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To Michal





There is no God where I am.






TOVE




They say that depression is congealed anger. I think of it as a petrified troll. A creature of darkness and the incomplete – irate, dangerous – transformed by daylight into something unmoving and lifeless.

I think of mania as similar to forgetting yourself, the way you might forget a saucepan on a hot stove.

The psychosis occurs when the mania exhausts itself, when the encounter with reality is the only thing left for it (and mania fears reality more than anything else). The psychosis is like one of the three doors in the folk tales, the one that must never be opened no matter what. It mustn’t be opened. Everyone knows. And yet it always gets opened in the end. When faced with nothing and something, you choose something first.

The folk tales.

The trolls, the three doors, the forest. The one where the animals can talk, and people turn into animals. The one with witches, crofters, kings, underground halls, tree stumps, princesses no one can spellbind, stepmothers and poor women, mountain pastures and rugged blue peaks.

Even as a small girl I sensed that the folk tales were concealing something. And that their secrets were significant. Later I would read Jung and his theory of archetypes and the collective unconscious, but that wasn’t what I’d sensed was present in the tales, it was something else. What I took from Jung was that I was the Magician and Arne the Orphan (even though his relationship with his father, right until his father died, had been a happy one, and even though he continued to enjoy a happy relationship with his mother), as well as an understanding of the universality and power of symbols. Apart from that, nothing.

The Magician is the one who transforms. The Magician is a revolutionary. The Orphan is the one who needs. The Orphan is a manipulator.

Hell isn’t the psychosis. Hell is leaving the psychosis. Hell on earth is what that is. Nothing of what you’ve thought, seen or felt has been true. And you’ve thought, seen and felt with your entire being. But that’s not all. Now suddenly they’re staring at you, your husband and kids. Imploringly or angrily, I’m not sure which is worse.

That’s when the tears come. The bottomless grief.

Over what?

My self, my inadequacy.

Nobody wants a mad mother. Nobody wants to be one either.

‘Are you normal now?’ Heming once asked when they came to visit me.

What could I do but nod and cry and hold his reluctant body tightly to my own?




We arrived at the summer house late in the evening, having driven all day. Heming, Asle and Ingvild on the back seat, more or less paralysed by the monotony. Arne, whose excitement had risen during the last part of the journey, the landscape becoming more and more familiar to him, switched off the engine and turned beaming to the kids.

‘Eight hours and two minutes,’ he said. ‘Thirteen minutes up on last year!’

‘Well done,’ said Ingvild, smiling back.

The twins didn’t react.

‘Everyone take their own things inside with them,’ Arne said. ‘And do it now so it’s done. Ingvild, you bring the cat in, will you?’

‘The child lock’s on,’ said Heming.

‘Yes, yes, all right,’ said Arne. ‘There, it’s off now.’

I looked at Ingvild and our eyes came together. She smiled at me the same way she’d smiled at Arne, lifted the cat carrier from her lap, put it down on the seat next to her and undid her seat belt, as the boys clambered out the other side.

She was too obliging.

‘It’s all right to get annoyed, you know,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ she said, and smiled again. But this time there was a flicker of something darker in her eyes. She had it in her, a lot of it.

Did she even realise?

I got my cigarettes and lighter from the glove compartment and lit one while still standing beside the car. The others disappeared round the corner of the house lugging their rucksacks and suitcases.

The air smelled of the sea. It rushed in the bay. Cautious and consistent, as if someone lay sleeping down there.

Shhhh – shh. Shhhh – shh.

The sky grey-white. The grass grey-black. The trees and bushes black.

The outside light came on and coloured the grass unnaturally green.

‘Nice to have a smoke, I imagine,’ Arne said, coming back out to fetch some more things from the car.

‘It is, yes,’ I said. ‘Do you want one?’

‘Ha ha,’ he said, wriggling into a heavy rucksack before picking up the carrier bags of food we’d bought at the supermarket below the bridge and going off round the corner again.

The neighbours with the Rottweilers were here – the lights were on in their house behind me.

No doubt everyone was here, now that the summer holidays had started.

I dropped my cigarette end onto the gravel and grabbed a suitcase to take in with me, and met Arne on his way back. He bobbed his head a couple of times, the way he did when listening to music he liked.

‘Are you dancing for me?’ I said.

He leaned forward and gave me a peck.

‘It’s good to be here,’ he said. ‘Don’t you think?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘I’ll open a bottle of wine.’

‘Have we got any?’

‘Yes, we’ve plenty left over from last year. Unless Egil’s drunk it all. I don’t suppose he will have though. The plonk we drink won’t be good enough for him!’

Inside, Heming and Asle went from room to room. We’d been away from the place just long enough for it to be exciting again. Ingvild was nowhere to be seen, in her room with the cat probably. I lugged the suitcase upstairs to the bedroom and then went back out into the garden and stood at the edge of the steep bank leading down to the bay. I lit another cigarette as I tried to feel my way into the surroundings, to become concurrent with them. To be here.

The summer evening. The greyish light, a slight tinge of blue. The glow of the house lights in it all.

‘Shall we sit out?’ Arne called from the open door behind me. ‘I can just as well get the table and chairs out now as later.’

Without waiting for an answer he crossed in front of the house and unlocked the door of the annexe, emerging again a moment later with a chair in each hand, putting them down on the grass underneath the apple tree.

‘Do you need some help with the table?’

‘No, I can manage. You could fetch the wine and two glasses though?’

I was standing with the wine bottle between my knees, trying to remove the recalcitrant cork when Asle came into the kitchen.

‘We’re hungry,’ he said. ‘Is there any dinner?’

‘What would you like?’

‘Tacos.’

‘That sounds all right,’ I said. ‘They’re easy to make and won’t take long.’

‘Can’t Dad make them?’

‘Yes, I should think so,’ I said, focusing on opening the wine again, the cork now releasing at last, sliding slowly up through the neck. ‘Why do you want Dad to make them?’ I called out after Asle as he made for the living room.

He turned towards me and gave a shrug.

‘The meat’s juicier when he does it.’

