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After she had checked in, Agnes killed time by wandering around the airport while she waited for her flight home to Basel. She drank a cup of coffee standing in a bar, she browsed through some magazines and paperbacks in a newsagent’s and she tried out perfumes she had no intention of buying. In a bookshop she came across a small notebook. It reminded her of an old-fashioned apothecary’s notepad with its dark blue cover and it hardly took up any room in her bag. She only sat down briefly to eat a sandwich.


The last thirty minutes before boarding she pottered around without a care in the world, humming to herself, one traveller amongst many.


It had started suddenly, in the year she was married to Jørgen, she had begun to simply take off. She would spend time at home in the flat with books or listening to music, she would read for hours; or she would travel, often to a randomly picked city where she would walk around in a foreign setting. She wandered around busy streets, explored narrow alleys or she found a bench with a view of an open square. She loved to travel, that is to say; she loved to travel alone; she did not want company, she could not bear to give up the option to withdraw. It was exactly after two months of marriage that these feelings came over her, this need for detachment, to kick off, almost. Jørgen would joke and say it was her frequent trips abroad which kept them together, and to some extent he was right, but she never said it out loud, instead she might tell him not to joke about things like that, that he was always on her mind, which was a complete lie, he was rarely on her mind, what he did or felt, in fact what Jørgen got up to in Norway did not concern her in the least, she imagined nothing, felt no unease, she had simply no visions of him or any actions of his which might make her feel any kind of vulnerability or anxiety, because she did not just exist in isolation, she was completely self-contained and unconnected to anything Jørgen might be doing. Later on it was strange to contemplate that even then, when they were linked in some way after all, she had had so little need to spend time with the man she was married to.


They had just returned home from a party when she told Jørgen she wanted to break up. It was late at night, the July heat lingered in the darkened flat. Perhaps she should have picked a more appropriate time, a not so carefree state, but she was drunk and then she used that flippant expression “break up” - it was an embarrassing moment. Jørgen was standing in front of the open fridge munching pickled gherkins and she spoke to him in a composed voice. It was as if she quite simply and directly asked him to put it all behind him, a effortless gesture, a straightforward decision, and she felt relieved as soon as she had said it because what she had been dreading was not the break-up itself, but the emotional complications which would in all likelihood ensue, everything which would cascade over both of them, the tears, the pledges, the beseeching entreaties. To her relief it was all quite pain free. Jørgen reacted calmly to what she said, he listened and when it was his turn, he expressed himself in eloquent phrases and never hinted that he might become loud. He made it clear that he wanted them to work on it, that perhaps she ought to seek help, but Agnes rejected his suggestions, she said it was not disagreements which had triggered her decision, nor any other crisis in the relationship and it seemed as though Jørgen understood that there were other reasons, objective and practical reasons, and he could respect that, he said, but he wanted her to reconsider, something she agreed to do even though she had only one goal in mind, which was to free herself and, more importantly, to avoid embarrassing him.


On board the plane Agnes had been sitting next to a young, blonde woman who seemed strangely tense, as though suffering from some kind of phobia, and true enough, when the plane accelerated and took off, the woman squeezed her eyes shut and clasped the seat in front of her, trembling and sweating profusely. At first Agnes pretended, for the sake of politeness, not to notice, but when the problem persisted after they had broken through the clouds and levelled out into a steady passage, she could no longer help herself. She placed her hand on the young woman’s shoulder:


‘Breathe from your stomach,’ she said, a little awkwardly.


The woman looked up and shortly afterwards she had grown calmer.


Having exchanged a few polite, but brief sentences the conversation ground to a halt as quickly as it had begun and they carried on flicking through their respective magazines.


Later, when Agnes entered the arrivals hall she spotted the young woman in the busy crowd. She appeared relaxed now, happy almost. Without saying much they walked together out to the cab rank. 

Agnes momentarily felt the silence was rather oppressive because it did not appear to be caused by bashfulness. Then it struck her that it might be about something else, because there was something paradoxical about the woman’s enterprising presence. Agnes asked her what her name was, as though a name would explain everything, and she replied that her name was Carla. Agnes stuck her hand in her coat pocket and found some money to pay for the cab.


Carla studied her.


‘You have a nice voice,’ she said, casually as though she was commenting on Agnes’s gloves or coat.


‘Thank you,’ Agnes said.


‘And what you did on the plane, that was really kind of you,’ she added.


Agnes looked up at the big clock face suspended from the ceiling and was reminded of the sword of Damocles.


‘You’re so pretty, you and your voice, you match,’ Carla continued, unembarrassed.


