” the other mother says.


“The boy who found it was only young, poor thing. Just ten or eleven, I think. And the poor twin girls who owned the cat – well, apparently they’re devastated. They’re in the same class as my youngest – their mother said she had to keep them home from school for a couple of days. You know how they are, they get so attached to pets at that age, and it’s one thing if they disappear or die of natural causes, but when they’re killed like that . . .”


“Poor kids,” says Saga’s mum.


I lean my head back against the pillar. I will not be dragged into this. I will just let it lie.


By now the young actors have arranged themselves onstage, ready to begin. Emma and her friends are standing in a cluster on the right, and on the sofa at centre stage sits the ninth grader playing Mack the Knife, along with a couple of other boys in leading roles. The director is speaking to them from the front row, explaining how he wants them to approach the scene. The girls aren’t paying attention. Emma says something, but I’m standing too far away to hear what. The four friends around her laugh in unison. There’s something affected about it, I think. As if they’re laughing on cue, without thinking about whether what they’ve just heard is funny or not.


“And you know,” the housewife says, “it isn’t the first time it’s happened, either.”


“No, exactly,” says Saga’s mother. “There were the incidents this spring, too.”


“Yes!” the housewife says. “First they found one in Godalsparken, and then in a garden in lower Tåsen. He hung it from a tree, you know – with a noose and everything, as if from a gallows. Luckily, it was an adult who found it.”


“Well, that’s the worst thing about all this, isn’t it?” Saga’s mother agrees. “How it’s affecting the children.”


“Of course – they might be traumatised,” the housewife says.


They’re quiet for a moment. As if savouring the seriousness of the situation, allowing the unease to build up.


Down in the front row the director has finished speaking with the boys. He doesn’t go over to the girls, just shouts at them: “Remember to stay present, okay?” He’s a fairly young man, tall and thin, with thick, dark-brown hair and the kind of horn-rimmed glasses men in their twenties wear when they want to let everyone know how creative they are. Apparently, the school employed him just before the summer. He introduced himself at the parents’ meeting in August – his name is Gard. He’s a recent graduate, and he wants to work with young people because he believes that it’s precisely at this point in life that one is most open to impulses and ideas. He wants to introduce his students to world literature. Their first play would be The Threepenny Opera by Bertolt Brecht – nobody could accuse him of not aiming high enough. Drama is just an optional subject, but Gard argued his case well and managed to borrow a few hours’ rehearsal time from the German, Norwegian and music teachers. This arrangement brought about a surge in recruits, and Emma, who had never shown much interest in the theatre, applied for a part when she realised she would get to spend her time standing around onstage instead of conjugating German verbs.


“Are we ready?” Gard shouts, running a hand through his thick fringe. “Yes – this is where the music will come in, but since Merete isn’t here today, we’ll have to do it without. I’ll just mark it – one, two and ta-ram-tam-tam-tam.”


He has an impressively deep voice for someone with such an ungainly appearance. Still, his humming is no replacement for Merete’s deep, suggestive piano chords, which usually attend the scene. The housewife appears to agree:


“Is Merete not here?”


“She’s taken Filippa on a camping trip, apparently,” Saga’s mother says. “And you know, Jørgen isn’t very interested in the theatre.”


“A camping trip?” says the housewife, raising an eyebrow. “When there’s a rehearsal?”


Don’t the rest of us also have things we’d rather be doing on a Saturday, that eyebrow says. Do we really want to be standing here in this sports hall that still smells of sweat, even now that the stage curtains have been hung along the walls? Don’t we have cabins that need to be closed for the summer or opened for the winter, don’t we have gardens to tend to, houses to maintain, skis that need to be prepped well before the season begins?


I say nothing. Emma is going back to Saga’s house after the rehearsal because I’m going to grab a coffee with my sister. I’m about to sneak out in an hour. I really am no better than that.


*


In the front row sits Nina Sparre, the deputy head teacher and our neighbour across the hall. I can see her small head with its close-cropped hair nodding quickly up and down, as if her neck were a coiled spring. What is she doing here, I wonder – why is she spending her Saturdays attending these rehearsals? Presumably she’s here on behalf of the school administration. She stretches her skinny bird’s neck, and even though I can only see the back of her head, I can imagine how she’s scrutinising her surroundings with eyes that dart from one person to the next, as if she prides herself on ensuring no detail evades her.


“Ugh, I just can’t stop thinking about those cats,” Saga’s mother says. Then she turns to address me: “Wasn’t one of them found down by your place, Rikke?”


“No,” I say quickly. “No, it was in Hauges vei. Quite far down, too.”


She nods. The stay-at-home mum gives me a sceptical look. In my opinion the neighbourhood has taken these incidents – the cats that have been found killed – far too seriously. Of course it sends a shiver down your spine, and I understand that it affects people, but this collective panic is way out of proportion. All this casual throwing around of big words like evil, traumatising, criminal activity. The police have even been called.


