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The person you love is .8 percent water and there’s been no rain for
weeks. I’m standing out here, in the middle of the garden, my feet
firmly planted on the ground. I bend over the tulips, gloves on my
hands, boots on my feet, small pruning shears between my fingers, it’s
extremely early, one April morning in  and it’s beginning to grow
warmer, I’ve noticed it recently, a certain something has begun to stir,
I noticed it as I got out of the car this morning, in the gray light, as I
opened the gates into the nursery, the air had grown softer, more
rounded at the edges, I’d even considered changing out of my winter
boots and putting my sneakers on. I stand here in the nursery garden,
by the flowers so laboriously planted and grown side by side in their
beds, in their boxes, the entire earth seeming to lift, billowing green,
and I tilt my head upward, there’s been sunshine in the last few days,
a high sun pouring down, but clouds have moved in from the North
Sea somewhere now, Sellafield radiation clouds, and in short inter-
vals the sun vanishes, for seconds at first, until eventually more and
more time passes before the sunlight is allowed through the cumulus
clouds again. I lean my head back, face turned up, eyes squinting, with
the sun being so strong as it forces its way through the layers of cloud.
I wait. Stand and wait. And then I see it, somewhere up there, a thou-
sand, perhaps three thousand feet above, the first drop takes shape
and falls, releases hold, hurtles toward me, and I stand there, face
turned up, it’s about to start raining, in a few seconds it will pour, and
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never stop, at least that’s how it will seem, as though a balloon had
finally burst, and I stare up, a single drop on its way down toward me,
heading straight, its pace increases and the water is forced to change
shape with the speed, the first drop falls and there I stand motion-
less, until I feel it hit me in the center of my forehead, exploding
outward and splitting into fragments that land on my jacket, on the
flowers beneath me, my boots, my gardening gloves. I bow my head.
And it begins to rain.

It is a Tuesday.There can be no doubt about that. I see it in the light,
the traffic outside the windows will continue to stream all day, slowly,
disinterestedly, people driving back and forth out of habit rather than
necessity.Tuesday.The week’s most superfluous day.A day that almost
nobody notices among all the other days. I read somewhere, I don’t
remember where, that statistics showed there were  perccent fewer
appointments made on an average Tuesday than on any other day. On
a worldwide basis.That’s how it is. On the other hand a much greater
number of funerals are held on Tuesdays than during the rest of the
week.They sort of bunch up, you never get on top of it.

� � � � � � �

I had a friend.
And had this not been so, I would never have ended up with a large

sum of money in my inside pocket, and been almost run over, I would
never have rescued a person from the sea nor been thrown out of var-
ious bars. I would not have come inches from jumping three thousand
feet down from a mountain, I would never have tried building a boat,
and last, but not least, I might never have disappeared.
But I had a friend.
Jørn.
Jørn played in a band.
And I’d said yes. It was some weeks ago now. He’d asked me one
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evening, as we sat in his apartment in Storhaug. Jørn and Roar were
going over with his band, Perkleiva, at the end of July, together with
another Norwegian band, the Kulta Beats fromTrondheim, they were
going to play at some festival over there, on the Faroe Isles, a gig they’d
been offered through the Stavanger Council, as far as I understood.
Stavanger andTórshavn were twinned towns, and Stavanger wanted to
do its bit for the Faroese National Day, Olsok. Some Danish band,
whose name I can never remember, were invited too, as well as all the
Faroese artists. That was what I’d been told. More or less. And that I
was going with them in the guise of being their soundman. Although
that was probably just Jørn’s way of trying to drag me along, to get me
out, to show me that it could be good doing concerts, playing in a band,
he’d never totally abandoned the idea of the two of us playing together,
of me singing. He really wanted me to sing. But I kept my mouth
sealed. Officially, for the organizers, the reason for my coming was
Claus. Claus was Perkleiva’s producer, but he and his girlfriend were
expecting a baby, it might arrive any minute, so he’d canceled, under-
standably, more preoccupied with ultrasound than the sound of guitars.
And I was, well yes, I needed a vacation, and sure, I’d always enjoyed
traveling, and no, I had no other plans.

And I knew a bit about sound.

Not that I had any training as a sound technician, or that I’d ever
worked with a band. But I’d always been good at sound. At isolating
sounds. I can sit on my sofa with a CD on the stereo and hear all the
instruments individually. I don’t quite know how, but I can.The guitar,
drums, bass, voice, they all take on different colors in my head; I can
hear if there should have been more blue, if there’s too much brown, or
that if a hint of pink somewhere in the background had been turned
up, it would have been better. I can hear if anybody sings the least bit
out of tune. I’ve seen every episode of Counterpoint. You can’t fool me.
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I gave up working in the garden the instant it began raining, but
before I’d even managed to grab my bucket of flowers and the some-
what overfilled watering can I’d brought out, I was drenched by the
torrent of water that the clouds had emptied over me, I dripped my
way over the floor, over the flagstones of the nursery shop, set the tulips
aside in a vase on one of the two huge, old,wooden tables in the middle
of the room and went into the locker room to hang up my wet jacket.
I took off my pants and pulled on one of the nursery’s overalls, a navy
blue boilersuit with a glossy print of a magnolia flower on the back,
from the time our boss decided all his staff should dress alike, so as to
project a streamlined image, as he called it. And, not least, to promote
greater togetherness. To give us a sense of being colleagues. Of being
part of a team pulling together. Unity, cooperation. But nothing had
come of it, nobody wanted to wear the overalls, it felt unnecessary, we
were only a small firm after all, and few staff. And the boilersuits still
hung along one of the walls of the locker room, four of them, almost
unused, four years on, creases in the arms and legs still sharp.We wore
our own clothes now. The boss included. He always had on flowery
shirts. Hawaiian. And he was a good chap, even if he never turned up
before late into the day, liked sleeping in.

I’d put on the magnolia overalls, they were tight in the crotch and
smelled like new as I walked back into the shop, sat behind the counter,
turned on the radio, took out the schedule to see what needed doing,
one Tuesday in April.

The radio.
The news.
Bombs were falling over Kosovo and Vojvovdina and NATO hadn’t

hit their intended targets as I marked off the day’s first job, which was
to drive over to the nursing home with flowers for one of their resi-
dents. I looked at the clock. Still half an hour before the others arrived,
three quarters before we opened.But they wanted the flowers delivered
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as soon as possible, and I had no plans, so I started making up a couple
of the bouquets they’d asked for, laid them in a fruit basket, and the
Cardigans were on the radio, I didn’t know the song, but I tried to hum
along as I locked the door to the office, found the harmony, lost the
melody, then went over to the radio, turned it off, cast a final glance
around, yes, it all looked fine, great plants, nice smell, lovely being here,
opened the front door, went out, locked the door, opened the car door,
got in, shut the car door, started the car, drove to the nursing home,
four blocks away.

It was the same up here practically every day, somebody would get a
plant, flowers. And it was always a bad sign. I came up here often, vir-
tually every week, it was where granddad had been at the end, and there
had never been many flowers, unless you were about to die.Then there
was an excuse.Then a nurse would come snooping around your room,
noting the decay that hung in the walls, suggesting things be bright-
ened up, perhaps we should have some flowers in here, Fru So and So,
wouldn’t that be nice, and it’s so dark in here, shall I pull the curtains open
a little? and as they did, as they flung their arms wide and pushed the
curtains to the sides and as the light burst into your bedroom, it would
not be long before the flowers arrived, it had already been decided, and
soon, in hours or days, young people would cluster in semicircles at
your bedside alongside angels or demons, gazing down upon you with
mild or damning eyes, hands folded, waiting for you to vanish forever,
never to return.

