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A Bucket of Time

It was either in October or November; I ought to remember if the leaves had fallen, there’s something reassuring about specifying a precise time, for how can I rely on that part of my memory dictating the event itself when I’ve forgotten important details of the setting, one thing being so dependent on other things after all, and time is part of the setting.

I spotted him as I emerged from the woods and was about to cross the road. I ran back into the woods. He was coming from the city and was on the way home. He was carrying the bucket in his hand – a bucket of time you might say – and I lay quite still behind a stone, hearing the alarm clock tick. He was a big man and moved heavily; he was wearing an old, ankle-length coat; I imagined I knew his smell but that was most likely a delusion influenced by my secondhand knowledge of his miserable existence.

I followed him, at a safe distance – I knew where he was headed after all. I acted in accordance with my nature, my voyeuristic disposition: I’ve experienced little in my life but seen a great deal; in other words, my experiences are for all intents and purposes secondhand. So I followed him, but pretended – also to myself – as though it simply came about, that I happened to be going the same way. It’s important not to set one’s goals too clearly, so as to safeguard oneself against failure. I watched him leave the road and make his way across the field along the stream; I myself walked along the edge of the woods, hidden by the willow scrub so he couldn’t see me. I believe that a man walking that way – alone on his way home from the city – is thinking about the past, that he’s sad yet relieved to have put people behind him, above all children, because you can’t walk around with an alarm clock in a milk pail with impunity, whoever does that must either be full of forbearance or full of contempt. I believe he was thinking about the past, perhaps – it being an autumn day – about having lived so long only to be so lonely. I remember now that it must have been in November, otherwise I wouldn’t have wondered what kind of Christmas a man like that would have; I was child enough to measure a man’s loneliness by how he spent Christmas Day – you can see by that how time enters into it.

He lived in one corner of a dilapidated outlying barn enclosed by forest on all sides. He went inside but emerged immediately afterwards and sat down on a stool. There wasn’t much to look at, he just sat there, with his elbows on his knees; I was thinking he was old enough to stay sitting there until the sun went down, and I felt he must be the loneliest person on earth. So really not much to look at – an old man on a stool – and I was about to leave when he moved. He took something from his inside pocket: a whistle. He put it to his lips and blew the hymn Nu titte til hinanden – it was very beautiful, a morning song in an evening wood, played by an old man on a stool in front of a ramshackle barn.

He played the tune twice, then put the whistle in his pocket and stood up. He gazed between the tree trunks, a long searching look, as though to assure himself he was alone. Then he began to speak, slowly and distinctly, as though the trees were hard of hearing. It was the kind of speech you make in private, words from the top of your head, seemingly absurd digressions spun off tenuously connected themes; if I hadn’t used nature as an auditorium for similar speeches myself, I’d probably have thought he’d lost his mind, but I knew better. He stood putting himself to rights after his trip to the city; he spoke about stares as long as church steeples and made his tormentors out to be rats and a brood of vipers; he was vague but eloquent – it was a wonderful performance, played out as the sun set behind the silent forest, and when he stopped there fell a hush, as though after a mournful song.

The silence was suddenly broken by a round of applause, and from out of the woods emerged two young men, the sons of Ellerman, the tinsmith. They continued to clap as they approached the old man, who stood motionless beside the stool. They came to a halt in front of him.

“So, you squeak, do you?”

He made no answer.

“Sit down.”

He remained standing. They pushed him onto the stool.

“What are we to do with an idiot like this?”

“He squeaked, didn’t he?”

One of them put his hand inside the old man’s coat and pulled out the whistle. He held it between two fingers and said something I couldn’t make out. The old man let out a yell and tried to grab it from him. That was ill-advised, his resistance provoked them. I saw the whistle fly in an arc through the air, landing a few meters away from me; it sounded like it struck a stone. I was angry but didn’t allow myself to be lured, my anger was in check, as always; cowardice often prevents one from acting rashly; it’s no coincidence that cowardly people are often credited with high intelligence. So I did nothing, but allowed developments to run their course independent of my disgust. I did not hear everything they said but saw all the more for that. One of the brothers went into the barn and appeared again with the milk pail. He was holding his nose.

