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About the Book

Elling has a wildly overactive imagination and has been molly-coddled by his mother all his life, so when she dies he is left completely incapable of taking care of himself. After a stint in the very helpful Broynes Rehabilitation Centre, Elling returns to Oslo with his room-mate Kjell Bjarne in tow. Together the odd couple embark on a free-spirited new life.

On a quest to live like normal average people, Elling and Kjell’s friendship grows – kittens, girlfriends and terrorist poetry enter the equation – even fame beckons. But there are fears to conquer before that, answering the telephone for one, leaving the house for another and the journey outdoors is by no means an easy one.

A touching and hiliarious comedy of anxiety from Norway’s biggest talent, Beyond the Great Indoors rejoices in the simplest pleasures of life and reminds us of the importance of conquering our everyday fears.

The Oscar award-winning Norwegian film ELLING was based on Beyond the Great Indoors and is currently being remade by Kevin Spacey.
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‘I LOVED REDCURRANTS when I was a kid,’ Kjell Bjarne said. ‘Can’t stand them now.’

The way he said it led me to believe that something had happened in the meantime. That was not really very surprising, since he had lived half of his life already. And somewhere along the way he had lost his taste for the tart red berries.

Personally, I have nothing against redcurrants. I like redcurrants. What I had lost over the years was the ability to enjoy myself. Life was not as much fun as when I was a boy. But I didn’t say anything. That would only have confused him. Besides, it’s strange – when you say something out loud it somehow becomes twice as true. And in this case, half as palatable.

Anyway, I didn’t have much to complain about. I really did not. Quite the contrary – the truth was that I was a spoilt young man. As are so many other young men in this country. You didn’t have to go to Africa to find people who were worse off than us. You just had to cast a glance at the black people in Oslo to know immediately how things stood. As far as I was aware, they were treated like criminals. Even by the police, or rather, particularly by the police. ‘Come here, Sambo,’ the police said. ‘Let’s have a wee look at your false papers.’ Well, that’s certainly what you read in the newspapers.

Kjell Bjarne was standing by the window, staring down at the street below. I wondered what it was he had seen that had suddenly reminded him that he didn’t like redcurrants any more. But I knew better than to ask. It was quite possible that he had seen nothing whatsoever that could logically be associated with redcurrants. Not even a red Volkswagen Beetle. He was just saying whatever came into his mind. That’s just the way he was. The first time I met him he asked if I knew anything about cows. Which of course I didn’t. And when I asked him later why he had asked precisely that question, he replied that he had no idea, he didn’t have a clue. It had taken a long time to get close to him. And even longer before I dared to let him get close to me.

But now we were blood brothers. Involuntarily, mind you, but our blood had mingled.

‘Sit down,’ I said. ‘Don’t just stand around like a spare part!’

I knew only too well how easy it was to find yourself sidetracked once you started to study reality through the window of a small flat. Before you knew it you’d lost touch with the real world. Now that we shared a common purpose, we had to use every means possible to get back on track. Take part in everyday life, as it were. There were pitfalls everywhere; it was like trying to pick your way through the minefields of Verdun.

‘Sit down,’ I repeated.

He did as I said and sat down on the edge of the sofa, gazing at his two gigantic hands. I suspected that he knew what was coming.

‘Do you know what day it is today?’ I said, without remorse.

‘It’s Thursday.’

‘Thursday the fifteenth,’ I persisted, ‘which means that Frank is coming.’

He began to rub his temples with his fists. A sure sign of nervousness and guilt.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘but I’ll have to take the matter up with him. If you cannot stop this moronic sex-lines stuff, we’ll lose the telephone. That is, we won’t be able to afford to keep it. It’s as simple as that.’

His fists sank and he sat staring at them. ‘Haven’t phoned anyone.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘You’ve phoned a recording. You’ve phoned a recording of a woman telling you that she’s desperate for your body. That she’s fantasizing about all the things you’re going to do to her. I heard you last night! I heard you get up and fumble around with the telephone.’