‘Oh, I see,’ I said and picked up the glasses in one hand, gripped the bottle in the other and went outside. Arne wasn’t there. I sat down and lit a cigarette, noticing that I only had three left.

I’d go to bed early, it wouldn’t be a problem then.

Behind me, the door of the annexe closed and Arne came walking across the grass with a lantern dangling from his hand.

‘Give me your lighter a second,’ he said.

The yellow light seeped out into the grey as if filling an invisible bowl that enclosed the lantern he then placed on top of the table. He poured wine into our glasses and lifted his towards me.

‘Skål, Tove. A toast.’

‘To what?’

‘To us. To the summer. To being here.’

‘Skål.’

‘Come on, a bit of enthusiasm wouldn’t hurt, surely?’

‘I’m tired. It was a long journey.’

‘I was the one driving, not you.’

‘True.’

He sighed and we fell silent. The whisper of the sea was the only sound.

‘I like the light here,’ I said after a while.

‘Of course you do, you’re a painter.’

‘I’ve always liked the light from a lantern when it’s not quite dark. At the end of the day, at dusk.’

‘Like I said, you’re a painter.’

‘I liked it before I started painting. I remember thinking just that when I was little.’

‘That’s romanticism, that is. Or rather, neo-romanticism. They loved painting summer nights, the gloaming. It was the mysteriousness they were after. Oda Krohg’s best-known picture is of a lantern on a summer night. And then there’s Richard Bergh’s Nordic Summer Evening. It sounds like the same fascination.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Not that you’re a romantic exactly.’

‘Oh? What am I then?’

‘A neo-symbolist, maybe? A post-mythologist?’

‘That’s the big difference between us. You categorise. I decategorise.’

‘As you often point out.’

‘Not that there’s anything wrong with categorising.’

He smiled wryly as he looked out at the sea.

‘It’s what pays our bills, at any rate,’ he said.

‘Dad?’ one of the boys called out from the house.

It was Asle.

‘Yes?’ said Arne.

‘Can you make us some tacos now?’

‘In a minute.’

‘We’re starving.’

‘Daddy’s coming in a minute,’ I said. ‘Go back inside and he’ll be right there.’

He did as I said. Arne filled his glass again.

‘Let’s have a nice holiday this year, shall we?’ he said.

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Perhaps we both can make an effort.’

‘Yes.’

I woke up in the middle of the night having dreamt. Although I lay quite still and focused, I couldn’t remember what it was about. All that was left of it was the mood. Reluctance, unease. And that Mamma had been involved in some way or another.

Arne lay on his back snoring, as he always did when he’d been drinking.

Outside, the night was almost light.

I tried to sleep again, though I knew it was no use. And wasn’t it that very sense of knowing you couldn’t that made it impossible?

I thought so.

I got up, went downstairs into the passage and put my boots and jacket on, thinking I’d have a cigarette in the garden. Only when I sat down at the table did it occur to me that I didn’t have any left.

I couldn’t just sit there and not smoke, I’d only think about it then. So I got to my feet and crossed the grass, then followed the path down the bank to the bay. The grass, long and wet on either side, the sea still and gleaming, the sky grey-blue.

What time was it?

It didn’t matter. I wasn’t in the slightest bit tired, and I had the whole world to myself.

Three black slugs stood out in the yellow grass at the side of the path. I crouched down beside them. Their black was the black of car tyres. And with the creases that ran side by side along the length of their bodies, like tread patterns, they looked like they’d been made in a tyre factory too.

Small, waving tentacles. Their will, slow and resolute.

I stroked the tip of my forefinger over the head of the one that was closest. It shrank back with aversion. Unlike a man’s cock that swelled to its full length at the same touch.

Slugs liked what was soft and moist. Slugs liked slime. They came from the mushy forest floor.

I stood up. They were probably no more than a couple of months old. Yet when I studied them it felt like they were ancient. As if they came from the depths of time.

That was how it was with everything. Everything we could see was about as old as us. But their forms, yes, it was their forms, were ancient.

Imagine.

I came to the smooth flat rocks at the shore and gazed out across the shiny surface of the sea, wanting my thoughts to open out the same way the sea and the sky opened out, not to be squishy and slimy, black and slow.

When I was little I loved animals more than anything else, without distinguishing between them. I gathered snails and slugs and put them in my coat pocket, beetles and worms and spiders too. I made small homes for them in shoeboxes lined with soil and grass and leaves, and hid them under the bed. Mamma hated it and went mad at me whenever she happened to find them.

But she would never be as angry as when she’d washed the floors down and I came in with dirty shoes on. She must have thought I did so on purpose, to provoke her. And provoke her it did, at any rate. You little bugger, she would often yell, and could dish out a slap in the face too, if she was in the mood for it. After which she’d be overcome with remorse, she’d be completely in bits about it. There’d be no end to the kisses and cuddles then, the pats and caresses, and I’d be allowed to sleep beside her, as close as could be, she’d give me all the love and concern she had in her then. And it was a lot.

Just a shame it was so unevenly distributed.

Why was I thinking about her?

The dream. She rose up in me when I slept, like a dead body rising up from the bottom of a pond.

Not that my prayers had been answered. After all, she was still in the land of the living. Though not as far as I was concerned. As far as I was concerned she was a dead body that occasionally rose to the surface.

I went all the way out on one of the rocks and crouched down again. The sea lapped gently, as if contained in an enormous vessel someone was carrying, the seaweed lapping gently back and forth, yellow-brown in the gleaming, black, cold element.

The woods behind me were still. Everything was motionless apart from the sea’s careful movements.

It was the most splendid hour of all, was it not? The hour before sunrise.

Was the difference between us simply that I liked dirt, mud, mould, soil, loam, all that crept and crawled, whereas Mamma was just the opposite, everything having to be clinically clean, completely disinfected?

Of course not.

If only I had a cigarette.

I went round the point and crossed the band of stony beach, climbed up onto the bare rock above and started walking along as the sky to the east blushed red, then, only seconds later, became gilded by the first rays of the sun, which for a moment remained unseen before pouring out over the edge of the world and throwing their light across the expanse of the sea.

Aurora.

