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  Translator’s Note

  All translation is a compromise; there are inevitable losses in bringing a richly woven literary text from its native tongue. It is not the thousands of words that pose the difficulty it is the single words — the tiny words that have been chosen by the author for their resonance, for their resemblance to other words in the language, their interplay with different elements of the text. And that is of supreme importance in the work of Lars Saabye Christensen, where all the strands of the narrative are drawn together and held, intricately and often imperceptibly

  To add to the fluidity of the reading of the novel, I have translated the names of certain Oslo streets. Others have been left in the Norwegian, names that haven’t been envisaged as stumbling blocks, so as to preserve the integrity of the whole “world” of the original.

  A word of explanation has to be given concerning the significance of the moment of Fred’s naming, as this is something that is lost entirely in the translation of that section. The noun fred means “peace” in Norwegian.

  I debated long and hard over the translation of the phenomenon of the “pole” — the state-run liquor store — and finally left the word as nearly intact as possible. In Norwegian it is used as a rather euphemistic abbreviation, and I wanted a sense of this to be conveyed in English. It is also important that the connection is made between the ordinary “pole” and Boletta’s North Pole (the bar she frequents).

  My sincere thanks to Lars himself for his patient cooperation in the completion of this translation, and also to my good friend John Virang in Oslo, whose guidance on the text has proved invaluable on numerous occasions.

  Kenneth Steven


  The Half Brother
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  Prologue

  “Many thanks!”

  I stood on tiptoe, stretched out my arm as far as I could and took back my change from Esther — twenty-five øre from one krone. She bent out through the narrow hatch and laid her wrinkled hand in my golden curls and let it rest there for a while. Not that it was the first time either, so I was beginning to get used to it. Fred had long since turned away, his bag of sugar candy stuffed down into his pocket, and I could tell by the way he was walking that he was furious about something or other. Fred was furious and nothing could have made me more ill at ease. He ground his shoes against the sidewalk and almost seemed to push his way forward, his head low between his tall, sharp shoulders, as if he were struggling against a strong headwind. Yet it was just a still afternoon in May, a Saturday at that, and the skies over Marienlyst were clear and blue and rolled slow as a giant wheel toward the woods behind town. “Has Fred begun to talk again?” whispered Esther. I nodded. “What has he said?” “Nothing.” Esther laughed a little. “Hurry up after your brother. So he doesn’t eat everything.”

  She took her hand from my hair and for a moment smelled it, while I ran on to catch up with Fred — and its this I remember, this is the muscle of memory — not the old woman’s fingers in my curls, but rather my running and running after Fred, my half brother, and it being all but impossible to catch him. I am the little little brother, and I wonder why he’s so furious; I feel the sharpness of my heart in my chest and a warm, raw taste in my mouth, because it’s possible that I bit my tongue when I ran out into the street. I clench my fist around my change, that one warm coin, and I chase after Fred — that narrow, dark shadow amid all the light about us. The clock over at the NRK building is showing eight minutes past three, and Fred has already sat down on the bench by the bushes. I sprint as fast as I can across Church Road; because it’s a Saturday there’s almost no traffic. Only a hearse drives past and all of a sudden breaks down right at the crossroads; the driver, who’s clad entirely in gray, gets out and hammers and hammers on the hood, swearing. And inside the car, in the extended space behind the seats, there’s a white coffin, though it must be empty because nobody gets buried on a Saturday afternoon — the gravediggers are bound to be off, and if there is someone lying there it won’t matter anyway, for the dead have plenty of time. That’s the way I think. I think that way to have something else to think about, and then the gray driver with his black gloves finally gets the car started again and disappears towards Majorstuen. I inhale the heavy stink of exhaust and gasoline, and hurry over the grass, past the tiny pedestrian crossings and traffic lights and sidewalks that have been constructed there, like a city built for dwarves. And once a year we’re brought here to learn the Green Cross Code by tall, uniformed policemen with tight, broad belts. It was there, in the Little City, that I stopped growing. Fred’s sitting on the bench looking away toward something else altogether. I sit beside him and it’s just the two of us now, this Saturday afternoon in May.

  Fred sticks a sharp piece of sugar candy in his mouth and sucks it for a long time; his face bulges and I can see the brown spit beginning to trickle from his lips. His eyes are dark, almost black, and they’re trembling — his eyes are trembling. I’ve seen it all before. He’s silent. The pigeons waddle soundlessly in the dull grass. And I can’t stand it any longer. “What is it?” I ask. Fred swallows and a shudder passes through his thin throat. “I don’t talk with food in my mouth.” Fred stuffs more sugar candy in between his teeth and slowly crushes it. “But why are you so mad?” I whisper. Fred finishes all the sugar candy, crumples up the brown bag and chucks it out onto the sidewalk. A gull swoops down, frightening away the pigeons, scrapes the concrete with a screech and rises toward a lamppost. Fred brushes back his bangs, but they fall down over his forehead again and he leaves them that way. At long last he says something. “What was it you said to that old lady?” “To Esther?” “Who else? Are you on first name terms now, too?” I’m feeling hungry and queasy. I want to lie down in the grass and sleep there, in among the pigeons. “I don’t think I remember what I said.” “Oh, yes you do. If you think about it a bit.” “Honest, Fred. I don’t remember.” “So why is it I remember, then? When you don’t?” “I don’t know, Fred. Is that why you’re mad?” Suddenly he puts his hand on my head. I crumple up. His hand is clenched. “Are you stupid?” he asks. “No. I don’t know, Fred. Be fair. Please.” He lets his fist lie in my curls. “Please? You re very near the edge, Tiny.” “Don’t talk like that. Please.” He glides his fingers down my face and they smell sweet; it’s almost as if he’s rubbing me with glue. “Shall I tell you exactly what you said?” “Yes. Do that. Say it.” Fred leans down toward me. I can’t bear to look him in the eye. “You said many thanks.”

  I was actually relieved. I thought perhaps I’d said something else that was much worse, something I should never have said that had just slipped out, words I didn’t even know — pure crap. I coughed. “Many thanks? Did I say that?” “Yes. You sure as hell said many thanks.” Fred shouted the words, even as we sat there on the same bench, close together. “Many thanks!” he screeched. I didn’t quite see what he was getting at. And now I became even more scared. Soon I would have to go to the bathroom. I held my breath. I wanted so much to do what was right, but I didn’t know what I should answer, since I didn’t know what he meant. Many thanks. And I certainly couldn’t start crying. Then Fred would have gotten even madder, or made fun of me, and that was almost the worst thing possible, that he’d make fun of me. I bent over my knees. “And so?” I whispered. Fred groaned. “And so? I guess you’re dumb all right.” “I’m not, Fred.” “And how do you know that?” I had to think about it. “Mom says so. That I’m not dumb.” Fred was silent for a moment. I didn’t dare look at him. “And what does she say about me then?” “She says the same,” I said quickly. I felt his arm on my shoulder. “You don’t tell your brother fibs,” Fred said, his voice low. “Even if I am only your half brother.” The light around us blinded me. And it was just as if the sun were full of sound; a high, resounding noise from every side. “Is that why you’re so angry with me, Fred?” “What do you mean?” “Because I’m only your half brother?” Fred pointed at my hand, where my change was still lying, a twenty-five øre coin. It was warm and clammy, like a flat candy someone had sucked for ages before spitting out. “Whose is that?” Fred asked. “It’s ours.” Fred nodded several times and I felt all warm with joy. “But you can have it, of course,” I said quickly. I wanted to give him the coin. Fred just sat staring at me. I grew anxious again. “Why on earth do you say many thanks? When you’re getting back money that’s ours?” I drew in my breath. “Just said it.” “Well think before you do the next time, all right?” “Yes,” I breathed. “‘Cause I don’t want a brother who makes a clown of himself. Even though you are only my half brother.” “No,” I whispered. “I won’t do it again.” “Many thanks is a load of crap. Never say many thanks. Understand?” Fred got up and shot a thick, brown clump of spit in a high arc that landed with a crash in the grass in front of us. I saw a flock of ants scrambling toward it. “I’m thirsty,” Fred said. “Sugar candy makes me goddamn thirsty.”

  We went over to Esther’s again, to the kiosk just by Majorstuen Church — the white church where the vicar wouldn’t baptize Fred, and later refused to baptize me too, though that was just because of my name. I positioned myself in front of the hatch, on tiptoe, and Fred leaned against the guttering to one side and lifted his head and nodded, as if we had decided on something monumental. Esther came into view, smiled when she saw it was me, and had to feel my curls one more time. Fred stuck his tongue out as far as he could and pretended to vomit. “And what’s it to be, young sir?” Esther asked. I shook her fingers out of my hair. “Carton of juice. Red.” She looked at me, rather taken aback. “Yes, all right. One red carton of juice it is. Message received loud and clear.” She produced what I’d asked for. Fred stood there, in the shadows, almost blinded by the fierce glare of reflected light from the church wall opposite. Fred just kept staring at me. He didn’t let me out of his sight. He was seeing everything. He was hearing everything. I lay the coin quickly in Esther’s hand and immediately she gave me back five øre. “You’re welcome,” she said. I looked her in the eye. I stood on tiptoe and kept looking at her right in the eye, swallowing several times as the skies rolled still and slow above us, toward the woods, like a giant blue wheel. I pointed at the five øre piece. “That’s ours!” I said loudly. “Just so you know!” Esther almost tumbled out of the narrow window. “Goodness. What’s got into you?” “Nothing to say thanks for.” And Fred took me by the arm and pulled me up Church Road. I gave him the carton of juice. I didn’t want it. He bit a hole in the corner and squeezed it out leaving a red trail behind us. “Not bad,” he said. “You’re coming along.” I was so happy. I wanted to give him the five øre too. “Keep it,” he said. I closed my fingers around the brown coin. I could play heads or tails with it, if anyone wanted to play heads or tails with me.

  “Many thanks,” I said.

  Fred sighed deeply, and I was afraid he’d get mad again. I could have bitten off my tongue. But instead he put his arm around me while he squeezed the last drop from the carton of juice into the gutter. “Do you remember what I told you yesterday?” I nod quickly and barely dare to breathe. “No,” I whisper. “No? Don’t you remember?” I do remember. But I don’t want to. Nor can I forget. I’d rather that Fred hadn’t begun to talk at all. “No, Fred.” “Shall I ask one more time?” “Yes, I do,” I whisper. And Fred smiles. He can’t be mad, not when he smiles like that.

  “Shall I kill your father for you, Barnum?” he asks.

  My name is Barnum.
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  THE LAST MANUSCRIPT
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  The Festival

  Thirteen hours in Berlin and I was already a wreck. The telephone was ringing. I could hear it. It woke me. But I was somewhere else. I was somewhere nearby. I was unplugged. I wasn’t grounded. I had no dial tone, just a heart that went on beating heavily and out of sync. The telephone kept ringing. I opened my eyes, from a flat, im- ageless darkness. Now I could see my hand. It wasn’t a particularly beautiful sight. It came closer. It felt my face, investigating, as if it had woken up with a stranger in bed — attached to another man’s arm. The stubby fingers suddenly made me queasy. I lay there. The phone kept on ringing. I could hear low voices and, now and then, moaning; had someone already answered the telephone for me? But why was it still ringing? Why was there someone else in my room? Had I not gone to bed alone after all? I turned around. I could see that the sounds were coming from the television. Two men were forcing themselves on a woman. She hardly looked enthusiastic, just indifferent. She had a tattoo on one of her bottom cheeks — a butterfly — and the choice of site was unfortunate. Her thighs were covered with bruises. The men were overweight and pale, and they barely had erections, but that didn’t stop them — they grunted loudly as they took her from every possible angle. It looked awkward and lugubrious. The woman’s indifference was for a moment replaced by pain; a grimace twisted her face as one of the men slapped his flaccid cock across her mouth and hit her. My hand left my face. A moment later the picture was gone. If I punched in my room number I could watch twelve more hours of pay-TV. I didn’t want to see any more. I didn’t even remember my room number. I lay sideways across the bed, with my suit jacket half off, probably after an attempt to undress and go to bed properly. I obviously hadn’t gotten far before the bulb went in the innermost cubbyhole in the west wing of my head. Yes, one shoe was lying on the windowsill. Had I actually stood there admiring the view, or had I been thinking of something else altogether? Possible. Impossible. I had no idea. One of my knees was hurting. I found my hand again. I shoved it toward the bedside table and, as it hung there like some sick, wide-spanned bird above a white rat blinking with one single red eye, the phone stopped ringing. The hand flew back home. The quiet washed back and pulled down the tight zipper in my neck, and licked my spine with an iron tongue. I didn’t move for a good while. I had to get myself into water. The green bubble of air had to find calm soon in the capsized flesh, in the hollow of the soul. I could remember nothing. The great eraser had rubbed me out, as on so many occasions before. And the erasers I had already used up were not few. I only remembered what I was called, for who can forget such a name as Barnum? Barnum! Who do these parents really think they are, who condemn their sons and daughters to life sentences behind the iron gates of their own names? Can’t you just change your name, as someone who didn’t know what they were talking about once suggested? But it doesn’t help. A name will pursue you with double the shame if you try to get rid of it. Barnum! For half my life I’d lived with that name. I was on the point of liking it. That was the worst of it. All of a sudden I noticed I was holding something in my other hand, a key card, a plain piece of flat plastic with a number of holes in a particular pattern that one could shove into the door’s cash dispenser to empty the room’s account, so long as it hadn’t been overdrawn by previous occupants who’d left behind only nail clippings under the bed and a hollow in the mattress. I could have been anywhere. A room in Oslo, a room on Røst, a room without a view. My suitcase was standing on the floor — the old, silent suitcase, still not opened, and empty anyway, no applause in it, just a manuscript, some rushed pages. I’d come and gone. That’s me. Come and gone and crawled back again. But I could still read. Over the chair by the window the hotel’s white bathrobe was draped. And on it I could see the hotel’s name. Kempinski. Kempinski! Then I heard the city. I could hear Berlin. I could hear the diggers in the east and the church bells in the west. Slowly I got up. The day was in full swing. It had started without me. And now suddenly I remembered something. I had an appointment. The telephone’s red eye kept blinking. There was a message for me. I didn’t give a damn. Who other than Peder could be calling and leaving messages right now? Of course it would be Peder. He could wait. Peder was good at waiting. I had taught him the art. No one with half a brain had meetings before breakfast on the first morning in Berlin — except Peder, my friend, my partner, my agent — he had appointments before breakfast, because Peder was in charge. It was twenty-eight minutes past twelve. The numbers were illuminated square and green beneath the lifeless TV screen, and became twelve thirty precisely between two irregular heartbeats. I dragged off my clothes, opened the minibar and drank two Jägermeisters. They stayed where they were. I drank one more, and went out to the bathroom and vomited for safety’s sake. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten. The toilet seat seal was unbroken. I hadn’t even been to the bathroom yet. Then I brushed my teeth, slung on the bathrobe, stuck my feet in the hotel’s white slippers, and before going out saw that the telephone’s red eye was still staring at me. But Peder could just wait; that was his job. Peder could waffle on until the room he sat in was on fire.

  I took the elevator down to the swimming pool, borrowed a pair of trunks, drank a beer and one more Jägermeister, then managed three lengths before I was exhausted. I lay down by the side of the pool. Classical music wafted from loudspeakers that I couldn’t see — Bach, of course — synthetic versions, untouched by human hand. A few ladies lay on their backs and floated in tranquillity. They floated in an American way, their arms like wings, and with sunglasses on, sunglasses they constantly had to shove up onto their foreheads to see better, to catch a passing glance. For maybe Robert Downey Jr. himself might walk unevenly along the poolside, or Al Pacino in his platform shoes, or even my old friend Sean Connery — I’d have treated him to a proper drink and caught up on his news. But no one from that level of heaven was in view and I wasn’t much of a pretty sight myself. The ladies flicked their sunglasses down once more and kept themselves afloat with relaxed, blue arms; they were a company of angels with small, inflated stomachs. Suddenly this made me feel so placid, so beat and placid and almost happy. I floated too. I floated in a Norwegian way, with my hands at my sides and my fingers working like shovels to keep my balance, sculling water behind me. Now I was in water. Then angst gripped me — it always came abruptly, even though I knew it would come, in the same way as snow. Angst crept into my tranquillity.

