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Praise for Small Comfort

‘A delightful and exquisitely executed literary mini-study that brings to mind Joan Didion’

Expressen

‘I haven’t read anything better this year’ 

Sydsvenskan

‘Genberg has a joy in language and precision in expression’

Göteborgs-Posten

‘The sharpness of Genberg’s powers of observation, her humour and delight in language make the stories crackle with life’

Svenska Dagbladet

Praise for The Details

‘Textured insights into human nature’

New Yorker

‘The miraculous sort of novel that fuses with our personal memories and becomes part of us’

Hernan Diaz, author of Trust

‘A compelling, uncannily precise meditation on transience’

Hephzibah Anderson, Observer

‘I’ve underlined half of the book. I wish I could write like this’

Fredrik Backman, author of A Man Called Ove

‘Brief and penetrating . . . Genberg’s marvellous prose is also a kind of fever, mesmerizing and hot to the touch’ 

Catherine Lacey, New York Times

‘Emotionally nuanced and formally innovative’

Susannah Dickey, author of Tennis Lesson

‘I won’t forget this beautiful book’

Jenna Clake, author of Disturbance

‘Genberg’s prose is a feat of characterization, a triumph of lending language and profundity to observations of daily life.’

Eliza Smith, Literary Hub

‘With [Genberg’s] latest novel, the curiosity for humans shines through.’

Aftonbladet Literary Prize Jury, Sweden

‘In this highly perceptive feel for the small details, an entire world comes alive.’

August Prize Jury, Sweden




Large parts of the research described in chapter four are based on work done by social psychologist Paul Piff at University of California, Berkeley.
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Success Greger

First print-out

Ia Genberg: Well, the light is green now.

Greger Johnson: Maybe double-check?

IG: No, I think it’s working. All right, Greger Johnson. You spell it with one s, huh?

GJ: Yep. Took out an ‘s’ and added an ‘h’. It sounds better somehow, kind of American.

IG: American?

GJ: Yeah. Names that end with ‘son’, spelled with just one ‘s’, they sound American. Easy to pronounce in English. Couldn’t tell you why, but it’s true. A name is important, a marker you should finesse if you can. Ia . . . is that short for something?

IG: No, that’s my real name.

GJ: Not much to finesse there. Kinda short.

IG: Indeed.

GJ: But easy to remember.

IG: Yep. So how about we get started?

GJ: It’s the same with Greger. Nobody my age is named Greger. Nobody born in the seventies is named Greger. That’s why it’s a hell of a good name if you want people to remember you. And then of course I look like this too.

IG: Like this?

GJ: Yeah, I mean, you can see it with your own eyes. People meet me once and they never forget. I live in their memory forever. For better or worse, of course. For better or worse.

IG: Right. So, listen, why don’t we dive right in.

GJ: Of course. Who else did you talk to?

IG: Everyone. Everyone who’s alive. Pippi, Emil, Mio, Junior and Karlson, Rusky and Jonatan, Lotta, Ronia the Robber’s Daughter and Birk. Tjorven. The whole gang. Plus a bunch of directors. You’re the last one out the gate.

GJ: And this is for a book?

IG: A small run, a local publication printed in her memory. There will be other texts in there too, someone else is writing those. And a load of photos from her life. A literary historian is doing something. My job is to interview the child actors, the child actors who are now adults.

GJ: And what do you get?

IG: What do you mean?

GJ: You’re a freelance journalist. I assume you charge something. That you’ll be sending an invoice.

IG: Yes. Of course.

GJ: Okay, how much do you take home?

IG: I don’t think that discussion is relevant for the interview.

GJ: Who cares if it’s relevant or not?

IG: They’re giving me thirty thousand kronor. Though that’s before social fees and taxes. I keep a bit over half of that.

GJ: So you’ll make more writing about me than I got to act in that movie.

IG: Hmm.

GJ: I’m just saying. Just noting.