“You know,” says the housewife, “it could happen anywhere in Tåsen. Once this kind of psycho gets going, nobody in the neighbourhood is safe.”


Both their faces are deeply creased with concern.


“I mean, who knows what goes on in the head of a person who would do something like that?” Saga’s mother whispers.


I can no longer bite my tongue.


“But isn’t all the speculation getting a bit out of hand, too?” I ask.


They look at me.


“Of course, people are afraid when something like this happens in the local community,” I say. “But then, in some ways it ends up being depicted as worse than it really is.”


“That animal was tortured,” the housewife says, a touch defensively. “And no cat falls onto a wrought-iron fence like that – the police said so themselves.”


“I’m sure it looked terrible,” I say. “But this talk of – what did you call it? – this evil at the root of it all, is a bit much, don’t you think? I wouldn’t be surprised if it was just some kids who found a dead cat and decided to have a bit of fun.”


This last part I try to say cheerfully, as if to lift the mood, but I can hear that I’m way off the mark. I’m being too brusque, too pompous, writing off what they have to say and discrediting their fears. I’m right, of course – or at least, I think I am. But I don’t express myself in the right way – make a mess of it. They consider me. This will be remembered. I take a breath, wanting to say more, but before I get that far a dad in worn jeans appears, a glue gun stuffed into his belt.


“The pizzas are here,” he says.


The housewife slings her handbag over her shoulder and follows him out. Her gym leggings seem sprayed on to her body; she’s nothing but skin and bone.









It turns out my sister can’t meet up after all. I lean my back against the pillar as I read her text message. Something important has come up, she has to sort it out. Beside me stands Saga’s mother, immersed in the contents of her own phone. We’ve agreed that Emma will go home with Saga after the rehearsal. Åsmund and Lukas won’t be back for several hours. I’ll have the apartment to myself.


And Jørgen will be alone upstairs. He messaged me yesterday morning to tell me that Merete and Filippa will be gone until Sunday and that he’ll be home all weekend, writing. There was a hint of an invitation in his words, but I ignored it. Good luck with the writing, was all I wrote in reply. Left it at that.


*


Up onstage, Peachum pulls the proverbial strings and gets Mack the Knife arrested. The director has already lectured the kids on the moral aspects of the play, I’ve heard him at several rehearsals: Mack the Knife commits terrible misdeeds without the others so much as batting an eye, but when he seduces Peachum’s daughter Polly – which is perfectly legal – Peachum declares that Mack the Knife must die. Can we understand Peachum’s indignation, with Mack the Knife being the person he is, the director asked rhetorically – or does he become the play’s villain when he snitches on Mack the Knife, in effect sentencing him to death? So far the young actors haven’t had very much to say about this – they’re more concerned with the costumes and who’s going to snog who onstage.


The girls have stepped down to sit in the audience. Emma fixes her hair with quick, practised hand movements – there’s something grown-up about this gesture, I think, something feminine. Her hair is blonde, like mine. People often tell us that we look alike. I see her cast a glance over her shoulder. Maybe she’s looking for me, because her gaze slides across the pillar I’m standing against and meets mine. I smile at her. Something moves in her face, the slightest admission that she has seen me. Then she turns back around, and all I can see is her neck, taut and strong, her blonde hair wound into a knot above it.


“I’m not a criminal,” says Peachum from the stage, affecting a high-pitched, unpleasant tone – it sends a shudder through me. “I’m just a poor man, Brown.”


This is the scene in which Peachum justifies his betrayal, and the boy playing the part can really act. There’s movement in the second row; Emma and one of her friends are giggling. Onstage, Peachum quickly turns in their direction. Maybe he thinks they’re laughing at him. The director shouts cut.


“Now they’ll have to do it all again,” Saga’s mother sighs in my direction.


“Looks like it,” I answer, hoping this means that amiability has been re-established between us.


I won’t send Jørgen a message. That’s what I’m thinking. No, I’ll spend these hours I now have at my disposal on myself. Go for a walk, perhaps. Read a book. I’m looking forward to it already as I stand there, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. Can I go now, or is it too early? How would it look?


*


“Yes,” the director says. “Now it’s actually time for Filippa’s song, but, well, she’s not here, so I’m not sure whether it’s worth bothering with this scene today.”


There is some discussion up at the front. Nina Sparre leans forward and says something to the director; he nods sceptically at what she says. Peachum grins out into the hall – at someone standing behind me, is the impression I get – and when I turn my head, I see Simen Sparre making some gesture in the direction of the stage.


“Hi,” I say.


Simen shifts his gaze to me, smiles amiably and says hello.