He took a deep breath. ‘Aw, don’t tell Frank.’

His hangdog look was too much to bear. He reminded me of a cocker spaniel that had just had a steak whisked away from under his nose after fourteen days without food. All the same, this was not the time to go soft and give way. It was only after intensive telephone training that I had finally come to terms with this practical device and now I intended to keep it, whatever the cost. I had quite simply become a telephone man, and I was not prepared to let Kjell Bjarne ruin it all. The last telephone bill had been astronomical. We had to live on dry bread and instant soup for weeks. Frank said that it served us right, that it was the perfect way to learn. ‘The choice is yours,’ said Frank. ‘Dirty talk or a decent meal. With the benefits you get, you could actually live quite well. It just depends on how you want to spend the money.’

And he was right. It was our responsibility. I had learnt that at Brøynes Rehabilitation Centre, where Kjell Bjarne and I first met.

That is, it was my responsibility. I held the purse strings in this two-man enterprise. Kjell Bjarne lost all control whenever he had money in his pocket. But, on the other hand, he was a good cook. He reigned supreme in the kitchen. I kept the accounts and Kjell Bjarne cooked and fried. It was as simple as that. When he was in a jocular mood, Frank used to call us ‘the two thrifty bachelors’.

Kjell Bjarne pleaded with me again not to tell Frank.

But I could promise him nothing. The role of telltale is absolutely alien to my nature, but as I saw it, this was not actually telling tales. It was about sticking to an agreement, and the agreement was that we would discuss any problems or grumbles with Frank, to clear the air so that we could get on with our normal lives and day-to-day reality. The telephone is a part of normal life. That’s just the way it is.

It had taken a superhuman effort to crack this telephone thing. In all the years that Mother and I had lived in a kind of nerve-tingling twosomeness, she had played the role of spokeswoman whenever the outside world penetrated our reality or had to be contacted via old Mr Bell’s invention. Personally I found it impossible to hold an intelligent conversation with someone I could not see. I was easily distracted as I stood there, trying hard to imagine what the other person looked like and what was happening in the room around them. If it was someone I knew, I ransacked my memory in order to reconstruct every detail of the person’s face as closely as I could. And if it was someone I didn’t know, everything went to pieces as my imagination ran completely amok. I simply could not relate to a disembodied voice. In order to understand what was being said, I had to be able to invoke a being of flesh and blood.

Once when I was alone at home, a woman from the social services called. In the end I just had to give up and put the receiver down. This was a shameful defeat that did not go unremarked. I just could not decide what she was wearing or what kind of hairstyle she had. Part of my brain conjured up an attractive young woman with dark hair cut in a page-boy style, a little delight fresh from college with a straight nose and full, red lips. Hungry and submissive at the same time. But then, another part of my brain superimposed a different image, one of a sweaty, leathery face. Open pores and unhealthy, pasty skin. Gimlet eyes peering at something that I could not see, but that I knew was indecent, even a bit threatening. A lewd sculpture from Ancient Greece that she kept on her desk, perhaps. As I said, I had to put the phone down, and then, to protect myself, I pulled out the telephone connection. I got a fearful telling-off when Mother came home and from that time on, I generally put my fingers in my ears whenever the phone rang.

However, with Frank’s guidance, things improved considerably. He helped me to relax. He got me to play games with the telephone. The first thing we did was buy a ten-metre-long lead so that I could move around more freely with the phone, even take it with me from room to room. In all the years I lived at home, the telephone always had its fixed position – on a low table beside the television. The flex was just long enough to reach the socket in the wall. Mother and I would never have dreamt of imitating the telephone habits we were exposed to in American films, where people roamed restlessly from room to room, happily chatting away. Or they lay seductively draped over a pink quilt, sipping a Martini and talking to their loved one in Illinois.