It was no big deal: it had been going on every morning for four billion years.

I laughed out loud.

Perhaps the holiday would be all right in spite of everything, I thought as I carried on walking. If the weather stayed the way it was, this was a good place to be. Especially for the kids.

Happy, but not that happy.

As the rock sloped away towards another stony beach, I realised it wasn’t far to Egil’s place. As the crow flies, there was barely a couple of kilometres between our two houses. And Egil smoked. Egil would have cigarettes!

He probably wouldn’t be pleased to be woken up at this hour of the morning. But then again, had I been put into the world to please him?

No, I had not.

Happiness is easy, I sang.

Funny how songs so often came to mind like comments on what I was thinking or feeling.

This one was quite ironic. My subconscious just didn’t realise.

The fresh smell of the sea merged with something rotten. Seaweed or seagrass washed ashore by a storm or something.

The winter I met Arne I’d often go to the toilet immediately after he’d used it, just so I could smell him. If I’d told him, he’d have been aghast. He might even have lost interest.

Or no, he wouldn’t have. But he’d certainly have frowned at the thought.

I just wanted to know all about him.

The sky was bright blue now, and rays of light flooded the world. A fishing boat lay bobbing off the shore of an islet, no doubt the fisherman was checking his nets. The world was full of people who were good at something, who knew what they were doing. They didn’t care for those who could do nothing. What was the point of being a human if there was nothing you were good at? they surely thought, harsh in their minds. But helplessness could be a friend too. Only a person who had no idea what something was supposed to be like was able to create.

The gulls were on the wing. Although I saw nothing but trees in the woods behind me, it felt as if life there had woken too.

Emerging onto the smooth rocks of the shore once more, I took off my boots and walked barefoot, a boot dangling from each hand. Egil’s house was just beyond the next inlet, no more than five minutes away now.

What time did the sun rise in July exactly? Four o’clock? Five?

It felt more like five now than four.

There in the distance his red-painted shed came into view. I sensed I was looking forward to seeing him again. Perhaps I would sneak into his bedroom and ruffle his hair. It would scare the life out of him!

Standing on the veranda in front of the house I settled for knocking on the big sliding glass door, which when I tried to open it turned out to be locked anyway.

There was no response. I shielded my eyes from the sun and peered through the pane.

The place was a tip. Books and newspapers everywhere. Clothes too, dumped here and there.

I knocked again.

A door inside opened and Egil appeared with messed-up hair and a towel wrapped around his waist.

He looked at me in surprise, then came over, unlocked the glass door and pulled it aside.

‘Tove? Is everything all right?’

‘Ran out of cigs. Have you got any?’

His eyes appraised me briefly before he nodded. No more than a second or two, but enough for me to notice.

He was trying to gauge what state I was in.

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Just a minute.’

He went over to the table, returning with a packet of cigarettes and a lighter in one hand, the other gripping his silly towel in order to keep it from falling down.

‘You’re a good man,’ I said, lighting a smoke immediately. ‘My saviour.’

‘I didn’t know you were here. When did you arrive?’

‘Yesterday evening.’

‘Aha.’

‘I couldn’t sleep, as usual.’

‘I thought it might be something like that. If you’ll excuse me a second, I’ll put some clothes on. Do you want a coffee?’

‘Yes, if you’re offering!’

‘I’ll have to make it first,’ he mumbled, turning towards the bedroom. I pulled a chair out and sat down, leaned back and put my feet up on the rail.

Not a cloud in the sky. Not a ripple on the sea.

He returned wearing a pair of baggy cotton trousers and a white T-shirt, barefoot like a sailor, and put two cups down on the table.

‘Coffee will be ready in a minute,’ he said, then disappeared again.

He wasn’t the talkative sort, more the bashful, introverted type, so I wondered if hanging around for coffee had been a good idea.

Proper cups. Fine china, the thinnest, with a blue-and-white floral pattern. The shipowner’s heirlooms.

He reappeared carrying in one hand the coffee pot, which was shiny from wear, in places blackened, in the other a metal trivet to stand it on.

‘Does Arne know you’re here?’ he said after pouring for us both and sitting down on the other side of the table.

‘Arne’s asleep.’

He nodded and lifted his cup to his lips, sipped his coffee and then offered me another cigarette from the packet. I took one, he likewise.

‘So, how’s things?’ he said. ‘Haven’t seen you in a while.’

‘Do you want the polite answer or the honest one?’

He smiled.

‘The polite one, I think.’

‘In that case, everything’s fine.’

‘Glad to hear it!’

He laughed, more of a giggle really.

‘How about you?’ I said, and blew a smoke ring.

The Magician.

‘Same as ever.’

‘Doesn’t it get a bit boring? In the winter, I mean, with no one around?’

‘I’m never bored. Are you?’

‘Sometimes. If I can’t work.’

He nodded and sipped his coffee again. He was sitting with his legs crossed. His trousers weren’t long enough and most of his lower leg was exposed, hairless but for the lightest down that seemed almost luminous in the sunlight. Did it mean he didn’t produce enough testosterone?

His cheeks showed no stubble, though he couldn’t possibly have shaved yet.

‘What are you working on at the moment?’

I shrugged and stared out at the sea. The sun was already burning my shoulders.

‘I’ve been drawing all winter and spring.’

He didn’t follow up on the information, the way I thought he would.

I’d thought he was the inquisitive type.

But he was cautious too. Yes, wary, like an animal.

Why was that?

‘Aren’t you going to ask what I’ve been drawing?’ I said, tapping the ash of my cigarette onto the decking.

‘What have you been drawing?’

Was he being sarcastic now? If he was, I wasn’t going to stay.

I stubbed the cigarette out in the ashtray.

‘No, I’d better be getting back before they all start waking up over there. Thanks for the smoke.’

‘Take a packet back with you,’ he said, getting to his feet.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course, I’ve got two cartons.’

It was just gone six by the time I got back. The house was completely silent. The neighbouring houses were all quiet too. No cars, no boats, just the gulls in the bay and a squirrel darting about in a corner of the garden before scampering up a tree.