I had two bunches with me, tulips and white lilies, many people
liked those, they reminded them of something, I don’t know what, but
the patients often said it as I came into their rooms with the flowers, as
I helped them put them in a vase, what lovely flowers, they’d say, and
then the memories, always the memories, the mental photo album it
took years to go through.
Fru Helgesen was to have flowers in her last days.
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Fru Helgesen’s days were numbered.
Somebody had done the accounts and decided that enough was

enough.
But nobody had said anything to her. She lay in her bed and stared

into the white ceiling.
“Am I going to have flowers?” she asked when I knocked, opened

the door and came in after a squeaky voice had pronounced come in
from the other side.
“Of course you’re going to have some flowers,” I answered.
“Am I going to die now?” She didn’t seem troubled, just mildly sur-

prised.
“No, of course not,” I said. “You’re just going to have a bit of greenery

in here.”
I was on everybody’s team, I changed colors mid-game and played

goalie for both sides. I took everybody’s red cards and sat on the bench.
I found a vase under her sink, began putting the flowers in water.
“Come over here,” she said.
I came to her. She beckoned me to bring my ear close.
“You only ever come with flowers when somebody’s going to die,”

she said.
“No, I don’t think so,” I answered. “Lots of people get flowers.”
“But nobody survives them.”
“The flowers?”
“Yes.”
“Right.”
“But they’re lovely flowers.”
“Yes.”
“Yes, they really are, they remind me of something, I don’t know

what, we had flowers like that in our garden, I think.Oh, I don’t know.
But they’re lovely.Truly lovely.”
“Tulips and trumpet lilies,” I say. “That’s what they’re called.”
“Lovely. And white, too. Are you a gardener perhaps?”
“Yes, I’m a gardener. I work right across the way.”
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I made a gesture and pointed in the direction of the nursery.
As though she could see through the walls, the privileged X-ray

vision of the elderly.
She looked at the flowers, stuffed in the vase on her table, they were

messy, and she noticed it, they were cheap flowers, among the cheapest
we had, they wouldn’t last long, they’d do themselves in within a few
days, at best.
“Do they last long, these ones?” She pointed at the flowers, tried to

catch hold of one of the leaves, but couldn’t reach, I lifted the vase, held
it out to her so she could touch them, feel the leaves, she breathed their
aromas in, whistling through her nostrils and sniffing everything in
that had once been.
“Yes, they do,” I said, “they last a long while.”
“Good.” She gestured toward the vase as I put it back and got up to

leave, and as I shut the door, she was still lying with her arm stretched
toward the table. “Good.”

I walked into the reception room with the bill, handing it to one of
the older women who worked there, she signed it and thanked me,
handed me my receipt, asked if I wanted some coffee, but I refused,
wanting to leave, and not stay.
“It’s always been nice having you come,” she said. Then she peered

nervously around the room, as though the words she had to say had
tumbled to the floor and found themselves in the trash by mistake.
“But, ehm,well, this all gets terribly expensive in the long run.Yes, not
that, well, I mean, it’s certainly not that we think you charge more than
you have to, but . . .” I waited, I knew where she was going, and I could
have left, but I stood there.
“Well, of course old people do die, and, as things stand, well, it’s,

we’ve had to, well we’ve decided to go over to cheaper flowers, yes,
from, from, from a supermarket chain. So . . .”
“RIMI?” I asked.
“No, REMA,” she corrected, embarrassed, looking deep into the
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table. “Yes, one can’t get around the fact that they’re cheaper in the long
run, and they’ve made us an offer, so, yes.” And then, as though the
thought had occurred to her there and then, she added: “We just want
to make it nice for them in their last days, I’m sure you can under-
stand . . . yes.”Her face had practically fallen into the table.
“Of course,” I said. “Hardly anyone buys from the nurseries any

more.”
She looked uneasy. “Really?”
Looked as though she was searching for something more to say.
“Forget it,” I said, turned and walked out, drove back to the nursery,

let myself in and sat in the chair behind the counter, radio on, and no
news, nobody dying, only music.

But I was doing all right, wasn’t I?
Yes, I was all right.
I was totally all right.
Had everything I needed.
I was Mattias.  years old.
I was a gardener.
And I loved my job.
I really loved it. I’d often come into work early, before the others,

maybe an hour before, I’d let myself out into the garden at the back
sometimes, icy mornings, breath hanging frozen on the air, I’d sit on
the bench out there, sit and listen to the cars as they drove past, wea-
ried engines, unhappy people on their way to jobs they loathed,
meetings with people they’d never agree with, to prices they couldn’t
beat, offers they couldn’t match, business that had be put on hold, ideas
that had to be scrapped for lack of funds, plans that would never be
realized but that remained like little scabs in their palms, that itched
every time they met new people with new ideas, shook their hands and
greeted them, promising new, unviable projects.

If I could have had just one wish, I often thought it might have been
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for nothing to change.To have everything fixed for eternity. I wanted
predictable days.

I sat in the garden, I was still early. Later, an hour later, the others
came strolling in. There were four of us, amongst them a girl of my
own age, rather well-built, she’d been to Ås agricultural college, that
was virtually all I knew about her, we didn’t talk about these things
much, we didn’t talk much at all, I don’t know why, that was just the
way things were. If we talked, it was about flowers, about what we had
to do, that we mustn’t forget to water the new plants in the corner of
the nursery, that I needed to prune some bushes.Had she remembered
to prepare the wreaths for the funeral? Remembered to make up the bou-
quet that had been ordered, and to attach the card; Get Well, Come Back
Soon, Happy Birthday, Birthday Greetings, Congratulations, Congratu-
lations, Hearty Congratulations. Yes she’d remembered, and didn’t I
think the chrysanthemums were lovely at this time of year? They’re always
lovely, I said, and I cared about these things, this was where I was at,
right here, this was my world, my job, the garden at the back of the
nursery, that stretched as far as the roundabout separating Hin-
nasvingene and the A, on the way to the center of Stavanger. I was
a cog in the world; I was not in the way. I did what I was supposed to
do.Was a nice boy.
But what did I want?
This was what I wanted.
To be a smooth running cog in the world.
To do the right thing.
Nothing more.
Was that cowardly?
Was it really?

Not everybody wants to be head of a corporation. Not everybody
wants to be among the top sports personalities of their country, to sit
on various committees, not everybody wants the best lawyers on their
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team, not everybody wants to wake up in the morning to jubilation or
catastrophe in the headlines.
Some people like being the secretary who’s left outside when the

doors close on the meeting room, some people want to drive the
garbage truck, even during Easter, some people want to perform the
autopsy on the fifteen-year-old who committed suicide early one Jan-
uary morning, and who’s found a week later in the lake, some people
don’t want to be onTV, or the radio, or in the newspapers. Some people
want to watch movies, not perform in them.
Some people want to be in the audience.
Some people want to be cogs.Not because they have to, but because

they want to be.
Simple mathematics.
So here I was.Here.Here in the garden, and I wanted to be nowhere

else in the world.

It might seem strange then, that Jørn and I were the ones to find
each other, to hang out with each other through secondary school and
college. We found each other by chance, we were suddenly standing
next to each other on the playground, one break when nothing was
happening. For some time that had been my spot, stood there almost
every break, in my own thoughts and content that way. And on such a
day, Jørn came over, asking me about something or other, I’ve forgotten
what. I realized later that he only came over because Roar, his mate
who I eventually got to know more or less too,was ill that day. Jørn was
probably bored, and I probably looked friendly enough as I stood there.
Anyway, we got talking, and I figured he said a lot of good things.
Talked about the moon that day, about the universe and all the junk
that was orbiting the earth, thousands of satellites, all carrying out
totally specific tasks; we just stood talking, not so much about ourselves,
but about other stuff. And that was how things went, we’d talk on our
breaks, we didn’t hang out much at other times, at least not until we
started college. Jørn’s agenda was different from mine; forward and
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upward.He wanted as much of the world as he could get. And I didn’t
blame him. Just never understood why.What he wanted with it. So we
never quite agreed. Just as we never agreed over Buzz Aldrin. I’d been
interested in astronauts since I was a kid, I’d read tons about them, read
everything I could find, read myself through space, moon expeditions
from the sixties and seventies. I knew all there was to know about the
Apollo program, and I can still reel off every detail of every stage of a
launch, the re-entry into earth’s orbit, the angles and coordinates, how
you come into orbit around the moon and back, why you lose radio
contact with Earth every time you disappear around the back of the
cheese in the sky. I can tell you everything about Aldrin, the second
man on the moon, what his wife Joan Archer thought as she watched
her husband on TV walking around up there on the surface. Buzz
Aldrin’s story had to be read between the lines about Neil Armstrong,
and other illustrious men, his was the great story of the parentheses.
But Aldrin’s father himself had been friends with the great pioneers of
aviation history,OrvilleWright, the first man to fly, and Charles Lind-
bergh who flew solo across the Atlantic in , New York to Paris in
under a day and a half. Aldrin, for his part, attended West Point,
became a major in the Air Force, flew sixty-six sorties over Korea and
shot down two MiG planes, before deciding to fly even higher. In 