“Gosh, dat was a glose gall!”

The other brother laughed. They lifted the lid off the bucket and bent over it. The old man cried out and stood up but they paid him no attention. It was an old-fashioned alarm clock, almost as big as the lid of the bucket. They talked and pointed skyward.

“No!” the old man yelled. “You don’t know what you’re doing!”

They glanced at him, and I think they almost thought better of it; I’m willing to credit them with some hesitation, a moment’s indecision, before prestige got the upper hand.

“Do you reckon this is his heart?”

“Sounds like it. What do you think it looks like?”

“We’ll see.”

They began picking the alarm clock apart, talking and laughing, and dropping the loose parts into the bucket. The old man stood a few steps away, silent and motionless. The sun was gone; it was so quiet I could hear the screws ring against the bottom of the bucket. Then it was over.

“That wasn’t much of a heart.”

The old man didn’t move; he stood like a statue – as if time had really come to an end, as if his heart lay at the bottom of the pail, broken.

The brothers seemed oddly harmless after finishing their deed. They tried to drag out their easy victory with taunts, but it was no use, the victory was slipping from their grasp, leaving only losers: the old man, the brothers, me and a forest full of defeat. Then they withdrew among the tree trunks, without rounds of applause but with jarring laughter.

The voices faded, dusk fell. I emerged from my hiding place and began looking for the whistle. He saw me, no doubt, but he didn’t move. The whistle wasn’t hard to find. I picked it up and approached him, I, the brothers’ counterpart, an outstretched hand.

“It’s in one piece.”

He took it without a word and without looking at it. I’d never been so close to him before; time had plowed deep furrows in his face. I couldn’t think of anything to say. His big eyes rested on me. It was uncomfortable; I had let my emotions get the better of me and broken the voyeur’s first commandment: never be seen. He saw, and perhaps I gave him a little comfort, because he must surely have despised me. But he didn’t say a word, and after a moment he bent down, grabbed the bucket and headed for the door.

I entered the forest where the trees grew most densely, walking slowly, so he wouldn’t see that I was ashamed. But I doubt he was thinking about me, because I hadn’t taken many steps before an awful din broke out in the ramshackle barn, a racket so loud it sounded like everything behind those four walls was being smashed to pieces. The whistle too, perhaps.
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A Lovely Spot

“Aren’t you driving a little fast?” she said.

“No,” he said.

A little while later he turned off the motorway and onto the narrow winding road towards the fjord.

“It’s so green since we were last here.”

“Yes,” he said.

“It’s as if the road is narrower,” she said.

“I’m not driving too fast,” he said.

Just before they got to the big oak tree where he usually left the car, she said she had a feeling that something wasn’t quite right. She usually said that when they were drawing close to the summerhouse, and he didn’t reply. One time she may be right, he thought.

He parked the car. He helped her with the lightest backpack.

“Just start walking,” he said.

“I’ll wait for you,” she said.

“I’ll catch up,” he said.

He caught up with her halfway down the steep, overgrown dirt road. She was standing waiting for him.

“Is it heavy?” he said.

“No,” she said.

They walked on. After a few minutes the house came into view below them. He slowed down; she always walked in front for the last few meters. She opened the gate, then she said:

“Somebody’s been here.”

“Oh?” he said.

“I left a stone on the gatepost,” she said, “and now it’s gone.”

“Well,” he said, “I guess somebody’s taken it. Was there something special about it?”

“No,” she said, “an ordinary stone.”

He closed the gate after himself.

“I don’t like the fact someone’s been here,” she said.

He did not reply. He saw that the apple tree was in bloom.

“Look at the apple tree,” he said.

“Yes,” she said, “isn’t it beautiful.”

She reached the door. She took off the backpack. He walked over to her, placed the shopping bags beside her backpack and took the key from his pocket.