Whenever I was up early I could never fathom how it was possible to sleep until nine, or even worse, until eleven or twelve o’clock, the way Ingvild often would.

An ocean of virgin time stretched out ahead of me. I could just as well spend it doing something useful.

I went into the annexe and looked around. There was such a wonderful smell in there. Terps and oils, albeit their particular odours were faint in view of the fact that I hadn’t used the place for some time. But there was something raw and damp too, the brick walls most probably. And then the woodwork, the floor and the ceiling, a drier, dustier tang.

Everything seemed to become open in the sunlight that flooded in through the windows, onto the floorboards, onto the desk with all its brushes and boxes and palettes, and onto all the canvases too, which stood leaned up against the opposite wall, facing away from the light.

What should I do?

The drawings I’d been working on that winter and spring, which Egil hadn’t asked me about, were drawings based on the Norwegian folk tales. I’d grown up with the ones done by Werenskiold, Gude, Peterssen and Kittelsen, that crowd. I loved them, they’d stimulated my imagination immensely and were just as much a part of my childhood as the house I’d grown up in. But they were illustrations, and as such superficial. They had nothing of the depth the tales themselves possessed, nothing of their wildness, their grotesqueness. Which was what I wanted to delve into. The mountain man who wrenches off the girl’s head and hurls it into the cellar along with her body. The old hag who sleeps with the troll and tries to talk him into killing her son so they can be on their own and spend more time shagging. The girl on whom the three giant heads of the lake cast a spell, causing her mouth to fill with ash whenever she speaks. Animals and humans mingling and merging. Wolves that devour small children. The blood and the body. Rape and killings. The freakish deformities, the want, the banquets, the secret room it is forbidden to enter, always the third or the seventh.

Those were the hallowed numbers. The hallowed was thereby associated with temptation, something they were warned against. Open all others, but never that door! Did they believe hallowedness to be a peril?

The folk tales were about all that moved under the surface of the culture. Everything that was sensed, though never thought about or shared, became creatures and tales.

How could it be drawn?

I wanted my drawings to smell, to stink, to seep and bleed, writhe and squirm. But I hadn’t succeeded. I told myself it was the fault of drawing itself, the very form of expression. The pen stroke served only to encase and bring under control, rationalising everything and thereby rendering it tame. But these were just excuses. All I had to do was look at Goya and see what he’d done in his drawings.

I’d shown some of my own to Arne, thinking I owed it to him.

‘These are very good,’ he said, and put them down again.

‘Is that all you can say?’

‘These are good, anyone can see that.’

‘Why do you keep saying these about them?’

‘It’s a way of referring, that’s all. I can’t keep saying your drawings all the time!’

There was more to come, later the same day.

‘Why is it you persist with the sexual theme exactly? Is that how you see the world?’

‘So I’m persisting now, am I?’

‘All right, pursuing. But why that theme in particular? Why are they so sexualised, your drawings?’

‘I don’t know. They just are.’

He was afraid of sexuality, my husband. He would never admit to it or even realise it was the case, so I left it alone.

The energy of the folk tales is pure sexual energy. It’s where they come from. Sex is the force to which the tales give shape. It’s the same with everything, in fact. The body’s desire for other bodies is extreme. But we pretend it isn’t the case. If we didn’t, everything would be ripped apart.

So yes, my drawings were sexualised.

But not enough.

I liked that a cunt was sometimes called a mouse. It was apt, sometimes it really did look like you had a mouse between your legs. The analogy was probably very old too, one that had been in use in the language for thousands of years. And there was the transformative aspect too, the cunt becoming an animal.

So I’d drawn a mouse between a pair of wide-open female legs, and another two scuttling about alongside.

But the picture was laughable. It was like one of those cartoons in the New Yorker.

Then I’d drawn a wolf with its tongue hanging out between a pair of legs.

That one was better, though not much, if only because it illustrated something rather than trying to be that something – nothing came from the picture but the picture itself, the girl-wolf juxtaposition.

I’d left them all at home. This wasn’t the place to continue working on them anyway.

I lay down on the sofa and smoked while staring at the ceiling.

What was hidden in the depths would often appear so flat when brought to the surface. The meaning would be squashed if the symbols were too familiar.

If I’d used colour, the problem would have been solved. Colours are deep, colours are bottomless. Colours merge. They seep and bleed.

But I didn’t want to use colour. The whole point of doing the folk tales was the desire the old illustrations provoked. Those of Munthe, for instance, with their suggestion of ancient Norse culture.

I stood up and went over to the shelves where I kept my art books and cuttings. I took out a volume about Gustave Moreau’s watercolours of La Fontaine’s fables. Most of the pictures were straightforward illustrations, but a couple seemed to veer off in another direction and I sat down again to study them. The first was of a monkey riding on the back of a dolphin. The monkey’s mouth was open in a scream or cry. A pink tongue in the dark cavity of the mouth, two rows of teeth catching the light. It looked human, as if it was a man crying out. But the eyes. There was the key. The eyes were undeviating. They were completely true to nature in the way they were painted, and could easily have belonged to a human. But they were undeviating. The eyes of the animal, the cry of the human.

I leafed through the pages to the second picture I remembered.

It was extraordinary. A snake’s head with its venomous fangs bared, blood dripping from its jaws in the foreground. A fall of colours, dark browns, yellows, rust-reds, pouring into a pool. And above the pool, at the edge of the painting, naked, writhing bodies, human beings bereft.

In La Fontaine’s fable the tail of the snake had complained about never being allowed to lead. Always, the head would decide. Why couldn’t they be treated the same? As equals? So the gods allowed the tail to decide. And away it slithered, straight into the hellish Styx, river of the underworld. Being the tail, it couldn’t see where it was going.

The snake possessed something of what was also in the eyes of the monkey, only more so.

Distracted by a movement outside, I turned and looked out of the window. Arne. He was on his way over the grass with a mug in his hand.

I put the book down and went outside to meet him.

‘I thought you said you weren’t going to work during the holiday?’ he said, then sipped a mouthful of coffee and gazed out.

‘I wasn’t working. I was looking at some books, that’s all.’

‘Couldn’t you sleep?’