“Back to visit your old stomping ground?”


He completed his final year at Bakkehaugen last year; he now attends a sixth-form college in the city.


“I’m helping out with the play,” he says. “Rigging up the lights and the sound system, that sort of thing.”


He’s a rather attractive boy, I think, although he hasn’t reached his full potential just yet, and probably isn’t the most popular in his class. He’s still wearing awkward khaki trousers, and he has acne and an uneven shave. But he’s a late bloomer. Give him a few years and the girls will be flocking to him.


“That’s nice,” I say. “A favour for Nina?”


He turns to face the stage and, with a hint of defensiveness in his voice, says:


“I’m getting paid for it.”


For a minute or two we stand wordlessly beside each other, looking up at the stage. Simen is possibly assessing the lighting, or perhaps waiting to be given something to do. Up at the front his mother is still deep in conversation with the patient director, but Simen isn’t looking at her – it’s as if he doesn’t even know her. When I see them together, in the garden or in the stairwell or on the street, he’s often silent, it strikes me, while Nina is always talkative. His father runs a kind of staffing agency, if I’ve understood correctly. He earns big money and is loud and burly, and on occasion says rude things under the guise of speaking one’s mind and saying it as it is. Simen is seventeen, and – perhaps as an act of rebellion against his father – he’s exquisitely polite.


Just as Nina seems to have said all she wanted to say, and the director shouts something to the students on the stage, Simen sticks his hands in his pockets, says goodbye, and crosses the floor. Peachum watches him disappear between the two stage curtains that cover the exit. I let thirty seconds pass before I pick up my jacket and turn to Saga’s mother.


“I have to dash off now,” I say. “Could you maybe send Emma home around six?”









There’s a light on in the kitchen up in Jørgen’s apartment. I stop outside the main door to the house and let my gaze slide over the facade, as if I’m just surveying my home, not looking for him. There is something archly Norwegian about this building, as if it is the bearer of real values: equal opportunities, growth, freedom and progress. Built in the 1950s, it oozes social democratic housing policies and post-war optimism. Since then, neo-liberalism has swept through the neighbourhood, and the apartments in our building and all the other converted houses have been expanded to include the loft above or cellar below; they’ve been done up and improved in the most exclusive fashion, but they still look frugal and modest when viewed from the outside, an earlier time’s moderation a flattering mask that conceals the excesses within. I take a deep breath. The garden is empty. The windows are dark – most of the building’s occupants must be out. And yet there’s a light on in Jørgen’s place. Not that this means anything.


The front door that opens on to the stairwell is large and modern, in sharp contrast to the building’s modest exterior. They put it in just a year ago, and the board of the housing cooperative, led by the enterprising Nina, went for a coal-black colossus with a hardwood veneer.


“It looks as if it belongs in a high-security prison,” I said to Åsmund when it was being installed.


Åsmund, who in a moment of weakness had let Nina pressure him into taking a role on the board, simply shrugged.


“You know, she decided right there and then, the moment it was presented at the board meeting,” he said. “Surely it’s a good thing? It’s very secure, apparently.”


Where this collective paranoia came from I have no idea, because this was before the neighbourhood’s cats began to disappear. The modern door has no keyhole, and has to be opened using a keypad. Each apartment has its own unique code, which is to be changed at regular intervals – how regular would of course be up to each individual household, Nina told me when she collared me on the stairs one Tuesday afternoon, but she and Svein would be changing theirs once a month.


“That’s the best thing, Rikke,” she said. “Make it a habit. The first of every month. Put it in your calendar.”


Åsmund and I still haven’t changed the code, and as I enter it now, it’s the same one we decided on when the door was first installed a year ago. 1812. The date of our first kiss. That’s how sentimental we are. Or at least how sentimental Åsmund is – he submitted the form specifying the code we wanted.


Inside, the stairwell is empty and silent. On the noticeboard beside the front door hangs the list of communal tasks that need to be completed this autumn. Nina pinned it up a few weeks ago – and it’s extensive. Fences need painting, roots pulling up; the lawn needs to be weeded and stones cleared away. There’s lots that needs doing, it says at the bottom, but if we all pitch in, it’ll be child’s play! She’s even thrown a smiley face on the end for good measure. I haven’t signed up for anything, and neither has Åsmund. I walk past the noticeboard and let myself into our apartment. Lean my back against the door frame. The others won’t be home for several hours. It smells of family life – food and jackets and a hint of rubbish long overdue being taken out. The hours lie open before me.


*


I don’t sit down. The book I’m currently reading is on the coffee table in the living room, and in the kitchen the newspaper still lies open from this morning, but I can’t settle. I think about tidying up a bit, making an effort for my family.