  Had something happened during the night? Was there someone I had to buy flowers for, say sorry to, ask forgiveness from, work for nothing for, or whose feet I had to kiss? No idea. Anything could have happened. I was in the grip of misgivings. I turned over, making waves under the American ladies, clambered up the unsteady steps like some hunchbacked hermaphrodite, and heard a low ripple of laughter passing over the water. At that moment Cliff Richard appeared from the changing rooms, the man himself, wearing a hotel robe and slippers. His hair lay like a plateau on his head, and his face was hale and he held it high. He looked like a mummy who’d fled from the pyramid of the sixties. He’d aged well, in other words, and the ladies out there showed a bit of interest; they breathed like friendly porpoises, even though Cliff wasn’t necessarily at the top of their wish lists. But for me he was more than good enough. He made me actually forget my fear for a moment; by his sheer proximity he gave me a break, just as he did back then, in that life that is our story, my story and Fred’s story, and which I just call that time, when I sat in our room, that time, in Church Road, with my ear fastened to the record player listening to “Livin’ Lovin’ Doll.” While Fred lay dumb on his bed with wide eyes; he hadn’t spoken in twenty-two months, for as long as elephants are pregnant; he hadn’t spoken a single word since the Old One died, and everyone had given up trying to get him to speak, whether it was Mom, Boletta, the teacher, the school dentist, Esther from the kiosk, God or anyone else; nobody got a word out of him, least of all me. But when I lifted the needle to play “Livin’ Lovin’ Doll” for the twentieth time, Fred got up from his bed, ripped it off, went down into the backyard, chucked the gramophone into the garbage and started talking. It took a Cliff to do that. And I wanted to thank him for it. But Sir Cliff Richard just walked past me in a wide arc, sat astride an exercise bike between the mirrors in the corner and pedaled away toward his own reflection, without getting any closer, like a mummy with tennis elbow. And my hand slid over the bar counter and picked up the first thing it came in contact with — gin and tonic — the Real McCoy. Four different clocks showed the time in New York, Buenos Aires, Djakarta and Berlin. I made do with Berlin. Quarter to two. Peder would be sweating now. He’d be making small talk, apologizing, fetching beer and coffee and sandwiches, phoning hotels, searching for me, leaving messages, racing over to the press center and nodding to all those he remembered, bowing to all those he didn’t remember, and leaving his card with all those who didn’t remember him. I could almost hear him saying — Barnum’ll be coming soon, he’s probably just taken a roundabout route, you know how it is, as often as not the best ideas come from the most muddled heads, and I’ve just got the practical imagination to transform them into reality — lets drink to Barnuml Yes, Peder would definitely be sweating by now and it would do him good. I laughed, laughed loudly at the side of the swimming pool in the Kempinski Hotel, while Cliff Richard raced on his bike with the three mirrors and the gazes of the fat American ladies, and just as suddenly as both angst and laughter had hit home so a shadow enveloped me. What was the matter with me? What twisted delight had carried me off, what sort of black humor possessed me? I froze. For a moment I staggered there on the green marble tiles. I sucked that laughter into me. I called it back. This wasn’t the stillness before the storm. This was the stillness that makes cats tremble long before the rain begins to fall.

  I showered and wondered for a while if I should go and lie in the solarium. A hint of a tan and a facial before the meeting could be beneficial. But I was in an awkward and restless frame of mind. I got myself a beer instead. The waiter gave me a thin smile along with the bottle. It struck me suddenly how young he was. He wore the hotel uniform with a clumsy dignity, almost defiantly, like a child who’s taken his father’s suit. I guessed he was from the former East Germany; it was something about the defiance that made me think that. He’d begun the long climb to the top from the swimming pool at the Kempinski. “Mr. Barnum?” he said in a low voice. He evidently believed that was my surname. He wasn’t alone there. I forgave him. “Yes. That’s me.” “There’s a message for you.” He handed me a broad envelope with the hotel logo on it. Peder had found me in the end. Even if I’d hidden behind the fish sheds on the island of Røst he’d have found me. If I was sleeping in a drunken stupor, the odds were it would be Peder who roused me. And if I woke at Coch’s Hostel on Bogstad Road, it would be because Peder had hammered on the door. I leaned against the bar. “What’s your name?” I asked. “Kurt, sir.” I nodded in the direction of the mirrors in the corner. “You see that guy there, Kurt? Cycling away?” “Yes, sir, I can see him.” “Yes, but do you see who it is?” “Sorry, sir. No.” And I realized, slowly, that I was old now. “It doesn’t matter, Kurt. Just take a Coke over to him. A Diet Coke. And put it on my bill.”

  I folded the envelope four times and put it in the pocket of my robe. If Peder wanted to make me sweat too, he would have his wish fulfilled. I took my beer with me into the sauna and found a place for myself on the top ledge. There was someone sitting there whom I half-recognized but couldn’t quite place, so I acknowledged her without actually meeting her gaze — just a quick nod — my speciality, my personal gesture to the world. But the others stared right at me, quite brazenly. I just prayed there weren’t any fellow countrymen present — screenwriters from Norwegian Film, journalists from the gossip columns, chatterboxes from magazines, or directors. I immediately regretted this move of mine, this mad detour, because in here everybody was supposed to be naked, and there were both men and women present. And the one with a towel around his waist was an intruder who put all the others in a terrible dilemma. I was the clothed one who made their nakedness immediately visible and unbearable — all the varicose veins, the flat buttocks, the spare tires, the sagging breasts, the scars, the rolls of skin, and moles that might be malignant. There was nothing else to be done. I couldn’t retreat because that would only have served to reveal my cowardice and brand me a voyeur, and the festival still had three days to run. Reluctantly I folded my towel beside me to show them that I too could be natural, unafraid of revealing my vulnerability. I sat with my legs crossed, stripped in a German sauna, marveling at the fact that in this rigidly law-abiding and humorless land, men and women were more or less obliged to sit together naked in order to sweat a bit. In ultra-natural Norway, the country that’s only just broken free of it’s glaciers, this type of behavior would have prompted a constitutional crisis and letters to the editor. But there was a sort of logic in it being mandatory here. There was just one sauna in the hotel and this was for the use of both men and women, unclothed and at the same time. If it had been optional, the whole thing would have been indecent. The war had to have something to do with it. Everything here had something to do with the war, and I thought about the concentration camps — that final shower where men and women were separated, once and for all, and about the precision of those mass murderers. There was even a camp for females, Ravensbrück, and for a moment, almost excited, it crossed my mind that this could be used in some way, this leap, this linkage between the Holocaust and a chance meeting in the Kempinski sauna during the film festival in the new Berlin. But as so often happened lately, the idea fizzled out. The thought faded away, the spark wasn’t trapped in time, and as it flickered out I sank deeper into self-doubt. What did I really have to offer? Which stories was I capable of handling? How much can you steal before you’re caught? How much can you lie before you’re believed? Hadn’t I always been a doubter, a run-of-the-mill doubter? Yes, I’d doubted almost everything, including myself; in fact I wasn’t even sure there was someone who could be described as a “me” at all. In periods of gloom I considered myself just a piece of meat put into a biological system that went under the name of Barnum. I had doubted everything, apart from Fred. Fred was indubitable, he was beyond doubt. I remembered what my father used to say: It’s not what you see that counts, but rather what you think you see. I emptied the bottle and now recognized one of those who was sitting there. It was just as I’d feared — a well-known critic and old acquaintance whose name I won’t mention — we simply called her the Elk because she always reminded us of a sunset. She had written in her time that I was “a Volkswagen among Rolls Royces,” but I never read that article because at the time I was out of favor generally. Peder planned legal action for harassment, something that mercifully never came to pass, but if she wanted to play games with metaphors she’d come to the wrong man. Now she was looking in my direction and starting to smile, and even though she seemed far less pompous in here than in her columns, looking almost like a slightly overripe fruit, I was still eager to avoid returning the smile. Besides, I might have said something I shouldn’t have. She was my ill omen. What doom did she herald this time? I didn’t dare imagine. I smiled. “To hell with you!” I said. I leaned forward over my knees and coughed violently. It couldn’t be true. My tongue had become restive again. The tongue was a banana skin. Your tongue is a slide, Fred used to say. It was only me who’d heard. To hell with you. But the Elk looked up in surprise; I coughed my lungs out and was on the point of throwing up, when yet again Cliff Richard came to my rescue. For at that moment he came into the sauna, with a Coke in his hand; he was reminiscent of the cover of “Livin’ Lovin’ Doll”; he stood for a second or two by the glass timer in which the sand dropped and gathered. Then Cliff sat down beside me on the uppermost ledge. It was cramped. It would soon be too hot. The needle was at ninety. The Elk had had enough. She sneaked out behind her towel and gave a last quick glance over her shoulder. Was she laughing? Was she laughing at me? Would she have a tale to tell in the bars tonight? Someone threw water over the stone chips so they hissed. The humidity was like boiling fog. I turned toward Cliff. He wasn’t sweating. He was quite dry. Every hair was in place. His skin was finely bronzed. Now at last I could finally tell him. “Thanks,” he said suddenly. “For the Coke.” “It’s me that should be doing the thanking,” I said. “Thank you” Cliff lifted the bottle and smiled. “For what?” “It was your song that made my brother talk,” I replied. He looked embarrassed for a moment. “It wasn’t my song but the power of God.”

  It got too hot. I took my towel and tottered out, dizzy and thirsty, showered again and caught a glimpse of Kurt at the bar. He nodded discreetly and blinked. He was my man now. I took the elevator up to my room. The phone still displayed it’s red light. I lifted the receiver and dropped it again, threw my robe onto the bed, changed into my suit and put a bottle from the minibar in each pocket. That suit had many pockets. I was armed with spirits. Then I drank the final Jägermeister and it remained hanging there like a burning column all the way from throat to innards; I ate a spoonful of toothpaste and put extra insoles in my new Italian shoes. I was all ready for the meeting.

  And what could I possibly know about everything that happened in my absence, moves that were beyond my control? I had no idea. I was still unaware, in the grip of misgivings, nor did I want to know. I stood in the slow-sinking elevator with mirrors on every side, even the ceiling. I just wanted to be in that moment, a man of his own generation who took one second at a time, frozen into the tiniest of all epochs, where there was only room for me. I caught a glimpse of my face in the mirrors and imagined a child who falls, gets up again and only starts howling when he sees the terrified and anxious humans around him — like a delayed pain, the echo of the shock. I had time to gulp some vodka. Then a white-haired porter opened the door and wanted to follow me out with an umbrella. I gave him five marks so he wouldn’t. He looked aggrieved at the banknote, and then suddenly it had vanished between the smooth, gray fingers, and it was impossible to tell if I had offended by giving him too much or too little. He resembled a servant from colonial times. He was the one who tied up the loose ends at the Kempinski Hotel. It was he who broke the seals on the toilet seats. I went out onto the red carpet, which was already worn at the edges. Four black limos with soot-dark windows were parked right at the sidewalks edge. None of them was for me. There’s an old saying in this business: No limo, no deal. I didn’t give a damn. The vodka burned at the back of my tongue. I lit a cigarette. Two television crews, one from CNN and the other from NDR, were waiting for something to happen. A thin film of rain fell over Berlin. The smell of ashes. The furious noise from building sites. Cranes slowly swung around, barely visible beneath the low clouds. God was playing with an Erector set. Yet another limo — a long, white locomotive with American streamers — stopped right in front of the hotel, and a woman with the straightest back I had ever seen emerged from it. Nineteen umbrellas were put at her disposal. She laughed, and her laughter was drenched with whiskey, thickened by tar and polished with rough sandpaper. She never stopped laughing and started over the red carpet, waving with a thin hand that crept with the elegance of a pickpocket between the raindrops. And there was no one who could walk a red carpet like her. It was Lauren Bacall. It was none other than Lauren Bacall. This was she right here, in flesh and blood, each and every gram of her. She filled her own self to the ends of her fingers, to the lobes of her ears, to her very eyebrows. The umbrellas turned inside out above her as she jutted out her chin. She had just invaded Germany. And I simply stood there, fastened to the electric sight — Lauren Bacall walking slowly and powerfully past me — and I was left standing in the aftermath of her passing. And it’s like a back-to-front omen of doom, a mirror-image déjà vu; I see it all in front of me, Rosenborg Cinema, row 14, seats 18, 19 and 20, The Big Sleep, with Vivian sitting in the middle. It’s close and clear, I can even feel the new turtleneck that’s scratching my neck, and I can hear Lauren Bacall whispering to Humphrey Bogart, with that voice that gives us goose pimples in our mouths and restlessness in the very marrow of our spines: A lot depends on who’s in the saddle. And Peder and I put our arms around Vivian at the same time; my hand meets Peder’s fingers and nobody says a word but Vivian smiles, she smiles to herself, and leans backward, into our arms. And yet when I turn toward her I see that she’s crying.

  And now I was standing in the rain in Berlin beside the red carpet, outside the Kempinski Hotel. Something had happened. Someone was still calling out and I couldn’t hear a thing. The lights had gone out, the limos had driven elsewhere. The same porter took hold of my arm. “Is everything all right, sir?” “What?” His face came closer. Everyone has to bend down to me. “Sir, is everything all right?” I nodded. I looked around me. The cranes were still; God couldn’t be bothered with the Erector set any more, or maybe it was just that the clouds had piled across the sky in the opposite direction and made it look like that. “Are you sure, sir?” A cigarette was floating in the gutter. Someone had lost a camera. It lay there and the spool was winding backward. “Would you get me a taxi?” “But of course, sir.” He blew a whistle he had at the ready in his hand. I got out some money, wanting to give it to him, for he deserved it. But he shook his head and looked away. “Just keep it, sir.” Quickly I put the money back in my pocket. “Many thanks,” I said.

  The taxi arrived and the porter opened the door for me. Inside it smelled of spices or incense. A prayer mat lay rolled up on the front seat. “Zoo Palatz,” I said. The driver turned quickly and smiled. A gold tooth shone in the middle of his black mouth. “Shall I stop by the zoo?” I had to smile myself. “No, at the Festival Center. The animals there are more amusing.”

  It took half an hour to get there. It would have taken five minutes on foot. I swallowed some cognac and nodded off. In my sleep an image appeared — Fred dragging a coffin over snow in the yard. The driver had to wake me. We were there. He laughed. Now I was hearing it. The compassionate laughter. The gold tooth blinded me. I paid far more than I needed to and perhaps he believed it was a misunderstanding, that I was a tourist who couldn’t count, or else a tipsy theater manager in an overpriced suit. He wanted to give me some money back, that honest Berlin Muslim, but I was already out on the sidewalk, between ruins and cathedrals, between monkeys and stars. Someone immediately wanted to sell me a leather jacket. I shoved them out of the way. It stopped raining. The cranes continued drawing their slow circles, and the skies over Berlin were suddenly clear and all but translucent. A chill sun pierced me right in the eyes as a flock of doves rose up as one and cut the light to pieces.

  I went into the Festival Center. Two armed guards checked my accreditation card with it’s tiny picture, taken the evening before — Barnum Nilsen, screenwriter. They stared overlong at me and let me through the security zone, the hallowed portals separating those who belonged from those who didn’t. Now I belonged. People were tripping over each other like lunatics, hands crammed with beer, brochures, cassettes, cell phones, posters and business cards. The women were tall and slender, their hair done up, their glasses on strings around their necks and all wearing tight, gray skirts as if they had come straight from the same shop. By and large, the men were fat, short, of my age, and with bloodshot expressions that were intensely strained. You could hardly have told us apart, and at least one of us would die before the day was done. On a giant screen the trailer for a Japanese gangster film was being shown.