IG: Those were different times. Plus there’s been quite a bit of inflation since.

GJ: It’s just something to note. Considering how many people saw and appreciated the movie, how famous it made some of the adult actors. How well things turned out for them.

IG: So you’re unhappy with your reward?

GJ: You fucking bet I’m unhappy with it. Are you going to put that in the text?

IG: I don’t think so. These pieces are meant to have a pleasant tone. They’re meant to be a nice retrospective with pictures from the film shoots, that kind of thing. The publication is meant to help people remember, and also to provide a personal touch, add something new. Can we begin?

GJ: Sure.

IG: Why don’t you start by telling me how you got the role.

GJ: My pops sent me to a tryout. Audition, or whatever they call it.

IG: Audition, yes.

GJ: That’s what I said.

IG: Sure. Audition. The ‘au’ doesn’t have a diphthong. Audition.

GJ: Diphthong?

IG: Forget it.

GJ: I went to the tryout. There was an ad in the paper. They were looking for a fast-talking boy between eight and ten with a mop of blond hair. I was pretty much made for the role, you know. When I got there, this woman touched my hair to check if it was real or if I’d dipped it in yellow paint. Then she made me stand in front of a camera to answer some questions and talk freely about whatever I wanted. Next they gave me a piece of paper with a few lines I had to read as naturally as possible without looking into the camera. Then I left. They called the next day.

IG: What do you remember from that moment, when you heard their decision?

GJ: It was Pops they talked to. He came to my bedroom, slapped my back and told me I was about to become a national celebrity.

IG: That’s what he said?

GJ: Word for word.

IG: Were you excited? Did you scream? Did you run around? What was your reaction like?

GJ: I assume I was excited. I think I called Grandma. I can’t quite remember.

IG: You must already have read the book. Did you read it again after that?

GJ: What book?

IG: Uh . . . I mean, the book. The book the film is based on.

GJ: There’s a book? I thought it was a movie?

IG: Umm – well . . .

GJ: What? Is there a problem?

IG: Ah. I guess . . . I don’t know what . . .

GJ: Haha.

IG: You’re laughing?

GJ: Hahaha. You fell for it, didn’t you? Haha.

IG: I’m sorry?

GJ: For a second you thought I was an idiot, didn’t you?

IG: No, no.

GJ: An illiterate dumdum, just because I was raised in the poorer suburbs by a single, working-class dad, a car mechanic to boot. Out of all the fucking jobs. Audition-audition, diphthong or no diphthong, you tell me it doesn’t matter, but of course it does, it always matters. And in your imagination there was no bookcase in our home, right? No, wait, there was a bookcase, filled with ceramic figurines and a couple of Donald Duck Christmas comics, that sad edition with every other spread in colour and every other in black and white. I’m right, aren’t I? There was no Mayakovsky like you had growing up. No Göran Tunström, no Selma Lagerlöf, not even Astrid Lindgren. Right? For a moment you thought you’d have to inform me that the film I starred in is in fact based on an enormously famous book by an enormously famous author. Isn’t that true?

IG: I wouldn’t say that, no.

GJ: Okay, let me tell you what it was like. My old man spent twenty years submitting his poems to Bonnier. Fantastic poems, if I may say so.

IG: Oh?

GJ: And, finally, they decided to publish him. It came in the mail, a personal letter from one of those bearded, bespectacled types who sit all day in their swivel chairs and decide things. A letter with a signature in real ink. It said they were impressed, that it was a raw collection of poems written in a modern, yet personal tone, that they’d tried to call him and asked him to call them back, with a number and name at the end. I still remember it.

IG: The name?

GJ: Yes. And the number. Because I called that number, eventually. And I spoke with that bearded man for a long time. And he asked what we had in our bookcase, and I walked down the shelves and told him everything we had in there, and the bearded man made some good guesses about some of the foreign names I hadn’t heard about. How about Gregory Corso, he asked, and I walked over to C and found two of his books. That was after the funeral, when I was putting everything in boxes.