Above me there is complete silence. Not a sound. Isn’t that a little strange? The light was on, and he said he’d be home. It’s ten past one in the afternoon. I’m not going to send a message to check if he’s there. And I’m certainly not going to ask whether he still wants me to drop by. The dirty dishes from breakfast are still on the kitchen counter; I decide to put them in the dishwasher. The milk on the breakfast cereal has congealed; the grains have swollen during the hours they’ve sat there, and turned into porridge. I scrape out the half empty bowls, one after the other. Anyway, what Jørgen does is none of my business. When the scraped-clean bowls are all in the dishwasher, I look around. The place is actually fairly tidy. Perhaps I could just as well go take a walk.


*


I manage to resist for half an hour before I message him. I feel a little ashamed as I type the words, because I knew that I was going to do it all along, of course I did, it was obvious the moment my sister cancelled, and there’s something so depressing about this act I’ve put on for myself – the tidying up, the book I told myself I might read.


Jørgen doesn’t answer. It doesn’t even look like he’s read the message.


I empty out the children’s backpacks from yesterday – Åsmund said he’d do it, but he’s forgotten. I put their shoes in the hallway, together in their inevitable couplings, the one no good without the other. I gather up Lukas’s toys. Now there really is nothing to do, and my phone is just as silent.


But he is home. The light is on. Perhaps he’s so engrossed in his work that he’s forgotten time and space – it’s happened before. Maybe it hasn’t occurred to him to check his phone.


Of course, I could just go up there. Simply knock on the door and say hi. Ask whether he still has time, as he told me he would in the message he sent me yesterday. I don’t have to wait for him to answer – that’s what’s so good about being neighbours. Encouraged by this idea I straighten the cushions on the sofa, put the iPad away, and flick through the letters on the chest of drawers in the hallway. He still hasn’t answered. It’s been an hour, and we don’t exactly have all the time in the world either, so I leave the apartment and go upstairs.









On the upstairs landing there are two doors, one to Merete and Jørgen’s apartment and one to Saman and Jamila’s. On Merete and Jørgen’s doormat are the words THIS IS A GREEN HOME. A brass plate engraved with the name TANGEN has been screwed to the door. Now that I’m here, I hesitate. Am I being overbearing? Is this too much, too intrusive? This is the downside of being neighbours – and we’ve spoken about it, Jørgen and I. The need for space. The need for discretion. It’s not just us who are neighbours. Our families are, too.


I’m on the verge of withdrawing, of going back down to my own apartment. I look back down the stairs, at the window where they make a U-turn. That would probably be wise. It might even let me feel that I’d been good, that I’d resisted temptation – coming so far, but then leaving well alone. But on the other hand . . . I hesitate. Stand there, ready to go either way. It’s so thrilling, that feeling you get when you’ve decided to do something wrong. Weightless and fluid – the sense that anything could happen. My encounters with Jørgen happen somewhere outside the rat race. He has the ability to suspend time, to take me out of what feels like an inevitable progression: you have children, they grow, you take care of them, they transition from nursery to school, you plan holidays, your finances, they start secondary school, you save for your pension and think about what you want out of life, they go to sixth-form college, you worry about whether they’re going to come home at night, you wonder what will become of them, they move out, you tell your partner that it’s also nice to have a bit more space, you support them financially, try to hold on to them as they try to pull away, and then you’re old, it won’t be long till you retire – if you’ve saved up enough, that is – and then working life is over, your children have children, and you make all these plans, you travel, go on cabin trips with friends, look after the grandchildren, as if all these plans are life itself, as if the idea is to tick off as many things as possible before you die or end up in a nursing home. Oh, I know, I know – this is an oversimplification, a caricature. There are moments of happiness, of course. Sunsets on the veranda with a glass of white wine, the children asleep on Christmas Eve, or the everyday joy of seeing the chestnut tree down at the end of the road covered in yellow and orange leaves as you cycle home from work one day in early autumn. But even these moments are marked by the time that is passing, nothing but breathless attempts to stop and be present and catch your breath. With Jørgen, this unending, inevitable chain is temporarily broken. We meet on the outside. And who can resist making time disappear, even if only for a moment?


I knock on the door, my knuckles striking the wood. It’s silent inside the apartment. I wait, listening for his footsteps. Maybe it’s taking him a moment to pull himself away – he’s in the middle of a thought, he has to rouse himself from it to come to the door. I give him time. But nothing. I knock again – hard, heavy raps. Wait. Still nothing; only silence.


Is he out? But the light. And he said that he’d be here today. I’ll be alone up here all weekend, he wrote, if you find you do have time after all. I stand there. What do I do now? I hadn’t expected this. I turn back towards the stairs. I suppose I’d better go back down to my own apartment, then; let the opportunity pass.