  Aesthetic violence was obviously on it’s way in. To kill slowly was acceptable. Someone handed me a glass of sake. I drank. I was given a refill. I carpet-bombed my liver. Bille August was being interviewed by Australian television. His shirt was as white as ever. They should have asked him about that. How many white shirts do you have? How often do you change shirts? Elsewhere Spike Lee stood and gesticulated in front of a camera. And through all of this stormed Peder, the knot in his tie hanging down over his middle and his mouth moving all the time — it looked as if he was hyperventilating or trying hard to passively smoke. It couldn’t be that it was Peder who would die in the course of the evening. He came to a halt in front of me, completely breathless. “Well,” he said. “You’re here.’’ “Most of me.” “How drunk are you?” “Five and a half.” Peder leaned closer, his nostrils flaring. “This looks more like postal surcharge, Barnum.” “Not a bit. I’m in control.” I liked it when Peder used our old sayings. But Peder wasn’t laughing. “Where the hell have you been?” “In the sauna.” “The sauna? Do you have any idea how long we’ve been sitting waiting for you? Do you?” Peder shook my arm. He’d lost his equilibrium. “I’ve said so many goddamn nice things about you I could damn well vomit!” He started to drag me in the direction of the Scandinavian section. “Relax/’ I told him. “I’m here now.” “Can’t you just get yourself a cell phone, damn it! Like other normal people!” “I don’t want a brain tumor, Peder.” “Then get yourself a pager! I’ll buy you a goddamn pager myself!” “Do you think they work in saunas?” “They work on the moon!” “You always find me just the same, Peder.” He suddenly stopped and looked at me hard. “You know what? The more time goes on the more you become like that nutcase brother of yours!” And when Peder said that every fuse inside me detonated and time came at me from all sides. I grabbed hold of his jacket and pressed him up against the wall. “Never say that again! Never!” Peder looked at me thunderstruck, sake all down his pants. “Damn it all, Barnum. I didn’t mean it like that.” I think people were starting to stare. I could barely recognize the old rage that was burning inside me. Yet it almost did me good. It was something to build on. “I couldn’t give a shit about what you think! But never compare me to Fred. All right?” Peder tried to smile. “Fair enough! Let me go, Barnum.” I had to give it a bit of time. Then I let Peder go. He stood completely still by the wall, amazed and embarrassed. The fires of rage inside me began to cool and left in their wake only shame, angst and perplexity. “I just don’t want to be reminded of him,” I murmured. “I’m sorry,” Peder breathed. “It was thoughtless of me to say what I did.” “It’s all right. Let’s just forget it. Forgive me.” I took out my handkerchief and tried to wipe the Japanese alcohol from his pants. Peder didn’t move. “Shall we get ourselves to this meeting?” he asked. “Who’s there?” He sighed. “Two Danes and an Englishman.” “That’s funny. Is it a joke? Two Danes and an Englishman.” “They have offices in London and Copenhagen. They had a good bit to do with Driving Miss Daisy. I told you all this yesterday, Barnum.” I’d spilled sake all over his shoes too. I went down on my knees and started polishing them as best I could. Peder began kicking me. “Pull yourself together!” he hissed. I got up again. “What do they want, basically?” “What do they want? What do you think? To meet you, of course. They love The Viking.” “Thanks a lot, Peder. Do we have to be all smarmy now?” “No. We’re going now, Barnum.”

  And off we went. The crowds were diminishing all the time. It was typical that the Norwegian stand was situated farthest away in a corner; we still hadn’t progressed beyond The Trials of the Fisher- folk, that keystone of Norwegian melancholy and it had pushed us out to the very fringes of Europe and of the festival. It took a whole expedition to reach Norway. Peder glared at me. “You sound like a whole goddamn minibar when you walk.” “It’ll be empty again soon, Peder.” I opened the whiskey and drank it. Peder gripped my arm. “We need this, Barnum. It’s serious.” “Miss Daisy? Wasn’t that basically a really crap film?” “A crap film? Do you know how many nominations it got? These are big boys. Bigger than us.” “Why have they bothered hanging around for three hours then?” “I’ve told you, Barnum. They love The Viking”

  They were sitting at a table in an enclosed section within the bar. They were in their early thirties, wore tailor-made suits, with sunglasses in their breast pockets, and had ponytails, earrings, large stomachs and small eyes. They were men of their time. I had already begun to dislike them. Peder breathed deeply and pushed up the knot in his tie. “You’ll be nice, polite and sober, Barnum?” “And ingenious.” I slapped Peder on the back. It was soaking. And then we went in to meet them. Peder clapped his hands. “The wanderer has returned! He got mixed up at the zoo! Didn’t notice the difference!” They got up. Smiles were polished. Peder had sunk as low as platitudes and it wasn’t even three o’clock. One of the Danes, Torben, leaned over the ashtray where two cigars lay dying. “Is Barnum a pseudonym or your real name?” “It’s my real name. But I use it as a pseudonym.” There was a ripple of laughter at this and Peder attempted to get us to raise our glasses, but the Dane had no wish to give up so easily. “Is it your Christian name or your surname?” “Both. Depends who I’m talking to.” Torben smiled. “Wasn’t Barnum an American con man? There’s a sucker born every minute” “Wrong,” I said. “It was a banker who said that. David Hannum. But it was Barnum who said Lets get the show on the road” Finally Peder managed to squeeze in a toast. We clinked glasses and now it was the turn of the other Dane, Preben, to lean over the table. “We simply love The Viking. A magnificent script.” “Many thanks,” I said, and drained my schnapps glass. “Just a shame it’s never become a film.” Peder leaped in. “Let’s not get bogged down in technicalities.”

  “Oh, but I think we should.” Peder kicked me under the table. “We have to look forward,” he said. “New projects. New ideas.” I was at the point of getting up and couldn’t manage it. “But if you think the script is magnificent, why don’t you go ahead and make the film?” Peder looked down and Torben twisted in his chair as if he was sitting on a gigantic thumbtack. “If we’d got Mel Gibson to play the lead, it might have been possible.” The other Dane, Preben, leaned over toward me. “Besides, action is out,” he said. “Action is old- fashioned.” “But what about Vikings in outer space?” I asked. One of the cell phones went off. They all began fumbling for their own like rather tired gunfighters. It was Tim, the Englishman, who won. There was talk of high sums and a couple of equally elevated names in passing — Harvey Keitel, Jessica Lange. There was no alternative but to smile at one another and drink. I managed to get up and go to the bathroom. I swallowed some gin, leaned with my forehead against the wall and tried to work out what I should say. I didn’t want to give them what I had. I was the empty-headed screenwriter they had waited for for three hours. The mirror image from the elevator was suddenly vivid before me. It was no pretty picture. My damaged eyelid hung down heavily. I tried to find a moment to hide myself away in. But I didn’t find it. When I got back, Peder had exchanged my schnapps for coffee. I ordered a double schnapps. Tim was sitting ready with his planner, more hefty than the Bible in the Kempinski Hotel. “As you know, Barnum, you’re high on the list of scriptwriters we want to work with.” Peder grinned from ear to ear. “Do you have any fixed projects?” I asked. “We would like to hear what you have with you.” “After you,” I said. “Then I’ll have more of an idea of the lay of the land.” Tim looked slowly from me to the Danes. Peder was sweating profusely again. “Barnum likes to play ball,” he said quickly. It sounded so meaningless that I couldn’t help laughing. Barnum likes to play ball. Peder kicked my leg again. Now we were behaving like some old married couple. Suddenly there was schnapps in front of me. Torben took over. “OK, Barnum. We’re willing to play ball. We’re keen to do The Wild Duck. As I’ve said, action is out. The public wants what’s familiar, what’s close to home. Like the family. Hence The Wild Duck” Peder sat and stared at me continuously. It was extremely exasperating. “This is something for you, Barnum,” he finally said. “You’d turn the piece around for film in a couple of months, right, Barnum?” But no one was listening to Peder now. “Would it be a Norwegian production?” I asked. “Or Scandinavian?” “Bigger,” Torben replied, smiling. “American. Keitel. Lange. Robbins. There’s no reason why we shouldn’t bring in Max or Gitta. But the dialogue’ll be in English. Or else the money won’t be there.” “And we’d have to update a bit,” Preben put in quickly. “It would be set in our time. The Wild Duck of the nineties. “What’s the point of that?” I asked. “Of course it would be set in the present,” Peder said. “We’re not interested in costume drama, are we?” Quiet fell for a moment. I discovered another schnapps. Tim whispered something to Preben, who then turned to me. “We were thinking of something along the lines of Rain Man meets Autumn Sonata” I had to lean closer. “Excuse me? Who meets what?” “We only want to illustrate Ibsen’s genius,” said Torben. “And fundamentally his timelessness.” “Timelessness? Miss Daisy meets Death of a Salesman, so to speak?” Torben’s expression looked a little wilted. There was a momentary burst of laughter from the others. Peder couldn’t stand it any longer. He tried to salvage the situation. “Anyone want something to eat?” he asked. Nobody answered. Peder lit up. He’d given up smoking eight years ago. Torben clasped his hands and looked at me over his knuckles. “And what kind of ball are you playing, Barnum?” “Porn films,” I answered. “Porn films?” “I sat in my room this morning watching pay-TV. And I realized just how untalented and awkward these porn films really are. No dramatic composition. Pathetic characterization. Appalling casting. Particularly bad dialogue. Repulsive sets.” Torben was getting impatient. “You mean erotic films, right?” “No, no, I’m talking about porn. Hardcore porn. With strong narrative, interesting characters and razor-sharp composition. An Aristotelian build-up to orgasm. Porn for a modem audience. For women as well as for men and all the rest of us. It’s Nora meets Deep Throat. It’s timeless.”

  It was the Englishman who got up first. The Danes followed. They shook hands with Peder. Business cards were exchanged. “We’ll keep in touch,” Peder said. “Barnum can get through a first draft in a couple of months.” “Remind him it’s Ibsen,” Torben said. “Not pay-TV!” Peder gave a shout of laughter. “No worries! I’ve got Barnum under control.”

  The big boys left. We remained sitting. Peder was taciturn. Peder is the only person I describe in such a way. When Peder elected to be silent, he truly became taciturn. Now he was taciturn as never before. I’ve learned to live with it. If there’s anything in this world I’m able to do, it’s to be in the company of taciturn people. All you have to do is to shut up yourself and see who says something first. Peder lost. “Well, that went splendidly,” he said and looked at me. “You arrived three hours late, and when you finally did arrive you were quite unapologetic, still drunk as a lord and empty-handed. Unbelievable. Cheers, Barnum.” We drank for a bit and then it was my turn to say something. “Do you think Meryl Streep’ll play the duck?” I asked. Peder looked away. “You’re right on the edge, Barnum. Good God. Aristotelian porn!” “What do you mean by on the edge?” “You know exactly what I mean.” “No, I don’t, as a matter of fact.” Peder turned around sharply to face me. “I’ve seen this before, Barnum. I’ve seen you fall. And I won’t bother to go looking for you any more.” I got up. Suddenly I was scared. It was that image from the elevator that returned, a whole hive of faces that stung me, one after another. “Damn it, Peder. I hate the way they talk. Rain Man meets Autumn Sonata. All that shit they come out with. I just loathe it.” “Yes, yes. I hate it every bit as much as you do. But do you see me putting on airs and graces? That’s the way they talk. They all talk like that. The Graduate meets Home Alone and Waterfront meets Pretty Woman. One day we’ll talk like that too.” Peder put down his schnapps, rested his head in his hands and became taciturn once again. “I met Lauren Bacall,” I told him. Slowly Peder looked up. “What are you talking about?” I sat down again. I had to be seated to tell him this. “I saw Lauren Bacall,” I repeated. “I almost touched her.” Peder moved his chair closer, the edge of a smile just visible. “Our Lauren Bacall?” “Peder, now. Is there any other Lauren Bacall than ours?” “Of course not. Forgive me. I’m not quite myself.” At that moment I saw three moneybags leaving the place. I took Peder’s hand; it was warm and trembling. “What did she look like?” he breathed. I took my time. “Like a sphinx,” I replied. “Like a blue sphinx that has tom loose from a floodlit plinth.” “Good, Barnum.” “It was raining and she didn’t get wet, Peder.” “I can see it all before me, Barnum.” I think that for a moment Peder too was transported into dreams. His face became quite childlike, and I could clearly see the goose pimples from the collar of his shirt to his ears, as though they had frozen there that night in row 14 of Rosenborg Cinema, when together we put our arms around Vivian as Lauren Bacall said with those husky, inflaming words, Nothing you can’t fix.

  Then it was as if he awoke and had suddenly aged. A great furrow I’d never noticed before slanted down from his left eye, in the midst of lines that had long been there, and that furrow created an imbalance in his face that threatened to make his head topple right over. Peder and I were beginning to resemble one another. “Vivian called, by the way,” he said. “I think she’s worried about Thomas.” “Vivian has always been worried.” Peder shook his head sorrowfully. “I think we should buy something nice for Thomas.” I tried to smile. I failed miserably. “Of course we should,” I laughed. “Remember what the big boys said? It’s the family that counts now.” Peder sank into his glass and was taciturn for a time. “Everyone thinks you’re a bastard,” he breathed at last. I heard him saying the words, but they didn’t get through to me. “Everyone?” I asked. Now he was looking at me. “I can’t think of anyone right at this minute who doesn’t think so,” he said. “Thomas, too?” Peder turned away. “Thomas is such a quiet boy, Barnum. I don’t know what he understands.” I lit a cigarette. My mouth was sore. I lay my hand over Peder’s fingers. “Maybe we can buy him something together? Something really special. How about that?” “Of course,” Peder said.

  Later on we dragged ourselves over to the festival bar. It was there the important players hung out. Peder maintained that we had to be visible. That was how he put it. We had to be on course, in the groove, at the right place and at the right time. We ate greasy sausages to keep our balance. We drank X-ray fluid with ice. We became visible. There was plenty of talk concerning Sigrid Undset, and whether any male director was capable of making Kristin Lavransdatter’s film. This was the elite. I didn’t mix — apart from drinks, and I thought about Thomas. I was a bastard. I was going to buy a massive present for him; I’d buy a whole wall he could write on and a crane from Berlin. I’d take with me God’s Erector set, so that Thomas, Vivian’s son, could screw the skies back together again. The voices were coming from all around now. I drank myself into oblivion. If I closed my eyes all the sounds were swallowed, as if my optic nerve was somehow attached to the labyrinth of my ear, but it had been a long time since I believed the world disappeared so tantalizingly easily after nothing more than the closing of my eyes. Ideally I would have wished for the disappearance of both, the sounds and the world from which they rose. But when I opened my eyes the critic from the sauna was approaching, my ill omen. Already she’d acquired the festival look — that of a boozy Cyclops. Of course it was Peder whose back she now stroked. “Have you anything to write home about then, boys? Other than Barnum treats Cliff to Coke in the sauna?” Peder moved his head horizontally, as if the space was dangerously cramped beneath the ceiling. “Too early to tell,” he said. “But there’s no smoke without fire. You can write that Barnum and Miil are in business.” The Elk was almost suffocating him with her dress. I was on the point of ordering snorkels. “Are you traveling on the Kristin train? Is Barnum going to translate the script from Swedish?” Peder pushed away her hand. “If Kristin Lavransdatter’s going to be champagne,” he said, “then we’ll be making heavy water.” The Elk snickered and bent backward to catch the last drops in her brandy glass. “Tell me something else, boys. We’ve had enough tired metaphors.” “Then imagine The Elk meets The Sunset,” I said. She turned slowly toward me and acted as if she was only now realizing that I had been standing beside her all along. Of course that wasn’t the case. She’d seen me the whole time. She gave a slow grimace. “We’ll give you the nod when the time comes,” Peder said quickly. “An exclusive.” But she just kept looking at me. “It’s a date then. Say hi to Cliff from me, Barnum.” Suddenly, she leaned down close to my ear. “To hell with you.”

  And with that she vanished into the thick fog in the direction of the toilets. Peder began to tug at my jacket. “Did she say Cliff in the sauna? Cliff and Barnum in the sauna?” “Saunas are mixed here in Germany, Peder. Do you think it has something to do with the war?” “What are you talking about? Were you in the sauna with Cliff?” “The Elk was there first. It’s the only time I’ve ever seen her naked.” “I’d prefer to avoid hearing this, Barnum.” “She was like an overripe pear.” “What was it she muttered to you?” “Just my old saying. To hell with you.” Peder rolled his eyes and slumped over once more. “Don’t tempt her to write more crap about you, Barnum. That’s the last thing you need.”

  When on rare occasions Peder got drunk, all of him started sloping downward — his hair, his wrinkles, his mouth, his fingers and his shoulders. The alcohol hung like a lead weight in his body. All of him slipped toward his own shoes. I could have said to him that we were getting old now, two curious companions who had shared everything in life, and who were now left with only half of the best of it. And with a smile, I could have stroked a finger carefully along the deepest furrow in his face.

  “The last thing I need,” I told him, “is for you to tell me what the last thing I need is.”

  “The last thing we need is a drink,” said Peder.