he joined NASA as an astronaut and when the twelfth and final cap-
sule of the Gemini program went up, he was in it, blasted out of the
atmosphere and into the black nothingness, and he dared to get out of
the capsule up there, floated for five and a half hours in space and
proved that a human being could function successfully in a vacuum.
After that he was taken onto the Apollo program.
Buzz Aldrin waited, as the first ten rockets were sent up.
Buzz Aldrin practiced.
Buzz Aldrin prepared.
Buzz Aldrin went through all the details again.
Buzz Aldrin was appointed as the pilot on the Lunar Module.The

LM that was to be launched from the Command Module which
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Michael Collins was to control and orbit the moon in, while Aldrin
and Mission Commander Neil Armstrong would descend to the
moon’s surface in the LM, come out from its hatch, plant a flag, and
call home.
And three astronauts waited in suspense as the Apollo  descended

to , meters above the moon, almost landing, before it became
clear that the eleventh launch would be the one to put a man on the
moon. Articles were written. Interviews given. Further preparations
made.The day awaited.
July , . Takings for ice cream that year were greater than the

funds allocated to NASA.
Where were you that day, exactly ninety-seven years after the birth

of Roald Amundsen, fifty-one years after the last Tsar was executed by
the Bolsheviks? Where were you at  hours Norwegian time when
the Saturn V rocket ignited and lifted Apollo  with Aldrin on board,
where were you at  hours when the rocket shot up, accelerating to
seven miles per second, and Aldrin had a pulse of only eighty-eight?
They were even carrying Soviet luggage with them.
The medals of the deceased cosmonauts,Yuri Gagarin and Vladimir

Komarov.Armstrong took a tape of the theremin music his wife loved.
Aldrin had pictures of his children, gold pins in the shape of olive
branches he planned to give away when he got back.
Where were you on July , , at :: hours Norwegian time,

when man landed on the moon? Five hundred million people sat in
front of their television sets. Even more sat in front of their radios.
I was between my mother’s legs.
Where were you when the second person ventured out of the Eagle

in the Sea of Tranquility at  hours?
Had you switched off the TV? Gone to bed?
Then you missed Buzz Aldrin walking on the moon.His boots sank

three millimeters into the powdery surface, I lay on a table, and knew
nothing.Of the billions of people that have ever lived,Buzz Aldrin was
the second man to set foot on the moon, July , , while two hun-

20 BUZZ ALDR IN , WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU IN ALL THE CONFUS ION?

Buzz_text:Layout 1 4/6/11 8:08 AM Page 20



dred thirty-eight thousand miles away his family watched daddy on
TV, in his spacesuit, watched as he tried to put words to what he saw.

Magnificent. Magnificent desolation. Said Aldrin. Perhaps the world’s
finest description of a landscape.

He started to walk across the grainy surface.
Explained how it felt to move.
Photographed the landscape, photographed Armstrong.
Collected rock samples.
The Antarctic of outer space.
Buzz Aldrin.

And a flag was planted. President Nixon phoned from the Oval
Office and said that the heavens had become part of man’s world, and
that it served as inspiration for us to redouble our efforts to bring peace
and harmony to our planet, and that all the people on the Earth were
one, for just one moment. Then he hung up, and intensified his
bombing of North Vietnam again.Michael Collins vanished and reap-
peared from behind the moon at even intervals, Aldrin’s wife modestly
requested, and was permitted to send up a few fireworks at home,Arm-
strong and Aldrin were told that Thor Heyerdahl had had to abandon
his attempt to cross the Atlantic in a papyrus ship, and Aldrin had said
“OK, adios, amigo,” and climbed back into the Lunar Module after
Armstrong.They took off their spacesuits and the moon dust smelled of
wet ash and gunpowder. They covered the windows and lay down to
sleep for a few hours, before starting the engines, anxious they might
not work, they’d only have one go, one single chance, and if something
went wrong they’d be stranded forever; but the rocket’s engine started
perfectly and they lifted off the surface and ascended, coupled them-
selves to Collins mid-orbit, crawled over into the command module,
disconnected the lunar module and watched it disappear from them for
ever and ever, and spirits were high, they might have whistled a tune,
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but you can’t whistle in that atmosphere, so I imagine it being quiet,
even though I know it wasn’t, because there was still so much to do, so
much that still needed to go according to plan, and down on earth they
had wives who waited, children who gazed up,waiting for fathers from
heaven, and finally they came, landing with a belly flop in the Pacific
Ocean, on July , , picked up by frogmen, and Aldrin was the last
to be winched up into the helicopter, helping the other two first, sitting
alone for some minutes in the half burned out spacecraft, completely
alone, in the middle of the Pacific, before he was picked up too and
taken to the aircraft carrier where the President and weeks of quarantine
awaited, before the celebrations could be detonated upon the world, and
they could travel around the globe, on instructions from NASA, the
astronauts and their wives, hailed by everybody, receiving keys to cities,
and even coming to Norway, lunching with King Olav, I’ve got a pic-
ture of it, everything looks very agreeable, but then, if you look carefully,
if you put a magnifying glass against the grainy newspaper photograph,
aren’t there traces of worry in Aldrin’s eyes? The seeds of anxiety?

Jørn saw things differently than me. If you’d been one of the crew on
Apollo , who would you have liked to be? I asked him one evening; in
fact I’d often asked him that exact same question, and then he’d arch
his eyebrows and look at me as if it was a ridiculous question, and
answer Neil Armstrong.
“But Aldrin was the commander of the Lunar Module,” I objected,

“he was captain of the ship.”
“But Armstrong was first on the moon, wasn’t he?”
“Yes . . .”
“Armstrong’s the one we remember, isn’t he? One small step and

everything.”
“But Aldrin was a more experienced pilot in just about every way.”
“And so what? He wasn’t the first. It was Armstrong who got to be

Columbus, wasn’t it, he was the one that pushed on, refused to stop,
determined to land on the moon, come what may.”
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“But it never would have happened without Aldrin. He even
designed some of the equipment on board.”
“Yes, but still. Anyway, how come you’re so certain they even went

to the moon?Why were all the recordings so bad? To be totally honest,
I figure the whole thing was recorded in some studio in California.
They were probably all safely on the Warner Bros. payroll, the whole
bunch of them.Which would also explain why Aldrin had problems
later on. Because he knew he’d conned a whole world.”
“You’re totally outrageous!”
“Are you so sure?”
“Jeez, of course. It’s obvious they went to the moon, why on earth

shouldn’t they have been there?”
“Maybe they just pretended, in order to trick the Russians, or to get

a bigger defense budget, how should I know?”
“Come off it!”
“Imagine if the money involved was the only really astronomical

thing in all this.There’s tons to be earned on space exploration, right?”
And so we went on, an endless conversation in orbit.
We never agreed.

Should I perhaps have done something else?
Didn’t I have ambitions?
Of course I did.
I dreamed of the same things as you. I wanted to go places too, to

have a job I burned for, I wanted to see Prague, spend a year in
Guatemala, help the farmers with their crops, soothe my own bad con-
science, save the rainforest, wash beaches clean of oil, I wanted this
party elected into Parliament instead of that, too. I went and voted. I
wanted to work for the good of all. I wanted to be useful too.