I shook my head.

‘Have you taken your medicine?’

‘Of course,’ I said, though I hadn’t.

‘You know how important it is for you to sleep.’

He was making me angry. But I didn’t want to argue.

‘It’s always hard for me to sleep after a change of place,’ I said. ‘It’s no more than that.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ he said. ‘There’s some coffee in the pot, if you want some.’

We went out to the lighthouse in the boat that morning. It was an old lighthouse, rising up where the open sea began. Ingvild didn’t want to come, but Arne insisted, so she sat next to me on the thwart, the twins kneeling in the bow, while Arne sat at the stern and steered.

She wasn’t in a mood, but she wasn’t happy either. Resigned, I suppose was the word. There was nothing else for it but to endure, I imagined her thinking.

I was thinking the same thing.

But it was wrong to think that way. I was out in the boat, a nice excursion with my kids and husband.

My precious little family.

She was so different from me. Another creature altogether. Mild and tolerant. Did what was asked of her at school and at home, and very often more. It was what they call nice girl syndrome. Her friends were the same.

But I liked her a lot. She could have been my sensible best mate.

I stroked her arm and gave her a smile. She smiled back, her hair dancing in the wind.

‘What are you thinking about?’ I said.

She shook her head, almost imperceptibly.

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing important or nothing at all?’

‘Nothing important.’

‘What would that be then, that isn’t important?’

‘Mum …’

‘I’m wondering what’s going on in my daughter’s mind, that’s all.’

She turned her head to the side and gazed at the land. Pulled her hair away from her face as the wind tossed it.

Arne thrust the tiller from side to side. Heming and Asle laughed. Arne grinned and ran his hand through his hair, wet with spray.

The pills made me bloated. And I didn’t want to be bloated. As long as I kept an eye on myself, I’d be all right. As long as I didn’t ignore the signs when they appeared.

Besides, I felt safe with my family. It was all the other stuff that made me ill.

Like what?

It had been there long before they came along. It was something inside me. Not out there. But it changed everything that was out there.

Or rather no, that wasn’t quite it.

It was like something inside me opened itself towards something outside me. Then dragged it in. Cautiously at first, then more and more greedily. And it changed me.

The fact that it changed me was what set me apart from others. From Arne, for instance. He stood firm in what he was. He could be sad about a thing, or he could be happy, he could become eager and excited, but he wouldn’t be changed by it, he stood firm. He was Arne.

People weren’t meant to change.

The monkey and the dolphin looked like they were a kind of biological machine.

Next to me Ingvild took a hair tie from her wrist, held it for a moment between her lips, gathered her hair, took the tie again and wound it a couple of times around the root of the ponytail she’d made.

There was something foreboding about the sea.

We weren’t the only ones out. The strait that separated the main island from the smaller islets was busy, pleasure boats and dinghies were moored at every shore and jetty and the flat rocks carpeted with bathing towels and picnic rugs. People dived from the outcrops and swam in the dark blue waters.

We approached the lighthouse. Arne slowed the outboard and narrowed his eyes against the sun. He liked himself now, in this role of father and seaman, instructing others in what to do.

‘Hand me the grapnel, will you, Ingvild?’ he said. And then louder: ‘Are you ready at the front?’

He threw the outboard into reverse, got to his feet and took the grapnel from Ingvild’s hands. It looked like a folded-up octopus. He tossed it into the water, the line running as it descended.

Asle and Heming jumped ashore with the rope, positioned themselves, one in front of the other, as they took hold. Their flaxen hair, bronzed boy bodies, gleaming white teeth.

When they were still very small, sitting in their double buggy one day, an elderly man approached me as we stood waiting at the bus stop and told me he had twins too. They were grown up by then, of course. I’ll give you a piece of advice, he said. When they start school you must separate them. Each in their own class. If you don’t, the weaker twin will follow the stronger one and you’ll never be able to separate them. You’ll never be able to come between.

He told me that, and then went away. I never saw him again.

We laughed about it when I told Arne. The notion of the weaker twin and the stronger twin seemed so incredibly archaic, from a time more primitive than our own. It was almost as if he’d been talking about animals.

But I’d never been able to eliminate the thought, it was there always. Which twin was the weaker and which the stronger? I refused to even consider what the answer might be and would put it from my mind the moment it came back to me.

They were in the same class at school and they were inseparable. It was no use doing something with one and not the other, talking to one without the other either being there too or being told everything that had been said as soon as possible.

But was it a bad thing?

No, it wasn’t a bad thing. It was natural, it was the way they were. That was what it was like being a twin.

‘Are you coming ashore, then?’ said Arne.

The rocks were smooth and slippery with sea water and I kept tight hold of the swaying rope as I stepped out, not feeling entirely secure until standing on the dry rock a few metres further up the shore.

Arne handed the things to Ingvild and we all then clambered up the slope in search of a spot on the other side. The lighthouse rose up in front of us, towering towards the sky, white with a red band around its midriff. Although it was no longer in use, it was in no way derelict. Someone was obviously looking after it.

Arne led the way with a childlike spring in his step. He put an arm around Heming’s shoulder, and Heming looked up at him and smiled. And there, Asle too slipped into place under Arne’s other arm.

It was only a small islet and we reached the other side within a couple of minutes. There were quite a lot of people there, but the boys found a spot where the rock was sufficiently flat and so we spread our towels there. The sea was rather more agitated this far out. Not that the waves were big, but they swelled against the rock and withdrew with a rush, their foam swirled, and now and then they could be heard to give a faint rumble.

Arne and the boys changed into their trunks. Ingvild and I sat on our towels.

‘Aren’t you going to swim?’ I said.

‘Later, maybe.’

‘Do you want something? Crisps or cola? An apple?’

‘No, thanks.’

Arne balanced his way out onto an outcrop a man’s height above the water, brought his hands together above his head and dived in. Heming and Asle watched with admiration before clambering down to the water’s edge and gliding out.

‘It’s lovely!’ shouted Arne – or Arne’s head, the only part of him I could see.

After swimming around for a while they all came back up and sat down, panting and dripping water everywhere. Arne got the biscuits out and a soft drink for each of them.