“Do you want to open it?” he asked.

“You do it,” she said.

He opened the door and went inside. He put down his backpack on the kitchen floor and continued into the living room. He opened a window and stood looking out over the fjord. She called to him. He went out to her.

“Would you be a dear and hoist the flag,” she said.

“Now?” he said.

“I like people to see that we’re here.”

He looked at her, then picked up the shopping bags and went back inside. He fetched the flag from the drawer of the dresser in the hall.

“It was always the first thing Dad did,” she said, “hoist the flag.”

“Yes,” he said, “I’m aware of that.”

“You don’t mind, do you?”

“I just got it, didn’t I,” he said.

He went over to the flagpole.

They were by the kitchen table. They had eaten. She sat looking out the window, in the direction of the dense forest.

“Isn’t this a lovely spot,” she said.

“Certainly is,” he said.

“I don’t think there’s anyone who has a nicer place,” she said.

He did not reply.

“I just wish we could cut back all that scrub at the edge of the forest.”

“Why?” he said.

“It’s just so … you can’t see what’s behind it.”

“It’s not on our property,” he said.

“No,” she said, “but still. Dad used to always cut it back.”

They sat in silence for a while.

“What will we do tomorrow?” she said.

“Are we going to do something?” he said.

“No, I don’t know,” she said. “Take the rowboat out. To Ormøya, for example.”

“It’s nice just being here,” he said.

“Of course. Yes, we’ll stay put then, will we? Besides, we’ve got plenty to do here.”

“We’re going to take it easy tomorrow,” he said.

“But the outside toilet needs to be emptied,” she said.

“There’s no hurry,” he said.

“No, just as long as it gets done.”

They stood on the concrete jetty, the sun was about to set.

“Oh, how I love this place,” she said.

He did not say anything.

“There. I fell into the sea right there.”

“Yes,” he said, “you’ve told me.”

“I must have been about four years old,” she said.

“Five,” he said.

“Yes, maybe. I struck my head against one of the stones you can see there and it left a deep cut above my ear, and if Dad hadn’t—What was that?”

“It sounded like an animal,” he said.

“It was someone shouting,” she said.

“No, it sounded more like an animal.”

“Let’s go inside,” she said.

They walked towards the house.

“We have to remember to take down the flag,” she said.

“It’s not necessary,” he said.

“We’ve always done it,” she said.

“Yes,” he said, “I know.”

“There’s a rule requiring you to,” she said.

“I know,” he said.

“I want you to do it, Martin. If not, I’ll do it myself.”

“All right, all right, I’ll do it.”

When he came in, he said:

“I’m opening a bottle of wine.”

“Yes, do that,” she said.

She sat down on the bench. He poured wine in her glass.

“Thanks, that’s enough,” she said.

He poured himself twice as much and sat down by the window.

“That’s where Dad used to sit,” she said.

“Yes, you’ve told me,” he said. “And where did your mother usually sit?”

“Mom? She … Why do you ask?”

“I was just wondering. Cheers.”

“I think she normally sat here on the bench.”

She sipped at her wine. They sat in silence. He pushed his chair back a little so he could look out at the fjord without having to turn his head. He drank.

“It’s so quiet,” she said.

He did not reply. Then he said:

“There’s a man standing over there on the headland.”

She got up and went to the window.

“He’s looking this way,” she said.

She opened the window.

“Why are you opening the window?” he said.

“So he’ll see that there’s somebody here.”

“Why?” he said.

“So he’ll keep away. You see, now he’s gone.”

She closed the window and went to sit down.

He looked at her.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she said.

“I’m just looking at you,” he said. “Cheers.”

He drained the glass, got up, went over to the table and poured more wine in it.

“Have you locked the door?” she said.

“No,” he said.

“Could you do it?” she said.

“When we’re going to bed,” he said. “We never lock it before we go to bed.”

“Just this once,” she said.

“Why?”