Mother, who remembered when the telephone was first invented, maintained a deep respect for it for as long as she lived. Whenever the phone rang, she dropped everything and ran to pick it up, as if she were frightened to the very core of missing something vital. And when she spoke on the phone, she stood bolt upright until the conversation was finished. I never saw her sitting and talking on the telephone; in fact, I am sure she would have thought it disrespectful to Mr Bell, or maybe to the person at the other end of the line. Kjell Bjarne had not yet moved in when the telephone was installed in our new flat; so without giving it a second thought, I had copied the old set-up with the phone beside the television and a short flex. Kjell Bjarne took it for granted, as he did most things. I don’t remember even discussing it.

To begin with, Frank made me do solo dry runs, made me pretend that I was talking to someone, pulling the long lead behind me from room to room. From the living room to the kitchen. From the kitchen to the bedroom. Naturally enough, I felt like an idiot, but I took care to wait until Kjell Bjarne was out of the house before starting to practise. Of course, he was aware of the problem I had – he knew what I was like. But I still thought it would be inappropriate for him to overhear the imaginary conversations I had with my deceased mother, or the father I had lost before I was even born. Not to mention my tirades against various politicians, or the tender words whispered to non-existent women. I wandered about shouting or cooing, depending on how the mood took me. And after a while, I began to like it.

Then phase two was introduced. Frank would ring me at an agreed time. To begin with I was stiff and tense and refused to utter a word, but gradually my jaws relaxed and the words started to slip out. Visiting Frank and seeing where the phone was in his study was a great help. The next time he rang, my mind was less cluttered. I could picture him clearly now as he spoke to me, sitting on his blue office chair by the desk, looking out over his garden with row upon row of apple trees. But Frank still thought that I put too much emphasis on details and said I would be better off trying to curb my imagination and train myself to concentrate on the conversation at hand. To listen to what was being said. So, after a while, he started to phone me arbitrarily from different phone boxes all over town. Slowly my phobia began to recede and now I was at the stage where my voice was remarkably firm whenever I spoke on the phone. I gave my full name, stated the purpose of my call, and listened attentively to what the person on the other end was saying. The very idea of breaking off the conversation midway and hanging up didn’t cross my mind now, in fact, it seemed absolutely absurd.

I will admit that, to begin with, we both got excited about sex phone lines. While Kjell Bjarne and I were at the Brøynes Centre, this particular personal service had undergone terrific improvements and now that we had our own phone and no-one could catch us red-handed we simply succumbed to the temptation. As a matter of fact, there were two types of service. One where you could chat to a real live woman, and a slightly cheaper alternative where the woman’s voice was recorded on a tape. Obviously, the first option was out of the question. We tried a couple of times with Kjell Bjarne doing the talking, but all he did was splutter and stammer. Not even he knew how to handle situations like this. But the recordings, well, we had a lot of fun with them for a while. With my somewhat overactive imagination, I had no problem whatsoever picturing Patricia lying on the sofa, groaning with pleasure as she plied bananas or any other object she had to hand. And the language those girls used! We blushed furiously as we sat there, heads close together, the receiver between us. One of them even used the telephone and we could hear the crackling sound of plastic against curly pubic hair and her crying out for more in a strangulated voice in the background. Kjell Bjarne and I were transfixed by lust.

But, as I said: one day the bill came. That was when it first dawned on me, and therefore also on Kjell Bjarne, precisely how disgusting it was and how degrading to women. Three thousand Norwegian kroner is a lot of money for two men living on social benefits, saving up for a video recorder. I worked out that we had set the video project back by half a year, and it was this that enabled Kjell Bjarne to see the seriousness of the situation. At least, that was what I thought. Until now.

‘If you snitch on me to Frank, you can do your own cooking,’ Kjell Bjarne threatened. ‘’Cause I’ll move out.’

‘If you don’t stop that nonsense, neither you nor I will have anything to cook!’ I countered. ‘And where will you move to, when your bank account is overdrawn by a couple of thousand kroner? Not even the Salvation Army would have you. You’re not an alcoholic. How long have you been doing this behind my back?’

‘Haven’t. Just couldn’t sleep last night. It got me down. All the stupid things in my head.’

‘So it was just this once? Tell the truth because you will be found out, anyway, when the bill comes.’