IG: The funeral?

GJ: Pops died two days before the letter came from Bonnier. Cancer in the large intestine. Those tumours just exploded in him. It didn’t even take three months.

IG: So there was no book, then?

GJ: No. They had a meeting and retracted their offer.

IG: Ah.

GJ: And our bookcase contained most of what should be in a bookcase. I read Mayakovsky at fifteen, just like you did. But I read him from below. You get what I’m saying? The way he wrote.

IG: None of this has anything to do with our interview, and I don’t know why you sound so angry. If you believe that I came here with a bunch of ideas about who you are, you’re probably right. But they might not be what you think. And you shouldn’t be so sure that you know everything about me, either. I read Mayakovsky from below too. Though I was about twenty.

GJ: What are your ideas about me, then?

IG: You’ve been to prison, for instance. Things like that do paint a certain picture, at least for me.

GJ: Like what?

IG: I mean, it’s not necessarily negative.

GJ: And why is that?

IG: You haven’t been convicted of any violent crime. Violent crime is scary: killing, fighting, unpredictable people. Your crimes are – I don’t know, harmless. You tried and failed to take things that weren’t yours. Fraud, forgeries.

GJ: And?

IG: I don’t know.

GJ: You’re saying I’m a loser?

IG: Not at all. Not at all.

GJ: No?

IG: And, anyway, that was a while ago, right? It’s sort of past the statute of limitations by now.

GJ: A prison sentence never expires. It follows you for the rest of your life, no matter how short your time, no matter how insignificant the crime. Every prison sentence is for life, by definition. You go to prison and try to land a job afterwards and you’ll see how easy it is. Or a flat.

IG: You work now, though, don’t you?

GJ: Work? I’m self-made.

IG: Self-made?

GJ: An entrepreneur. You know: Jacob Wallenberg, Antonia Ax:son Johnsson. Only I’m Greger Johnson. I’m an entrepreneur; I own a company.

IG: In what industry?

GJ: The treasure-hunting industry.

IG: Okay.

GJ: Though lately I’ve been thinking of quitting.

IG: You’ve found the treasure, then?

GJ: Yes. I wouldn’t be lying if I said as much.

IG: Anything that’ll put you back in touch with the justice system?

GJ: Hardly.

IG: I’ve got a source who works as a cop. Called him before this. Turns out you’re implicated in an open investigation.

GJ: A small car loan, yes. The other day. Pure self-defence.

IG: Self-defence?

GJ: Protection against the cold. It was minus ten. If not more.

IG: Can you tell me about it?

GJ: Are you going to write about it?

IG: Of course not. I’m just curious. My source said it was an odd affair.

GJ: Okay. So I was out on a walk.

IG: Yesterday? In minus ten?

GJ: Could have been minus twenty. If not more. It was the day before yesterday. I wasn’t wearing appropriate clothing.

IG: Why not?

GJ: My girlfriend had thrown me out.

IG: Ah.

GJ: We’d had a fight. It’s her flat – I just live there. Like I said: you go to prison and try landing a flat afterwards. I live with her, but sometimes she gets sick of me and then she’ll throw me out. She’s a pretty dynamic person. She’ll turn on a dime about loving me or not, about loving someone else, what I need to do in order for her to love me. She explodes at regular intervals and when that happens I’ll go for a walk in the neighbourhood until she cools off. Sometimes I’ll take a half-hour to sit outside the basement office door and smoke.

IG: Like Emil in Julle’s workshop.

GJ: Right, though that’s a different movie. This time the basement was locked, so I had to take a hike. She lives next to a flush neighbourhood and I like to stroll around there, check out the homes. They’re huge, you know. Some of them have a pool, patio, a two-car garage. Just the toys scattered on the lawns have a combined value that exceeds my annual income. But this evening was dark and snowy and really fucking cold. A cold you can’t even imagine. I normally enjoy walking around there, but not this time. Way too cold.