She did not reply. He went out into the hall. He opened the door and looked towards the gate and the forest, then he closed and locked it. He stood a few moments in the half-light of the hall, all he could hear was his own breath.

“Martin,” she said.

He went in to her.

“I thought you’d gone out,” she said.

He did not reply. He took a gulp from his glass. She checked the time.

“I think I’ll go to bed soon,” she said.

“Yeah, do that,” he said.

“Are you going to bed?” she asked.

“Not just yet. It’s nice to sit looking out at the fjord.”

“Yes, isn’t it?” she said. “Isn’t it a lovely spot?”

“Certainly is,” he said.

He looked at her.

“I think you’re looking at me so strangely,” she said.

“You think?” he said.

She took hold of her glass. She drank up.

“I’m sorry I’m so tired,” she said. “It’s probably all the fresh air.”

“Yes,” he said. “Just go on to bed.”

She was asleep. He undressed and crept under the duvet. She was lying with her back to him. After a while he placed his hand on her hip. She gave a low moan. He left his hand there. He felt his member grow. He moved his hand a little further down. Her body gave a start, as though from an electric shock. He withdrew his hand and turned the other way.

He had been up to the car to fetch a coil of rope. On the way back he stopped by the gate and stood surveying the house and property. Then he picked up a stone and put it on the gatepost. He walked down around the front of the house and over to the boathouse. She was lying on the jetty reading. He hung the rope on a peg under the eave, then sat down with his back to the wall and looked out over the fjord.

After a few minutes he went over to her. She looked up and smiled.

“Isn’t it lovely?” she said.

“Isn’t what lovely?” he said.

“Lovely here,” she said.

“Certainly is,” he said.

“Why don’t you fetch the other mattress and lie down here in the sun?” she said.

He did not reply. He looked up at the house and said:

“The swallows haven’t arrived yet.”

“They could be here any time,” she said. “It’s around about now that they come.”

“If they come,” he said.

“I’m sure they will. They always have. Once, Dad saw them as they arrived. They flew straight in under the same roof tile as the year before.”

“Yes, you told me that.”

“In the old days people believed that a swallow building its nest in a house meant good luck for the people living there.”

“Yes,” he said.

He started walking up towards the house.

He had carried a deckchair over to the apple tree and was lying back in it and looking up towards the forest. Suddenly, he heard her call his name, loudly, as if something had happened. He got up and walked down towards the jetty. She was sitting upright, her back to the fjord.

“What is it?” he said.

She waved him closer.

“He was there again, that man, on the headland.”

“So what?” he said.

“I called out to you so he’d realize that I wasn’t on my own.”

He looked at her.

“Are you afraid that he’s going to come and get you?” he said.

“Oh Martin. Really,” she said.

He continued to look at her, before turning and walking towards the back of the house.

They had eaten. A bank of clouds had built up in the west and the low sun had disappeared behind it. She was sitting on the bench, reading; he was standing by the window looking out over the fjord.

“I’ll open a bottle of wine,” he said.

“Yes,” she said, “do that.”

He uncorked the bottle and placed it on the table in front of her, along with two glasses. He filled her glass right up.

“That’s a lot!” she said.

“Yes,” he said.

He took his own glass and sat down in the chair by the window.

“You seem to like sitting there,” she said.

“Yes,” he said.

She continued reading. After a while she looked up and said:

“Have you lowered the flag?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Have you?” she said.

“No,” he said.

“Why did you say yes?” she said.

He did not reply. Then he said:

“I’m going into town tomorrow to buy a pennant.”

“Oh no,” she said, “not a pennant, they’re so … we’ve never had a pennant.”

He didn’t reply.

She put down her book, got up and went into the kitchen. He heard her open and close the front door, then it was quiet. He took a gulp of wine, then another. He walked over to the table and filled his glass. He sat down and looked out over the fjord. After a while the door opened. He heard her pull out the drawer in the dresser, then push it in again. She came into the living room and sat down on the bench.

“Cheers,” she said.