‘Just this once … and then, once more.’

‘Fine,’ I said magnanimously. ‘I won’t say a thing. But you’ll have to promise to talk to Frank about your stupid thoughts.’

‘Why?’ He glared at me, but I could tell that he was relieved.

‘You have to find something else to do instead of listening to bloody expensive smut every time you get frightened,’ I said.

‘Wasn’t frightened. Just mad at my mum.’

‘Same thing. The unit cost is precisely the same whether you’re frightened or angry. You could call the Christian helpline instead. It’s free, I think.’

‘Not really the same thing, though, is it.’

‘Who knows,’ I said. ‘A lot has happened in the church since you and I were confirmed. If we are to believe what the papers say, there is a good chance you’ll get a lesbian priest on the line and if you tell her about how mean your mother was, you may even get her to groan a little.’

We were blood brothers once more. We laughed the way blood brothers laugh. Loud, raucous laughter.

Kjell Bjarne went out into the kitchen to make the food. I could hear him rummaging about the tins in the cupboard, mumbling to himself about lesbian priests.

‘Meatballs or fishballs?’

‘Meatballs and fishballs,’ I yelled. For some reason I was in a daredevil mood and pranced around, swatting wildly with the newspaper.

Frank arrived at seven, as agreed. Seven o’clock sharp, as he says. When he drove through the gates into the back yard, Kjell Bjarne and I were already waiting by the kitchen window on the second floor. We raised our hands in greeting and Frank waved back. I felt a surge of warmth as we greeted each other, and I knew that Kjell Bjarne felt the same close companionship.

It wasn’t always like that. At first we hated Frank. We would sit around in the evenings imagining how we would torture him to death. We imagined him handcuffed to the back of a train, being dragged along through the ice and snow. Or screaming in an acid bath. Abandoned to the company of tormented pit bull terriers. Of course, it was nothing more than fantasy and hot air. It is not in Kjell Bjarne’s nature to harm anyone other than himself, and the same is true for me.

But Frank was forever interfering! He had something to say about everything we said and did. It was unbearable! Nothing was good enough and when I did muster up the courage to tell him exactly what I thought, he told me bluntly to shut up. It was a difficult time particularly at the beginning, when I was still on my own in the flat, and I often longed to be back in the Brøynes Rehabilitation Centre where nice Sister Gunn was in charge. I wrote to tell her that I had landed somewhere near hell, but she wrote back that I should not exaggerate so much and I should be more positive. And in any case, my good friend Kjell Bjarne would be joining me shortly. She passed on his best wishes.

Exaggerate? Be more positive? When Frank mocked my ideals and derided my aesthetic taste? Who was going to live in the flat, him or me? How he chose to paint the rooms in his own house was entirely up to him – but in all fairness it should then be up to me to decide how to decorate my home. I wanted orange walls throughout the flat and that was that. I spent the entire decorating budget on orange paint. But I had hardly even opened the first tin before Frank arrived unannounced and confiscated the lot. White, he said, and exchanged every single litre of paint in front of my very eyes. On top of that, I had to help him carry the tins. I stood beside him in the shop while Frank and the shop assistant, who was a despicable pea-brain by the way, made jokes about my choice of colour. When I embarked on an ever so tiny lecture on democratic thought, he laughed in my face and said that that sort of thing went out with the ark. He was the one who made the decisions now. And in any case, the flat was not mine, it belonged to Oslo City Council, so he could say what he liked about it.

That really hurt me. I liked to think of the flat as mine. Ours. Mine and Kjell Bjarne’s. Kjell Bjarne wrote to me from Brøynes to ask how I was getting on with the decorating. I replied that it was not going too well. That a certain Frank was getting in the way the whole time. And the idea of having a hanging garden in the living room, well, we could just forget that. Frank wouldn’t even discuss it.