IG: You normally enjoy looking at toys whose combined value exceeds your annual income?

GJ: Yeah, because at some point it’s going to be my turn. Right? That’s got to be what everyone thinks when they see rich people, when they find themselves with their nose pressed to the bulging wallets of other people: I’ll show them. It’s gonna be my turn one day.

IG: I’m not so sure about that.

GJ: You don’t think that way? You can’t be too rich yourself.

IG: Not too rich, no.

GJ: You’re not drowning in jobs, and they don’t pay that well. Am I wrong?

IG: No.

GJ: Well, then I’m convinced that you’re thinking: Soon enough, you arseholes. Just you wait. It’s going to be me soon, driving one of those fucking four-wheel-drive land yachts, and I’m not going to stop when you’re at the pedestrian crossing.

IG: I have to say that I almost never think that way.

GJ: You’re happy with your lot in life, then?

IG: I don’t know if I experience any particular lot in life. I don’t think I’ve been handed a lot to be happy or unhappy with.

GJ: That’s precisely what sets the lower class apart from the upper classes. We experience our lot in life. The rest of you don’t. You think you’ve decided to be a little bit poor, don’t you?

IG: I wouldn’t say that I’m poor, exactly. Or rather, the financial stuff, I don’t know if that’s the most important thing. That it matters all that much.

GJ: Exactly.

IG: I’m sorry?

GJ: That unwillingness to make any sort of analysis. But if you did, as I do almost daily, even several times a day, you’d immediately realise that things could be different, and that you want to get back, claw back. You’d realise that it has to be your turn at some point.

IG: Revenge?

GJ: No. A righteous reset.

IG: Ah.

GJ: A little bit of success.

IG: I see.

GJ: I don’t think you do. Not in any sort of real way. But, in any case, that is the feeling I have whenever I amble down those leafy streets lined with villas.

IG: Okay, but if you’re always thinking about revenge—

GJ: I’m not.

IG: Call it taking back, getting even. It’s got to be hard to walk through life with that feeling?

GJ: Tons of people walk through life with that feeling. Anyone who’s ever experienced the ‘in’ of injustice walks through life with that feeling. They all live in that sensation; they’ve made a home inside it.

IG: Okay. Let’s get back to your story.

GJ: Are we in a rush?

IG: No. I was just checking the time.

GJ: It’s not often you see a wristwatch these days.

IG: I know. Impossible to find someone who’ll repair it. All they do is tell me to get a new one. But yeah – no, we’re not in a rush, I just wanted to check the time. Keep going.

GJ: Where was I?

IG: In a swanky neighbourhood, knee-deep in your usual desire to rectify things.

GJ: Right. And there it is. It’s minus ten with a sprinkling of snow, it’s windy, the spit on my lips is transforming into fucking ice, the foreskin is cracking inside my underwear, my toes are long gone, my fingers and nose – I am, to put it simply, succumbing to the cold. And, all of a sudden, there it is.

IG: What is?

GJ: The car. With the engine on. A BMW, I don’t know which model, but the colour is that heartfelt shade of golden yellow, as if the enamel had been tuned. A BMW is an extreme car in many ways – you have to agree with that.

IG: I don’t know. I don’t know anything about cars.

GJ: Didn’t you make a movie about cars? About drivers’ licences or something?

IG: It was about people. Did you google me?

GJ: Of course I did.

IG: Fine. I know a bit about cars, but I’m not exactly passionate about models and stuff like that. Keep going.

GJ: With a BMW, you don’t get into your seat the way you would in a regular car. You sink into it. You let it hold you like another body. It’s organic in a way no other car can even approximate. As close to a mammal as a car can be without ceasing to be a car.

IG: I see. Keep going.

GJ: The varnish gleams, there’s no snow on it, it looks brand new. It just stands there, engine humming, a purring little animal, ready to embrace me and take off. The only way to understand this situation is as a kind of offering, right?