“Cheers,” he said.

They drank.

“I took down the flag,” she said. “I’m sorry if it seems like I think you should be the one to do it.”

He did not reply.

“It’s just that you always do it,” she said. “I didn’t know you minded.”

He did not reply.

“You know,” she said, “I’ve never done it before. It was always Dad who did it. And then you. I’ve never been here on my own.”

“No, I know,” he said.

They had been sitting in silence for a long time. She was reading. He had finished his wine and refilled his glass. She put the book aside.

“I think I’m getting tired,” she said. “What time is it?”

“Ten past ten,” he said.

“Well, no wonder,” she said. “I was up so early.”

“I’m going to turn in as well,” he said.

“I don’t mind if you stay up,” she said.

She got to her feet.

“Okay,” he said. “Then I might as well stay up for a little while.”

“After all,” she said, “you’ve still got half a glass of wine left.”

“Yes, I can see that,” he said.

When it had grown quiet in the house, he put on a windbreaker and went out the front door. He stood on the jetty for a while, then began making his way over toward the headland. There was a pale crescent moon above the hill in the east. The air was still, and the sea gurgled almost soundlessly between the rocks by the shore.

He stood for a few minutes at the tip of the headland, then he walked quickly back to the house and in the front door. He opened another bottle of wine and sat down on the bench. It was past eleven o’clock. An hour later the bottle was empty. He put the two empty bottles beside each other on the table and stood up. He took off the windbreaker and threw it on the bench. He walked through the kitchen and up the stairs, opened the door to the bedroom and switched on the light. She was lying with her back to him. She did not move. He went over to the closet and took out a woollen blanket. Mothballs fell down onto the floor. He slammed the closet door. She did not stir. He tugged the duvet off her.

“Martin!” she said.

“Just lie there!” he said.

“What is it?” she said.

“Just lie there!” he said.

Then he left.

She was lying on the jetty. He saw her through the living room window. The wine bottles and glasses had been cleared away. The windbreaker lay on the bench.

He went outside and walked to the gate. He picked up the stone on the gatepost and flung it away, then he continued on up the dirt road.

He got into the car and started the engine. He backed the car out onto the road, then he reversed in again and turned off the engine. He sat quite still, looking straight ahead for a long time.

He met her on his way back down to the house.

“Where have you been?” she said.

“Just for a walk,” he said.

“You could have told me,” she said. “I couldn’t find you anywhere.”

“I just went for a walk,” he said.

“I was scared,” she said.

“Why?” he said.

“You know why,” she said. “Last night, and now this.”

“Forget about last night,” he said.

She looked at him.

“Forget about it,” he said. “I’d had too much to drink, it was nothing, I don’t know what it was.”

“I was beside myself,” she said.

“Were you?” he said.

He began to walk down towards the house. She followed after.

He sat at the end of the jetty looking out over the fjord. She was lying behind him, sunning herself. She said:

“Isn’t it a lovely spot.”

“Certainly is,” he said.
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A Sudden Liberating Thought

I live in a basement, a result of having come down in the world, in every sense.

My room has only one window, and only the upper part of it is above pavement level, causing me to see the world outside from below. It’s not a very big world, but it often feels big enough.

I see only the legs and lower parts of the passersby on the pavement on my side of the street, but having lived here for four years, I can tell whom they belong to in most cases. That’s due to there being little traffic; I live almost at the end of a cul-de-sac.

I’m a taciturn man, but I talk to myself on occasion. The things I say at those times have to be said, I think.

One day while I was standing by the window, and had just seen the lower part of the landlord’s wife go past, I suddenly felt so lonely that I decided to go out.

I put on my shoes and coat, and stuck my reading glasses in my coat pocket, just in case. Then I went out. The advantage of living in a basement is that you walk up the steps when you’re rested and down them when you come home tired. It’s probably the only advantage.