But I didn’t want to stand in the way. In the way of people who
wanted to be in the front row, visible to all, not that there’s anything
wrong in it, all credit to those who dare, the people who make a notice-
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able difference, rescuing airline companies from bankruptcy, laying off
thousands and then receiving hate phone calls in the night, taking on
the cases that nobody else will touch.
They’re cogs too. No less important, just more visible. I just didn’t

have a need to be seen, to have you tell me when I was being clever. I
knew when I was.

I was the kid in your class in elementary school, in high school, at
college, whose name you can’t remember when you take out the class
photo ten years later, to show your boyfriend or girlfriend how you
looked back then. I was the boy that sat almost at the center of the
class, one desk from the wall, the guy who never forgot his gym clothes,
who was always ready for the test, who was never rowdy in class, but
answered when he was asked, who never insisted on performing long
skits in the school show, who never put himself forward as Student or
Class Rep. I was the one you’d been in class with for almost six months
before you knew his name. I was the one you didn’t miss when I left
your class and started at another school, or when I didn’t come to your
party, the one who stood in the middle of the concert hall and clapped
the band back on stage, but whom nobody heard, the one you thought
had the most boring life ever, the one you thought didn’t have a life. I
was the guy you and your friends didn’t believe could have a girlfriend,
when you heard about it from somebody else years later. Him? Oh
yes . . . him. What? Has he . . . ? Oh well. If he can, anybody can.
Do you remember me?
Can you picture me?
I was the worst thing of all. I was ordinary.
I was practically invisible, wasn’t I?
And I was perhaps the happiest person you could have known.

Then they turned up, one after the other, the rest of the staff, we said
a brief hello, didn’t talk much, too early in the morning, they were tired,
had only just gotten up, their facial expressions were still back at home
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and wouldn’t show up until lunch, we spread ourselves around the
room, started to make wreaths and decorations, kept the garden at the
back alive.

Later that afternoon I loaded the van, drove into town, worked my
way down my list of deliveries, the majority were wreaths for funerals
taking place at the end of the day, all around town the flags were raised
at half mast, dust was brushed from black suits, and crumpled notes of
fumbling words were clutched in the fists of those who would say
something after the priest, they gathered at kitchen tables, on squeaky
chairs, looked at clocks, waited for it to be late enough to leave, to get
it over with, the final salute, and there were bouquets in my van too,
with their accompanying ballpoint greetings, Good Luck with the New
Job, Happy Sixtieth, Get Well, Love You, it was rarely necessary to read
the messages before ringing the doorbell, you’d know the instant the
door opened what kind of bouquet it was, dark rings under the eyes of
people in worn-out dressing gowns, or cheery girls on the way out to
their second day at the company they’d finally gotten that job with,
hurrah for them all, and I was invited in for coffee once, and even
though I had read the card and it said Condolences, I went in and there,
sitting in the living room was an entire extended family, a semicircle of
bowed heads, and I slipped off my shoes, and followed after the lady
who’d taken the flowers, and who was probably the mother, she sniffed,
wiping her nose with her fingers, as she walked mechanically over to
the semicircle, I held back a little, peered over them, and a small coffin
placed on the table in front of them, crib death in the walls, and I was
offered coffee, said nothing, just drank my coffee, parasites had glutted
on my words leaving none, I stood in my socks in the middle of a
family who had just lost their daughter, and the father rose, younger
than me, by some years, so it seemed, he came toward me and hugged
me limply, and was followed by the entire clan who rose as if on cue,
padded over to me and I was a very hugged flower boy, as one by one,
more than twenty unknown family members clutched at my jacket,
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clung to the fabric, and when I left moments later, not one of them
turned around, I simply closed the door gently and went and sat in the
van, damp lapels, not quite knowing what to think. From that day on I
always refused invitations to come in, stayed on the doorstep, even said
no when the twenty-one year old girl in just her underwear got flowers
from her dad, she’d just moved into a new flat in Våland and really
wanted company, she was so happy, everything was working, but I
stayed on the doorstep, had nothing to do in there, he who enters here
leaves all hope behind.

Two or three hours after having left I was back at the nursery, out
at Hinna, it was still raining heavily, and I shuddered as I rushed into
the shop, found a chair and sat down. Karsten, the boss, was sitting
behind the counter, leather apron on, cutting roses, and without looking
up, he said: “Nice that we’re getting some rain at last.”
“I guess so.”
“Let’s hope it lasts.”
“The rain?”
“Yes, it’s so dry in the garden now, we need every drop we can get.

Water and warmth always go best together.”

Hawaii. That’s what he would have liked. A tropical climate. Club
Tropicana.He’d have preferred it if we’d needed mosquito nets to go in
the garden.
And before I managed to reply, he asked: “Were there many deliv-

eries today?” I told him where I’d been, what I’d delivered, and that the
local nursing home had decided to find an alternative to us. His chair
creaked, he put the flowers down, looked down into the table top.
“Right.”
“Right.”
It was quiet. News on the radio. Serbia was burning.
“Hmm . . . things aren’t going too well.”
“Kosovo?”
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“The nursery.”
“It’s only Tuesday,” I said.
“What?”
“It’s Tuesday, almost nothing happens on Tuesdays.”
“Oh, I don’t know,Mattias.”
He was wearing the blue palm shirt. The leaves hung limp, heavy

with coconuts. “Things aren’t going too well.” Then he picked the
flowers up again, and went on working and I walked into the office, the
staff room, put the coffee on, sat and listened to the gurgling of the
water filtering through the paper, until all the water had passed through
and the machine gasped for more, the sound died out and the coffee
was ready. I turned off the coffee machine, emptied the thermos, still
nearly full from before, poured the fresh coffee in. Sat in the chair,
waited for the phone to ring, for Helle to ring. She usually did at about
this time. Perhaps it was still a bit too early. I glanced at the clock.
Quarter past two. Yes, it was still a bit early.

8. Helle. Fall 8, I have to tell you about it, the coldest fall I
remember, I’m seventeen, it’s the year nobody forgets, although I’ve
forgotten the sequence of events, but it’s the year Olof Palme was shot
and killed, in the middle of the street, Sveavägen, Stockholm, and by
the next morning, the pavement is strewn with bouquets, a sea of
flowers billowing across the streets, and the murderer ran up the steps,
the steep stairway, and we know everything there is to know about
that stairway, the number of steps, and Palme was shot with a ., pos-
sibly, but no one knows for sure, and Christer Pettersson is the
murderer or perhaps he isn’t, but he can’t save the seven astronauts on
the Challenger that explodes after seventy-three seconds, live on every
TV channel, on all those Memorex tapes, and not until a year later will
we know that the crew didn’t die in the explosion, that the module
they sat in shielded them, that they lived the three minutes and forty
seconds that it took for the capsule to hit the ocean outside Florida at
 miles per hour, or that perhaps they died from lack of oxygen on
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their way down, doubtless they opened one of the oxygen canisters on
board, but all seven were found strapped to their seats, eyes wide open,
so the space program dies and in Sweden they bury their Prime Min-
ister, and Reactor  explodes in Chernobyl, and the Soviet Union has
heard nothing, seen nothing, but Swedish surveillance stations hunt
for murderers and find vast quantities of radioactive waste drifting
closer, evacuations take place at the drop of a hat, cows are slaughtered,
forests are burned, but the world doesn’t go under because Oliver
Stone is putting the finishing touches to Platoon, and soon all the
world will see how the VietnamWar really happened, and simultane-
ously Tom Cruise will sit in the airport bar at the end of Top Gun in
cinemas across the world, after his navigator has died, and Kelly
McGillis will come in, sit at his side, say we all make mistakes, that
we learn from them and move on, and Tom Cruise will be told that
his navigator’s dead, that somebody has killed the Swedish Prime
Minister and run up the steps from Sveavägen, and that the Challenger
and Chernobyl have exploded in the end and that it’s nearly impos-
sible to go into space, and Kelly McGillis will say Am I too late? Have
you already left? And there’ll be lumps in throats everywhere in the
world, because it’s 8 and nothing goes right this year, even though
Maradona wins the World Championship and is adored by all, the
world is falling apart at the seams and there are still thirty people from
the Alexander Kielland platform who have not been found, six years
after they scuttled and buried it in Nedstrand Fjord, and it feels like
drinking tea in the Sahara, the cups are full of sand.