Agnes closed her eyes in a slow movement and just as slowly she turned her head to the side and this temporary retreat amplified her hearing. She told herself she could hear the footsteps of people coming and going like small explosions, the noisy traffic around them, planes taking off with a mighty roar.


Carla asked what Agnes was doing in Switzerland and Agnes replied briefly that she was working on her thesis about a French writer.


‘So will that make you a professor or something?’ Carla asked.


‘Yes,’ Agnes replied.


‘What’s the writer called?’ Carla continued.


‘Alfred de Vigny,’


Carla looked at her as though she was expecting a further explanation.


‘How old are you?’ Agnes asked.


‘Twenty-one.’


‘Twenty-one?’


‘Is that a problem?’


‘No, no, anyway, I had better be going.’


Agnes took a few steps towards the cab rank.


‘You’re joking,’ Carla said.


‘Now don’t be rude,’ Agnes said.


She instantly regretted being so direct, so unreasonable and explained to Carla that she had been travelling for over a week now.


‘Why don’t we share a cab?’ Carla suggested. ‘If you’re going to the city centre surely we can share one?’


Agnes shrugged and gestured, indifferent and resigned, for Carla to join her. She wanted to go home, she wanted to go home and sleep, she intended to sleep for a long time and then she would get up, start on her work, and stay with it for as long as it took to get it finished. But what could she say? She decided to refer to Carla as “the child” in her own mind at least, because it made it easier to handle her.


However, when they were sitting next to each other in the back of the cab going through the city, Agnes was annoyed that she had been unable to get rid of her.



When they crossed one of the bridges over the Rhine and were approaching the street where Agnes would be getting off, she asked Carla if she lived with her parents. Carla looked out through the window on her side and calmly explained that when she was at home in Oslo she stayed with her mother, in Basel she had a small flat and as though this casual question had been sufficient reason, she added that her father, the idiot, had left them shortly after she was born and that she had never had any contact with him.


Agnes rested her forehead against the seat in front of her, closed her eyes, and now beyond any embarrassment she quoted; “The highroad through Artois and Flanders is long and gloomy. It stretches in a straight line, without trees or ditches, across the uniform plains which are always filled with yellow mud. In March 1815 I rode along this road and experienced an encounter I would never be able to forget.”


‘Is that that French guy?’ Carla asked.


Agnes nodded and told her it was from the short story “Laurette or The Red Seal.”


Carla, who was clearly consumed by something similar to hesitation – as Agnes saw it – was searching for something to say, something urgent, something Agnes knew she would not want to hear because the girl’s impulsive requests unsettled her. She told the driver to stop at the street corner. He got out to open the car door for her and Agnes asked Carla if she wanted to hold on to the cab. She held out a note, but Carla shook her head and said that she had money, however, she would like to hold on to the cab as it had started to rain and her flat was still some distance away, well, actually she lived on the other side of the Rhine and, almost mumbling, she added that she thought they had just driven past it, but she had not been paying attention.


Agnes leaned inside the car and caressed her cheek, and Carla briefly gripped Agnes hand, held it and thanked her for the ride. Agnes waited before she withdrew her hand and thought that it was of no consequence, that Carla really was a child, that she probably liked playing games and when the cab merged with the traffic, she remained on the kerb, standing in the drizzle until the car had disappeared completely.


When she let herself into the cool stairwell there was a flash of lightning and she inadvertently dropped her suitcase. A moment later thundering followed from a distant storm somewhere north of the city and it was not until the thunder had died down that she walked up the steps to her flat.


Even though she had stepped quickly in and out of a taxi, she was both wet and cold. She took off her coat in the hallway, hung it up and went into the kitchen, which was pale with blurred contours in the twilight, and as though it was a case of a predestined connection, as soon as she switched on the light, it struck her that she would miss the child. She was seized by an unease which took her breath away. Why had she been so hostile? How simple it would have been to ask whereabouts in Norway Carla was from, how long she had lived in Switzerland, if she liked chocolate, if she had read this or that book, seen this film, anything, the opportunities were endless and it would not have taken much effort to do so.


In the fridge she found a half-empty bottle of wine and she remembered that she had drunk some the night before she travelled to Norway, before she flew home to her father’s funeral. She swallowed a few mouthfuls of the sour wine, its vinegary taste made her shudder. She tipped the rest down the sink, felt lost, and a feeling welled up in her, it was like being at the end of nothing, but then her sudden melancholy gave way and something else unfolded, a desire to exist, to take seat, find a place, among everything, among everyone. She caught sight of her own reflection in the window and it looked nothing like what she had seen in the greenhouse glass in Jason’s garden; her features were tighter and sharper.