  He stretched one arm into the air but it collapsed amid ashtrays, used napkins and bottles. Somebody sang in Norwegian at a table where mercifully there wasn’t room for more. The credits would soon be rolling. The last drinks appeared. Peder hoisted his glass with both hands. “Here’s to you, Barnum. Basically we don’t really have much more to do here in Berlin, eh? Except for buying a gift for Thomas. Or maybe you’ve forgotten that by now, too?” I looked down and suddenly remembered what I had in my suitcase at the hotel. “I have a script with me,” I said. Peder quietly put down his drink. “And you tell me that now? That you have a goddamn script with you?” “Aren’t you pleased, Peder?” “Pleased? Hell, give me something, Barnum. A hint of some kind. A title.” “The Night Man,” I told him. uThe Night Man,” Peder said and smiled. “Do you have to say everything twice?” “What’s it about? Pitch me, Barnum!” I had to smile. That was the way we were talking now. Pitch me. Fill me in. Give me something. “My family,” I told him. “What else?” Peder gripped his head with both hands and shook it. “Why didn’t you say something at the meeting? Why the hell didn’t you take the script with you to the meeting!” “Because you woke me up, Peder.” He let go of his head and it slipped onto his shoulders. “I woke you?” “Yes, Peder. You wake me and hang up and there are messages for me everywhere. I barely get any peace in the sauna, Peder. I hate it. And you know that.” “I know, Barnum.” “I hate being nagged. I’ve been bossed around and nagged all my life. Everyone’s bossed me. I’m basically fed up with it, Peder.” His eyes had become empty and expressionless. “Are you finished now, Barnum?” “Don’t nag,” I said. Peder came closer and tried to straighten up. He almost held my hand. “It’s not me who’s been calling. And I haven’t left any messages for you.”

  And in the moment he said that I became clear-headed and was frozen to ice; everything around me trembled, horrible and close. Everything I had put off was happening now. I left. Peder tried to make me stay. He failed. I went out into the Berlin night. It was snowing; a glimmer between the lights and the dark. I heard the animals screeching from the zoo. I walked through the ruins and past the restaurants that had already closed, back to the Kempinski Hotel, where the same limousines stood filed like extended hearses in a hopeless line. And the white-haired old porter opened the heavy door and doffed his hat and smiled indulgently; I took the elevator up to my room, opened the door and saw that the maid had been in to make up the room — and I saw too the telephones red light; I tore off the receiver but heard only a foreign dial tone. And then I noticed the envelope, the one I’d folded and put in the pocket of my robe — it lay on the desk beside a bowl of fruit and a bottle of red wine there courtesy of the festival. I dropped the receiver and went over to it. I opened the envelope and pulled out a sheet of paper. I sat down on the bed. It was a fax, and at the top I could read where it had come from: Gaustad Hospital, Department of Psychiatry — that morning at 7:41. The writing was my mother’s; just two sloping lines of trembling letters. Dear Barnum. You wont believe it. Fred has come back. Come home as fast as you can. Mother.

  I read the two lines one more time and then slowly got up, almost calmly; my hands as they lifted the paper were quite still, yes, my hands were still, and I glanced over my shoulder, quickly, just as I always do, as if I imagined someone was standing there, in the shadow by the door, watching me.
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  THE WOMEN
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  The Drying Loft

  It is Thursday, May 8, 1945, and Vera, our mother, is standing deep inside the drying loft in Church Road, unpegging the clothes that have become dry and soft up there in the course of the night. There are three pairs of woolen socks that can be put away for good now, two green bathing suits with buttons and neck straps that haven’t been used yet, three bras, a white handkerchief, and last but not least the three thin dresses and pale rayon tops that have lain so long in the bedroom closet that they have almost faded in the dark. Vera hasn’t dared hang the clothes out in the yard; so much has happened in the course of those days and years, why shouldn’t someone steal their clothes too, even now at the last moment? And she hurries, she’s impatient and can hardly be finished quickly enough, because she’s going out to celebrate the peace, the victory; every bit of it she’ll celebrate, of life and of spring, together with Bo- letta and the Old One, and perhaps Rakel will be back home too, now that it’s all over. And she laughs quickly as she stretches up to the slack clotheslines, which feel rough against her fingers and which can easily sting if she isn’t careful. It’s Vera, our mother, who stands thus, alone in the drying loft; she laughs and drops the wooden clothspins down into the wide pocket of her apron, and carefully places item after item in the woven basket beside her. She is warm and she is thinking of nothing; she’s just full to the brim with a great and curious joy, like nothing she has ever known before. Because she feels new now. There has been war for five years and in the summer she’ll be twenty, and it’s now, right now, that her life is beginning, if only she could get these clothes down. And she wonders if she should leave the woolen socks up, but decides not to, for it isn’t right to be hanging clothes to dry on such a day, not even high up in the drying loft. Vera has to rest a moment, straighten her bent back, and lift her head to breathe in the thrilling scent of the clean clothes, the three dresses. She laughs again. She blows the hair from her forehead. In the corner under the coal shaft there sits a gray dove cooing. She can just hear shouting and music from the streets. Vera stretches up to the clothesline to take down the final piece, her own blue dress, which she hasn’t yet had the chance to wear, and at that moment, as she unfastens one of the wooden pegs and holds up the garment with her other hand so that it won’t fall onto the dusty floor, she hears footsteps behind her. Slowly they come closer, and for a moment Vera imagines it’s Rakel who’s come back and that she’s run through all the corridors to meet her, but she knows it’s probably just Boletta who has lost patience and who has come to help her finish, for there’s no time to lose — it’s peace at last and the war is over. And Vera is about to say something to her mother — Oh yes, there’s only this one dress to go, don’t you see how fine it is? — or perhaps she’ll just laugh, laugh with sheer delight, and afterward they can carry the clothes basket down all the steps together. But then she realizes it’s not her mother, nor is it Rakel, for these steps have another rhythm, another weight, the floorboards give in the wake of their passing, and the dove in the corner suddenly stops cooing. These are the steps of war that keep going, and before Vera can turn around someone has gripped her and held her tightly, and a dry hand has been pressed over her face and she cannot even scream. She senses the harsh stench of unwashed skin, the raw stink of a strange man’s mouth, a tongue that rasps her neck. She tries to bite, her teeth sink into the rough skin, but he doesn’t let go of his hold. She can’t breathe. He lifts her and she kicks for all she’s worth; one of her shoes falls off and he forces her down onto her knees and pushes her forward. She notices that the dress is hanging at an angle on the line by the one clothespin and she tears it down with her in her fall. He takes his hand away from her mouth and she can breathe, yet now that she’s able to scream she doesn’t all the same. She sees his hands tearing up her skirt, and it’s only this that she sees of him — his hands — one of them missing a finger, and she plunges her nails into this hand, but even then he doesn’t make a sound. Nine fingers, that’s all he is. He forces her face to the floor and her cheek is chafed by the rough planks. The light is distorted now and the clothes basket has toppled over; the dove is preening itself. She feels the man’s hands around her hips, nine fingers that scrape against her skin, and he tears her open, he pulls her apart. She doesn’t hear him; she shoves the dress into her mouth, chews the thin material over and over, and the sun in the loft window shifts with a shudder. He presses himself through her and in the same moment the church bells begin ringing, all the church bells in town ring out at the same time. And the dove suddenly takes off from the corner under the coal shaft and flaps wildly about them; she can feel the wings brushing against her, and now it’s all too late. She still isn’t twenty, and in the end it’s he who screams.

  Afterward everything is quiet. He lets her go. She could get up, but remains lying nonetheless. He puts his hand on her neck. It smells of urine and vomit. Then he runs. She can feel it, a soundless drumming against her face, her cheek. He crept up on her, and now he’s running away through the long attic corridors in Church Road, on May 8, 1945. The dove sits on the window frame. And Vera, our mother, just lies there like that, her cheek against the floor, her dress in her mouth and her hand full of blood, as a beam of sunlight slowly passes over her.
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  The Apartment

  Boletta, Vera’s mother, was anything but religious — rather quite the opposite — she’d had enough of miracles. But now she opened the door onto the narrow balcony over Gørbitz Street, stood there and drank in that moment to the last drop; the church bells ringing together across town from Majorstuen, Aker and Fagerborg, even the bells of Sagene and Uranienborg audible. The wild, sweet clamor seemed drawn and carried by the light and the wind, and rose in one tremendous sound to deafen once and for all the sharp, white echo of the air-raid sirens. “Can you close the door! There’s a draft!” Boletta turned toward the living room, almost blinded. The dark inside had grown bleaker still. The brown furniture resembled immovable, heavy shadows, bolted fast by the hard ticking of the clock in the entrance hall. She had to shield her eyes for a few seconds. “Do you really think we want to get colds today? When we’ve been fine and healthy the whole of the war!” “There’s no need to shout, Mother.”

  Boletta closed the door to the balcony and now she could see the Old One over by the bookcases. She was standing there in her ankle-length petticoat and red velvet slippers tearing out books that she proceeded to throw into the fireplace, talking all the while and evidently just to herself. The cacophony of church bells diminished to one single song. Carefully Boletta went closer. “What are you doing, Mother?”

  But the Old One didn’t answer, or rather didn’t hear her, and for that reason didn’t reply. For the Old One was deaf in one ear and the other one didn’t function as it should. The damage had happened when Filipstad exploded in December 1943. She had been sitting in the dining room twisting the dials on the radio back and forth, the radio she had refused to give up on the grounds that she was a Danish citizen and considered it inconceivable not to listen to programs from Copenhagen. She maintained that the explosions came out of the loudspeaker in varying degrees of intensity, accompanied by an unauthorized jazz band from America, and this was how the anvil in her left ear was put out of action, and the stapes in the other pushed forward. Deep down, Boletta was sure that her mothers ears were in perfect working order, but that she had decided it was her prerogative to hear just what she wanted to hear. Now she realized that it was the novels of Knut Hamsun that the Old One was tearing from the shelves and stuffing into the green stove. “What are you doing?” Boletta shrieked a second time, and grabbed her mothers arm. “I’m finished with Hamsun!” “Hamsun? But you love Hamsun!” “I haven’t read him in five years. And he should have been out of this house a long time ago!” The Old One turned to her daughter. She waved The Crops of the Field in front of her nose. “Particularly after what he wrote in the paper!” “What did he write?”

  The Old One laid The Crops of the Field in the stove too and fetched the afternoon edition of Aftenposten from the previous day. She banged her finger at the front page so hard it almost made a hole in the paper. “Now I’ll tell you word for word what that wretched creature wrote! We, his close followers, now bow our heads at his death” The Old One looked up. “Could you imagine a worse time to write Hitlers obituary? There shouldn’t have been an obituary for him in the first place. Better that we danced on his grave!”

  She dropped the paper in the stove and attacked the shelves again with venomous rage. Her long gray hair waved about her; she swore mightily as she threw out each of Hamsun’s collected works. And I’d have given anything to see this sight — the Old One, our great granny, removing all trace of the deaf Nobel Prize-winner in our living room in Church Road on May 8, 1945. But suddenly she stopped, just as she was about to throw away the last part of the August trilogy, Yet Life Survives, and she remained standing with the first edition in her hand as she silently bent toward the bookcase and maneuvered out something else that had been hidden behind the traitor’s novels — an untouched bottle of Malaga from 1936. The Old One lifted the bottle carefully and for a second forgot Hamsun and all his works. Boletta came beside her to see what it was. “The thing I’ve been looking for everywhere,” the Old One sighed. “In the dirty laundry basket. In the fuse box. In the reservoir. And it’s here, for heaven’s sake, right behind the stiff covers of the August books!” She gave the bottle a quick kiss and turned back toward the bookshelves. “Thank you for your company Knut. Now we’re going our separate ways!”

  For safety’s sake she took a peek behind Herman Bang and Johannes V. Jensen, just to see if there might be some bottles there too, but there weren’t, neither there nor behind the collected works of Ibsen. The Old One was already on her way toward the kitchen. Boletta stopped her. “Did you hide that in the bookcase?” “Me? If so I’d have found it an eternity ago and drunk it before Hitler invaded Poland! It must have been you who put it there.” Boletta leaned in against her mother’s working ear. “There aren’t other things you’ve hidden in there, are there?”

  But the Old One heard nothing of this and instead began twisting the cork with her crooked and wrinkled fingers, and Boletta had to hold the bottle for her while the Old One twisted and pulled, and they stood there long enough laboring and panting. But all of a sudden the Old One let go of her hold and looked down at herself in horror, as though it was only now she realized she certainly wasn’t dressed properly. She took the bottle from Boletta and was almost offended on her account. “One doesn’t drink Malaga from 1936 in one’s underclothes! But where on earth is Vera? I wanted my dress right away!”

  Boletta spun around toward the oval clock that stood on the cabinet out in the entrance hall, the magic clock from the life insurance firm Bien where we always put our premium on the first Saturday each month. For that reason, for long enough, I believed that it was money that made time go. Boletta looked closer. It couldn’t be so late. It wasn’t possible. Vera should have been down with the clothes ages ago. The clock must be fast; perhaps, improbable though it seemed, it was because of the stresses of the last twenty-four hours that it had gained time; when the prisoners in Grini were released and General Rediess shut the door on himself on the second floor at Skaugum, put his gun as far into his mouth as he could, and fired. Boletta could just hear the beat of the second hand’s jagged wheel and the coins that still clinked in the drawer under the clock face.

  She looked quietly at her own watch. The clock was showing the right time. “I’ll go and see what she’s doing.” Boletta turned and gave her mother a hard look. “Don’t you dare touch that bottle before we come back down.” The Old One just smiled. “I can’t wait to see King Haakon again. When do you suppose he’ll come?” Boletta bent toward the other ear. “Don’t even think about opening it! Not before Vera and I have come down!” The Old One kissed her daughter on the cheek and shivered. “I honestly think I’ll put the fire on for a bit. The war has made the walls cold.”

  Boletta sighed, threw a shawl over her shoulders, hurried through the apartment and began to climb the steep staircase.
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  The Dove

  The door into the loft is open. It’s so still. Boletta can hear neither voices nor music from the town and the streets, nor even the wind that always makes the walls tremble, as if the whole block is shifting just a little each time it gusts. “Vera?” she calls. But no one answers. She goes along the corridor, past all the storerooms, drawing the shawls tighter around her. It’s drafty, but the wind is soundless. Bright dust shimmers down from the high beams under the roof. “Vera?” she calls again.

  Why isn’t she answering? Perhaps she’s sneaked off to Majorstuen. Impossible. Boletta laughs. As if Vera would sneak off! She’s probably just far away in dreamland again. And today of all days there’s no law against dreaming. Today one can forget and tomorrow remember exactly what one wants. Today one can do anything. Suddenly Boletta freezes. A stroller full of logs for the fire lies tipped over in front of her.

  She stops. “Vera?” Even the doves aren’t cooing. The quiet is twice as intense. The door to our drying loft is still trembling in it’s frame. And then she does hear a sound — a constant chafing sound, a buzzing, like a swarm of insects that is coming closer all the time but that is impossible to see. It’s this sound that she’ll never be able to forget. Boletta shoves the stroller to one side and runs the last part of the way to stop out of breath in the doorway That’s how she finds her own daughter. Vera is squatting beside the clothes basket. In her lap she’s holding the newly washed dress, and she strokes it, over and over again, humming softly to herself all the time, as if some distorted tune has stuck fast inside her. Slowly Boletta goes over to her. Vera doesn’t look up. She stares at her own hands as they smooth the thin material, faster and ever faster. “What is it, Vera?”

  Vera just turns away, rubs her fingers over the blue dress. Boletta kneels in front of her daughter and presses her hand in Vera’s lap to make her stop what she’s doing. She was almost becoming annoyed and felt like shaking Vera, but this day of all days was not fit for being cross or for scolding. Instead she tries to laugh. “The Old One has found a bottle of Malaga behind all the Hamsuns, but she won’t drink it before she’s wearing her dress. Are you coming?” Vera turns slowly toward her mother and smiles. Her lips and whole face are twisted, her left cheek is all swollen. She has a cut on her temple, under her hair. But it’s her eyes that are worst. They are huge and clear, and they focus on nothing and nowhere.

  Boletta almost screams. “My dearest love. What on earth has happened?” Vera just hums. She tilts her head to one side and keeps humming. “Have you fallen? Did you fall on the stairs? My love, say something, Vera!” Vera closes her eyes and smiles. “Remember to let the dove out,” she says. Then Boletta realizes that the new dress is damp and sticky. She lifts her hand. Her fingers are dark with blood. “The dove? Which dove?”