‘It’s not at all cold,’ he said to me. ‘You did bring your bathing costume, didn’t you?’

I nodded and smiled.

The boys crunched their biscuits. Ingvild lay on her back with her eyes closed to the sun.

‘Shall we go and explore, boys?’ Arne said. He looked at me as he got to his feet. ‘Do you want to come with us?’

‘I think I’ll stay here and sunbathe.’

‘OK.’

After they’d gone I lay back, rolled up a towel and placed it under my head, unfolded another I then spread out on top of me so as not to get sunburnt, closed my eyes and listened to all the sounds. It was how I normally went to sleep, and sleep was what I wanted now for a while, I could feel a tiredness beginning to get the better of me.

I woke up and shuddered with cold. I realised I was on my own, and glanced around to see where the others might be. All four were in the water. A wind had picked up. The sea breeze. I must have slept a few hours.

Why hadn’t they woken me up?

I rummaged for the biscuits in the bag, my blood sugar was low, my body was crying out. They must have finished the biscuits, but there were still some crisps left.

Arne waved and shouted something.

I stuffed a handful of crisps into my mouth before getting up and going towards them.

‘Last chance!’ he shouted.

‘I’m a bit cold,’ I said.

‘What?’

‘I’m cold!’

‘OK.’

The water was dark blue and chilly-looking. It was a puzzle that creatures could live in it. But my creatures looked like they were having fun. Asle and Heming had their diving masks on and were swimming around with their heads under the surface and only their snorkels sticking up. Ingvild lay floating on her back, while Arne swam further out.

He’d been writing a novel for years. He’d never shown it to me. It was saved on his computer, protected by a password. It had taken me about ten minutes to work it out. He wouldn’t have used the kids’ names or mine, I was sure about that. His own name was too obvious, as were those of his parents. But what about his hero, Bowie? The problem then was that the password had to include numbers too. I cracked it after two guesses. It was the date of his death: Bowie10012016.

The novel began with two brothers diving in darkness in a fjord. I supposed that was the reason it came to mind now.

Arne thought the manuscript contained the truth about him. That was why he wouldn’t show it to anyone, and why it would never be finished.

But it was the other way round. There was nothing of him at all in the manuscript. That made it a bad novel. But it didn’t make him a bad person.

Quite the opposite.

He’d never understood that it was precisely because he was so ordinary that I’d fallen in love with him. He would take it as an insult if I ever told him. But I loved ordinariness. Arne was a bit of everything. A bit vain, a bit petty, a bit funny, a bit considerate, a bit loving, a bit ambitious. A bit handy, a bit clumsy. A bit alcoholic, a bit everyman, a bit intellectual. A bit son, a bit father, a bit husband.

Together, these uncomplicated parts made something complex. But nothing extreme. I hated, genuinely hated, extremes.

In life, that is. Not in art.

Ingvild was coming in now. A swell lifted her up, she gripped the edge of a rock and was just about to wriggle onto it when she slipped, at the same moment as the water drew back. It could have been nasty, but she seemed all right and swam a few strokes before finding a place where it was easier to get out.

A moment later she was standing in front of me, bending down to pick up a towel. Blood was trickling down her thigh.

‘Did you hurt yourself?’

She shook her head and began to dry her hair.

‘But you took a proper scrape there.’

‘What?’

‘There, on your thigh.’

She looked down at herself.

‘Oh my goodness. I didn’t feel anything.’

She dabbed the wound with her towel, then wiped away the blood.

‘It’s just a scratch.’

A sailing boat backed out a bit further along the shore. A family of four, perhaps moving to the leeside. The waves were heavier now as they broke onto the shore. I went down to Asle and Heming and said it was time for them to come out now.

‘We’ll come when Dad does,’ Heming said.

Arne was perhaps a hundred metres out. I waved at him, but he didn’t see me.

‘Can’t you do it now?’ I said. ‘You’ve been in for ages.’

‘When Dad comes,’ said Asle.

‘OK,’ I said, and returned to Ingvild who had now put on her skirt and top and was sitting with the towel pressed to her thigh.

‘What’s your father doing so far out?’ I said.

‘Playing the action man for you,’ she said, and smiled as she tied her hair again, her face to the sky.

Halfway between the islet and the main island where our house was, Arne stopped the outboard and got the fishing tackle out. The boat began to pitch on the swell. He could have asked me first, but didn’t. Now we were going to fish.

‘Trolling or handline?’ said Asle.

‘It’d be nice to get some mackerel,’ said Arne. ‘How about trolling at the same time as we head home?’

He looked at me.

‘It won’t take much longer than it normally would.’

‘All right by me, I suppose,’ I said.

‘We’ll need to spread out a bit then,’ said Arne. ‘So we don’t get tangled up.’

He dug out a rig for each of us. Ingvild didn’t want one. I put mine down on the floor between my feet.

‘How’s that scratch doing?’ I said. ‘Is it still bleeding?’

She shook her head.

‘Does it hurt?’

‘It stings a bit.’

‘Poor you.’

‘Mum, it’s just a scratch!’

The boys loosened the weights and hooks from their winders and dropped them into the water. Their movements were almost synchronous.

Arne started the motor again and we set off slowly.

‘I’ve got one!’ Heming shouted out after only a couple of minutes, and began to bring in his line.

‘Easy does it,’ said Arne.

‘I’ve got one as well!’ Asle shouted, he too then bringing in his line as quickly as he could.

‘Mind what you’re doing, try not to get in a tangle now.’

He glanced at me, shaking his head as if in despair, as if to say, with a rolling of eyes, These boys of ours, eh?

‘I think I’ve got more than one!’ shouted Heming.

‘Me too!’ shouted Asle.

I crossed my arms and rubbed my shoulders a few times as I looked across at the island, green woods framed by yellow-brown rock. The dark blue of the sea. I turned the other way and looked towards the horizon. So much water. It could hardly be comprehended. How deep was it here? Probably about fifty metres to the bottom. If not a hundred.

A litre of water was a lot in the kitchen. Here it was nothing.