The following day she sat down to write, or at least she tried to write, and later she drifted around the city for an hour or two, just to keep moving, to clear her head. However, at dawn the following day a bad dream woke her up and still dazed she got dressed and let herself out of the flat. Down on the pavement she stood without any sense of direction and she started walking without a clear purpose. She hurried across a gusty, deserted square, marched along the street briskly, troubled, and she did not stop until she found herself outside a hotel. She stood completely mesmerised studying the details of it, the pale brick façade, the resplendent entrance. One might be tempted to say, rather clumsily, that the revolving door led to the unknown, there was something indeterminate and enticing about it. No one went inside and no one came out, but she could see the vestibule inside bathed in a warm glow of light and, faintly distorted in one of the slightly slanted windows, she saw her own reflection once again, and behind it, on the other side of the street, she noticed a man putting up a huge poster of a painting of the Madonna, a reproduction of the famous painting found in Syracuse, the one with the Disney tears. Agnes turned and realised that it advertised a mass to be held in one of the city’s cathedrals. She stopped a passing woman and asked her what this part of the city was called. Perhaps she was a little abrupt because the woman stepped back and frowned before muttering a brief reply. Agnes could not make out the words, but when she asked the woman if she could repeat what she had just said, the woman gave her an almost hostile look even though she laughed as she walked on.


When she returned home, she sat down on the sofa and watched an old movie from the Thirties, Hiroshi Shimizu’s Minato no nihon musume, which means something like “Japanese girls by the harbour.” The movie was in such an appalling condition as only Japanese movie from that period can be in. At first she watched it feeling rather glum, but then her mood changed: The harbour in the morning mist … the enormous cruise ship from Canadian Pacific … thousands of streamers in the wind … and the view from the top of the ridge … two boys going who knows where, one on a bicycle, the other jogging along after him … and teenage girls on their way to school, in uniforms … and in the next moment the same girls on their way home from school … and two girls Sunako and Dora, arm in arm, walking along the ridge … “It’s you and me” … “It’ll always just be you and me” … and the white ship far out in the fine weather … “Looking at the ships always makes me feel sad” … “I think I belong to this place” …and the small cluster of trees … and Sunako’s boyfriend, a cheeky young man who turns up on a motorbike … and when Sunako drives off with him … Dora, so terribly abandoned … and the next day … to school, and back from school … and yet again the way home along the ridge … “It’s you and me” … This simple repetition filled Agnes with a quivering anxiety, the kind of distress which often strikes when one recognises oneself or part of oneself in something foreign, as if the familiar in life receives an unprecedented twist, a  break, and the realisation which ensues is enticing, simultaneously inviting and upsetting. She watched the first silent sequence over and over and when she finally switched off the television without having watched the rest of the film, it struck her that she had lived great chunks of her life as if she harboured a secret, and she was consumed by a surprising rage which was directed at no one, which had no aim, it was more like an accusation: What had she ever ventured?


She went into the bedroom. The bed was as she had left it, unmade. She stood there not knowing what to think about, she did not know what to believe in. She imagined Sunako and Dora arm in arm along the ridge.


She had read somewhere that less than half a per cent of the population of Japan were Catholic. At first she had found this remarkable, but she quickly realised that it was entirely understandable in view of how isolated Japan had been from Western influence. Agnes had converted when she was in her twenties. It may sound strange, but it was not yet clear to her why she had made this choice. In those days she could not even understand how anyone could devote themselves to a religion, to Bible stories, to the priesthood and the cross, the ornaments themselves seemed ultimately alien to her, like props from one of those ambitious and bizarre Hollywood movies from the Fifties. It was an intellectual decision rather than a conversion based on faith and devotion, indeed it could almost be said to be ethical reasons which led her to the church; not that she doubted the sincerity of people who met to fold their hands in prayer every Sunday, but to her it was not inner conviction or any form of salvation, far from it, which drove her to the church or to communion. She lit candles, she knelt, she whispered her confession, but there was undoubtedly something wretched about praying without a god within hearing distance.

Just under one year earlier

The day she turned thirty-four Agnes left her husband and travelled, apparently without any obvious reason, to Switzerland and the reason, for which there was seemingly no sensible explanation, was the reluctant and nostalgic time cycle of the Alpine country and the light which seemed to consist of completely different particles to those she was used to back in Norway. In Switzerland the light was completely anonymous; it acted with a lethargy and a predictability which had a calming effect on her. Originally she had intended to be there for a couple of weeks’ holiday, a breathing space, as she told her friends, and to complete her thesis on Giraudoux and Choix des Élues, but already after one week she decided to stay despite the certainty that this would make her a foreigner, fumbling between two languages. She was fortunate, she had money saved up. But what could be said about her impulsiveness? That she was running away? No, this really was not a question of escaping. True, she had simply closed one door and opened another, she was the personification of indecisiveness, but though she was entering an unusually sensitive and complex time, she woke up on the first morning in a boarding house in a small Alpine village, smiled bravely to the point of self-denial and thought: Oh, how happy this makes me.