Frank’s footsteps sounded on the stairs. He is the only man I have ever met who always runs up the stairs; the more there were and the steeper, the better. Frank ran. And then the familiar code: three short and one long. The secret call of the Norwegian Resistance. I nodded to Kjell Bjarne, who rushed into the hall to open the door. I heard them talking to each other, slapping one another on the back, and I felt tears well up in my eyes. That I should be blessed with this! To be part of this good, solid, unsentimental friendship. I quickly wiped my eyes with the dishtowel and went into the living room.

Frank wasn’t even out of breath. He had the fitness of a leopard. He threw himself down onto the sofa and started to scratch his greying moustache.

‘Everything OK, Elling?’

I assured him that life was more or less in perfect balance. I didn’t say anything about missing the joy and warmth of childhood. He couldn’t possibly understand that. Some areas remain out of bounds, even to close friends from Oslo City Council.

‘Great,’ he said. ‘And it looks a lot tidier here than it does in my house, as far as I can see.’ He looked around the room.

And it was tidy. Spotless. I had picked up a trick or two at Brøynes and knew how to keep things spick and span. In fact, I set great store by keeping things tidy. A quick zip around with a cloth and warm water and everyone’s sense of well-being goes up a peg or two.

‘How’s Janne?’ Kjell Bjarne asked, excavating his left nostril.

‘Fine, I think,’ Frank said. ‘She’s in Majorca. Just for a week – she’ll be back on Friday.’

‘On her own?’ Kjell Bjarne asked.

‘Yes, I can’t get away. I have to run around making sure that boys like you don’t get into trouble. Last week, a nutter up at Bjølsen tried to break through the wall into his neighbours’ flat.’

‘But we’re not like that,’ Kjell Bjarne exclaimed.

‘What have you been up to since I saw you last?’ Frank asked, as if he hadn’t heard Kjell Bjarne. ‘Have you been out to have a look at real life, or have you just sat indoors staring at the walls?’

‘If I had a girlfriend, I wouldn’t let her go on holiday alone,’ Kjell Bjarne said. ‘She’d have to deal with me first.’

‘What are you talking about, you big old hippo? Who said she asked me? I asked whether you and Elling had been out for some air since I last saw you. That’s what I want to know.’

He was all mouth, all mouth. But now I knew what he was like. It had not escaped my attention that he was trying to drop the subject of Janne as fast as he could. Kjell Bjarne was right; in a healthy relationship, no-one would go off to Majorca without even asking their partner. It just wasn’t right. And here he was, playing the tough guy, while trying as hard as possible to disguise his own inner turmoil. I felt terribly sorry for him. Any idiot could imagine the temptations that Janne would face in Majorca. I had been to the Mediterranean myself and I knew. Cheap package holidays had not been invented to preserve monogamy, that’s for sure. There were all sorts of goings-on from dawn until dusk. I forced myself to blank out an image of Janne with the local football team.

‘D’you want a Coke?’ Kjell Bjarne asked.

‘My God, you two are completely hopeless! Yes, I do want a Coke! Have you done anything at all in the past fortnight?’

I really wanted to lie. You see, I knew exactly what he wanted to hear. He wanted us to tell him how active and extrovert we had been. He wanted us to create a life where Kjell Bjarne and Elling went out and painted the town red, made friends and contacts here, there and everywhere. New friends by the minute. Confidently chattering away in cafés, pubs and clubs. Two winning personalities bowling everyone over with their remorseless charm.

But we were not like that. Kjell Bjarne and I were simply not like that. We were more the anxious type. Loud, noisy places frightened us. And as we didn’t know who our neighbours were, we would rather not meet them on the stairs. We felt safest at home. Was there anything wrong with that?

‘I go down to the supermarket all the time to buy food,’ Kjell Bjarne said, putting a 1.5 litre bottle of Coke and a glass down in front of Frank. ‘I’m sort of getting to know the bloke at the till down there. P. Jonnson, he’s called. About twenty, I think.’

Frank made a vague show of applauding and opened the bottle of Coca-Cola. ‘Can’t you sit down, Elling? Don’t just stand there staring at me. It makes me nervous.’

I sat down and tried hard not to look straight at him.

‘And you?’