On the landing windowsill there’s a small flowerpot with a painted-leaf begonia in it. An especially hardy begonia, it seems, because despite receiving scant attention it’s hanging on, making it through the cold winters and dry, hot summers. Everybody in the building knows that down there, beneath the plastic inner pot at the bottom of the ceramic decorative one, lies a key to Jørgen and Merete’s apartment. We’ve all watered plants for them, brought in their post, checked something or other for them while they’ve been away. What if Jørgen is sitting there with his headphones on? I can just imagine him in his study, lost in thought in front of his computer, concentrating deeply on whatever he’s doing – as is so often the case. Miles away, watching YouTube videos, perhaps – of Taliban soldiers, or lectures in recent Afghan history from Harvard or Oxford, talks by the world’s leading experts streamed right here, to Jørgen’s computer in Kastanjesvingen. It would be hard to hear someone knocking over the headphones. Even more difficult over the voice of professor such-and-such with a PhD in geopolitics.


I feel under the flowerpot and find the key. It isn’t on a key ring, there’s no decoration attached to it. It’s all alone, a lonely piece of metal in a ceramic plant pot. I squeeze it hard in my hand – it’s damp from the soil – and then I go back up the stairs, to Jørgen’s door. Insert the key into the lock and turn it. The door floats open, and I go in.


*


Inside, the apartment is quiet. It smells clean, alongside some other faint but clear fragrance, something pleasant. The way the forest smells after the rain. I stand in the hallway and look into the living room. See Merete’s shiny grand piano, its lid open as if gaping at something. The sofa with its cream woollen fabric, the bookshelf made from tropical hardwood. The door to the study is closed. That must be where he is, but I stop. My feet refuse to budge from the hallway floor. My gut tells me that something isn’t right.


The living room is empty – it looks abandoned, somehow. It’s almost sinister how clean and tidy it is. All I have to do is open my mouth, call out to Jørgen. Just lift a foot and walk into the room; go over to the door to his study and open it. But I don’t move. This faint hint of something in the air. My breathing is quick and shallow. My gaze jumps here and there, from the neatly arranged sofa cushions to the rug that lies there on the floor without a wrinkle, to a strip of light from the kitchen that falls across the living room wall. To the closed door to the study. Something in here is dangerous. I can’t put my finger on it, I don’t know what it is, all I know is I have to get out, get away, but I’m unable to move. One second passes, then two, and I just stand there breathing hard, looking from one thing to the next, sniffing the air. Then I tug myself free. Take the two steps out of the apartment in one and slam the door behind me. Try to keep my hand steady enough to get the key in and lock the door; it takes a few attempts before I manage it. I try to calm my breathing, tell myself there’s nothing to be afraid of, I’m getting myself all worked up over nothing. I put the key in my pocket and am about to turn and hurry down the stairs when I hear the sound of a throat being cleared behind me.


*


In the doorway opposite stands Saman.


“Hi,” he says.


“Hi,” I say, my voice weak, nothing but air.


He looks at me, and I try to pull myself together. Swallow several times. What will he believe? I’m panting as if I’ve been running. He might have seen me come out and lock the door, too – no, I don’t think so, but I can’t rule it out, and at the very least he’s seen that I’m here, while Jørgen is home alone. I clear my own throat a couple of times, attempting to regain my composure.


“I was just,” I say – I’m still shaking, my hands, my voice – it’s so hard to think. “I just wanted to borrow something. Eggs. I’m baking, and we’ve run out. I should have checked, but I didn’t think . . .”


I’ve forgotten to breathe, and now I draw in air as I swallow – it catches in my throat. I cough once, twice, and swallow again.


“. . . didn’t think of it before I started,” I say. “So I was just wondering if I could borrow some. But there was nobody home.”


Saman nods.


“Merete’s away, apparently,” he says.


Clearly everybody knows – that’s how things are around here. Go out for an evening, and the next day the neighbours ask if you had a good time out on the town. Sometimes it’s nice. Others it’s suffocating.


“I can see whether we have any,” says Saman, turning around. “Just a minute.”


He disappears into the apartment leaving the front door ajar, enabling me to peek into his clean, minimalistic space, so modern and stripped down that Jamila could have taken her photographs in there, had she wanted to. I push the key further into my pocket. It’s so small it can’t be seen through my jeans, but I tug my sweater down over it anyway.


Saman returns with two brown eggs, one in each hand.


“Here,” he says.


He passes them to me, and I take them, trying to keep my hands steady. The eggs are cold and round against my palms.