It was a warm summer’s day. I walked to the park by the disused fire station, where I can usually sit in peace. But I’d hardly sat down when an old chap my own age came along and parked himself beside me, even though there were plenty of unoccupied benches. I had gone out because I was feeling lonely, but not to talk, just for a change. I began to grow increasingly nervous that he would say something, so much so I considered getting up and walking off, but where would I go? After all, this was where I’d planned on coming. But he didn’t say anything, and I found that so appealing I became favorably disposed towards him. I even tried to look at him, without him noticing of course. But he did notice, because he said:

“Forgive me for saying, but I sat here because I thought I’d be left in peace. I can move, of course, if you’d like.”

“Sit, by all means,” I said, more than a little taken aback. Naturally I made no further attempts to look at him, he had my deepest respect. And more naturally still, I did not speak to him. I felt a little strange inside, somewhat non-lonely, a wellbeing of sorts.

He sat there for half an hour, then rose to his feet, with a little difficulty, turned to me and said:

“Thank you. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye.”

Then he left, with a remarkably long stride and slightly flailing arms, as though sleepwalking.

The following day at the same time, or rather, a little earlier, I walked to the park again. In light of all the thought and speculation he had caused me, it seemed the natural course of action; it was hardly a free choice, whatever that is.

He came, I spotted him from some way off, recognizing him by his gait. There were unoccupied benches that day too and I was intrigued to see if he would sit down beside me. I looked in the other direction of course, acting as though I hadn’t seen him, and when he sat down, I pretended not to notice. He made no sign of registering my presence either; it was a rather unusual situation – a sort of unplanned non-meeting. I have to admit I was uncertain whether or not I wanted him to say something, and after half an hour I was just as uncertain about whether I should leave first or wait for him to go. Not that this uncertainty bothered me that much – I could have remained sitting in any case. But then for some reason or other I got it into my head that he had the upper hand and that made the decision easy. I stood up, looked at him for the first time and said:

“Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” he replied, looking me squarely in the eyes. His gaze was unflinching.

I left, and as I walked away I couldn’t help but wonder how he would characterize my gait, and immediately felt my body tense up and my steps become stiff and awkward. I have to admit, it annoyed me.

That evening, as I stood beneath the window looking out – there wasn’t much too see – I decided that if he came the next day I’d say something. I even planned on what to say, how to initiate what could potentially become a conversation. I would wait a quarter of an hour, then, without looking at him, I’d say: “It’s time we spoke.” No more, just that. He could either reply or not, and if he didn’t reply I would stand up and say: “In the future I’d prefer it if you found another bench to sit on.”

I also came up with a lot of other things that evening, things to say if a conversation developed, but I rejected most of them as uninteresting or too trite.

The next morning I was excited and uncertain, I even considered staying home. I resolved to dismiss the decision I’d come to the previous evening; if I went there, I was definitely not going to say anything.

I went, and he came. I didn’t look at him. It suddenly occurred to me as rather striking that he always showed up within five minutes of my arriving – as though he’d been standing somewhere nearby and seen me come. Of course, I thought, of course: he lives in one of the buildings beside the fire station and sees me from his window.

I didn’t have time to speculate any further because he suddenly began to speak. His words made me feel somewhat ill at ease, I have to admit.

“Excuse me,” he said, “but if you don’t mind, perhaps it’s time we spoke together.”

I made no immediate reply, but after a few moments I said:

“Perhaps. If there’s anything to say.”

“You don’t know if there’s anything to say?”

“I’m probably older than you.”

“It’s not impossible.”

I didn’t say any more. I felt an unpleasant uneasiness within, which had to do with the odd role reversal that had taken place. He’d been the one to initiate the conversation, using almost my own words, and I was the one who replied as I’d imagined him doing. It was as though I could just as well be him and he could just as well be me. It was unpleasant. I felt like leaving. But seeing as I had been, so to speak, forced to identify with him, I found it hard to hurt or even insult him.

Perhaps a minute passed, then he said:

“I’m eighty-three.”

“Then I was right.”

Another minute went by.

“Do you play chess?” he asked.