IG: An offering?

GJ: Here I am, about to freeze my ass off. I’ve been told to hit the road and it’s going to be several hours before I can go home again. I’ve got nothing on me other than an empty wallet and two smokes, I’m wearing a suede blazer, a button-down shirt and a pair of jeans without long johns underneath. Ice is forming on my lips and I’ve got no hat on. No hat, no car, no friends who are home and willing to let me in, barely even a girlfriend at this point. No car, no food, no booze. No car. Especially no car. And there it is: a kind of offering. The door is unlocked, the engine is on, the key is in the ignition. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t have got in.

IG: I don’t think I would.

GJ: Not even for a spin?

IG: Never. No matter how poor or cold I was. I’m too much of a chicken.

GJ: It’s not about being bold. It’s about desperation. Your degree of desperation.

IG: Some kind of courage is necessary. There’s a line there I can’t cross. I don’t want to cross it. And I can’t.

GJ: You’ve never had to cross it.

IG: Perhaps.

GJ: You’re sighing.

IG: Yes.

GJ: You’re looking at your watch.

IG: I am?

GJ: What time is it?

IG: I don’t know. Did I look?

GJ: I’ll continue. The car is there, its engine is humming, it’s calling my name with an offer I don’t refuse. I don’t even think of it as theft, not exactly. It’s more as if I was suddenly given a chance to protect myself against the cold. And the feeling of getting inside that car . . . It’s indescribable. Pale leather seats, armrests that fold down. A compact, powerful gearshift. A dashboard that looks like it was carved out of a single piece of wood. It doesn’t even look like a dashboard, with technical controls, but like something else, a living thing. The car itself looks as if it has a heart, and I can almost hear it beating. Then there’s the fact that it’s golden yellow. It’s just too much. Do you get it?

IG: I don’t.

GJ: I shift into first gear and we roll off. I don’t even need to think.

IG: But your plan was to warm up a bit?

GJ: I don’t know what the plan was. I got inside and suddenly it was the most natural thing in the world to take off. There it was, so warm.

IG: Where did you go?

GJ: Not far.

IG: Where were you planning to go?

GJ: Initially, I was just going to take it for a spin.

IG: A spin?

GJ: An easy spin. I turned on the radio, took off my blazer, adjusted the temperature. Mozart’s Sixth Symphony. I changed the station. Deep Purple, that eighties record. What’s it called again?

IG: Strangers something. Their best.

GJ: By far. I drove south, towards the city, coasting. Turned wherever I felt like it, was planning to park it somewhere, have a smoke, then take the subway home.

IG: But?

GJ: Yeah, then I realised it wouldn’t be so hard to pass it on. That goddamn car could be out of the country in forty-five minutes as long as I got hold of the right people.

IG: Oh?

GJ: You don’t know much about this stuff, do you?

IG: No. I know very little about this stuff. I’ve gathered that there are ships in Frihamnen that move goods to the Baltic countries.

GJ: The Baltics and beyond. They’ve got auto paint technicians working on board, one of the best painting gigs you’ll find in this country. My yellow pearl would dock as a green emerald. Or a red kiss.

IG: Okay. You went to Frihamnen?

GJ: That’s where my troubles began. When I started to make plans. It’s always where the troubles begin. I got my phone out, trying to get hold of the right person for this kind of undertaking. Made a bunch of calls while navigating the roundabouts to the city. Red lights. People were looking. I was getting nervous. I was starting to feel rushed. You understand.

IG: Not exactly.

GJ: I was agitated, anxious. I felt pursued.

IG: I heard you drove straight into a snowdrift and were seen running off.

GJ: Who says that?

IG: The police report. Like I said, I read it.

GJ: I was seen running off? Period?

IG: You were seen running off.

GJ: That’s all?

IG: What’s all?

GJ: Running off. Nothing else?