But in one place, in Stavanger, in the mid-eighties, 8, some things
went right. Amid the confusion.
Helle.

I went to Hetland College in Stavanger, it was the first day of the
second year and still almost nobody knew me, almost nobody in the
class knew who I was, they’d forgotten me over the summer, and that
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suited me fine, all I wanted was to sit in the middle of the classroom,
with everybody around me, encircled.Anyway, I had Jørn, and Jørn had
Roar. And though I wasn’t best friends with either of them, they were
the ones I’d be around that year. Jørn and Roar.
And Helle.

She started in our class, that second year, one cold, wet morning in
August, the third day after the holidays, I’d come into the classroom
and put my backpack just inside the door, it was still early and I only
intended to leave my bag and go out again, under the shed with the
others, enjoy my last minutes before class began, Norwegian, the first
Norwegian class in the second year, Fall 8. We knew some new-
comers would be starting, and that some of the class had left, some that
nobody had talked to, a few who’d always been alone and couldn’t cope,
that didn’t fit in, that nobody ever asked to stay, there were always some
people who left, who walked out of college on the last day before
summer vacation in the knowledge that I will never return, and nobody
turned to look at them, nobody noticed them, as they walked through
the gates with an extra heavy backpack or perhaps the lightest shoul-
ders in the world, who knows.
Some had left, and others had come to fill their vacant chairs.
Helle.
Helle had come to fill a vacant chair, to fill the room, to fill the

world.
But I didn’t know. As I dropped my backpack off in the classroom,

I straightened up and turned, saw her there, saw she was pretty, at least
in my eyes, knew I’d always remember her, assumed she’d been in here
for her previous lesson and left something behind, or that she was in
the first year, and that that was why I’d never seen her before. I made
myself small,made space for her in the doorway, so she could slip past,
and she snuck forward, flung her bag to the floor, slap, turned and went,
and was back outside, her boots clack-clack-clacking across the asphalt
before I’d quite managed to think the thought to its conclusion:
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She’s in my class.
Fuck.

Because you’ve been there too, haven’t you, you’ve been there in that
class, when you’ve fallen in love with one of the others, on the first or
third day, and the room seems to grow infinitely small, cramped and
it’s hard to sit at your desk, and there’s nowhere to fix your gaze,
because if you look at her, or him, everybody will notice, and if you look
the other way, look up, look at the wall, look beyond them and at the
blackboard, as if that one particular person doesn’t exist, they’ll notice
that too, and they’ll think you really overrate yourself, sitting like that
pretending you don’t care. Because it can’t be hidden. You’re totally
transparent. Cellophane. And as breakable.

I waited for a few seconds, looked around the room, where was she
likely to sit? Should I take the plunge, try to get as close as possible to
her, or lie low for a while? She’d sit way in the back.Guaranteed. I put
my backpack next to the desk in one of the front rows, saw Jørn’s bag
near the door too, fetched it and put it next to my desk.There.

Then I ambled out, went quickly down the steps, jumping the last
two and went past nearly my whole class, but nobody said hello,
nobody said anything, they were busy talking about this and that, I
passed by them unseen and found Jørn and Roar sitting on a bench,
first years spread across the entire grounds, sitting on the asphalt in
groups of two, three, four, clinging onto each other’s company, trying
to look cool. Some of the new girls were taking a sneak look at Roar, he
was considered one of the best lookers in the school, rumors about him
traveled all the way from neighboring schools, he had so many friends,
was friends with everyone and seemed totally unaffected by it, there
seemed to be no division between important and unimportant people
for Roar, as long as they were decent and reliable he was content no
matter where he was.
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“Damn rain,” said Jørn, trying to roll a cigarette, the paper sticking
to his fingers and lips, tobacco around his shoes, this was not his first
attempt.
“May I?” I said, pointing to his rollie, and he handed me the packet,

peeled the Rizla paper off his fingers, scrunched the little pieces up and
flicked them into the bushes, one, two.
“Have you got any idea who’s left our class?” asked Jørn.
“Nope,” answered Roar. I was busy rolling cigarettes. I had the

knack, had the fingers for it, even though I didn’t smoke, swiftly made,
they were perfect, two cigarettes of just the right thickness and there
we sat, on a wet bench, in the second year, before Norwegian class,
killing time.
“I think Bertine’s left. Not sure, but I think somebody said it,” said

Jørn.
“Christ,” said Roar, “oh well, didn’t expect anything else. You know

where she’s gone?”
“No idea.”
“So who was it that told you, then?”
“It was Anniken that said it. Don’t know where she got it from,

didn’t ask,” said Jørn.
“But wasn’t Anniken going to leave? I thought she was going to

Kongsgård.”
“Yeah, that’s true,” said Jørn. “You’re right. Oh well, she’s still here

anyway.”
“Christ,” said Roar.
It had almost stopped raining, just a fine drizzle now, but it was still

wet in the air, our jackets clung to our arms, swamp-like.
“So is there anyone new, then?” asked Roar.
“In our class?”
“Yeah?”
“Not that I know of.Mattias?”
“Don’t know,” I said, and added: “I think there’s a new girl. Bumped

into one when I took my backpack in.”
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“Pretty?” asked Roar.
I stared into the ground, it was boiling hot under my jacket, I felt

huge, clumsy.
“Kind of. All right, I guess.”
Then they looked at me. For some moments. Jørn picking tobacco

strands off his lips. You’ve got to be careful what you say. I’d only seen
her once, for an instant. I might have been wrong. Or I might have
been right. And if I’d said she was pretty, I’d have given them some-
thing to think about. Now they had to make up their own minds, and
at worst I’d have the advantage. They’d have to take my verdict into
account, judge whether their eyes were deceiving them, was she really
that pretty? It was complicated, a Rommelian strategy. It was Norwe-
gian next, and the bell went off.

But we waited.We waited and didn’t go in, and Jørn slowly finished
smoking his cigarette, while we watched the first years get to their feet
determinedly, grab their backpacks and dash off clasping their sched-
ules and classroom maps.We knew where to go,we’d been here before,
we knew our teacher, that he was always late.We’d been in this country
for a while now, I thought, gone through some decisive battles, we’d
crawled around in this jungle for a whole year, hence our dark glances.
The first graders had just been flown in, squeaky clean. Xin Loi. The
noise of helicopter blades whirring up gold-brown dust and chewing
gum wrappers in palm trees as Jørn stubbed his cigarette out and we
began walking towards the classroom.

I made sure to lag behind Jørn and Roar by a few feet, so as to be
able to sneak in after them when they entered the classroom, and take
a look around the room, see who was new, and in particular to see if
She was there. I looked round.And there she was. Sitting, of course, at
the very back of the classroom, as I’d assumed she would, alone, it
seemed, but then Annette came and sat next to her, they began to chat,
to get their books out, and I should have realized she’d end up being
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Annette’s friend.Nothing wrong with that.Annette was definitely one
of the nicer girls, it seemed, even if I’d never talked to her. I went over
to Jørn who’d sat down where I’d placed his bag, sat down next to him,
began rummaging for my Norwegian textbook, I’ve no idea why, I
knew exactly where it was, the third book in. It had been like that for
years, frightened of forgetting my books I always took them all with
me, gave myself a bent back.