“It’s been a long time.”

“Hardly anyone plays chess anymore. Everyone I’ve played chess with is dead.”

“At least fifteen years ago.”

“The last one died in the winter. No great loss actually, he had become rather dull-witted. I always beat him in less than twenty moves. But he got a certain pleasure out of it, his one remaining pleasure in life, I dare say. Perhaps you knew him.”

“No,” I quickly replied, “I didn’t know him.”

“But how can you be so sure that … well, that’s your business.”

He was right about that and I would have told him as much, but to his credit he hadn’t completed the question.

I noticed he turned his face to look at me. He sat like that for a good while; it was unpleasant, so I took my glasses from my coat pocket and put them on. Everything in front of me – the trees, houses, benches – all disappeared into a haze.

“You’re short-sighted?” he asked after a while.

“No,” I said, “quite the opposite.”

“What I mean is, you need glasses to see what’s far away.”

“No, on the contrary. It’s things that are close to me that I have problems with.”

“I see.”

I didn’t say any more. When I noticed him turning his face away again, I removed my glasses and put them in my coat pocket. He didn’t say any more either, so when I thought enough time had passed, I stood up and politely said:

“Thanks for the chat. So long.”

“So long.”

I left with more confidence in my step that day, but on making it home and calming down, I began once again to hastily plan my next meeting with him. I paced back and forth thinking up many absurdities, a few subtleties too; I wasn’t above exulting a little, but that, after all, was because I regarded him as my equal.

I didn’t sleep well that night. Back when I was still young enough to believe the future could hold surprises in store, I often slept poorly, but that was a long time ago, before it became clear to me, I mean completely clear, that the day you die, it makes no difference whether you’ve had a good life or a bad one. So the fact I slept poorly that night both surprised and unsettled me. Nor had I eaten anything to cause it either, only a few boiled potatoes and a tin of sardines; I’d had an excellent night’s sleep many times before after such a meal.

The following day he didn’t arrive until almost a quarter of an hour had passed. I’d begun to give up hope, a feeling I was unaccustomed to: having a hope to give up. But he came.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hello.”

We didn’t say anything else for a while. I knew well what I was going to say if the silence went on too long, but I wanted him to speak first, and he did:

“Your wife … is she still alive?”

“No, she’s not, died a long time ago, I’ve all but forgotten her. And your own?”

“Passed away two years ago. Today.”

“Oh. So it’s a day of mourning of sorts.”

“Well. The feeling of loss, there’s nothing you can do about that really. But I don’t mark it by going to her grave, if that’s what you mean. Graves are damnable places. Pardon me. That wasn’t a very good choice of words.”

I made no reply.

“My apologies,” he said, “perhaps I’ve offended you, it wasn’t my intention.”

“You haven’t offended me.”

“Good. You might be religious for all I know. I had a sister who believed in eternal life. Such conceit.”

Again I was struck by how he sat there delivering my line, and for a moment I was foolish enough to think that I was imagining everything, that he didn’t even exist, and that in reality I was sitting talking to myself. And I suppose it was this foolishness that prompted me to pose a completely ill-considered question:

“Who are you really?”

Fortunately he didn’t answer straight away, so I managed to retrieve the situation somewhat:

“Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t actually talking to you. It was just something that came to mind.”

I noticed he was looking at me, but this time I didn’t take out my glasses. I said:

“Besides, I wouldn’t like you to think I’m in the habit of asking questions about which there are no answers.”

Then we sat in silence. It wasn’t a relaxing silence; I was tempted to leave. Two minutes, I thought, if he hasn’t said anything by then, I’ll go. I began counting the seconds in my head. He didn’t say anything and after exactly two minutes I got to my feet. He stood up as well, at the very same time.

“Thanks for the chat,” I said.

“Likewise. A shame you won’t play chess.”

“I don’t think you’d enjoy it much. Besides, your opponents have a tendency to die.”

“True, true,” he replied, seeming suddenly abstracted.

“So long,” I said.