IG: What would that be?

GJ: Oh, I don’t know.

IG: Is there something else? This story feels kind of incomplete somehow.

GJ: That’s because you’re a journalist. You guys arrange stories that way, as if everything is finished with a bow tied on top. But the real world isn’t whole like that. It’s totally fucking half. Unfinished, like your name.

IG: That’s too kind of you.

GJ: No offence.

IG: My question is why you’re smiling in that – how can I put it? – triumphant way.

GJ: I’m not smiling. Why would I be smiling? The cops showed up and nabbed me the next day, so why would I be smiling?

IG: You smiled. I asked why.

GJ: To summarise: I hit the snowdrift, got knocked by the steering wheel, couldn’t get out of the drift. I peaced out. Took the subway home, knocked on my girlfriend’s door, bled a little, she let me in. All is well on God’s earth. The next day – yesterday – the cops rang my doorbell and brought me to the precinct for questioning. They let me go, but there’s a small charge waiting for me. I assume probation, and in the meantime I’ll lay low. Ulrika and I have made up again.

IG: Ulrika?

GJ: My girlfriend.

IG: I’m glad.

GJ: And, since the car barely even had a scratch, it was able to return to its owner the next day, after a brief stay at the repair shop. It was the shortest of thefts, more like a little loan.

IG: What’s so funny?

GJ: It’s just crazy, all of it.

IG: What, specifically?

GJ: I’ll tell you some other time. Another time. Later.

IG: Okay.

GJ: I’m gonna take a leak.

IG: To the right, in the hall.

GJ: Thanks.

IG: Hi, honey. No, not yet, it’s going to be a while. Are you home already? Was there any mail for me? I see. Okay. No, he’s a total loser. It’s just nasty. No, he’s in the bathroom. No, I’ve got no idea how I’m going to produce a piece about him. The others have normal lives. This guy – I don’t know. No, I don’t think drugs, but a load of crimes. Prison and stuff. He’s confrontational, keeps arguing with me, trying to put me in place somehow. A total loser. No, that’s too hard. I’ve asked Paul again. I think he’ll do it. It’s not like he’s got anything else going on. I’m going to call him now. See you. Kisses.

Paul, hi, did you get my message about the transcription? Great. I’d guess it’s about two hours, a bit more. No, there’s no huge rush. Sometime next week would be swell. I’ll send you the file when I’m done. Great, talk soon.

GJ: I took some more coffee.

IG: Good. Shall we?

GJ: And a cinnamon bun. Did you bake?

IG: No. My colleague did.

GJ: It’s a co-working space, this. Small.

IG: Yes.

GJ: You don’t have a private office?

IG: No. Space is at a premium in this city.

GJ: See? You’ve got financial circumstances too. But you don’t have the correct analysis.

IG: I’m not sure what there is to analyse. I rent a space with a few friends, and before that I was working from home. This feels like luxury to me.

GJ: And Percy Barnevik?

IG: What about Barnevik?

GJ: Does it feel like luxury to him? Or Niklas Zennström, Filippa Knutsson, Fredrik Eklund, all those CEOs? Would this feel like luxury to them?

IG: I don’t imagine so, no. But I don’t compare myself to them.

GJ: Why wouldn’t you?

IG: Well, why would I?

GJ: Because you’re all humans. You and Niklas Zennström, for instance, are born the same year.

IG: You really did google me.

GJ: In the same suburb, even. Do you know each other?

IG: No, not at all.

GJ: Have you met?

IG: No.

GJ: But you could have been friends, right? You could have been neighbours, your parents could have socialised, been co-workers, attended each other’s Christmas cocktails. You could have been in the same school and year, gone to each other’s graduation parties, maybe kissed each other outside a cinema on Storgatan some late night. Right?

IG: What are you trying to get at?

GJ: You could have been him. There’s no reason you didn’t become him. Don’t you think?