‘Me?’

‘Have you been down to the supermarket as well?’

I explained to him that supermarkets were Kjell Bjarne’s department. And that it was the first I had heard about P. Jonnson.

Frank downed the Coke in one and burped. ‘It’s not good enough, guys. Where’s your get up and go?’

‘What do you want us to do then?’ I asked. I could feel my righteous indignation making my voice tremble. ‘Perhaps we should abduct people on the street and force them back to the flat?’

Frank pushed away his glass and stood up. ‘Let’s go to the flicks,’ he said.

We went to see Storks and Stones, quite a ridiculous film, in my opinion. It was about a young couple who couldn’t have children. There was something wrong with his sperm. But they desperately wanted a child and a child they were going to have, whatever the cost. After a while it became a kind of idée fixe and eventually they decided that she should go out on the town and mate with any old fool. By the time this fool appeared in the form of an awful poet, I for one had had enough. The rest of the film was all jealousy and intrigue, as you would imagine, and people sat there laughing! About what, I do not know. I like to think of myself as a modern urban man with liberal ideas and an open mind, but I refuse to applaud the disintegration of morality.

What annoyed me most about the film was that it finished where it should have begun. In the end, the couple sit there with not one, but a total of three babies. Triplets. An entire trilogy inscribed in the woman’s womb by a mediocre poet she didn’t even know. While her husband, the man she really loved, just sat there grinning inanely. He didn’t seem to be bothered. Of course he was jealous when the love of his life was doing her utmost to squeeze as much sperm out of the poet as possible. But once she had conceived, all was well with the world. Poppycock! You didn’t exactly have to be an expert in male psychology to know that this one event, this single-minded mating, would be used against the wife for the rest of her life. Whenever the husband felt that the world was against him, he would blame it on this poem-scribbling breeding hound. She, on the other hand, would insist that she did not enjoy the sex at all, that she didn’t have an orgasm and that, in fact, the poet’s Thomas was tiny. She barely noticed when he entered her and she spent the whole time staring at the ceiling, refusing to let him kiss her.

To no avail, of course. Not even the whitest lie nor the bitterest tears could alter the fact that the three children were not the product of the two protagonists’ love for each other. What we saw at the end of the film was an artificial nuclear family. A false image. Nothing more, nothing less.

‘Best film I’ve seen!’ announced Kjell Bjarne as we came out.

It always was for Kjell Bjarne. Every time we went to the pictures with Frank, he saw the best film of his life. He was particularly enthused every time there was a glimpse of a naked woman. Then his voice went all husky, like now. We had seen Anneke von der Lippe’s white backside in a clip that lasted all of two seconds. In my opinion, that was not enough to haul the film out of the morass where it belonged.

‘Funny,’ Frank said. ‘Wasn’t it, Elling?’

Not at all. I told both Frank and Kjell Bjarne exactly what I thought about the times in which we lived and the fact that Norwegian film producers seemed unable to take a moral lead in society. As far as I was concerned, people who worked in the cultural sector in this country had a social responsibility.

‘Jesus,’ Frank said. ‘It was only a comedy!’

Kjell Bjarne laughed. ‘Didn’t you realize it was supposed to be funny?’

‘I realized that it was very unfunny!’ I snapped. ‘And you have not understood a thing.’

‘You know bugger all, you do,’ Kjell Bjarne said. ‘I understand what I want when it suits me.’

‘Great,’ Frank said. ‘It’s good when culture generates discussion.’

I didn’t say anything. It was the same superficial claptrap every single time we went to the cinema. Kjell Bjarne had seen the best film ever and he and Frank refused to understand my objections.

‘Nothing is ever good enough for you,’ Kjell Bjarne said. ‘It’s always wrong.’

I didn’t answer. There was no point in contradicting Kjell Bjarne when he was in that sort of mood.

‘It’s just turned nine,’ Frank said. ‘I could murder a pizza.’