I wasn’t exactly scared, but I wasn’t far off.

Do you know what they think about you exactly? Your family?

Oh no, no.

Arne stood up and with his upper body almost at a right angle to his legs stepped over the thwart where Ingvild and I were sitting.

‘What have you got?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ said Heming, Arne now leaning over his shoulder.

‘There, look!’

‘Yes!’ said Heming. ‘There’s three!’

My heart pounded. I bent forward and put my head in my hands.

Perhaps it would stop at that.

Arne’s hoping you’ll soon be ill so he can get rid of you for a few months.

I don’t like you.

I think you do.

I’m not listening. You can say what you want. I’m not going to listen.

Laughter.

Heming pulled the first of the fish over the side. It hung motionless and glistening in the sunlight, then dropped with a thud to the floor of the boat, where it began to flap its tail.

The twins are glad too when you’re not here.

‘Are you all right, Mum?’ said Ingvild. ‘Are you feeling seasick?’

I straightened up and smiled at her.

Now it was Asle’s turn to bring his fish over the side. Arne crouched down and released Heming’s first from the hook. Once it was free, he dashed its head hard against the gunwale a couple of times, a soft thump of a sound. He dropped it into the bucket and turned to the next one. The boat, unsteered, dabbed at the swell. The wind swept past us on its way towards the land.

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘A bit tired, that’s all. I didn’t sleep very well last night.’

‘But you have to sleep,’ she said. ‘It’s important that you do.’

‘I know. But I can’t just do it on command. Besides, I always find it hard to sleep in a different place at first.’

She nodded while looking at me. Scrutinising me, it felt like.

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’

‘Yes, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.’

More laughter.

Remember, you can’t keep anything secret from me.

Go away.

I will. But I’ll be back.

There were five fish in the bucket now. Blue, with shimmering black spines, white bellies.

‘Well done, lads,’ said Arne. ‘I think that’ll do for now.’

‘But we’ve only just started!’ said Heming.

‘It’s going to take ten minutes just to untangle your lines,’ said Arne. ‘And we don’t need any more fish. We can go fishing again tomorrow.’

‘OK,’ said Heming.

‘Are you going to sort your lines out on the way home then?’ said Arne.

They nodded earnestly, both of them at once.

When we came back up to the house, the cat was lying on the doorstep in the sunshine. She was heavily pregnant, the kittens were due any time now and she was quite lethargic.

Ingvild crouched down and ruffled her fur, then looked up at me.

‘We’ve hardly any cat food left,’ she said. ‘Will you be going to the shop today?’

‘There’s fish for dinner now.’

‘You’re right, I forgot,’ she said, then turned to the cat again. ‘Do you want fish too, puss? It’ll be good for you.’

I put the cooler bag down on the worktop in the kitchen, went to the bathroom and decided to run myself a bath, still feeling the cold from before. As I turned the tap on, I heard Arne and the boys coming up the bank.

Why couldn’t I get close to them now that we were all together?

I undressed and lowered myself into the bath, even though there was barely enough in it to cover the bottom yet. I cupped my hands and scooped hot water onto my thighs and stomach, spread my legs, knees against the sides, and saw my cunt reflected in the shiny metal tap.

Now there was a subject for a painting.

Woman having a bath.

But not a very good subject.

You’re right about that.

A cunt is nothing on its own.

I agree.

I don’t think you do. You just think I’ll go away if you agree with everything I say. You think I’m actually you, a part of you. Don’t you?

That’s it exactly.

Well, that’s where you’re wrong. I’m not you. I’m not even a part of you.

You don’t say. Who are you then?

I have no name to give you.

I closed my eyes and slid down into the water, deep enough now to cover my head.

Blub, blub.

I sat up, smoothed back my hair and turned off the tap.

What do you want with me?

I picked up the soap from the side of the bath and started to wash while waiting for more. But nothing more came.

Hello?

Nothing.

I leaned my head back against the edge of the bath and closed my eyes. Tried to savour the feeling of my body being immersed in hot water. To be present only with my body. Without thought. The voice belonged to thought. I hadn’t even to think about what it felt like. I just had to feel it.

Float.

Be present.

Everything was dark and warm. I was dark and warm. Darkness and warmth were all I was now.

Something soft and viscous ran over my lips. I wiped it with my finger, held my finger up in front of me. Blood.

A nosebleed?

I hadn’t had a nosebleed since I was a little girl.

What did we do about them then?

I drew myself up a bit more and tipped my head back as far as I could. I felt my nostrils fill.

Urgh.

But it stopped. I washed the blood away, watched it disperse like a veil in the silvery water, twisted a small piece of toilet paper into each nostril, dried myself, wrapped a towel around me and went upstairs to the bedroom. It was empty. The window was open to the road outside, it too empty. Carefully I removed the toilet paper from my nose, dropped it into the wastepaper basket, and took a clean pair of knickers from the suitcase.

The sun was still quite high in the sky by the time I went downstairs again. It looked like it was bathing in blue. But in reality it was completely black where it was.

A car came up the road and pulled up outside the house next door. The two Rottweilers started barking, thrashing up and down on the other side of the fence.

Where was everyone?

I went into the living room. The boys were sitting beside each other on the sofa with their iPads.

‘Where’s your dad?’

‘He went to the shop,’ said Asle.

‘We’re having a barbecue,’ said Heming.

‘I see,’ I said.

Was he deciding things just to annoy me?

No information.

What if I didn’t want a barbecue?

‘What are you up to, anyway?’

‘Playing,’ said Heming without looking up.

I sat down next to him. He moved over with a sigh of irritation.

‘What are you playing? Anything I know?’

‘FIFA.’

‘Is it football?’

He nodded.

‘What are you playing, Asle?’

‘FIFA.’

‘It looks fun.’

I sat and watched them for a minute before getting up again.

‘Don’t play for too long, now. It’s not good for you, all that screen time.’

‘We know,’ said Heming.

‘We’re going to help Dad with the barbecue when he gets back,’ said Asle.

They were enjoying themselves and doing fine on their own, so I went over to the studio in the annexe, only I couldn’t think of what to do there and went back out after a few minutes into the garden, sat down and lit a cigarette.