  But Vera makes no answer. Vera, our mother, has withdrawn into silence and utters not another word for eight months and thirteen days. Remember to let the dove out, those are the last words she speaks. Boletta gazes up as the blood drips from her hand. The sun has long gone from the attic window. Instead shadow, like a pillar of dark dust, falls jagged through the room. And on the clothesline right above them the gray bird sits motionless.

  Boletta shakes her hand. “Good Lord! What have you done with all this blood!” Vera leans against her mother, who lifts her carefully and carries her through the corridor and down the stairs. Sheer terror has made Boletta, small soul that she is, strong and frantic. One of them is crying, or perhaps they both are, and Vera will not let go of the blood-drenched dress. The clothespins spill from her apron pocket with every step that her mother takes, and they lie strewn behind them. But it doesn’t bother Boletta; she can pick them up again when she goes to fetch the clothes basket, which is still in the drying loft. And I remember the bird we found inside the storeroom one night, Fred and I; a hard and dried-up dove, like a mummy with feathers, that time when Fred had bought himself a coffin and wanted to practice dying. But all that’s still far away.
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  The Ring

  The Old One stood by the white sideboard in the pantry and poured equal measures — to the last drop — into three wide glasses, for Vera was old enough now to drink Malaga, indeed all those who had survived a world war deserved at least one Malaga. The smell of the dark, flowing flower of 1936 made her dream of Copenhagen’s harbors — decks of ships, sails, hawsers and cobbles — it was as if the mere scent of it could conjure up each image from her shadowy memories. The Old One thumped the table and wept a little for sheer joy. This was a sorrowful joy! Underwear notwithstanding, she proposed three toasts — one to him who had been lost in the ice, one that she might never forget him, and one, finally, to peace and to the sun that shone upon it. Oh yes, it was a sorrowful joy! But sorrow was seldom joyful. Life wasn’t just top hats and slow waltzes. Life was also about waiting for those who never came back. And she drank that sorrowful joy and emptied her glass, then filled it exactly as before, and only then became aware of scuffling in the kitchen. She put the cork back in the bottle and saw Boletta coming toward her with Vera, who had fallen asleep in her arms like a little child. She could look like that too, on first glance. “Boil some water!” Boletta shouted. “Get vinegar and bandages!” The Old One lifted her glass and put it down again. “What on earth has happened?” “She’s bleeding! She won’t say anything!”

  Boletta carried her daughter into the bedroom and laid her down on the double bed. The Old One immediately got ready the largest pan with water and hurried after them. Vera lay with her eyes shut and her arms clasped tightly about the blood-stained dress. Her face looked more twisted than before. A blue shadow covered one cheek. Boletta sat by the edge of the bed and didn’t know what to do with her own hands. “I found her like this,” she breathed. “And she won’t speak! Not a single word!” “Hasn’t she said anything at all?” “The only thing she said was that I should let the dove out.” “What dove?” “The dove on the clothesline. There was a dove on it. What do you think she meant?” “She just meant you should let it out. The dove.”

  The Old One sat on the other side of the bed. She passed her hand carefully over Vera’s forehead and felt the warmth and dryness of her skin. Then she put two fingers against the girls thin, pale throat and felt, barely, the rhythm of her heart, slow and even. And the same sound came from far back in her mouth: a low, dark intoning that made her lips vibrate. Boletta could stand it no more. She pressed her hands over her ears. “She’s hummed like that ever since I found her.” “She isn’t humming. She’s cooing. Oh, Lord.” The Old One tried to take the dress from Vera but couldn’t manage. The girl’s hands were white, with three of the nails broken. “Shall we call the doctor?” Boletta whispered. “The doctor is bound to be here, there and everywhere today. Do you think it’s her monthly?” “So much blood isn’t possible!” The Old One looked at Boletta sharply. “Oh, don’t be so certain of that. We have more than enough blood.”

  They heard the water boiling in the kitchen, and while Boletta fetched the pan, the Old One rummaged for vinegar, camphor, cloths, iodine and towels. Carefully they lifted Vera, undid the knot of the apron on her back and softly laid her down once more. They took off her shoes and stockings, and unbuttoned her blouse, but when they once more attempted to wrest the dress from her grasp they found it as impossible as before. They had to use force; they had to pull away finger after finger, and even then they didn’t manage it. In the end the Old One took the scissors and cut the whole garment loose from the hem of the skirt right through the bloodied fabric, up to the collar and down the length of both arms. Now and again Vera opened her eyes almost as if trying to find out where she was, or to see what it was they were doing around her. But that lasted only a short while; thereafter she sank cooing into her own blue shadow. They pulled up her clothes and saw that her panties were bloody too. They removed everything, and she no longer resisted at all. Boletta cried the more when she saw her own daughter like this on the huge bed; she was almost see-through in the dull glow from the chandelier above, and her hands kept searching for something, her fingers kept twisting into hard fists, as if they were still holding on to a blue dress that would never now be worn.

  After that they washed Vera with a sponge, pumice and brush — always using the mildest of soaps. They dried her then with the softest towels, changed the bedclothes, laid a greased poultice and a cloth sprinkled in vinegar on her cheek, and gave her three layers of towels just for safety’s sake. She was given hot tea and they let her wear the Old Ones Chinese nightdress. Vera wasn’t humming any more. Vera slept soundlessly, and even her hands finally let go of their hold and found their rest in silk.

  Then the Old One fetched her bottle of Malaga and two glasses, and sat down with Boletta. “We’ll celebrate peace indoors,” she whispered. They could still hear the rejoicing from Majorstuen to Jessenl0kken, from Tortberg to Bislet, St. Hans’ Hill and Blåsen. Now and again someone would fire off shots and windows were broken. But Vera never woke from her sleep.

  The Old One poured another round. Boletta drained her glass immediately. “I should never have let her go up there alone,” she mumbled. “What do you mean?” “I should have gone with her.” The Old One leaned closer so that her gray hair fell down over her face. She slowly pushed it away. “There weren’t any others up there? With her?” Boletta shook her head. “With her? What do you mean?” “You know perfectly well what I mean!” Boletta was on the point of shouting, but she stopped herself. “She was alone,” she said quietly. “But there could have been someone there before you arrived?” Boletta glanced at her mother. “Tomorrow we’re going to the hairdresser’s,” she suddenly announced. “All three of us.” The Old One giggled. “Speak for yourself. The two of you can go to the hairdresser’s if you want. But I’m not coming.” Boletta sighed. “Your hair is far too long. But just go on looking like a tramp. If that’s what you really want.” The Old One got worked up now. “I refuse to be dressed up like a dog’s dinner just because it’s the end of the war.” “And you’re shedding like a cat!” “Vera can put up my hair. When King Haakon comes home!”

  A thump against the window made them start yet again. The two of them were brittle and jumpy. Someone was standing outside throwing stones at the window. The Old One put down her glass on the bedside table, went over and opened the window a fraction. It was just some boys from the block. They had boutonnieres and Norwegian flags in their hands. They were cocky and friendly and invulnerable. They were looking for Vera. But the Old One had already raised a cautionary hand. “Vera isn’t too well,” she told them. “Besides, you’ve chosen the wrong window. Unless it’s me you want to go out with.”

  The boys down below laughed, and then ran on to other windows, other girls. Here and there between the tenements across the road bonfires burned — bonfires of blackout blinds. People came with them in their arms and threw them into the flames; the black smoke rose into the chill skies and stood like pillars to the left and to the right, and the smell was luscious, almost sweet, filled as it was with the heavy scent of new-flowering lilac. The evening sun made the asphalt glow, as if the whole town had been hammered from soft copper. And along Church Road there marched a battalion of young men in sportswear; they had guns over their shoulders and they were singing. Where had all these people come from? The Old One wondered at it all. And she thought to herself, War is silent, peace is loud.

  She shut the window and sat down by the bed again. “This is my second world war,” she sighed. “And it can be the last.” The Old One knocked three times on the wood of the bedpost. Boletta changed the cloth on Vera’s breast and gingerly lifted the nightgown to see if more blood had appeared, but the towels were still white and dry. “I just don’t understand how she hurt herself like this,” the Old One breathed. “She must have fallen,” Boletta said quickly. “Yes. You’re right in what you say. That she’s fallen.” Boletta leaned close, and when she spoke her voice was scarcely more than a whisper. “Do you really think there could have been someone else there?” The Old One drank in the scent of the bottle and then looked away. “No, for who would it have been? It was you who said she was alone.”

  They talked thus, their voices low and anxious, back and forth, our great-grandmother and our grandmother, each with their glass of Malaga. And I somehow believe they never quite managed to get rid of the odor of that dark, sweet wine, and that when many years later I was allowed to lie there, either because I’d had a nightmare or else was pretending that I wasn’t well, I always breathed as deeply as I could and at once my head began swimming. Malaga was a memory that floated into my blood, and I dreamed tipsy dreams, and I loved those dreams, which washed through me in my tipsy sleep. But for now it was Vera, our mother, who lay there in vinegar and silk, as peace reigned outside. And sometimes I’m gripped by the thought of what would have happened it she had spoken then, if she had recounted what had taken place up in the drying loft — the rape? Then our story would have been otherwise. Perhaps it might never have been told at all; instead it would have gone down other roads that we would never, ever learn of. Vera’s silence is the beginning of our story, just as all stories must begin with silence.

  Boletta moistens her lips with water. “Little Vera,” she whispers. “Has someone been bad to you?” But Vera makes no reply, she only turns away and Boletta looks at the Old One instead. “I just can’t comprehend where all that blood has come from,” she breathes. “Never has she bled like that. Such a tiny body!” The Old One is bent over and holds her empty glass with both hands. “When I heard that Wilhelm was to go to Greenland, I bled continuously for two days.” Boletta sighs. “I know, Mother.” The Old One smiles suddenly as if she has been reminded of something she’s almost forgotten. “And then he came to me the night before and stopped the bleeding. He was a sorcerer, Boletta.”

  Vera turned slowly in her sleep and they removed the poultice on her cheek. They saw that the swelling had gone down. She almost looked herself again. The Old One gently combed her hair with a wooden comb. “You’re right,” Boletta admitted. “It was all too much for her. Everything that’s happened. She hasn’t been able to cope with it.” “And little Rakel who’s gone,” whispered the Old One. “Imagine how Vera must miss her.” “Maybe she’ll still come back,” Boletta said quietly. “No. Don’t believe that. Don’t say that. May we not have any others to wait for here in this house.”

  And I still haven’t managed to tell you anything of Rakel’s story that began before this and is already over. Mom’s best friend, the dark Rakel, is dead in a mass grave in Ravensbrück, and no one will ever find or recognize her again, for she is lost in the anonymity of death. She has been wiped out by matter-of-fact executioners, genteel murderers who kiss their wives and children each morning before leaving for the offices of annihilation. Little Rakel, fifteen years of age, from the corner apartment on Jonas Rein Street, a threat to the Third Reich. They came for her and her parents in October 1942, but they were magnanimous and generous-hearted, and let her run across the yard in the rain and come up to say goodbye to Mom. “I’ll be back soon,” Rakel told her. “Don’t be afraid, Vera. I’ll be back soon.” Two girls, two best friends, in the midst of war: the one our mother, the other her best friend who has to leave. How much do they know? How much does she know? A raindrop runs down Rakel’s nose and Vera wipes it away and laughs, and for an instant it’s almost an ordinary goodbye. Rakel is wearing a brown coat her mother used to wear, which is far too big for her, and she has gray mittens that she hasn’t had a chance to remove. She doesn’t have time. They’re waiting for her, her parents and the police. She has a long journey ahead of her. The ship is called Donau. They hug each other and Vera thinks, as she says the words inside herself, She’ll be back soon, that’s what she said, don’t be afraid. “Be careful,” Rakel whispers. “Say goodbye from me to Boletta and the Old One.” “They’re out trying to find potatoes,” Vera smiles, and both of them laugh again. But suddenly Rakel lets go of her, takes off the mitten on her right hand, and tugs loose the ring on her middle finger to give to Vera. “You can borrow it until I come home again.” “Can I?” But Rakel changes her mind, just as suddenly. “No. You keep it!” “I don’t want to,” Vera replies at once. “Yes, you keep it!” “No,” Vera insists, stubbornly and almost angrily. “I don’t want to keep it.” Rakel takes hold of her hand and pushes the ring into place. “At least you can look after it for me then!” After that Rakel kisses her on the cheek and starts running back because there’s no time to lose; she’s off on a long journey and she mustn’t be late. And Vera stands in the kitchen wishing Rakel hadn’t given her the ring. She hears her quick feet going down the stairs, those small brown shoes taking step after step, and Rakel will never return. I remember something Mom said, and she repeated it often: It’s those footsteps I hear disappearing out of my life. I made those words my own. And sometimes I like to believe that Rakel is there at the edge of this story, or at the very core of my mother’s silence, watching us, sorrowful and merciful.

  The Old One put the cork back in the bottle. “So you think I look like a tramp, do you,” she said. Boletta was packing the ruined clothes in paper and tying the parcel with string to banish it to the back of the closet. “I only said that all three of us could go to the hairdresser’s,” she sighed. “You said that I looked like a tramp!” “Vera and I can go ourselves. If you don’t want to.” “Oh, go to the hairdresser’s then, and tart yourselves up now the war’s over.”

  It would soon be night, and still the Old One hadn’t managed to get properly dressed. She sat by the bed in her faded petticoat and red slippers, and I would love to know exactly what she was thinking. Did she feel that yet another disaster had befallen them? Boletta stood behind her and lifted the long, gray hair with both hands. “You don’t look like a tramp. You look like an angry witch.” The Old One cackled at that for a bit. “And tomorrow Vera is bound to be better again. Maybe she’ll go for a walk with the witch?”

  And they tried to comfort themselves with this thought, that it was Vera’s menstrual blood that had driven itself through her with extraordinary force on that extraordinary day — May 8, 1945 — and taken her feet from her up in the drying loft.

  “I’ll call the doctor all the same,” Boletta whispered. “He’s bound to be busy,” the Old One insisted as she had before, her voice as low as her daughter’s. She crossed herself three times, very quickly. Boletta let her mother’s hair drop against her hunched back and came around to face her. “What was that you did just then?” “What? What are you talking about?” “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Don’t make such a face.” “I’m tired,” the Old One announced sulkily and tried to get up. Boletta stopped her. “You crossed yourself. I saw you.” The Old One freed her arm. “Yes, yes. So I crossed myself! An old witch who crosses herself! Is it of such importance?” “I thought you’d given up on God and wouldn’t talk to Him again. No?” The Old One crossed herself again. “It’s a long while since God and I stopped being on speaking terms. But now and again I let Him know I’m there. So that He won’t feel lonely. And now I’m tired!”

  The Old One went into the dining room and slept there on the divan, while Boletta lay down with Vera, her arm around her, just as they’d lain many times together during those last five years. Sometimes all three of them had slept together, after they came up from the cellar in the wake of air-raid sirens and explosions. And then it might be that the Old One would read from Wilhelm’s letter, as they lay together waiting for night and sleep and peace, and Vera would always cry when the Old One neared the end, that last beautiful sentence that Wilhelm, Boletta’s father, had written before he disappeared in the land between ice and snow.

  Boletta lay awake a long time. She thought of the Old One, who’d crossed herself, who’d found it right to converse with God with finger language that evening. Boletta trembled, she shook so violently she had to raise both arms so as not to waken Vera. Was Boletta as disturbed by the Old One’s sudden piety as Vera had been when Rakel gave her the ring? Oh, when we consider all we do that backfires — our actions that are turned on their heads — the comforting that is transformed into pain, the rewarding that becomes punishment, the prayer that changes to cursing. Still laughter and shouting echo from the streets. Peace. Terboven had dropped the corpse of Rediess into the bunkers at Skaugum and ordered the guard to light the fuse of the enormous explosives container. It was said that for a second Terboven was filled with regret, not for his deeds but for this final action — the fuse that glistened along the stone floor. He attempted to stop the fuse’s burning but didn’t succeed (he was too drunk), and no one noticed the massive explosion that made the birds cloud upward from the surrounding woods. The war was over. For the first time Boletta felt afraid.