IG: Absolutely not. He’s a genius. I was a goalie for my football team and set a new district record for number of missed saves in a game. Twenty-two.

GJ: That’s not what makes the two of you different.

IG: No. There’s a whole host of other things too.

GJ: What makes you different from one another is luck. Pure chance. The tiniest little things with enormous consequences. And we only look at the consequences when we try to determine how different we are from each other. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be able to bear it.

IG: I don’t know what you’re talking about. It sounds interesting, but I think we’ve got kind of off track.

GJ: And the track is?

IG: You could tell me a bit more about the film shoot, for instance. Was Astrid there?

GJ: Astrid who?

IG: Har har.

GJ: Yes, in fact. She crouched down and didn’t touch my hair. I was so used to everyone touching my hair when I was little. Everyone would come and tug and pet and tousle, but she didn’t even look at it. We talked for a good while.

IG: About what?

GJ: No idea. But I remember that I understood how she was able to write those books. She saw things from below. It’s not about the stories, but the perspective.

IG: Right.

GJ: The pen’s position. Where it’s writing from.

IG: Right.

GJ: Take yourself, for instance. You’ll write this from above.

IG: That’s what you think?

GJ: Because it’s the only way it can be written. Because this kind of thing is always written that way. It’s in the nature of the thing. I’m sure it will be empathetic, thoughtful, sensitive, spot-on, with a few zingers. But from the above. It’s inevitable.

IG: I guess I’d prefer it if you read the piece before judging it.

GJ: I don’t need to read it to assess it. If white has thirteen pawns left and black has two, everyone already knows the result. Isn’t that right? Nobody needs to see that game.

IG: I’d want to know how it went. How black lost its pawns.

GJ: That’s the thing. The game starts that way, with that distribution.

IG: Oh God.

GJ: What time?

IG: Two thirty.

GJ: What are you doing after this?

IG: I need to pick up my kids.

GJ: Daycare?

IG: After-school.

GJ: A drag?

IG: A drag, and fun.

GJ: That’s what you’re obligated to say, right? Add that word. Fun.

IG: I don’t think anyone is obligated to do anything. It is fun.

GJ: Sometimes?

IG: Most of the time.

GJ: And hard, most of the time?

IG: It’s both. It comes with the annoying parts. It comes with the fun parts. Can we get back on track? You were telling me about the film shoot: Astrid came to visit.

GJ: Yeah. She came up to me before she talked to any of the others, including the director. I thought she wanted to touch my hair, but no. She just sat down in front of me and asked for my name, if I was in school, how I felt about the shoot, the adults, if I was homesick. That kind of thing. She didn’t look at my hair at all, and not at my body either. I had already started to look like this, you know.

IG: Like what?

GJ: Like a hunchback. Kyphosis paired with scoliosis and progressive spondylolisthesis. Inexorably congenital. As if my spine was about to make a loop and had a change of heart halfway through. But she didn’t look at me in that way, and it was a relief. I mean, I didn’t think of it as a relief back then – kids don’t. I just experienced it. I was inside of it for a few minutes, a few hours. I wasn’t analysing. All of a sudden, it was easier to breathe, and I didn’t know why. I thought of her as an old woman, but now I understand that she was still pretty young at the time. Of course she did become an actual old woman, an old lady. But she still had that thing. It was obvious. The way she looked at the children.

IG: Would you say that your encounter with Astrid—

GJ: Would I say what? That it changed me?

IG: That it meant something.

GJ: Right, now you’re looking for a headline. An angle. The encounter with Astrid changed his life. The respect in her eyes, blah-blah-blah. Just lay off it.

IG: Why?

GJ: Why you gotta be like that? You journalists? Why are you always on the lookout for these twists, these resolutions, these clever little angles on everything? Why do you bend reality to suit you? It’s as if you can’t live otherwise.