Down in my apartment I sit at the kitchen table. Ten minutes later I hear steps out on the stairs, and from the rhythm of them, quick and precise, I know it’s Saman. After I hear the front door slam, I let seven minutes pass. Then I go out into the stairwell, up onto the landing, and stop in front of the begonia. As I let the key slip gently into the pot, I look out the window, towards the slope next to the house where nothing happens, where the bushes grow wild because nobody bothers to prune them or rake up the dead leaves. Propped against the wall is a ladder. Maybe someone’s decided to wash the green algae from the cladding or noticed a wasps’ nest up in the eaves. Were anyone to see me, standing here like this at the window, it would probably look as if I’m considering the ladder, thinking that someone ought to put it back in the shed before it rusts. By the time I go back downstairs to my own apartment, I’ve almost stopped shaking.









Åsmund comes home at around four-thirty, still wearing his helmet, a slight sheen to his forehead.


“Hey, hey!” he shouts, his voice filling the entire apartment.


I’ve been looking forward to having them back after the eerie disquiet upstairs, which the passing hours have only partly served to dampen. But now Åsmund is here it seems too much – he’s so loud. I force a smile, thrown off balance, though I don’t know why, because there’s no reason for it. There’s nothing I can point to as a trigger for my discomfort in the apartment upstairs. It’s ridiculous. I have to pull myself together. Maybe I drank too much coffee at the rehearsal, or perhaps it is the damn cats after all.


They began disappearing just after Christmas. Cats do that, it’s nothing new, but suddenly three were missing at the same time. Then one more, and yet another. Almost six months passed before the first one was found, and a few weeks later the next one turned up, hanging from a noose in a garden down a side road a little south of Kastanjesvingen. A few more months passed, and while further cats disappeared, no more were found. Until a couple of weeks ago, when Garfield – a Norwegian Forest cat belonging to a family down in the garden city area – was discovered impaled on the fence surrounding the Bakkehaugen farm estate. Talk in the neighbourhood has bubbled and seethed since the first cat was found, fuelled by each subsequent finding. You hear people talking about it on the street, in the supermarket, in their gardens. Everybody has something to contribute: a theory about the motive, or what it means, an observation – whether first-hand or second – to add to the collective narrative, and the loudest among these myriad voices is Hoffmo’s.


A few weeks ago, just after the second cat was found, he rang Nina Sparre’s doorbell with the intention of getting his concerns off his chest. His sonorous voice boomed through the stairwell – Åsmund and I could hear it all the way inside our apartment: This is too much, Nina – you should have taken action on this long ago, why has nothing been done? Nina, chairman of the board of the housing cooperative and self-appointed first protector of the neighbourhood, responded as best she could:


“But surely most important is what the police intend to do, not to mention the urban environment agency. And pets and domestic animals are also the responsibility of the local municipality, and in the first instance the ball is of course in their court at – you know – municipal level.”


“The police?” Hoffmo snorted. “They’re not going to do a damn thing. What are we going to do, Nina?”


“Well, I’ve asked that anyone who has seen anything go to the authorities,” said Nina self-importantly. “It’s for them to deal with now.”


Hoffmo snorted again. He’s another of the neighbourhood’s self-appointed protectors of the realm, and when it comes to doing his duty, the old man is no less dedicated than Nina Sparre. He spent his entire working life in the Norwegian Armed Forces. It must be almost ten years since he retired, but it seems time has in no way diminished his compulsion to act when danger threatens. The danger, in this case, is likely kids trying to act tough, but to hear Hoffmo speak you’d think a hostile government was rattling its sabres.


A few years ago, not long after Åsmund and I moved in, the neighbourhood had been plagued by vandalism. Nothing especially crude or extensive, just a few graffiti tags here and there, but Hoffmo, true to form, took this as an affront. When the police failed to regard these offences with what Hoffmo deemed the necessary seriousness, he took matters into his own hands. He installed cheap little surveillance cameras in the playground and along the hedges of Kastanjesvingen, set up a tripwire around his house and patrolled the neighbourhood in the evenings. His campaign wasn’t particularly successful. Half the cameras were stolen or destroyed, his wife was the only person to be caught by the tripwire, and all that came out of his nightly patrols was a detailed overview of which of the good citizens of Kastanjesvingen came home the latest and the most intoxicated. The police were decidedly uninterested in the results of Hoffmo’s campaign, and when word got out that he had been secretly filming the neighbourhood, Hoffmo found himself on the receiving end of the wrath of a lawyer who lived at the end of the road. You can’t just set up cameras and film people on municipal land, the lawyer said, that’s against the law. The argument that followed would have been a prolonged one had Fru Hoffmo not had serious words with her husband, which resulted in Hoffmo reluctantly agreeing to let sleeping dogs lie and to offer up a half-hearted hint of an apology.


“You have to make sacrifices for the sake of domestic peace, you know, Prytz,” he had mumbled when I asked, but otherwise Hoffmo had precious little to say about his campaign and subsequent retreat after the event. It seemed he was almost a little embarrassed by the whole thing.