Sample pages 51 to 54

The day the actor Elias Løv died, he was sitting in a chair by the glass doors which led to the balcony with a blanket covering his legs. Agnes told herself that her father was irritable because he could no longer find any variety in his daily activities, which were now reduced to listening to music and looking out over the city, because when he had turned seventy his health failed and he could no longer go for walks in the park, a habit he had acquired in recent years. One morning early in October he asked Agnes to bring him the photograph of Karen, his second wife, and with trembling hands he held it up against the light as though he was rehearsing a new part, said something which was impossible to make out, and switched off as though dying was an act of will. And only a few days later when Agnes was asked what her father’s final words had been, she simply said that having prayed for peaceful journey to the end, he had pointed to the large beech trees outside the balcony doors and said that he looked forward to seeing them covered with snow.


After the funeral Agnes left the cemetery alone. She flagged down a cab, and though it was with a certain dread that she sat there, she also found herself in a state of calm. She bit the tip of her gloves to pull them off, unbuttoned her coat and leaned her head against the window on the side.


None of the lights were on in her father’s flat, but the low autumn sun glowed through the windows and the golden dusty silence filled Agnes with a wistfulness she had never previously known. It was not until now that she knew what she looked like when she was alone. She opened the door to the balcony and there, in the cool draught and the comforting noise from the traffic which rose from the street, was something, it was unclear what, which made her look at the bookcase. She tilted her head and ran her index finger along the spines of the books. She stopped when she came across her father’s autobiography, 

King of Windbags, which he had written only a few years earlier. Out of habit she blew away the dust before she opened it. At the front of the book was a quote from the essay, “On Indecisiveness in our Actions” by Montaigne: “We do not walk by our own efforts, but are carried away like flotsam” it said.


For years Agnes had dreaded the day she would have to fill out her father biographical details. It had always seemed to her unthinkable that she would predecease him and it was not only because he was so much older than her; when she considered it, it was first and foremost that his awareness of death was so much more developed than hers, and there it was now: 1937-2007. She also thought it was sad to acknowledge that she herself was being overtaken, as though the life she moved in, thought in, spoke in, happened in a kind of fatal sequence, as though movements, yes even language, everything inside her, had only one dismal direction. No, she had to reject such indulgence, it led to nothing but misery, and she made up her mind right there and then to keep any destructive ideas at arm’s length. It would be an awkward business to struggle with, steering clear of everything which did not do anybody any good. The indirect approach was likely to be what suited her best. From an early age she had learned to restrain her own needs, and this reticence was a good place to be in. Though she had now turned thirty-five, she had had barely a dozen boyfriends and none of them had managed to rouse more than a modicum of happiness in her, something which had led to her calmly leaving them with one vague excuse after another.


In the time after her divorce, her father kept talking about her urge to be alone, as he called it and one day, while they were sitting on the balcony sharing a bottle of white wine, he said that he was worried about her, that he was concerned that she was throwing away the best years of her life on casual acquaintances and brief relationships. It was a quiet evening, Agnes was back from Switzerland, the summer had long since ended, but there was still enough warmth in the air for them to be able to sit outside until well past midnight, and even though the conversation circled around delicate matters, Agnes was enjoying herself. Her father’s preoccupation with her welfare did not interest her. She drank in the breeze, and she was relaxed and serene. The truth of the matter was that the divorce was a release, a simple and straightforward matter. So what had led them to each other? Jørgen was an attractive man. When Agnes met him he was both respected and desirable. He was working for the Ministry for Foreign Affairs and when they started dating, from the first moment there was something clear, logical and organised about their meetings. They married after a few months, and their presence in the lives of their in-laws and their circle of mutual friends took them more and more deeply into an impeccable ignorance, they were Jørgen & Agnes, an item, always talked about, always invited, always fifteen minutes late, a gorgeous couple in an animated and hectic boredom.


Agnes put King of Windbags back on the shelf. She gathered up some small objects which she put in her bag, a couple of books, some photographs, and a small hole punch, of all things, and as she let herself out of the flat, she realised that her father had been the only unshakeable relationship in her life.
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