“So long.”

I was more tired than usual when I arrived home; I had to lie down on the bed. After a while I said aloud: “I’m old. And life is long.”

When I woke up the next day it was raining. To say I was disappointed would be an understatement. But as the day wore on and the rain didn’t let up, it became clear to me that I would go to the park regardless. I couldn’t do otherwise. It wasn’t about him also turning up, that wasn’t it. It was just that if he did come, then I wanted, I had, to be there. And as I was sitting there on that wet bench, in the rain, I even hoped he wouldn’t show; there was something revealing, something brazen, about sitting completely alone in a rain-soaked park.

But he did come – as I knew he would! Unlike me he was wearing a raincoat, a long, black one reaching almost to the ground. He sat down.

“You braved the elements,” he said.

It was of course only meant as a casual comment, but in light of what I’d been thinking just prior to his turning up I found it rather impertinent, so I didn’t reply. I noticed I was in bad humor and regretted having come. Moreover I was getting wet, my coat felt heavy and to remain sitting seemed almost ludicrous, so I said:

“I came outside to get some fresh air, but then I got tired. I am an old man.”

And to dispel any notions he might have, I added:

“A habit of mine, you understand.”

He didn’t say anything and it had the effect, albeit unreasonable, of provoking me. And what he eventually said, after a long pause, didn’t serve to soften my attitude.

“You don’t like people very much, do you, or am I mistaken?”

“Like people?” I replied. “What do you mean by that?”

“Well, it’s just the kind of thing one says, isn’t it? I didn’t mean to be intrusive.”

“Of course I don’t like people. And of course I like people. Had you asked if I liked cats or goats, or butterflies for that matter, but people. Besides, I hardly know any.”

I immediately regretted the last part, but fortunately that wasn’t what he seized upon.

“Well, I never!” he said. “Goats and butterflies!”

I could tell he was smiling. I had to admit I’d been unnecessarily dismissive, so I said:

“If you want a general answer to a general question, then I like both goats and butterflies more unconditionally than I like people.”

“Thank you, I got the point a while back. I’ll remember to be more specific the next time I venture to ask something.”

He said this in a friendly tone and it was no exaggeration to say I was sorry, even though my being difficult was down to the bad humor I was in. And because I was sorry, I said something I also immediately felt sorry for having said:

“Apologies, but words are nearly all I have left. I do apologize.”

“Heavens, no. It was my fault. I should have taken into account who you are.”

I felt my heart drop – did he know who I was? Did he come here every day because he knew who I was? I couldn’t help feeling nervous and uncertain, and automatically put my hand in my coat pocket to get my glasses.

“What do you mean?” I said. “Do you know me?”

“Yes. I suppose you could say that. We have met before. I wasn’t aware of that when I sat down here the first time. It gradually dawned on me that I’d seen you before, but I couldn’t manage to place you, not until yesterday. It was something you said, and suddenly I realized where I knew you from. But you don’t remember me?”

I got to my feet.

“No.”

I looked directly at him. I didn’t know if I’d ever seen him before.

“I am … I was your judge.”

“You, you …”

I didn’t know what else to say.

“Sit down, please.”

“I’m wet. So, you were … that was you. I see. Well, goodbye, I have to go.”

I left. It was no dignified exit, but I was unnerved, and walked faster than I had in years. When I got home I just about managed to pull my soaked overcoat off me before I collapsed onto the bed. My heart was pounding and I resolved never to return to the park.

But after a while, my heart rate returned to normal, as did my thoughts. I accepted my reaction: something hidden had come to light again, and I’d been caught off guard, that was all. It was understandable.

I got up from the bed and I could, not without some satisfaction, state that I was back to my old self again. I stood under the window and said aloud: “He’ll see me again.”

The fine weather made a return the following day, which was a relief, and my coat was as good as dry. I left for the park at the usual time; he wasn’t going to notice anything out of the ordinary with me that might make him think he’d gained the upper hand.

But as I approached the
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