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In this extraordinary novel, Hoeg portrays the closed world of Biehls, a Danish private school where a bizarre social experiment is underway. The narrator, Peter, is now a student at Biehls after spending all of his life in childrens homes and reform schools. He is a borderline case, along with Katarina, whose parents both died in the past year, and August, severely disturbed after killing his abusive parents. Although allowed no social interaction, the children conspire to conduct their own experiment to discover what plan is being carried out at Biehls. Hoeg touches on some of the same themes as in his acclaimed Smillas Sense of Snowneglected children, scientific experiments, and technology-but this is not a thriller and may not appeal to the same audience. It is instead a fascinating intellectual puzzle that explores the themes of social control, child assessment, family, and the concept of time. Highly recommended.


PART ONE









ONE


What is time?



We ascended toward the light, five floors up, and split up into thirteen rows facing the god who unlocks the gates of morning. Then there was a pause, then in came Biehl. Why the pause?



When asked straight out about his pauses by one of the bright girls, Biehl had first gone absolutely still. Then hewho normally never referred to himself as Ithen he had said, slowly and with great gravity, as though he was surprised by the question, and perhaps even by his own reply, When I speak, you should listen, first and foremost, to my pauses. They speak louder than my words.



And so it was with the interval between the hall going absolutely still and him coming in and up to the podium. An eloquent pause. His own words.



The morning song was followed by a pause, the Lords Prayer recited by Biehl pause, a short hymn pause, a traditional, patriotic song pause, and finish, and he left the hall as he had come, briskly, almost running.



What feeling was there in the hall while this was going on?



There was no special feeling, really, I said, it was early in the morning and people were tired, and could we finish now, I was getting a headache, and it was late, the bell had gone already, I pointed out the time.



Not yet, she said, there was yet another relationship she wanted to call to my attention, and that was the relationship to pain. When pain made itself felt during an experimentlike now, with this headacheone should never just break off and walk away from it. Instead one should turn upon it the light of awareness. That is how she spoke. The light of awareness.



And so we turned upon the fear.



Biehl had written his memoirs, In Grundtvigs Footsteps. It contained the names of all the teachers who had ever occupied position at the school, all the moves to bigger and better premises, a long string of achievements, and the rewards for such. But not one word about the relationship to the pupils, and so nothing either about the fear. Not one word, not even in the pauses or in the spaces between the lines. At first it was impossible to understand. Because that was the truly significant factor. Not the respect, not the admiration. But the fear.



Later it became clear that this reticence was part of the more far-reaching plan. And then I understood.



We stood utterly still during assembly. That was the first thing I tried to get through to her.



At a certain time every day you were let into the assembly hall, 240 people with 26 teachers and Biehl, and then the doors were shut, and you knew that from this moment for the next quarter of an hour you had to stay completely still. The prohibition was total, giving rise therefore to a certain tension in the room. As though the rule, by covering everything and by tolerating nothing, called for its own violation. As though the tension in the room was part of the plan.



Over the years it had proved impossible to have the prohibition observed absolutely. But those few violations that had occurred had, in fact, only served to confirm and reinforce the rule.



Those few times it happened, there had been a faint commotion among the pupils, a hemming and a hawing, and a rustling that spread like an infection and, for a while, could not be stopped. A critical situation, one of the most difficult for a man in Biehls position. The passive resistance of a crowd of small people.



On these occasions he had been brilliant. He did not try to pretend that nothing had happened. He bowed his head and took the disturbance upon himself. He stood like that, head bowed, while the tension in the room rose, and eventually the fear stifled the disturbance.



At no time had he looked directly at anyone; he carried on with assembly as usual. Even so, you knew that he knew who had started it. That he had located the source, and knew how it should be stopped.



Another teacher, who should have been there, never came. Instead, the door to the classroom stood open, and we waited for a pause so long that what we had known all along was confirmed for us. Then Biehl came in, very quick and brisk.



Sit down, he said. Jesremain standing. He needed some time to get into his stride. Not much, even though it felt that way after I became ill, probably only a couple of minutes. Just long enough to go over what had happened. That Jes had disrupted assembly for his schoolfellows, disrupted a school timetable that was already overstretched, abused the trust put in him, and, suddenly, the blow fell.



Very fast, and yet with a weight that jolted the body free of the desk and out into the aisle.



Just after it struck, there was a brief pause, and even though this was what held the key to the fear, it was so brief that it went unnoticed, I said, lets not talk about it anymore.



On the contrary, she said. Thats exactly what we have to talk about. So I tried: When the blow fell, first there was a brief lull, when the shock had brought everything to a standstill. Then came two things at once. The relief that everything had now been put to rights, and something elsesomething deeper, far-reachingthat occurs when an adult hits a child hard, something that has nothing further to do with the pain from the blow.



Back by the blackboard Biehl adjusted his clothing. Like a man who has been to the toilet. Or with a hooker. And has now put behind him something that was difficult but necessary.



She did not understand me, so we went on.



How often does it happen? she asked.



Before my illness there had been no reason to wonder about how often. But now, when it was necessary to be aware of time all the time, it turned out to be very seldom, less than once a week in any one class. Quite precisely administered.



How come?



It was early to start initiating her into the inner truths, but I dit anyway. There was a law, it was Karin r who had given this away, that dated from antiquity. When gilding a surface it was not desirable to cover it 100 percent with gold. On the contrary, one achieved the best effect if one covered just over 60 percent. A variation on the law of the golden mean.