  She must have slept nonetheless but had no memory of doing so. When she awoke, suddenly and exhausted, Vera wasn’t there. The space beside her in the bed was empty. It was already after seven. Boletta had to go to work. It was just an ordinary Wednesday, a Wednesday in May. Someone was talking in the dining room. Quickly she got herself there. The Old One had gone to sleep with the radio on. This is the Norwegian Broadcasting Service. The genuine, bona fide broadcasting service. Boletta turned it off, and through the stillness that swam back she could hear something else, the same humming, cooing, except that it was even deeper now, almost like gurgling. The sound was coming from the bathroom, and it chilled Boletta to the marrow. She woke the Old One up and brought her out with her into the hallway. The bathroom door was locked. Vera was in there.

  Boletta knocked. “Vera? Would you open the door, Vera?” The humming died away, almost with a sigh. Everything was silent. But now and again they heard water dripping and something rubbing, the same sound Boletta had heard up in the drying loft, only it was stronger now, like a shoe on a doormat. “Are you coming, Vera? What is it you’re doing?” The Old One bent down and looked through the keyhole. She felt a slight blowing, a draft against her eye. “I can’t see anything. The key’s in the lock.” All at once Boletta rattled the door handle and shouted, “Vera! Open this door! Stop this nonsense at once! Are you listening? Open this door!” The Old One had to intervene and calm her down. “Pull yourself together and don’t bring down the whole building!” Boletta let go of the door handle and, forcing herself not to shout, she whispered behind her fingers, “What are we to do?” “Stop shouting, first of all. There’s nothing I like less.” Boletta gave a laugh. “Oh, really. Are you hearing so well that it’s a nuisance now?” “That’s none of your business.” “Has the world healed both your ears?” But the Old One had nothing to say to that. Instead she produced a hairpin and stuck it in the keyhole, and twisted and turned it until they heard the big key fall onto the floor inside. At once Boletta tried to push open the door, but it was no less locked than it had been. The Old One looked through the keyhole again. “Can you see anything now?” The Old One whispered: “I think she’s sitting in the bath. I can see one arm.” Now Boletta herself bent down to have a look through the keyhole. She felt a cold wind against her eye, and always, for as long as I can remember, it was this she blamed, the times when that one eye became red and swollen and started running, as though that eye, alone in her face, was weeping.

  Boletta saw it too; Vera’s arm, her bare arm over the side of the bath, and her hand, the thin fingers and Rakel’s heavy ring. “We’ll get the caretaker! He can break it open!” Boletta was already on her way to the kitchen, but the Old One managed to stop her and hold her back. “He’s probably up to the eyes with other things right now,” she told her. “But someone has to get that door open!” “Would you really want that nosy fool to see her like that in there? Naked!” Boletta was crying now. “But what are we to do?” “Talk to her. Talk to your daughter!” Boletta took a deep breath and went back to the bathroom door. “Vera? Will you be finished soon?” But she wouldn’t answer. And all at once Boletta became aware of the clock in the hall and the seconds that were ticking away; it was as if the shadow of the clock face itself fell over her. “I’ve to go to work, Vera! I have to get ready or I’ll be late!” The Old One caught her arm. “Work? Today?” “Even though the war’s over, don’t you imagine people phone each other?” “No, in all honesty, I think they’ll neither think of it nor have the time.” Boletta shoved the Old One to one side. “Vera, love. Do you know what I thought we could do tomorrow? When I’m off? We could go to the hairdresser’s in Adamstuen.” Now it was the Old One who shoved Boletta out of the way. “The hairdressers in Adamstuen! What rubbish!” “Be quiet!” “Do you really think the hairdressers will have the time to be open? Not a chance.” “It was just something to say!” “Just something to say! You talked about nothing but hairdressers all yesterday!” “I did not.” “You said my hair was like a tramps. I won’t forget that!” “I said you looked like an old witch!”

  Then Vera began humming again inside, so low and softly it was all but impossible to hear her. Boletta went to pieces completely and had to be supported by her mother. “I’m so afraid,” she whispered. “Just so long as she doesn’t harm herself.” “Harm herself? What are you talking about?” “I don’t know what I’m saying any more!” “No, that goes for all of us.” The Old One turned to face the door and knocked on it hard, three times. “It’s my turn now, Vera. And if I don’t get in right away there’s going to be an accident!” But Vera neither answered nor opened the door. She just went on humming and humming. Three more times the Old One knocked on the door as hard as before. “You don’t want your poor grandmother to have to sit on the sink, do you?” They listened, the two of them, they stood with their faces close together, so close they were aware of the other’s breath, and suddenly everything fell silent inside once more. Vera stopped humming and there was no sound of water either. It was then the Old One went at the door at full tilt. There wasn’t much “tilt” to draw on, but she ran at the door with her shoulder nonetheless. It did no good, and so she tried again, her neck bent, her shoulders lifted, her head down. She was like a bull; the Old One became like a bull — it was as though an inexorable power rose within her, the muscles of grief, and she threw herself against the door so it broke open with a terrific crash. She all but pitched over onto the floor, but Boletta caught her, and together they stood there on the threshold beholding that which made them utterly terrified, terrified and yet at the same time relieved and thankful, for Vera was alive.

  She’s sitting in the bath, one arm hanging over it’s curved edge, and in the water, the dark water, a brush is floating — the floor brush from the kitchen. And Vera doesn’t notice them, or else she doesn’t want to look at them; she stares away somewhere else, just as she did up in the drying loft, and her eyes are far too large for her, they’re clear and almost black. The skin on her breasts, her shoulders, her throat, her face — is discolored and streaked, as if she has tried to wash it away, to scour it from her body. And that thin body is trembling.

  Boletta knelt beside the bath. “My dear, beloved Vera, what have you done?” Water was trickling over the edge of the bath, gray and tepid. Vera made no answer. “It’s over now, Vera. It’s over. There’s nothing to be afraid of any more.” The Old One sat down on the laundry basket in the corner; she sighed and massaged her shoulder. Boletta gently caressed her daughter’s arm. “Rakel will come home soon, that’s for sure. You don’t want to be ill then, do you? You’ll get pneumonia lying here.” The Old One gave an even deeper sigh. “Take out the plug,” she said simply. “That’s enough talk.” Vera drew back her arm. Boletta tried to keep hold of it, but it was far too thin and slippery, and it just slid from her fingers. “Say something!” Boletta shouted. “Say something to me!”

  But Vera remained cocooned in her muteness, and the only thing she could do was hum. Her lips were almost blue — they quivered as she kept cooing. The Old One got up and raised her hands toward the ceiling and folded them there, like a clenched fist above her head. “Pull out the damned plug, for God’s sake! Or do I have to do it myself?” Boletta put her hand into the water. And then Vera hit her. She hit her smack in the face with the floor brush, and Boletta screamed so shrilly Vera had to cover her ears. And people in Church Road and Jacob Aall Street, those who have lived long enough to remember those days, say that they can never forget that scream, which was talked about for years. It loosened the plaster, shook chandeliers and caused whole slates to fall — indeed it almost made some believe that the war had started up again. It wasn’t that the blow itself hurt so greatly; Boletta screamed more out of sheer terror, for she was sure that now they had lost the plot completely, that finally the war had robbed them of whatever sanity they’d ever had. For now Vera was hitting her own mother, she was sitting with a floor brush in the bath hitting her own mother in the face. The Old One had to calm Boletta forcefully, and when finally she’d managed to do so and the two of them were kneeling breathless together on the stone tiles, Vera began scrubbing her neck. She scrubbed at it with the hard, stiff brush, as if there was some speck there on her neck that she hadn’t managed to get rid of. “I can’t take any more,” Boletta sobbed.

  And right then the kitchen doorbell rang. For a second, the briefest moment, Vera stopped scrubbing herself. Perhaps she thought it was Rakel, Rakel finally home and ringing the kitchen doorbell because she wanted Vera to come out and join her. Perhaps she did believe that, in the fleeting blink of an eye between two seconds, but then she continued scouring, even harder; she bent her head and her neck vertebrae stood out like a taut bow of glowing coals. “Who can that be?” Boletta hissed. The Old One leaned against the side of the bath and let her hand trail in the water; five twisted and wrinkled fingers in that dark water, carefully trailing around Vera’s body. “There, there, child. You re clean enough now.” The doorbell rang again. The Old One pulled her hand out of the water. “Who the devil? Cant we be left in peace! Don’t you think so, Vera?” And Vera turned toward them; it almost looked as if she wanted to give in, to give herself up to Boletta and the Old One, but she remained in her cave of silence nonetheless. The Old One plunged her arm into the water again and pulled out the plug. “Now I’m going to throw someone down the steps,” she said.

  Gradually the water began to sink around Vera. Boletta put a towel over her shoulders without her protesting. The Old One struggled out to the kitchen and opened the door. Of course it was none other than Bang, the caretaker for the building who had his own subsidized apartment in the very bottom corner by the garbage sheds. It was Bang — protector of the flowerbeds, guardian of the laundry, terror of tomcats, and commander of law and order. He was forty-two, a bachelor, a former triple jump champion, and he was hopeless when it came to conflict. He was standing there in all his finery — a wide, blue jacket hanging from his gangly frame, pants that were too short for him and with saliva stains on the worn, thin knees. From his top buttonhole there waved a bow composed of the national colors of Norway — it was so enormous it almost made him topple forward. Bangs face was shining with sweat; it was as though he had rushed up all the steps to the loft and down again and around the yard and back, or perhaps he had just rubbed spit on his forehead too. Inquisitiveness was glowing in his eyes, and he smiled with a full set of teeth as he raised his hat and bowed. “So, it’s the handyman,” the Old One said. Bangs mouth puckered. “Has something happened?” he asked. Behind him, on the next landing, stood the neighbors — the chatty housewives from their kitchen sinks. They were jostling each other to see better — the Old One still in her petticoat — and the time already quarter past eight on May 9. She’s standing there in nothing but her petticoat and with her hair like a gray avalanche down her hunched shoulders, this strange creature from Denmark who talks pretty much as she looks and whom they’ve never quite got the measure of, even though she’s almost the oldest resident in the place, living in this apartment on the corner of Church Road and Gørbitz Street, where to that day no man had been in residence. “Happened?” the Old One repeated. “What makes you think something happened?” The caretaker leaned against the door frame. “I heard a scream. Everyone here heard a scream.” The neighbors nodded and took a step forward; yes, they had heard it too, an appalling scream. The Old One smiled. “It was only me -— I burned myself on the stove.” And she wanted to shut the door on them now, but Bang remained standing there with one shoe a little too far forward. He looked hard at her wet arm. “Are you quite certain that everything’s all right?” “I am completely certain, and thank you so very much for your concern.” Bang wasn’t about to give up so easily “And how’s Vera, by the way? Some of the boys said that she wasn’t well.” “What did you say?” The caretaker smiled again. “They said you’d said so. That Vera wasn’t well.” The Old One looked down at his shoe; it was misshapen and the lace didn’t reach through all the holes. “If you don’t move your foot right now, you will be the next one to scream in this neighborhood.” Bang took a hurried step backward, but his eyes remained fixed on her all the while. “I only wanted to ask, ma’am. These are troubled times.” “I’m aware of that. But house-to-house searches are, I believe, a thing of the past now?”

  The Old One attempted to close the door yet again, but the caretaker leaned his frame in and the smile had disappeared now. “I think you forgot this on the stairs.” He rummaged in his jacket pockets and at last produced a bunch of clothespins. “Careful with those. Someone might have had a nasty fall. Hope your hand’s better soon. And Vera.”

  Bang limped up to the housewives, who immediately encircled him. The Old One shut the door, put the clothespins in a drawer and hurried out to the bathroom. Vera sat in the empty bath, the towel over her shoulders, hugging herself, her head against her bony knees. Boletta gently caressed her back and Vera allowed her to do so. Together they carried Vera into the bedroom again. There they put on her blankets and quilts, silks and creams, and she fell into dreams immediately in the warm light. “I looked at the towels in the laundry basket,” Boletta whispered. “She hasn’t bled any more.” “Good. That means we won’t have to get the doctor here.” They went out into the dining room so as not to wake Vera. Still dust glittered over the furniture and along the walls, on lampshades and over paintings. The windows were streaked with soot and dirt. Soon they would have to begin the spring cleaning. “Who was it who called?” Boletta asked. “That fool of a handyman.” “Don’t call him a handyman, Mother. His name is Bang. He’s the caretaker.” The Old One stared out of the window. “What did you say?” “His name is Bang!” The Old One laughed. “That handyman had a whole flag in his buttonhole. And what did he do in the war? Search the attics for Jews?” “Be quiet!” Boletta snapped. “Don’t tell me to keep quiet! I’ll say what I want to.” “What did he want then?” “To hand in the clothespins. That you dropped on the floor.” “Did he say anything?” “What about?” “Perhaps he’d seen something.” The Old One sat down on the divan and sighed. “It’s only nine in the morning, and it’s already been a long day. I’m exhausted.” “Why don’t you lie down with Vera then?” “I’ll keep an eye on her, that’s for sure. Off you go to your work. And if you happen to see a bottle of Malaga on the way, please bring it home with you.”

  The Old One turned around and fell asleep without another word. Boletta went into the bathroom to wash. There was no more hot water, so she drenched herself in the perfume she’d been saving up for long enough now. At least she wouldn’t smell bad when she arrived late for work at the Telegraph Exchange on the first day after the end of the war.

  She peeped in on Vera. She was asleep, and at that moment, in such light, she resembled the child she had been, not so very long ago.

  The Old One heard the bang of the door and the quick steps on the stairs. She clasped her hands over her breast and gave up a short prayer, almost shameful, for hadn’t God, if He was indeed somewhere in us or between us, in the power of word and thought, enough to sort out as it was?
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  The Telegraph Exchange

  Eighteen women sit beside each other in front of the switchboard on the first floor of the Telegraph Exchange, and the nineteenth still hasn’t got there even though it’s already nineteen minutes to ten. Seat number eight from the right is not occupied, and Boletta hurries through the low, rounded room and just manages to hang up her coat by the directors table before taking her seat, for she has seen Miss Stang. The manageress herself (she is the one who has been here longest), and the one, as a result, who has the stiffest neck and the most frequent headaches, makes a careful note in her logbook, and gives Boletta a hard stare as the newcomer plugs in and affixes earphones and microphone. The other women turn toward her momentarily and give her a resigned smile. Everything’s chaotic today anyway. Today the network is in tatters. Today all that can be done is to make the best of it, and there are just these nineteen women and the manageress controlling Norway now. They send signals along power lines across mountains, in cables beneath towns; they weave in to the right apparatus in this apartment and that home, so all of a sudden it rings and someone can lift the receiver to hear a voice they thought was lost, the voice of someone they may love who has something precious and beautiful to say. And they connect all these voices to conversations, they bind the country tight with threads of words, in a flood of sound waves, they open the lines to a thrill of electricity, they conduct this language and decide who it is who gets through. A fisherman from Nyksund will talk to his daughter, who is a maid in Gabel Street. A woman from T0nsberg wants to be put through to Room 204 at the Bristol. A girl from Hamar is trying to find her fiance and begs tearfully for the numbers to Victoria Terrace, 19 M0ller Street, and each and every hospital across the city. Someone too wants to call Grini, and a teacher from Drammen is searching for a colleague in Vads0, but Finnmark is closed, Finnmark is still out of touch and it never ends, there’s a line on the lines from Stockholm and Copenhagen and London, they’re red hot and the relays are burning and sometimes the lines get crossed and several conversations end up confused on the same line. But it doesn’t matter, because today everything is chaotic anyway — a true chaos — for peace has broken out and these nineteen women, Boletta number eight from the right, are Norway’s shadow cabinet. I saw them once, and I remember it with a curious clarity and intensity, because it was the day both the Old One and King Haakon died. I was seven and Mom had fetched me from school and taken me with her to the Exchange to tell Boletta, to tell her that the Old One had died in a traffic accident and that Fred was in Ullevål Hospital, uninjured, but in shock and unable to talk. We went first into the enormous public hall, and I saw the painting that all but covered the furthermost wall inside, and then we went up to the first floor, the switchboard, and Mom stood in the doorway and held my hand. We couldn’t see Boletta among the women who sat there, all thin and in black they were, and I believed they already knew the Old One was dead, that that was why they were so gloomy and gaunt, but that was impossible since only Mom and I knew that the Old One had been knocked over at the Palace Park, when she went there with Fred to look at the mourning wreath that hung from the balcony on the day of King Haakon’s passing — September 21, 1957. But at that moment I imagined there was nothing they didn’t know, for after all they heard everything that was being said, and now they were passing it on, that the Old One was dead. They talked and talked into tiny mouthpieces and wore heavy ear muffs that crackled, and as we stood looking for Boletta an even older woman came over to us (she was in black too), and with a completely bent neck as if her head had been screwed on at the wrong angle and couldn’t move. And she asked, in a not over-friendly way, what we wanted, and Mom said that we were looking for Jebsen — it was so strange when she said it, her whole name, Boletta Jebsen. Was it perhaps her break now? Then the woman smiled as crookedly as her head was fixed, and told us that Boletta Jebsen didn’t work here any longer, at this very switchboard, because she had been moved down to the basement several years ago, and were we not aware of that? Mom went red and all funny, and we went down to the public hall again and she asked me to wait there while she went to fetch Boletta. I stayed there in the high vaulted hall and looked at Alf Rolfsen’s fresco. There were only men in the picture, men clearing broad swathes through forests, men heaving cables across mountains and under towns, men erecting telegraph posts. It was a heavy, precise ballet of labor, and these pictures resembled sacred stories, as I remember them now, like the stations of the cross. And after that it was the women who blessed this labor by connecting it — connecting the electric signals in relays and sending them off on their journeys. And perhaps it’s just me adding to my own recollection, connecting my writing and pictures to the memory in some great dialogue with myself, but I state it nonetheless — I was seven years old and I believed I was standing in a church. The telegraph building in Tolbu Street became a cathedral, that day the Old One and King Haakon died and Fred was struck dumb, and the thin black-clad women were souls in mourning who called on God through their cords and apparatus. I remember Mom being gone a good while. Then at last she came back, alone, and she still hadn’t found Boletta. “She must be eating,” she whispered. And now we went to the canteen, but she wasn’t eating. She was standing behind the counter serving coffee. When we sat together in the taxi to go up to Ullevål Hospital, Boletta said that coincidence knew no limits; the Old One had come to Norway in 1905, the very year King Haakon came, and now they had left this life on the very same day. “God has to have a sense of humor,” she said, and lit a cigarette. Mom was suddenly enraged and told her to be quiet, but all this is far in the future, and I should realize that myself, that one shouldn’t break a narrative like this. How many times have editors scrapped a flashback, without even bothering to read it, for flashbacks mean trouble, and flashforward even more. These become the detritus of the editing room, and on the occasions when I have painstakingly researched poetic retrospective reflections, as well as all the anticipated memories, I’ve been told that what you can’t convey in the present tense, in hard currency, is nothing but bullshit and artistic ambition that you can take back home and make short films with.