Jørn had forgotten his pencil case, needed to borrow a pencil from
me, no, he wanted a pen, I had one of those too, then the teacher came
in, and he looked like a mimeograph copy of how he’d looked on the
last day before the summer, just as pale, but with sharper contours, the
same nine-day-stubble, the same glance, and if I wasn’t mistaken, and
I wasn’t, he was wearing the same clothes.There was silence as he put
his briefcase on the table, and we all expected him to let out a sigh, to
sink into his chair, burned out. But Herr Holgersen,middle-aged Hol-
gersen, smiled, smiled at us all. And he welcomed us back.
Then he started talking, and we learned all there was to learn about

Dag Solstad’s writing, his books about high-school teachers who’d had
a tough time down the years, about the war, about betrayal, about all
those hard-working folk, and I sat in one of the front rows, tried to take
notes as usual, but I felt a burning somewhere in my neck, a stinging, I
couldn’t concentrate properly, it was so hot, had to put a hand at the
back of my head, and Jørn looked at me, half turned toward me to see
if someone had thrown something or other at me, but nobody had, and
I stared into the desktop, aware that sitting behind me in that room
was a person about whom I still knew nothing, a person who had
started in my class, for some reason, and who threatened to sweep me
out of my anonymous existence and the classroom had become so
much smaller, so cramped, since she’d arrived.

During break times throughout the rest of the day I wandered aim-
lessly as usual, or sat with Jørn and Roar on the bench under the rain
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shelter, Jørn said something or other about his brother, and Roar
answered, I didn’t catch what he said, I sat sniper-like waiting for her to
come out, and she did, she came out every break, always a bit late, stood
in the middle of the playground with a gang of girls from Class C,
under the basketball net, obviously knew some of them from before, and
that was about the only reason I could imagine for her being here at all,
it was a well-known fact that kids that applied for Hetland College did
so for one reason only. Hetland, and perhaps St. Svitun’s too, was the
school you applied to if you weren’t prepared to work your arse off for
the next three years, if you were already getting fed up. Rumors were
rife, and the rumors said that Hetland was the school your average stu-
dents disappeared to, the ones who cheated on tests, the ones that
overslept for exams, the ones who didn’t turn up until third period, the
ones that left early, turned homework in late, the ones that didn’t really
know what to write on their university application forms two years later.
I’d always imagined I’d go to Kongsgård, that was the Cathedral school
in Stavanger, or perhaps St. Olav, I was a good student, did my home-
work, reviewed for tests, took notes in class, came prepared, tried to glide
through it all without any glitches, didn’t get in anybody’s way, didn’t
want to, aimed to be easy going, easy to get along with,which was prob-
ably why I ended up at Hetland, because Jørn wanted to go to Hetland,
Hetland was, according to him, the happening place, it had a theatre
society, The Munin Theatre Society, more underground than Kongs-
gård’s hundred year old Idun Society and thus more exciting.
Progressive. Jørn liked drama, going on stage, standing up front, Jørn
wanted to be seen, loved or hated, didn’t matter much which, and of
course he got involved with the theatre, later Roar came into the pic-
ture too and built stage sets, Jørn got a part, not the one he’d wanted,
the lead, he never got that, but one of the others, four lines in the second
act of the show Wanna a Review? February 8. I didn’t get tickets for
the premiere, they were grabbed that year by the more excitable kids,
elbowing their way to the front of the line by the door of the theatre
club. Instead I waited until the performances were well underway, and
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oneWednesday evening in mid-February I took the bus out to Hetland,
ticket in hand, hand in bobble-jacket pocket, tracked footprints in the
snow up to the gym, that was where it all happened, there inside the
gym and behind the big curtain,was the stage.Took my seat, had asked
for a seat in the center of the hall, sat there, jacket on, hot under the
oversized lighting rig that hung from the ceiling, and waited for Wanna
a Review? to start. It wasn’t that great, Jørn recited his lines with preci-
sion, though they were rather quiet, rather shaky, and the thin flat Roar
had built was rickety, it trembled every time somebody crossed the floor.
But they did it, their review, and I was there, sitting in the middle of an
enthusiastic, laughing crowd that I didn’t know, but that I’d become a
part of somehow, in the dark, and we laughed, poked each other’s sides
at the crudest jokes, the most mocking songs, and then, when the per-
formance was over, we went our separate ways, me in mine and the
others in theirs, and the next day I discovered Jørn had become mas-
sively popular, that was all it had taken. Four good lines. More people
started coming over to where we stood during the break, people who
wanted to talk to Jørn, or to Roar, when Jørn was busy. And then I’d
move aside, take a step back, open the circle for new people, searched
my brain to see if I had something to say, but never did, don’t know why,
I just liked to stand there listening, an observer, pretending not to exist,
as though I couldn’t be seen, which was why nobody ever talked to me
apart from Jørn and Roar, or even looked in my direction.Which suited
me fine. I had my place. I had control.

But somewhere inside, deep inside me, I, the great cog, craved all the
attention the world could offer. Just once.

I’d take the bus into town after school, pick up my bicycle that was
locked to the rack outside Romsøe Farm and trudge up toward
Storhaug. That was my routine. In the morning I’d ride down from
Kampen and into town, lock up my bike and take the bus to Hetland
High, and then the reverse back home. Apart from on Wednesdays
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when I had a lesson with Fru Haug. Fru Haug was a singing teacher, I
took private classes at her apartment in Nymannsveien, she hated
anyone who arrived late or early, but loved boys who had pure singing
voices and were neatly dressed, and to her eyes, modern.

Actually it was none other than Alexander L. Kielland that got me
singing in the first place.Not the author, I’ve never had much of a rela-
tionship with him, never got the point of Poison, never quite understood
our teacher’s fascination for Garman and Worse with its bitter Pietists
hiding behind their curtains. No, it was the oil rig. You remember? It
happened in 8, onMarch  of that year, out in the North Sea on the
Ekofisk oil field, at : P.M.. You remember? One of the legs of the
Alexander L. Kielland platform gave way in hurricane gales and giant
waves, metal fatigue or an explosion in several of the stays caused one
of its five legs to be torn loose, the Alexander L. Kielland keeled over and
less than thirty seconds later the platform lay in the sea at a forty degree
angle, less than twelve minutes more and the world was turned on its
head, the derrick was scraping the bottom and the worst catastrophe in
the offshore oil industry was a reality. On the mainland, Stavanger
stopped for a moment, Stavanger held its breath, to no avail, only 88 out
of the  men came back, came home,  people disappeared into the
water, trapped, shut in the theater where they’d been spending the
evening watching movies, unable to find their way out in the chaos and
pitch dark, just twelve brief minutes divided an ordinary day from the
worst, and a monumental hush settled over the town that day, almost
everybody knew somebody who’d been on board or their families, but
nobody knew what to say, and time passed, the rig was righted again,
but not all the men were found, even after three years, some of them
were gone forever and it was summer again, 8. Jørn gave me a
birthday present, his first, he was visibly proud as he handed me a flat
package, stood grinning into my living room floor as I ripped the wrap-
ping off and seconds later held an album in my hand,Mods—America.
I was thirteen and theMods were the best thing ever, for us and the rest
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of town, we were crazy about them, and on that album, their second,
was a track called “Alexander,”a comparatively gloomy affair,with lyrics
I found pathetic to put it mildly, thought they were about some teenage
kid running away from home and tear-jerky family stuff, I didn’t make
the connection until Jørn pointed it out, we were over at his house lis-
tening to the record for the third time that afternoon, and I was ranting
about how this was the weakest song on an otherwise perfect album.
“Just listen to it,” I said, singing in exaggerated tones, “Oh, Alexander,

why did you fail us? Or how about this: A lost brother is a wound that
never heals. I mean, seriously!”
“They’re singing about the oil platform,” said Jørn.
“What?”
“The Alexander, of course. The Alexander Kielland disaster, right?

It failed them.When he sings Alexander, why did you fail us, he’s talking
about the leg. It was the leg that broke and toppled the platform.”
“I thought he was singing about his brother or something.”
“No, that’s just an image. A kind of metaphor-thing. The rig was

like a kind of brother to Stavanger, right? A fucking hot comparison if
you think about it. If you ever sing in a band or write lyrics or stuff,
you’ve got to talk in images.”
“What makes you think I’m planning on that?”
“What, singing in a band?”
“Yeah.”
“Nothing, I’m just telling you how it is, that if you ever sing in a

band you have to be able to do stuff like that.”
“I haven’t thought about singing in a band.”
“No, but if.”