All I wanted was to go home and read some general knowledge magazines I had, but I realized it would be impolite to say so. And anyway, what could be more natural than to wander down to a pizzeria together with a couple of old chums after a film? It felt right, somehow. A crispy slice of freshly made Italian pizza and easy, relaxed conversation.

‘Wicked!’ said Kjell Bjarne. He had quickly acquired a repertoire of teenage slang since coming to Oslo, which did not suit him at all. It was like Mother Teresa suddenly swearing.

We went to Peppe’s Pizza and, after a show of hands, ordered a large pizza with ham and pepperoni. Two against one. As usual. I would rather have had tuna. Strange, isn’t it, how quickly you become accustomed to being steamrollered when you first have friends. To begin with, I fought tooth and nail and stubbornly pursued the rights of the minority. Now I often felt the adrenaline being diluted by a mild sense of resignation. We had settled into a rhythm, we knew each other inside out, and when three grown men go out on the town, as we had started to do twice a month, things often got a bit boisterous. I had got used to it. And, in fact, I quite liked it.

When the piping hot pizza arrived on the table, Frank said, ‘Oh by the way, before I forget … I’ve looked into what you asked about last time. And it’s OK, you can get a cat.’

Kjell Bjarne and I looked at each other.
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IT WAS A perfectly normal two-up two-down terraced house, with brown-stained wood panelling, but my hands were sweating and my heart was racing. I had never approached a stranger of my own free will before. I glanced surreptitiously at Kjell Bjarne and realized that he didn’t have much experience of this sort of thing either. He looked as if he wanted to rub his temples with his fists. But he couldn’t. In his right hand he was holding a grey cat box and his left hand was stuffed as far into his jacket pocket as it would possibly go.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘No going back now, chum!’

As usual, the word ‘chum’ gave me a boost. That word made me grow. And without even drawing a breath, I said, ‘Come on, old boy’, or something like that, and trotted up the steps. I was taking responsibility. I was being proactive. And as I pressed the bell, it hit me like an avalanche. What struck me in a blinding flash was that I had been reborn in midlife. That the man who was standing there with his finger firmly on the bell, who would not remove it until the door was opened, was not the same man as the one who had lived a sheltered existence with his mother for thirty-five years. This man on the doorstep had a far more proactive approach to life. For example, he had now decided that he wanted a cat. And a cat he was going to have! The first thing he did was to scrutinize the small ads in the paper. This had reminded him of the old days: reading the left-wing Arbeiderbladet line by line in his room, his eyes glued to the page so that he would not even miss a comma. Home wanted for eight-week-old kittens. Please phone. The final break with his old self. Yes, the name was Elling. His mouth was dry, his voice firm. Was he correct in understanding that there were some kittens looking for a home … ?

‘My dear young man!’ A tiny lady looked up at me from the doorway.

I took my finger off the bell.

‘Afternoon,’ Kjell Bjarne said. ‘We’ve come for a cat. My friend here phoned you last night.’

I shook her hand and introduced myself.

She laughed. ‘Oh, it was you who said all those silly things? Come in!’

Silly? Was it silly of me to give her a brief résumé of my life when I was about to take responsibility for an innocent life that she currently had in her care? Surely she wanted to know who I was and what my intentions were? As far as I was concerned, there was a responsibility attached to taking on an animal. And likewise, the person who gave away the animal had a responsibility. You couldn’t just hand over an animal to someone you didn’t trust wholeheartedly. So I had gone to great lengths to make it quite clear that I was not some psychopath with a hungry boa constrictor hiding under my bed. I explained to her that one of my greatest dreams was about to be fulfilled. I had yearned for an animal’s affection since I was a boy, but ridiculous regulations in a block of flats in the East End of Oslo had made it impossible. But now I was living with my good friend in a flat near Majorstuen, where all the neighbours were hale and hearty liberals. They had a completely different view of the bond between animals and people. In fact, several of them owned poodles or retrievers.

‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’ the woman asked. ‘And a piece of cake?’

‘Yes, please!’ said Kjell Bjarne, still holding the cat box in his right hand.

Cakes. Coffee. I wanted to see my cat!