IG: Okay, so the whole thing about writing a text for a magazine or a book is that you have an angle, a throughline, a beginning and an end of some sort. And since this publication is meant to add to her memory for the celebration of her life, it needs to have a positive spin. It’s meant to be cheerful and happy overall. Which is why it would have been great if the encounter with Astrid gave you something, but I can’t put that in if it didn’t. People want to read about cheerful things. At least in this type of publication.

GJ: What did you do before this piece? What was the last article you published?

IG: Something for an in-flight magazine. The kind you’ll find in the seat pocket on an aeroplane. I often do interviews for them. Businessmen, actors, international celebrities, entrepreneurs.

GJ: Cheerful stuff.

IG: Articles in the in-flight magazine are meant to be positive. That’s the nature of things.

GJ: Right. So people don’t have to think about death and starvation, wars. All those goddamn massacres of innocent children who are just trying to get to school on a Tuesday morning. The oil crisis, the rain forests, the plastic that fills the ocean.

IG: That’s the idea, yeah. Long, substantial pieces, but nothing that makes people unduly distressed.

GH: And this little thing we’re doing here, how did you describe it? Light and cheerful?

IG: Exactly. There’s a target audience, which is everyone who joins or reads about the local celebration of this world-famous children’s-book author. It’s meant to be a pleasant reading experience. They want to remember something they’ve forgotten, learn something new, feel happy and revived.

GJ: So you write about happy things in a sad world.

IG: Perhaps. Though that’s not how I would put it.

GJ: And what if that happiness isn’t real? Or if it’s not enough? What if Greger Johnson, the lead character who was promised a bright future full of success and riches, the incredible child actor with the crooked physique, what if his success never came? What if there is a Greger-shaped hole in that successful future, a hole nobody saw unless their attention was drawn to it? What if all that talk about success was, in fact, a little push in the opposite direction? What would you write if that were true?

IG: I don’t know. I guess that’s what I’m sort of pondering here.

GJ: Fine. I’m sure you’ll find an angle. A positive angle. A jack-of-all-trades, he’s often still recognised thanks to his unusual looks. And he has never forgotten his encounter with Astrid.

IG: Something like that, probably. Sounds about right.

GJ: Jack-of-all-trades is a great description in situations like this. Whenever someone is jobless, in jail, dissolves in various psychiatric states of emergency for prolonged periods of time, turns into an anxious shut-in, drinks too much, goes digging for gold in Australia, sets sail on the oceans: voilà! You just call him a jack-of-all-trades.

IG: Australia? Are you talking about yourself here?

GJ: Yep. Found a nugget. It’s at home. Nobody wants to buy it. Too small. What a tiny bit of success, so minuscule that it was too small to be anything but itself. It’s exactly how some types of achievements work.

IG: How come you went digging for gold in Australia?

GJ: There’s your angle, isn’t it?

IG: No. More like a story.

GJ: Journos and their goddamn stories. These packages, these sad little packages. But, yes, I did go to Australia. I tagged along with a buddy who was going to look for gold. People find a brook and then they pan from five in the morning till seven at night when they return to their cabin to drink beer and count the nuggets they might have found. Gold seekers are intimate with their own naked desire for fourteen hours a day, several weeks on end. This greed that they find in themselves and others, in the eyes. Everyone wants to find that nugget, the one people talk about, the rumours that spread and the stories, the gossip. Spots like that – they’re wholly mythical. Overrun by stories of wealth. At night, everyone dreams of gold. In the daytime, we sift the sands.

IG: How long were you there for?

GJ: Three months.

IG: Wow.

GJ: Yep. Most people hold out for a week or two. I was going to head home, but then I met someone who’d just found something – or more likely I met a story about someone who’d just found something – and then there was a guy who’d been there for a year without any luck until he panned this big fucking hunk. So that kept me for another week, and then another. And at this point I start to have these hunches, like off by that rock and to the right, if I walk over there, I’ll find something. And I seek out spots I think nobody else has tried. I’m out in the wilderness where no person has ever set foot before
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