That was how I started singing.Alexander. I sang that song over and
over, ad infinitum, all the while imagining myself rescuing unfortunate
oil workers from the sea. But I didn’t write songs, and I didn’t sing in
public. I sang my way through the Mods’ records when I was alone,
which I nearly always was, knew the lyrics by heart, the way Morten
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Abel sang them, wore the vinyl out, until one day Mother got the idea
I should learn to sing properly, or perhaps she’d simply had enough of
the same songs.Neither she nor Father demanded I use my singing for
anything, they were just pleased I had something to do. I’d been ill, I
seemed to be improving, and Mother sat me down one day, she had an
old friend who had a friend who was a singing teacher, and that was
how the decision was made that I’d have weekly classes with her, appar-
ently she was very good, had taught lots of youngsters, and her husband
had contacts in the recording industry, he got hold of master record-
ings of the instrumentals of Duran Duran, and later a-ha, and then I
sang to them, again and again, while Fru Haug held forth on singing
from the stomach, taught me to sing like them, to reach the high notes,
the ones that sat on the top shelf, as she described it. I didn’t have any-
thing against this, had enough spare time, so I visited Fru Haug every
week for four years, until the Mods were long passé, until Duran Duran
had more or less vanished and a-ha were falling apart at the seams. But
I never sang for other people. In fact I even stopped singing at home,
sang just once a week, behind the thick walls and closed doors of an
apartment in Storhaug, and the only concerts I gave were for Herr and
Fru Haug, and they would smile and clap and then the coffee and bis-
cuits were brought in and Herr Haug would dive into his briefcase
some days and surface with something for me, an autograph from a
band he was involved with, signed drumsticks, albums or sweatbands.
I’d thank him, go off with them, and when I got home I’d throw them
in a box, far in the back of my closet, and forget them.Without a word
to Jørn about what I was doing.

� � � � � � �

After my lesson that day I biked down to Pedersgata, freewheeled
through town and pedaled hard up the hill to Kampen, Seehusensgate.
There were no cars in the garage, nobody else was at home, a note on
the kitchen table said my dinner was in the fridge, it was microwavable,
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Mother was going swimming straight from work, and Father always
worked late anyway, had done so for as long as I could remember, a con-
scientious man,my parents were careful, conscientious people.

Mother worked in child welfare. Looked after youngsters. She had
some childhood friends she went swimming with twice weekly, in Het-
land’s Baths. Synchronized swimming. She’d been doing it for as long
as I remembered, I’d go with her sometimes when I was younger, sit at
the edge of the pool and watch, the legs of my pants folded up, feet in
the water. I remember how great I thought it looked when they made
circles in the pool, like flowers in the water, their identical swimming
caps. I thought mother looked great, when she got it right, and I liked
the way they relied on everyone doing their part. A sense of things
hanging together. Mother and her friends didn’t make a big deal out
of it, there were no great goals, just enjoyed swimming together.
Although occasionally, as I grew older, they participated in local com-
petitions, mainly with women’s teams from companies or the like, and
then Father and I would go and watch her, we’d sit on the benches and
watch Mother as she followed the rules, remembered the combinations
and made pretty shapes in the water. Father was no sportsman himself,
in his opinion he’d jogged enough during his military service, he pre-
ferred to watch than to take part.He worked for an insurance company
in town, looked after money and was terrified of the word “compensa-
tion,” it was as though it was contagious, an illness that could strike
arbitrarily, that no chemical could eliminate, Agent Orange. Apart
from that, he’d had thinning hair since his youth, enjoyed reading Out
in Nature and subscribed to scientific journals, could never get enough,
kept himself informed of the latest technology and explained the work-
ings of the world to Mother, told her about the treasures of the Incas
in South America and drift ice in the Arctic. For her part, as far back
as the seventies, Mother had forbidden Father to buy clothes himself.
He’d tried a few times before then, a valiant attempt, and each time,
according to Mother, he’d bought such boring and neutral clothes that
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he melted into his surroundings, it was almost impossible to know if
he was home or not. That was how things were, fine parents to grow
up with, they were polite to one another, there were never big rows in
our house, not even when there should have been.

I microwaved my food, sat in front of the TV, ate my dinner, obe-
dient boy, ate it up, put my plate away and felt restless, unable to sit still
for long, couldn’t concentrate.Tried to follow some of the shows,Film
Magazine on NRK,Charlie’s Angels and The Tales of Wells Fargo on Sky,
whatever was playing, but I couldn’t, and outside the rain was falling
again, a driving rain. Eventually I got up, went out into the hall and
called Jørn, but he wasn’t home. It seemed he’d gone out, despite the
weather, he was out there somewhere, like she was, and for a second I
was morbidly jealous, got it in my head that she was out there with
him, that they were sitting somewhere, friends together, they were
having fun, and they didn’t need anybody else.Had that thought for an
instant, but pushed it away, went up to my room, didn’t do my home-
work, didn’t listen to any records, went to bed early that night, nine
o’clock, since I had nothing to do, and nothing would happen that
night. And I dreamed that the sea rose, that it came gushing through
the window and swept me away with it.

I turned spy that fall. Peeping Tom. I kept watch over Helle, was the
first one out at break, last one in. That was the fall I almost froze to
death, trench foot and frostbite. And for once, I wanted to be noticed.
To be seen.
But I said nothing.
I never talked to her, not because I didn’t dare to, but more likely

because I was frightened she wouldn’t talk to me, and then my whole
enterprise, my whole hobby, would be spoiled.
No.
It was because I didn’t dare. It meant too much.
Cowardly?
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Yes, of course. Like everybody else.
Flat-on-my-face cowardly.

And then I did something I would come to regret bitterly.
For years.
I stuck my head out.

It was the committee for the theater society that came up with the
idea.
A bad idea.
An amazingly bad idea.They decided to start a new annual event, a

fancy dress ball for Christmas. On the last day of term before
Christmas. It cost twenty-five kroner a ticket and I hadn’t really
intended to go, but everybody else was, and no stone was left unturned
when it came to distributing invitations, and one October day an invite
was shoved under the stone I was sitting on.
Was Jørn going? Was Roar going?
Of course they were.
“I’m not sure,” I said.
“Oh, come on,” said Roar as if he thought I was just being awkward.

We stood under the shelter and I stared at the invitation, I didn’t want to
go, but that was so stupid, she’d be there, and I’d practically given myself
pneumonia standing outside waiting to be noticed by her, I was fed up
with going about in my long johns every day to cope with the cold.
But a fancy dress ball? No fucking way!
Nofuckingwaynofuckingway.
And so I let myself be persuaded, without further ado.

The costume was easy to choose. I’d be an astronaut. Of course.
With a gold colored sun visor and everything, so it wouldn’t be pos-
sible to see in, to see my face, only to look out. A bubbly white space
suit with the NASA logo on it and white snow boots on my feet.
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I spent almost a month figuring it out, a space suit wasn’t the eas-
iest costume to make, but there were solutions, and bit by bit the
pieces fell into place. I made drawings and Mother did most of the
work, the white sail from the old surfboard Father had bought one
summer and nobody used became the suit itself, it was stiff enough
and made of white nylon, it made a superb whistling noise as I
moved. The sail fabric was tacked loosely to the corresponding wet-
suit, and then stuffed with cotton wool and sponge, I made the
helmet out of father’s old scooter helmet, it was spherical enough, I
painted it white, put a thin layer of yellow film over the visor, it
looked pretty smart when I opened and closed it. Mother sewed a
collar made of the sail fabric to the inside rim of the helmet, so it
could be tucked down into the rest of the suit and looked as though
all the joins were airtight.With Father’s help we stuck huge magnets
under my snowboots with Karlsson’s superglue, they made a great
metallic clanking noise as I crossed the floor, because if it’s gotta be
done, it’s gotta be done.
Turned out Jørn’s big brother had white ice hockey gloves too, and

since he lived at Dale Psychiatric Unit, way out of town, Jørn reckoned
nobody would notice if I borrowed them. Besides, his brother hadn’t
ever played ice hockey.
“What, never?” I asked, as we sat up in my room. I’d just tried the

finished suit on for the first time, it fit well, fit as it should, and it was
Thursday, the evening before the ball.
“Never,” answered Jørn. “I don’t think he’s even ever touched a puck.”
“So why does he have ice hockey gloves?”
“We’ll never know.”
I thought about Jørn’s brother, who’d lived at the home for years and

who might never return to planet Earth, imagined some kind of David
Bowie figure. Ziggy Stardust.Major Tom. Lost in Space.Without his
ice hockey gloves.