  And instead I cut back to Boletta, to where she’s sitting number eight from the right on that first day after the end of the war, threading the electric signals through the country as she thinks of Vera. But there isn’t time to think of anything other than the conversations that have to be connected, for everyone in the country is falling over each other to get a word in edgeways and Boletta is in the present tense, she is now. She is aware of an incipient headache; it creeps along her neck and spreads out toward her forehead like a magnetic wind — and they call the pain Morse. For it will attack sooner or later and render many of them sleepless and nerve- racked, and when finally one o’clock comes Boletta can go to the staff room along with half the duty team, but the conversations continue in there — conversations that have to be listened to. Boletta remains silent, thinking about Vera and Vera’s blood, and the other women pay no attention, for they’re used to Boletta’s silence — she has never become one of them, one of these telegraph women, all of whom resemble one another despite their different ages. They come from spacious apartments in Thomas Heftye Street, Bygdøy Alley and Park Road; they are perhaps the youngest from a flock of brothers and sisters, and have suddenly found themselves left over. They have spent at least one summer in France — in Nice or Biarritz — where they ventured down to the beach, their parasols at the ready, and the oldest among them are even paler thanks to the vinegar they rubbed on their skin. They are unmarried, childless, have barely known the touch of a man’s hand, and speak two languages stiltedly. Boletta is a spinster too, but she has a daughter, and this is not only unusual, it is unheard of. They’ve never quite got to the bottom of this scandal, and they’ve long since given up hope of finding out more than they already know, and that’s almost less than nothing. All they do know is that Boletta Jebsen lives with her Danish mother, who apparently was a star of the silent film world in her younger years, and with her daughter Vera, who was born in 1925, and although these bird-like women from the Exchange go to church each Sunday, read their Bibles and are otherwise God-fearing in every respect, they don’t set much store by virgin births and miracles of that kind. But now they’re falling over each other to get a word in, of lost fathers released from Grini and brothers they imagined were dead but who suddenly emerged from hiding places in the depths of Nordmarka. Each one has a hero in their family today, and each has at least one story to tell, but suddenly they fall silent almost as if someone has unplugged them, and Boletta realizes they’re all looking in the direction of the door — she turns and Stang is standing there. The manageress, who is by no means a participant in chitchat at break times, would have preferred the professional discretion of official silence. She’s looking in Boletta’s direction and nods, her head bent. “Director Egede wants to talk to you. Now.” Miss Stang returns to her table before Boletta can ask what this is about, and none of the others says anything at that moment, but perhaps they’re thinking, not without a certain triumph and Schadenfreude, that now the Directors had enough and the top floors going to put it’s foot down — Boletta Jebsen has come in to work late for the very last time, and there are plenty of young women of spotless conduct who would give their eye teeth for positions at the Exchange. Perhaps they do think that way, privately, but to say so openly isn’t allowed, for when put in front of Egede, the man behind the door on the floor above, they will stand together with military precision. Instead they help Boletta to tidy her hair, they lend her a pocket mirror and powder, and she’s moved by their thoughtfulness as she’s given a word of encouragement for the long journey up to Egedes office. And when she finally knocks on the door, she thinks this herself, but with no hint of triumph, Today I’ve arrived late for the very last time, and now were going to be left high and dry. She hears Egedes order to Come in, and she barely remembers opening the door and closing it behind her. Egede is sitting in his leather chair behind his enormous desk, and Boletta walks slowly toward him, collects herself and curtsies; she curtsies like a schoolgirl before the headmaster, and it angers her — and the anger does her good.

  The Director smiles and motions for her to sit down. Boletta remains standing, looking straight at him. Once upon a time he was perhaps a good-looking man. Now he has outgrown his own face, and even a world war has made no impression on the double chins that roll the length of his collar in waves of pale fat and are too heavy for him to raise — his head bobs forward in the space between. He lights his pipe and takes his time. Boletta waits. She holds her hands behind her back and can look anyone in the face now. “Yes, yes,” Egede says at last. “It’s good that it’s over.” Boletta says nothing to this. But it amazes her that he can go around the garden path like this. She doesn’t like it. Her rage is in danger of cooling. “Yes, thank God,” she says, nonetheless, her voice low. Egede puts down his pipe in the ashtray and dries the corners of his mouth. This is it, Boletta thinks and clenches her fists behind her back. Now he’s going to tell me that enough is enough. “And all is well with your family?” he asks. Boletta doesn’t know what to say. She just nods. Egede looks up. “Your mother is an actress, is she not?” Boletta becomes even more bewildered. “Yes,” she replies. “But that was a long time ago.” “Yes, it must be back in the days of the silent movies. In all honesty I miss the silent movies.” Egede gets up, and it takes a time for him to leave that deep chair. “And you yourself have a daughter, is that not so?” “Yes. I have a daughter.” Boletta feels a spark of anger now. If his game is to try to embarrass and humiliate me before he gives me the sack, then let him just try. She has nothing to be ashamed of. She’d happily clean out that pipe in the middle of his face. “And how old is she now?” “She’ll be twenty this summer.” Egede shakes his head and sighs. “It’s sad to see our young ones cast aside by the war. Has she left school now?” Boletta is still more bewildered. She has no idea what he’s driving at, and that’s perhaps the worst of it. She decides to be polite in her answers, but to say no more than is necessary. “She has completed secondary school.” “I see.” Egede goes over to the window. He remains standing there with his back to her, looking out over the city. “What does your daughter herself think of pursuing?” “She’s very eager to work with photography.” Egede turns to face Boletta and laughs. “Photography? Has the young lady ambitions to become a photographer?” Boletta swallows, she has to swallow to make any kind of answer at all, and she curses this dressed-up pile of suet for daring to laugh in her face like this. And yet as soon as she begins to speak again she hears the meekness and politeness of her own voice; it’s as if she has always too much in her mouth and should be ashamed of herself. “What she’s really thought of is getting a job at a photographer’s.” Egede brushes the answers away with his hand as if he’s suddenly fed up listening to all this, even though it was he who pursued the matter to begin with. He sits down heavily once more and Boletta doesn’t say a word, she is silent and would be glad not to make another sound. “You’ve been here many years now,” he says, his tone suddenly friendly again, almost flattering. Boletta lets out her breath and has no idea where all this is going. Egede lights his pipe again and the tobacco smells stale. Boletta feels the urge to turn away, but she remains rooted to the spot. This is it, she thinks. Now he’s raised her as high as possible and can let her drop like a stone.

  “It won’t happen again,” she mutters. Egede looks at her. The pipe hangs crooked from his thick lips. “Happen again? What won’t happen again?” “My arriving late. But this morning all the clocks were wrong.” Egede gives her a long look and then laughs again. He puts the pipe down once and for all and a fit of coughing puts an end to his laughter; when he recovers his voice sufficiently he asks, “Would you like to move up a couple of floors?” Boletta can hardly believe her own ears and has to lean forward a moment. She is aware that her expression must be completely silly. “To the fourth floor?” she whispers. “There’s no need to look so frightened.” Boletta takes a step backward and tries to look sensible. “You mean to the Exchange office?” “That’s precisely what I mean. We need more operators there. And we need women with experience. As you have. A great deal of experience.” Suddenly Egede looks away, as if he’s caught himself saying something improper. Boletta likes seeing him like that. Somehow it gives her the upper hand. She composes herself. She should be pleased, grateful. She can rise to where there are no more headaches. She smiles. “I only have experience with the main switchboard,” she points out. Egede shrugs his shoulders. “We give courses. It’s easy work. For someone like you.” Egede taps the ash from his pipe. Boletta can see that the mouthpiece is almost completely chewed away. The man has something of his own to struggle with — a conscience. All at once she feels sorry for him. He has a thick black stripe under the nail of the middle finger which he uses to fill his pipe. A white dust like a halo encircles his thin, dry hair whenever now and again he makes a sudden movement. Like now. He gets up quickly, as if he’s aware of a change in Boletta’s expression and wants to recover the reins. “So what do you say to my offer, then?” Boletta knows what she wants to say all right, but she bides her time, she wants to savor this as long as possible. When Egede sees her hesitating, he sits down again heavily as if forgetting he got up only moments ago, and rests his elbows on the desk. “Well, well. You can think about it. Of course there’s no hurry. But all the posts will have to be filled by the autumn.”

  Egede looks down and starts leafing through some papers, and Boletta nods, she doesn’t curtsey this time but gives a hint of bow and moves backward toward the door. But as she puts her hand to the gilt handle of the Directors office door in the building known in the streets as the Telegraph Palace, but which inside I christened the Telegraph Cathedral, Egede raises his arm and looks once more at Boletta. She lets go her hold and stands there silent while a new anxiety begins to grow in her, that somehow all this has been too good to be true, that life itself had taught her that there’s plenty that’s too good to be true, and that triumphs are shorter-lived than disappointment. “There can’t be many such photography jobs?” he asks. “No,” Boletta breathes. Egede gets up and comes over to her. “If you do accept my generous offer, there’ll be a position vacant down at the switchboard, is that not so?” “Yes,” Boletta replies. “That’s true.” “And then it would be very convenient if your daughter were to take it. You could show her the ropes.” Boletta looks right at him and smiles. “It’s very kind of you. But that isn’t going to happen.” Egede’s eyes darken, bewildered. “Isn’t going to happen? What do you mean?” “As I said, my daughter has other plans. But thank you all the same.”

  Boletta reaches for the door handle once more, and at the same moment feels his hand on her shoulder. Slowly she turns and sees his fingers hanging there, almost like a large insect that had crept mistakenly over her. Now she knows. This was where he wanted to go — right there. “I will let you know tomorrow,” she tells him. “Oh, there’s no hurry. Take your time.” Egede lets his hand fall over her arm and the black nail scratches over her dress, making a low crackling. “May I go now?” The Director takes out his watch, opens it and studies the hands for a long time. Then he snaps it shut and puts it back in his waistcoat pocket. He looks at Boletta, his expression no longer dark — just gray and indifferent. “Pity,” he says. “Your daughter would have fitted in well here. Since she won’t have considered marrying right away?” Boletta laughs. She laughs out loud, her hand over her mouth. She can’t believe what he’s standing there saying. “Won’t she? That’s not so unlikely.” Now it’s Egede’s turn to laugh; his chins ripple beneath his face. But suddenly he’s silent and his head almost tips forward, as if all this has tired him enormously. “And who do you think will want to marry an illegitimate child?” he breathes. “What did you say?” “You can go now.” Boletta clenches her fist. “My daughter is as legitimate as anyone elses!”

  Boletta hears the door closing behind her. She crosses the tiled floor and hears the sound of her own steps, but almost delayed, as if all her senses are still catching up with her. Three men appear from the control room and pay no attention to her. She has to clasp the banister as she goes down the stairs. She sneaks into the toilet on the half landing and washes her hands; it stinks of tobacco and ash, and when she looks at her reflection in the mirror she’s almost astonished that it’s her own face she sees there. She feels the desire to be sick, but drinks some water instead and waits until her breathing has eased. She fixes her hair and her skirt, then walks the last bit down to the switchboard, sits at her place, plugs in, as all of them look at her. Out of their minds with curiosity, wondering what in the world happened for her to be so long with Egede. The manageress herself is on the point of quizzing her, but Boletta sits there as solid as stone; she looks neither to the left nor to the right and meets no one’s gaze, and never will she reveal a jot of her conversation with Director Egede. Then she does something forbidden, but she has nothing more to lose — that’s how she thinks at the moment, that she has nothing more to lose — she connects to her own telephone number, she sneaks into the line, breaks into the ingenious network, and in the silent rooms of the apartment in Church Road the black telephone begins to ring.
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  The Button

  Vera heard the ringing, far away, on the other side of sleep, of war; she heard the telephone that no one answered. She got up slowly, surprised, and went out into the hall and found herself there so suddenly that she couldn’t remember the distance, the seconds, from the bed to there, as if she had been cut straight from one room to the other. The telephone continued to ring and inside the dining room Vera could see the Old One lying with her back to her on the divan, her hair a great gray tangled mane about her shoulders. Did Vera hope that it might be Rakel, her Jewish girlfriend, who was calling? If Rakel had indeed come back home she wouldn’t phone, rather she could come racing across the yard and up the kitchen stairs to throw her arms around Vera, and Vera would tell her everything. Yet maybe she’d had an accident, had broken her leg perhaps, or else something different had happened that meant she had to phone instead, so quickly Vera lifted the receiver of the black contraption. It’s numbers operated back to front, so that when you put your finger in the frame of the nine, turned it right around and let go so that the spring would return the dial to it’s normal setting and break the connection, it was broken just once, not nine times, and in this way only one impulse would be transmitted to the Exchange. So nine corresponds to one, eight to two, seven to three — that was the way the back-to-front Oslo telephone worked. Just as Vera picked up the receiver, a split second later, as if the threads of time had been severed, there was nothing but the dial tone — the humming of the network like wind in an electric forest. She was out of reach, out of reach of the conversation, and just as quickly as she had lifted the receiver she replaced it. The silence carried from room to room and left it’s mark in the light. The Old One lay still on the divan. Why was she lying there now? Why was Vera wearing the Old One’s Chinese nightgown? The clock from Bien struck the half hour. Vera turned abruptly and everything came back to her — the memory opened like a wound. She ran to the bathroom, leaned over the sink and drank from the tap. She didn’t have the courage to look in the mirror. She checked carefully under her nightgown and the towels were dry she was dry. There was no longer any pain. That amazed her. There should have been pain. She would rather have had some sort of pain to make her forget. She was just thirsty. In the bath there was a wide band of dirt, as if the water had dried to dust along it’s edges. She opened the cabinet above the sink and caught the smell of Boletta’s heavy perfume. It almost made her sick. Maybe Rakel had been calling from abroad, from somewhere very far away, and the connection had been broken — she was bound to call again when she reached another telephone, one that was nearer home, in Denmark or Sweden, where the connection was better. For just a moment she felt happy at that thought. She took the comb that was lying on the Old One’s shelf, shut the cabinet and looked up in spite of herself — at her face in the mirror. There was a shadow along the length of her cheek, a cut in her forehead. With a bit of powder it would be invisible. What was it possible to see? Something in her eyes? Something in her mouth when she opened it? On her tongue? Had he been there too, in her mouth? Vera couldn’t remember. All she could remember was a missing finger and a bird on the clothesline. She went in to the Old One, sat on the divan, carefully lifted her gray hair and began combing it. The clock in the hall chimed twice. The Old One’s hair smelled sweet, of earth and foliage. “Did you think I was asleep?” she whispered. But Vera made no reply. She just kept combing. Her lips were locked. “I never quite sleep, you know. When I sleep it’s just another way of waiting.” The Old One sighed and lifted her head a little. “I like you combing my hair, Vera. It makes me think of the sea. Of beaches of sand. It brings back good memories. I’ll do your hair later. We don’t need to go to some hairdresser’s, do we?” The Old One listened but heard only the sound of Vera’s fingers. “You can talk to me, my love. I won’t hear you anyway. My ear was damaged, you know. In the terrible explosion of 1943.1 don’t quite remember which of my ears it was, but I’m just as deaf in the other one too, so it makes no difference. So speak to me, if there’s anything you want to tell me, my little Vera. I won’t hear a thing.”