Then I saw them. They were everywhere. I had never seen so many cats in one place before. A large ginger tabby was lying on top of the fridge, staring at me. Four black cats were lolling around on the sideboard. There was a Siamese cat in the middle of the table that just looked straight through me, and everything else. And four half-grown miaowing felines were wrapping themselves around the legs of the woman who introduced herself as Dagny Rimstad, their pink posteriors flashing at me from under the dark fur.

‘Please make yourself at home,’ Dagny Rimstad said. ‘Have either of you had a cat before?’

We could only answer ‘no’ to that question, but I quickly added that we were well prepared all the same. We had been to the library and borrowed all the books they had on cat care.

‘Then forget everything you’ve read,’ Dagny said. ‘The most important thing is to keep the cat litter clean. The rest is common sense.’ She put half an almond cake on a plate on the table and poured the coffee. Normally I don’t drink coffee as it makes me terribly nervous, but now I felt obliged, out of politeness, to sip some of the warm liquid. The Siamese cat looked at me distrustfully, but sniffed my finger with curiosity when I held it out.

‘Where’s our cat?’ Kjell Bjarne asked, with his mouth full of cake.

‘Are you sure you only want one?’ she said. ‘It’s far easier to have two. Then they can play with each other while you’re at work.’

I was just about to reply, but Kjell Bjarne pipped me to the post.

‘Don’t work, neither of us.’

I sent him a warning look, and said that of course we would consider taking two. Job or no job, we had plenty to do. More than enough, in fact. We were always on the go, so yes, it would probably be better to have two. She needn’t worry about the cat litter – we had a tray standing ready in the hallway at home. A lovely tray in cream-coloured plastic. With a top.

Dagny nodded happily and disappeared out of the room. Shortly afterwards, she returned with a large cardboard box. Mewing and scratching noises came from inside the box, and a black and white cat, presumably the mother, trotted behind.

The kittens were black and white, just like their mother. They were huddled together in a great ball so that it was almost impossible to see how many there were.

‘Six,’ she said, as if reading my thoughts. She lifted them out onto the floor one by one and the mother immediately started to lick and clean them.

Kjell Bjarne laughed and pointed: ‘Let’s take that one there with the tash, Elling! Look at him!’

Quite. Strange little fellow. White face, with a tiny, crooked Hitler moustache under his pink nose. However, I wasn’t actually looking for a comedy cat. This day had been too long in coming. For thirty-five years I had waited for the moment when I would have my own cat, or any other warm-blooded pet, for that matter – and now that it was about to happen the last thing I wanted was pigmentary peculiarities. I did not want a cat that would make people giggle, but a member of the feline species that would look at me enigmatically when I woke up in the morning. A cat that would make me ponder the deeper questions in life. Where do we come from? Where do we go?

Then Dagny Rimstad launched into a short lecture. She repeated her claim that it would undoubtedly be better for us to have two kittens, but this time with more urgency and authority than before. Also, she advised us not to choose one of each sex, for reasons we no doubt understood. And though she was a woman herself, there was no denying that female cats were far more work than tomcats. As well we knew, tomcats did not get pregnant and castration was nothing compared with sterilizing a female cat.

We nodded and said, ‘Uh huh.’ Using his thumb and forefinger, Kjell Bjarne picked up the little fellow with the Hitler moustache and let him crawl around his enormous hand. ‘Well, boys it is then, Mrs Rimstad,’ he said. ‘Or is this a miss?’

‘No, it’s a boy,’ Mrs Rimstad said, inspecting it carefully from behind.

‘You’re not having us on, are you?’ chuckled Kjell Bjarne. ‘There isn’t much to see there.’

I have to be honest and admit that I got embarrassed as Mrs Rimstad started to point and explain, whereas Kjell Bjarne followed with great interest. To determine the gender of such small kittens – they were after all no more than eight weeks old – you had to look at the position of the two holes in relation to each other. On the hims, the holes were closer together than on the hers, etc. I know it was only animals we were talking about, and two
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