That evening, when Jørn had gone, I sewed the name label Mother
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had embroidered in big blue letters carefully onto the breast of the suit,
it said Buzz Aldrin. Had to, of course. And it looked fantastic.

Friday came.The weather had turned fair.One of those really beau-
tiful December days. I hadn’t talked to her that day either, I don’t know
why, never seemed to find the occasion, I was probably terrified. I
thought about where this would all lead. How I’d cause a disturbance
in her life, disorder in my world. How things would go off track, the
water would be too deep. I thought of ways to avoid her. To stop
thinking about her, concentrated on the stuff I knew, how planets fol-
lowed paths, how planes took off and landed all the time, the world
over, without hitch. I hunted for good reasons to get out of it, and
found none.
Friday.
TV in the interim hours.
Pernille and Mister Nelson.
Sky Trax.
The Pat Sharp Show.
Wham’s goodbye concert on NRK.
Like the sand in the hourglass, these are the days of our lives.
I called Jørn, yes, he was ready, another half hour, and he’d leave,Roar

was already on his way to school, Roar was always early, that was just
how it was, and I liked it. Roar came from a family whom time always
seemed to work against, there was always so much to do, maybe that
was why he always tried to beat everyone to it, to sneak ahead unseen.
Friday.
One should beware of Fridays.
They promise so much.
Like movie trailers.
Only rarely do they live up to expectations.
Most Fridays are lousy sequels.
Back to the Future Part III.
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I left home early, took the bus over, had my costume in a big bag,
didn’t want to go marching through town in that costume, and there
wouldn’t be a problem changing at school the moment I got there, I
could just go down into the locker rooms.

It was snowing heavily, had to plough my way through the snow-
drift, looking down at the ground so as not to get my eyes covered in
snow. It crunched under my snow boots and I was on my way to a party
I’d never normally have gone to. But then, these weren’t normal times;
nothing was normal in the autumn of ’.

As I walked into the playground, I saw the ground was already covered
in footprints,whichmeant lots of people had arrived already,and I decided
to changemy plans of walking through the gym to get to the locker rooms,
I’d go around the back instead and hope the door wasn’t locked.

I jogged around the building, bag in hand, and came to the outer
door leading into the locker rooms, tugged at the handle. Locked.
Shit . . . Looked around.No other doors. I walked back and forth for a
while, wondered if I ought to risk being seen in the gym without my
costume, but decided I didn’t want that. Started to check the windows
into the locker room. They wouldn’t budge. Tried teasing my keys in,
sticks, anything to get leverage with, but they were firmly stuck.Moved
along the row of windows, test, locked, test. Locked. And then at last
I found one that wasn’t quite shut properly.Only one catch was on, and
I managed to open the window an inch on one side, place a stone in
the gap to hold it open, and with a branch broken from a tree I man-
aged to lift the other catch, opened the window, and then wriggled my
way through the small opening, so that I was suddenly standing in the
middle of a darkened girls’ locker room.

It was weird standing in here. I don’t know what I’d expected.That
it should be very different. Different colors, different fittings, maybe.
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I’d never lain on my back in the boys’ locker room with a mirror under-
neath the partition, or stood on the taps in the shower, or twisted my
head at unnatural angles to get a glimpse of naked girls bodies through
the ventilation system in junior school. The line was always so long,
and I always stood so far back in it, letting everybody go ahead of me.

But there wasn’t much to see. Looked much like any other locker
room. Neither did it smell particularly like girls. It smelled like green
soap. Floor wax. Gymnasium.
I put my bag down, began to take my clothes off, folded them neatly

and lay them beside my costume, hauled on the extended wetsuit,
checked everything was in place, put my helmet on, visor up, zipped it
up, and then the door into the locker room opened, a hand fumbled for
the light switch and there she was, standing in the room, a bag in her
hand.Me in my space suit.

Houston, we have a problem.
Engine off.

She leaped back when she saw me. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know
anyone was in here,” she said, and I raised an ice-hockey-gloved hand,
not knowing what to say.
“Hi,” I said.
She turned in the doorway.
“H . . . hi.”
I took my helmet off, and she walked farther into the room.
“I was . . . I was just changing,” I said.
“Your name’s Mattias, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“So what are you?” She came even closer. “An astronaut?”
I stood there in front of her, in the middle of the room, my helmet

under my arm.
“Buzz Aldrin,” I answered.
“Who’s that?”
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“The second man on the moon. Apollo . . The Eagle has
landed.”
“But why aren’t you Armstrong? Wasn’t he the first man?”
“I didn’t have his suit,” I said.
“Oh.” She looked at me skeptically, then smiled, something in her

face opened up, the room lit up, I almost had to pull my visor down.
“I’m Helle,” she said, stretching out a hand, I took it, gave it a little

shake, and pretended I didn’t know, all too well, what she was called. It
was a nice hand.
“Nice name.”
“So is that,” she said pointing at my chest. “Aldrin.”
“What are you going to be?” I asked, pointing at her bag.
She looked at my hand. “Aren’t those ice hockey gloves?”
“It can be pretty cold out in space.”
She laughed again, and it really hadn’t gone that badly, I thought to

myself.
“I’m going to be Joan of Arc,” she said, pulling a suit of armor out of

her bag. “My mum suggested it, I couldn’t think of anything, but it’ll
be fine I’m sure.”
“Of course it will.”
She began unbuttoning her blouse, it was getting hot in my suit. She

looked up at me again.
“Hmm . . . I think you’d better go, I’m going to change now.”
“Yeah, sure.May God be with you!”
“You what?”
“Joan of Arc. She believed that she was acting on divine inspiration.

She led the French army to a great victory, the turning point in the
Hundred Years’ War. Then later they burned her at the stake. Must
have gotten her beliefs all wrong.”
“Oh.”
I stood there scuffing my shoes into the floor.
“Anyway . . . I . . . well, I’ll be off. Bye.”
“Yeah. See you later.”
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So I went out of the locker room, up the stairs and into the big hall.
My first real party.This is what I remember.The class parties in ele-

mentary school, the home-alone-parties during high school, the late
nights out, down by the sea, the making out and the lager, and all those
mouths, and smart-looking pants taken off behind the bushes, the
drunken girls, I was sitting at home then, that was more my thing, so
it was just as well nobody ever asked me. But this was no teenage
birthday party.This was a ball. And it’s this I remember.

I stomped into the gymnasium. All done up and balloon-infested
to be a ballroom, standing on the stage a percussion outfit, guitars,
synthesizers, there’d be a concert later, at the other end of the room a
disk jockey, Norwegian Pat Sharp dressed like Prince Valiant, table
laid with bowls of punch and plastic cups. And in the middle, waves
of dancing kids. Pulled down my visor, moved towards the punch, the
magnets clicked on the floor as I walked, but nobody noticed.Took a
plastic cup of punch, held it clumsily in big hockey gloves, took a
slurp, the taste of summer, Hawaii, even though it was December,
turned to face the dancing hordes, the landscape.Magnif icent. Mag-
nif icent desolation.

Then somebody thumped me on the back. I turned. It was Jørn,
dressed as Luke Skywalker, a good likeness.
“Luke,” I said, in my deepest Darth Vader voice. “I am your father,

Luke.”
“Ha-ha.Hi there, spaceboy.” Jørn was in full swing. “Have you seen

Roar anywhere?”
“No, I don’t think so.Who is he?
“Who do you think? Solo, of course.”
“Of course. I spotted Obi-Wan Kenobi in here too,” I said. “And

Princess Leia. I think.”
“Jesus. Leia.Things have got to happen there!”
“But Leia’s Luke’s sister, isn’t she?”
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