But the neighbourhood watch campaign was trying for Nina, who felt it was her responsibility to ensure that everything was proceeding as it should in Kastanjesvingen. There’s a gap in the insulation between our apartment and that of the Sparre family, and if we open the kitchen cabinet that hides the boiler, we can hear what’s going on in their kitchen as if it were happening in ours. This isn’t something we do often, but on one of the days after Hoffmo had forced out his apology I opened the cupboard door almost at random and heard Nina rabbiting on at her husband. She was relieved, I could tell, that a sense of harmony had once again settled over the neighbourhood. She said it over and over again. What she said to Svein when the first dead cat turned up, I have no idea, but she did manage to convince the police to come up to Tåsen. They took photographs before clearing away the cat’s corpse and speaking with a few neighbours. Perhaps Nina argued her case well, or maybe they just thought humouring her was the easiest way to get rid of her.


“The police coming out for dead cats,” I said to Åsmund later in the evening, after I’d seen two policemen taking photos at one of the crime scenes. “I’ve seen it all now.”


“I can understand why people feel afraid though, Rikke,” Åsmund said.


At the housing cooperative board meeting, people had started to cry. Åsmund let himself be swayed – he thinks I’m cynical. I think he’s being soft, but I know that I’m alone in viewing the matter this way, so I keep my opinion to myself. I let it slip at the rehearsal today, and I’m regretting it already.


Why does it irritate me so much? That’s a question I don’t have an answer to. My sharpness towards the other mothers surprised me. Am I afraid after all? Have I simply failed to notice it? Is that why I felt such a strong sense of unease just now, up in Jørgen’s apartment? Was that what woke me earlier today, disturbing my dreams and ripping me from sleep at six in the morning?


Jørgen still hasn’t answered my message. It doesn’t even look like he’s seen it. Upstairs, it’s still completely silent.









Lukas is curled up on the sofa, ready for his regular afternoon dose of children’s TV. I’ve just picked up the remote to give it to him when Åsmund shouts from the kitchen:


“Rikke? Why are there two eggs on the counter in here?”


I stop, freezing there in the middle of the room with the remote control in my hand, and think: Damn, I forgot about the eggs. How diligent I’ve been, even standing there on the landing and looking out of the window for a little while after I put the key back in the plant pot so any onlooker would just think I was considering whether or not we could compost the garden waste on the slope – it was all so well thought-through. But I forgot the eggs. I can’t believe it.


“I just borrowed them from Saman,” I say, my voice strained. “I thought I might bake some muffins.”


I tap the remote, pressing the wrong button and putting on the BBC instead; Lukas makes a whining sound of complaint. Behind me I hear Åsmund coming out into the living room.


“We have eggs in the fridge,” he says.


“Oh, we do?” I say, still pressing the remote control and trying to remember which button is the right one. “I didn’t see any.”


Standing there with my back to him, I take a deep breath, down into my belly, and finally find the right button. A cartoon in fun, vivid colours appears on the screen. Behind me, Åsmund gives a little laugh.


“Okay . . . So did you bake any muffins?”


“No,” I say.


I set the remote on the table and turn to face him. He’s leaning against the door frame. He’s showered after his bike ride, and his hair is wet and smooth against his skull.


“I changed my mind,” I say. “It seemed like such a hassle – I don’t know.”


“Okay, I’ll have them, then. We should probably use them, since they’ve been out of the fridge.”


I turn to the four-year-old on the sofa, pass a hand through his messy hair. He twists away from me, his eyes glued to the screen.


“Sure,” I say. “Yes, you eat them.”


Åsmund pushes himself up from the door frame and heads into the kitchen again.


“It’s a shame you decided not to bother,” he says over his shoulder. “I think I’ve earned a muffin after that bike ride.”









On the other hand, I remember the first time I was in their apartment very well. I remember how the scent of it overwhelmed me, it was so pure, so unobtrusive. While our place stank of sick and food and various faint, undesirable odours – bodies, breath, nappies – the air in their apartment was delectable. As if no living or breathing or sweating or digesting took place up there, as if all the humanness had been removed. I remember standing there in their living room and thinking: How on earth do they manage it?


Merete had invited us up. There had been talk of it every now and then over the course of the year we had lived in Kastanjesvingen. We’ll have to have dinner together some time, we had said to each other – we have to get to know each other better. Nevertheless, it had taken us a year. Åsmund and I had Lukas, and there were all the sleepless nights, not to mention doctor’s appointments and hospital visits and tests for one thing and another. He was now eleven months old, and this was the first time since he was born that we’d been out together during the evening. When we knocked on the door, I was wearing the baby monitor on a cord around my neck. Åsmund had laughed and said that the floors were so thin we likely wouldn’t need it.