  But Vera kept silent. The Old One waited. The clock chimed a single time again out in the hall. Time was going backward. “Well, all right. If you won’t speak to me, then I can speak to you instead. You heard the telephone ringing all right.” The Old One felt the hesitation; the comb got caught in a tangle of hair and Vera tried to pull it through, hard and fast “You’re not to scalp me, my sweet. Who do you think it was? Who was calling? Boletta? She’s not allowed to call from the Exchange. But it was bound to be her all the same. And then she got cut off. I can’t abide telephones. You always say the wrong thing when you’re speaking on the telephone and can’t look the other person in the eye. Because it’s the eyes that count, you know, not the words. Shouldn’t I know that, Vera, eh? I was silent too in my time, but that was in films. On the screen I was silent and my eyes did the talking for me. We painted our eyelashes green so they’d shine. I could have been a great star, Vera. Bigger than either Greta or Sarah. I really could have! But one day my eyes didn’t shine any more, even though they were so made up I was almost blind.”

  The Old One fell silent. She now sensed Vera’s hands behind her. “Well, well, my little hairdresser. Am I done now or are you just fed up with all my old stories? Because I certainly am. All that I’m telling you I’ve heard before. Far too many times. There’s nothing new to add any longer. But perhaps you would fetch me the bottle of Malaga? It’s behind Johannes V. Jensen now.”

  Vera let go of her hair and went to the bookshelves in the living room. The Old One sat up. She was more bent than usual; soon she would be a whole circle. She had lain down with her red slippers on and both feet had gone to sleep — yes, her feet were the only part of her that ever got any sleep. She tried to rub them but couldn’t reach down, despite being already bent. Instead she just sat and waited for her toes to wake up again. That was what growing old meant — waiting for your toes to wake up. The comb lay by the pillow, full of long, gray hair — it almost resembled a dead animal. Quickly she cleaned the comb and put the hair behind the divan. She shivered and pulled the blanket around her. She heard Vera pulling out The Lost Land and The Glacier, and at long last she returned with the bottle and a glass, which she carefully filled and then gave her. The Old One held the glass up to the light to see the sun illuminate the brown wine and fall to the bottom like mahogany dust. After she’d seen that she slowly drank up and her back grew soft as straw, and her small, crumpled feet awoke so well they were on the point of getting up and going of their own accord. “Sit here with me for a while,” the Old One said. “We have plenty of time today. Perhaps we could get a photograph taken of us all together? Once Boletta comes back home?” Vera sat on the divan, and the Old One began to comb her hair. It was fine and soft and cascaded so smoothly through her fingers. “Are you looking forward to going to the movies again, Vera? Maybe you could take me with you to the Palace Cinema? Or the Colosseum. I haven’t been to a theater since sound came. Can you imagine that? The last film I saw was Victoria. With Louise Ulrich as the heroine. She wasn’t bad, but unfortunately she was German. Oh, no, it was a sad day when they brought in speech. The eyes disappeared. The eyes and the dance disappeared and the mouth took over. Do you know what they used the Palace Cinema for all those years? A potato warehouse! But there’ll be others you’ll want to go to the movies with rather than a chaise- longue like me. Anyway, my feet would just go to sleep.” The Old One sighed and put her hand on Vera’s arm. “Your knights in shining armor were here yesterday asking for you, by the way. You can pick them off one by one, Vera, slow as you like. There’s no hurry. For heaven’s sake, don’t hurry. Men are basically like forged banknotes who aren’t worth the paper they’re printed on. Apart from Wilhelm, of course. But sometimes it’s more exciting to say no than to say yes. Believe me.”

  A tremor went through Vera, and the Old One had to hold her tight a moment. She laid her cheek against Vera’s jutting shoulder and stroked her back, smoothing out the creases in the silk. “Wilhelm gave me this nightgown just after I met him. Imagine that! Giving me a nightgown before we were married! Is it any wonder that I locked my door every night and put the moon and the stars in the keyhole to be sure no one would find a way in? Not in the least. Shall we read some of his letter this evening, Vera? From the part where they’re stuck in the ice.”

  Vera bent forward and her hair parted so that her slim neck curved in a white bow. The Old One drank another glass of Malaga and wondered where she had found this great weight of silence. And what frightened the Old One most was that she recognized this silence, as if it had come as an inheritance and had consumed Vera with even greater intensity. Her silence was loud within her. “Did you think it was Rakel who wanted to talk to you just now?” the Old One whispered. Vera shut her eyes. “Because don’t believe that, Vera. Waiting without hope only prevents you from living yourself. I know that. I’ve waited so long now that it’s too late to give up. I’m still waiting, Vera. And I’ve used up my nine lives many times over. Those who are silly and sentimental amaze me. But I know better. Hope is a tired and feeble old lady.’’

  The Old One turned to Vera again and it was then she noticed it, a mark on her neck, a nick in the skin with tiny capillaries of blood extending outward from it. At the moment she noticed it and was about to raise her hand, the kitchen doorbell rang. Vera sat up. Her hair fell back into place. The Old One thumped her fist into the divan. “If that’s the wretched handyman again, I’ll knot his tie once and for all! Don’t be surprised if you hear screams, Vera!’’

  The Old One went out barefoot into the kitchen and opened the door. And there was the caretaker as before, the same enormous bow hanging from his lapel, except that it was tied askew now, and his breath was so bad it could have stripped the paint off the walls. He leaned forward in an attempt to execute a bow. The Old One narrowed her eyes and waved him away like a fly. “What do you want now? Is there a stone missing from the gravel? Is peace giving you a headache?’’

  Bang stood tall again, but his gaze was fixed somewhere down by the Old One’s foot. “I only wanted to inform you that you have left your clothes basket up in the loft.’’ “And?” “I also wanted to say that I can fetch it and have no objection to bringing it down to you.” “But I do object, young man. Thank you very much and goodbye.”

  The Old One shut the door in his face and waited until she could hear him limping down the steps talking to himself. And when the caretaker talked to himself like that it was generally about the triple jump and records he’d have broken if it hadn’t been for injury, envy and fate in general, and he got himself pretty worked up when he talked like that. But the Old One trotted back to Vera and sat down with her again, passed the comb through her dry hair and lifted it so she could see her neck again — so thin it was that the Old One could almost have cried. She tried to laugh. “Men always go in the same suit regardless. Whether it’s a wedding or a funeral, war or peace, they’ll have on the same worn suit. Except for Wilhelm. He never wore a suit. Have I told you about the last night he was with me? I’m bound to have, but I’ll tell you again all the same. I let him in, even though I’d locked the door beforehand with three different keys and put a whole constellation in the keyhole. He was to leave the next day with the SS Antarctic. I was your age, Vera, and I was bleeding so heavily right then I thought I’d die, that there’d be no blood left in my heart. And so he came to me, Vera, through all the locks, or maybe I’d forgotten to turn the last key, who knows? And he lay down so quietly with me and stopped the blood. That was our first and last time. Our first and last.”

  The Old One fell silent and let go of Vera’s hair. The nick on her neck wasn’t the result of scratching. It resembled a bite mark, a blue dent in the skin made by teeth. She felt a sudden chill pass through her. “What was it that happened up there in the loft, my child?” she whispered. “Was someone bad to you?” Vera sank into her lap and wept silently — that was her only answer — a great wave that passed through her body until no more tears remained. And the Old One sensed a rage rising inside her, a rage that was the other side of sorrow, and of that sorrow she had already had her fill. Yet it was sorrow that nourished her, that gave her strength, that powered her heart. She stroked Vera’s cheek and believed that if someone, if anyone at all really had interfered with her then she would hunt them to their death. “There, there,” she said, her voice lilting and soft. “There, there. It’ll pass. Everything passes. Even a world war. And now I think I’ll go up to the loft to fetch our things.”

  Vera gripped her arm. “It’s all right, little one,” the Old One told her. “I’m not afraid of the dark any more. And that way we can avoid having the handyman around again.” Vera’s hand fell onto her lap. “Do you want to come with me? Or don’t you feel like it?” Vera remained where she was, looking into space, her eyes troubled and trembling. “All right, then. I’ll just go myself. And later you can borrow Boletta’s dress. And don’t forget that photograph we’re going to have taken.”

  The Old One put on her red slippers, a long coat over her nightgown, and a broad hat since it was always so drafty in the loft, even now in May and in the middle of the day. And when Vera saw her in this getup she suddenly began laughing, she had to cover her mouth and the Old One laughed too. Yes, laugh, my child, she thought — laugh at me and fill these rooms with laughter. The nightgown hung below her coat and the hat was askew, but this was hardly the time to worry about it either. “Should I take my stick with me? Yes, I surely will. Oh, stick! Where have I put you?”

  And for safety’s sake she took the key to the bathroom with her too, and she began to struggle up the long staircase. She noticed that the doors were ajar on every level as she passed, and the eyes were no doubt watching her. But the Old One couldn’t have cared less; nor was she the type to tiptoe past, rather she banged her stick against the banister rail so they would know she was coming, and the doors closed silently again once she had passed.

  She was aware of the wind as soon as she reached the loft — it was as if the whole building was softly whistling. She went along the corridor, past the storerooms. The stroller was still on it’s side with the logs that had fallen from it; there was a ski strap in national colors and an empty brown bottle gently rocking. The clothes basket was standing in the middle of the floor, beneath the loose lines from which a single gray woolen sock was still hanging. A dove was sitting right up on the corner roof beam. The Old One opened the attic window with a long pole that lay there for that use, and she stamped hard three times, but the dove didn’t move. She waved the stick at it but it was to no avail, the dove remained where it was and might have been dead. The Old One muttered to herself, unpinned the sock and lifted the basket — but immediately put it down again. Because in the thin layer of dust on the white floorboards she saw several footprints, and they were bigger than any Vera’s small feet would leave. And then she spotted something else. In among the clothes in the basket there was a button, a clear and shiny button, and one that didn’t belong to them. She picked it up. A black thread was still fastened to it. Someone had lost it there. Someone had been there, and a button had been tom from a jacket. The Old One put it into her coat pocket, hooked the stick over her arm, carried the basket down to the apartment and immediately telephoned Dr. Schultz in Bislet. He had been to see them before, several times now, when Vera was suffering her various childhood illnesses and screamed both day and night. Dr. Schultz came over from Bislet and generally advised fresh air — fresh air was definitely his best medicine — and he went as far as to call Nordmarka the great pharmacist. One could walk into that wild country summer and winter and get as much fresh air as one wanted — and all of it for free. Consequently it was with real unwillingness that the Old One telephoned him now, but there was simply no other doctor she could imagine contacting. When Dr. Schultz eventually answered, his voice sounded slurred and impatient. He could just about guarantee looking in that evening, as long as he wasn’t dispatched to other locations in the city; the fight was far from over yet — something each and every citizen should be damn clear about — with the danger of desperate Germans and native traitors striking back at any time. There had already been skirmishes and loss of life — these were the last twitchings of war, the final writhings of the vanquished before the rigor mortis of defeat. And Dr. Schultz from Bislet couldn’t shirk his duty now at this late stage; he had to be prepared to intervene on behalf of wounded patriots, he had to be at his post. The Old One sighed and put down the receiver; she hid the button she had picked up in her jewelry box in the bedroom and then went in to see Vera. She was sitting on the divan and hadn’t moved a muscle. The Old One thought that now she resembled the bird on the roof beam, and she tapped three times on the door frame just to be sure. “Now we’ll get the dresses ready,” she said, “and after that we’ll play patience and drink some Malaga.”

  Vera slowly followed her into the kitchen and once there they ironed the dresses and Vera put on the green one, Boletta’s. It was far too big for her, but the Old One brought it in at the waist by pinning each side and then together they stood in front of the tall mirror in the hall. Vera looked down. Vera looked away. She refused to meet her own gaze. The Old One put her arm around her. “Look,” she told her, “you’ve caught up with me. I’ve begun to grow down instead. I’ll soon be standing with my head in the ground.” And they were still standing like that in their finery in front of the mirror when Boletta arrived home, white and perturbed. She got no farther than the door and stared at them amazed — for a moment almost relieved. “You look lovely, Vera,” she breathed. And Vera lifted the hem of her skirt and hurried back into the dining room. Boletta watched her go. “Has she said anything?” “We have to clean the windows,” the Old One said. “Before long the sunlight won’t get through.” Boletta gripped her mothers arm. “Has she spoken? Has she said anything?” The Old One looked in the mirror again. “My times over,” she grumbled. “I look like a lonely circus.” Boletta was at the breaking point. “Could you stop talking like a whole circus too?” The Old One sighed. “Your headaches back. You should have a nap instead of shouting.” Boletta closed her eyes and breathed deeply. “Can you answer my question?” “Did you bring anything nice with you? I’d love hot chocolate with butter!” Boletta had to support herself against the wall. “What has she said? Do I need to drag it out of you?” The Old One sighed again, but even more deeply now. “She hasn’t said a word, Boletta. But she’s combed my hair, if you hadn’t noticed. And there’s another thing, I feel we should hoist the flag on the balcony. We seem to be the only one’s who don’t have a flag flying today.” Boletta wanted to go after Vera. But the Old One stopped her. “Let Vera have a bit of peace.” Boletta stood there and smoothed her brow. “Are you sure we shouldn’t call the doctor?” “Be quiet!” the Old One hissed. “I’ve called the idiot already.”

  And Dr. Schultz arrived when they were drinking coffee. And when Dr. Schultz was approaching, the world was aware of it. He bore his black bag on a perfectly angled arm, his hat was soft and broad-brimmed, and he wore shining black galoshes from September 1 to May 17, whatever the weather. His face was gaunt and ruddy, and his nose was positioned like an exclamation point between his forehead and his mouth. From this prominent feature hung that famous drop that had frozen fast when Dr. Schultz skied from Mylla during the winter of 1939 — the last time he got fresh air. Now he preferred sitting at home in Bislet trying to wipe it away. This particular evening he required the entire sidewalk and a portion of the street to get where he was going. He weaved about like a black crab and the youngest of the boys from Jessenl0kken followed him over Ullevål Road giving encouraging shouts and ringing their bicycle bells every time he stepped into the gutter. Now and again someone had to venture close enough to get him going in the right direction again, since occasionally he veered off toward Nordmarka instead, as if some gigantic magnet was positioned high up there, drawing him inexorably closer. In other words, it was no great secret when Dr. Schultz stopped at the corner outside Number 127 and rang the bell. And I’ve often wondered if everything would have been different if Dr. Schultz hadn’t drained the days fifth whiskey and soda (to say nothing of the sixth), if his hands had been steady his head clear and his vision sharp. If so he might have noticed something that would have changed our story and perhaps stopped it altogether. I say this now and I always will — Fred lived vicariously even before he was born. It’s thoughts like these that can still keep me sleepless and afraid, for we hang by a thin thread, a thread composed of chances shadow. I can see him now, that pathetic doctor from Bislet — should I love him or despise him I don’t rightly know. I see him there leaning against the door so that when Boletta opens it he almost tumbles into the hall. And the whispers go from door to door that the pickled Dr. Schultz has come to see the single women in Gørbitz Street, the strange women whom no one can quite fathom. Now it’s ringing out at the buildings telephone exchange, and down by the shed in the yard the caretaker is connecting the rumors to lengthy tales that I myself can rely on when my time comes.
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