Just as restless there.

The only thing to do about it was go for a walk.

I borrowed Ingvild’s trainers and went the same way as I’d gone that morning.

It was still quiet, but the quietness was different now. It was the light. Thin and delicate in the morning, thick and dense in the evening.

The waxing and the waning.

Conception thin and delicate. Death thick and dense.

Yes! The life to come slips cautiously through the membrane to flourish, and then, when it dies, it pushes back, thick and dense, until the membrane bursts!

We live within membranes. Reality is a bubble.

Should I go over to Egil’s again?

He’d only think I fancied him.

Did I?

Straddle him and lean forward. Does he crane to reach my breast and suck my nipple? Making my every muscle tingle, right down to my cunt. Smooth and wet. His hands on my buttocks. The grunting and groaning. Noises beyond control, like animals.

It wouldn’t be bad.

And not beyond the bounds of possibility either. He’d often eyed me up.

Egil fantasises about you. But he’s afraid of Arne.

Tell me something I don’t know.

His favourite fantasy is you standing at the railing on the veranda and he comes up to you and pulls his trousers down and licks your arsehole and you’re groaning and are so horny you almost erupt when he takes you from behind.

I could do something about it sometime.

But he hasn’t got the guts.

No, I don’t suppose he has.

In the shadow of the rock I was standing on, the water in the bay was black. The trees behind the pebble beach shone green, it was almost as if they were about to let go of the green and lift themselves up into the colour above. Which was? Yellow, gold, white. Other way: white, gold, yellow, orange, red, brown, black. Back up again: black, brown, purple, blue, green, yellow.

You must paint earth. Shit. Night. Blood. Brown and black and red. They should be your colours.

Are they your colours?

You’re not stupid, are you? They’re my colours.

Are you here? Nearby?

Silence.

I turned round and screwed up my eyes against the glare. I could see the roof of the neighbours’ house, though not ours, ours was hidden behind the bank.

Happiness is easy, I sang, and started walking again.

Happiness is easy.

The first time I was really ill, I was so confused I didn’t know what was happening. I’d been accepted into art school, it was my dream, the only thing I really wanted. But it was as if I was funnelled there into something that just got smaller and smaller. By the time spring came I was sitting on the floor in the corner of my rented room, surrounded by all sorts of little male and female figures I’d made. I’d constructed a whole little dolls’ world for them too. There was a castle in it, and a forest, a street with buildings and cars. Only it wasn’t small enough for me yet, so as I sat there in my miniature world I started making tiny drawings, sheet after sheet covered with microscopic figures and landscapes. I wasn’t eating, I don’t think I was sleeping either, everything had to be in such small amounts. I still don’t know why everything had to be so small, what it was all about. Because it was only on the outside things had to be small. While the outside world shrunk, my inside world grew. In my mind, everything was big. In my mind, the paper castle was a real castle, the male and female figures real men and women. That was where the real world was. It was called Anara and I lived my life there. Everything else was shadowlike, insubstantial, meaningless. Anara was thrilling. Life there rich.

Some of my fellow students were concerned about me never turning up any more. They found me sitting on the floor playing with my little dolls. I was unreachable. But in Anara things were coming to a head. It’s got nothing to do with them, said the Maintainers. They want to harm you, said the Bringers of Joy. They want to destroy you, said the Redeemers.

‘Cunts,’ I said to my classmates. ‘Get out of here, you fucking cunts.’

I found myself sitting in the back of a police car, wedged between two policemen. Even the Thunder King, who I hadn’t seen or heard in such a very long time and yet pined for, manifested himself. Don’t give in, he said. Never give in. I tried to make a run for it as soon as we got out. They caught me, of course, after only a few metres. I kicked and thrashed, spat and seethed.

Three weeks in the closed psychiatric department. Then the open one for the rest of the spring.

But that was it. No more attacks, no more stays in hospital. I finished art school. Didn’t tell anyone the voices were still there. I didn’t want to go back, and I could control them. I knew what ill was, and what well was, what were voices and what was me. That was the important thing. As long as I could tell the difference, I could live with it.

I included some of the little dolls and microdrawings in my first exhibition. I papered the walls with pictures, hundreds of works. I was the talk of the town and making a living, and I met Arne, a well-defined, no-nonsense sort, a man full of self-confidence and ambition, secure in the person he was, and together we brought Ingvild into the world.

I read about inner voices. Most of those writing about it seemed to agree that the voices came from parts of the personality that were either repressed or repressive. Normally the personality, for all its conflicting elements, makes up a whole, or at least feels that way. That was what they wrote. In the case of personality disorders, the part of the person that keeps the whole together loses its grip as it were. So the single voice by which we think becomes several.

You can learn to live with your voices, I read. The man who said so had treated numerous patients who did. And Jung heard voices all his life. I hadn’t heard of Jung and so I read about him and about his archetypes.

I was the Magician. Arne the Orphan, the manipulator.

The voice I’d heard today was different. It didn’t come from any other world. It was all on its own. Like a person from this world. But it was in my head. It could only be a product of my mind. Three days without medication, that was the reason.

There was only one thing to do about it. Start taking the pills again. This evening.

Why not now?

I halted. The sea blue. The sun red. The rock yellow.

An aversion. Not towards the pills. I had to take them.

Towards the house? The kids?

I carried on walking, quickly now, as quick as I could without breaking into a run. It was as if they were living behind a glass wall. But they were my children. I’d given birth to them. I was their mother.

No glass wall between them and Arne, though. I knew he rejoiced in it, having that connection with them when I couldn’t. He never missed a chance to strengthen the glass. Barbecuing with them without asking me, for instance, a chance of them doing something together, just him and them. Going fishing with them, swimming with them. If I said anything about it, he’d just say I could join them if I wanted. Nothing was stopping me, he least of all.

Egil’s house came into view at the edge of the woods, the jagged spruce like hair, the roof a forehead, the windows were eyes and the flat rocks below a bib that ran down to a great blue belly.

He was sitting at the table in the middle of the living room, tapping away on that old typewriter of his. He jumped when I
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