I don’t know what it was like for you when you entered their apartment for the first time – I’m sure you had more important things to think about than the interior decor. But I was filled with a kind of reverence, as if I had walked into a gallery. The art on the walls. Books about Renaissance painting and modern photography, side by side with professor so-and-so’s account of the conflict in Kashmir, the Weimar Republic, or the political ideas that enabled the Russian Revolution. In the corner by the entrance to the kitchen stood a huge black grand piano, polished to such a shine that you could see yourself in it. I didn’t dare touch it for fear that my fingers would leave greasy prints on its surface. The lid was closed over the keys, but I imagined them, the white and the black lying ready beneath it; I envisaged Merete’s strong, slim fingers manipulating them. All in all, it was an uncommonly beautiful instrument. I couldn’t believe that something so exceptional could be standing in a living room identical to our own.


*


I mentioned this to Merete when we sat down at the table. Jørgen sat opposite me, sporting a soft linen shirt with a couple of buttons open at the neck, more elegant than Åsmund, who was still wearing the crumpled shirt he had worn to work. There was white wine in our glasses, and we ate risotto with scallops and lobster tail.


“It’s a Steinway,” she said. “Not the very best, but more than good enough for my use. I bought it back when I played concerts – I needed it then.”


“You don’t play concerts anymore?” Åsmund asked.


Merete was silent, and for a moment our chewing was all that could be heard, the sound of four adults devouring their food. Then she told us that when she first met Jørgen she was performing a lot, and – if she could be so bold – had a promising career ahead of her. She was young, of course, but on the way up. She worked all the time. Travelled a lot.


“It’s an exhausting life,” she said. “Not easy to combine with having a family. When we decided we wanted children, it became necessary to make some changes.”


Merete had been forced to choose between family life and the career she had dreamed of for years. When she was twenty-one, being a concert pianist had seemed so thrilling, but it’s also desperately hard work, and certainly not as glamorous as you imagine it to be when you’re a schoolgirl and your piano teacher tells you that the sky’s the limit. When it came down to it, the choice had been an easy one to make.


“The real shame,” Merete said, “is that there aren’t very many ways to be a pianist that are family-friendly. I teach a few students, play for a couple of choirs. Every now and then I’m offered more high-profile jobs, but – well. I gave it all up, for the most part.”


She laughed.


“And that’s fine by me. Honestly. I’ve never regretted it.”


Jørgen, who hadn’t said a word as Merete related her story, turned to me.


“And what do you do, Rikke?” he asked.


“I work at a research institute,” I said. “I’m currently leading a project about the cognitive and emotional impulses behind consumer behaviour.”


He leaned forward.


“I see. And what impulses are we talking about?”


“Well,” I said, a little hesitant, as if I didn’t quite trust that his interest was genuine. “Guilt, for one thing.”


“Guilt?”


“Yes. I’m interested in the points of intersection between attitudes and behaviour. The way we often regard something as morally right, and yet do its diametrical opposite. I might think of myself as a good person who cares about the environment, for example, but if I go on a shopping trip to New York for a long weekend, there’s a contradiction, right? The idea is that if you act in a way that you know is harmful to the environment while also viewing yourself as an environmentally conscious person, then it will be quite normal to experience guilt.”


“Like climate shame?”


“Not exactly. Shame and guilt are different emotions, with different functions. Guilt motivates us to repair what we’ve damaged – shame motivates us to hide it.”


Jørgen smiled. One of his front teeth was slightly crooked, leaving a tiny gap between them that gave his smile the appearance of something wily, something astute. When he focused his attention on me, as he did then, it was as if he was inviting me into a warm, friendly bubble that was his alone. Inside it, there was space for thoughts and ideas, the time and willingness to play with hypotheses, to pick them up and turn them in your hands and see where they might lead.


“We propose that guilt carries the seed of change within it,” I said. “That if people feel guilty about something, they’ll also be motivated to remedy it. The first step is to establish the connections. We’re sending out questionnaires to four thousand people. Later, we might be able to perform experiments, too.”


There was a chinking of plates – they clattered against each other as Merete stacked them. The baby monitor on the table lit up bright orange; it crackled, and I jumped. Åsmund put his hand on my arm.


“It’s nothing, Rikke,” he said. “Relax. We’ll hear it if he starts to cry.”


I smiled at Jørgen and withdrew my arm from beneath Åsmund’s hand.


“And you?” Jørgen asked Åsmund. “You work in the public sector, is that right?”


“Yep,” Åsmund said. “IT support at the Directorate for Education and Training.”


He thumped his chest. It was a gesture I’d never seen him make before, and it made him reminiscent of an ape. Merete set a stack of dessert bowls in front of Jørgen. They exchanged a glance, Merete raising her eyebrows meaningfully at her husband. With languid movements, Jørgen picked up the bowls and handed them out.


“And so what does an IT man in the Directorate for Education and Training do?” Jørgen asked.
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