So it was, too, with the relationship between time and punishment. Of those violations that were proven, only just over half evoked punishment.



Sort of like a golden mean of violence.



How many times had I, personally, been hit?



To this I was able to reply in the negative, as far as my time here at the schoolthat was, two years and two monthswas concerned; in all that time, until recently, I had never once been hit or been given detention, nor, until I became ill, so much as a reprimand or an L for Late.



No, she said, when you are scared enough, maybe it is even a sort of freedom not to be punished.



She did not mean any harm by it. It just slipped out. It was more or less directed at herself. But it gave away the fact that she felt, for me, an instinctive aversion. And since I had nothing to lose I remarked thatbefore Biehls, in my past life, especially at Himmelbjerg House and the Royal OrphanageI had taken and dished out more than most. She would maybe have been hard put, here at the school, to find a greater expert in the field of rattled jaws. Short of having gone to Biehl himself. She asked what he would have said to that.



There had been a case at the school a year earlier. A pupilit was Jes Jessen, with whom I had shared a room and who, later, was expelledhad allegedly sustained a hearing impairment after being punished by Biehl.



It was never proved that the two things had anything to do with each other, but on that occasion Biehl was under such pressure that he was brought very close to an explanation. He had said that the school, as far as was possible, respected the ban on corporal punishment generally in force in Danish primary schools, but, in his experience, a cuff around the ear had never done anyone any harm.



It was said so deeply that everyone breathed a sigh of relief. He certainly did have experience, after all he had been hitting children regularly for forty years. At the same time, it was not untrue. It was not the blow itself that was of primary importance but what happened around it, just before and just after. But which was not usually visible, not to the naked eye. Because it was over so quickly. But still went on for a very long time afterward.



To describe this fleeting but profound effect she suggested the word abasement, which I accepted. So she had, after all, understood.










TWO


The external data, I mean that outside of the laboratory, were at all times easily accessible.



In the month of May 1971, after almost two years at the school, two years during which no one was able to point the finger at me for anything, when it had been recorded in my file that I was well adjusted and of average intelligence, all of a sudden it became hard for me to be on time in the mornings. On Saturdays and Sundays, when the others were at home and I was alone at the school, I slept during the day or not at all, and was awake at night, and it affected the rest of the week.



I consulted the school doctor, so as not to arouse any suspicion of laziness or lack of zeal, and so that it might be established that this was an illness one could not, personally, do anything about, not even with two alarm clocks, one of which was very big. The school fell under the jurisdiction of the district medical officer. He prescribed that I should be woken every morning by Flakkedam, and for a while I did turn up on time, but very tired. At that point I had seen the grand plan, and I began to fear a catastrophe. That is why I sent the letter. It was the first letter of my life; there had never been anyone to write to.



I had seen her in the playground, with Biehl, under Soli Deo Gloria. Biehl always stood under the inscription over the archway in the morning, to greet those who turned up on time, and to identify those who came late. From the moment one started to wake up, one remembered that he would be standing there. So that, in a way, he was already present, between ones dreaming and ones waking.



One had no contact with the other classes; the senior classes, especially, were far away, she was two years ahead of me. At one point she had been absent, for six months maybe. When she came back she was a boarder, no one knew why. At that time I had seen her, but still only from afar.



One morning I saw her in the playground, she was late, it seemed wrong, she was not the type.



When she was there again, a couple of days later, I began to count; over fourteen school days I counted her six times. Then I knew that something was wrong. The sixth time, Biehl had drawn her aside.



He had taken her over to the wall, and allowed everyone else to slip past. He was bending over her. He was concentrating hard. This offered the possibility of getting close, so one could see their faces. She was leaning forward a bit, toward him, and she was looking straight at him. I was close enough to see her eyes. It was like she was looking for something.



Then the thought came that we might be of benefit to each other. A long time passed without my hearing anything. In the end I was close to giving up. I had found her in the class pictures in the school yearbooks, her name was Katarina. One day, on the way to assembly, she was right behind me on the stairs.



Library, she said.



It was the first time I heard her voice. She said just the one word. Being anywhere else than down in the playground after the bell had rung was prohibited, the only exception was the library, which was next to the staff room. One could sit there in the lunch period if one wanted to improve ones mind.



Now it was empty, apart from Katarina and me.



She sat for a long while trying to bring herself to say something.



I do it on purpose, she said. I come late on purpose. That had been obvious back in the playground. When Biehl closed in on anyone, they would try to lean away. It just happened, it was a rule. She had leaned toward him, and looked him in the eye. As if to make the most of the moment.



She read aloud from a piece of paper. It looked like a letter.



Apart from the bit about sleep and about concentrating, there are also other things that have not been mentioned to anyone. Whole days that disappear, and fleeting moments that become like an eternity.



Tell me about it, she said.



Now, not that I wanted to deny anything, but whoever had written that letter, I said, was definitely taking a big risk, admitting to being so ill. What do you suppose we could do to reduce this risk? Might he perhaps receive some information in return?



I am conducting an experiment, she said.



That is how she spoke. Conducting an experiment.



Can one be sure that one will turn up on time afterward? I said. To this she replied in the negative.



If she had promised anything I would not have believed her, and so it would not have been possible to proceed. But now she was speaking the truth, so I tried. The first thing I tried to explain to her was assembly; it was because of a law that Karin r had revealed.



It was not normal for Karin r to speak. Normally she started people off on a song and then walked along the rows to hear who sang true and who sang out of tune, and in this way to decide who was in the choir, who was out, and who was on the borderline. But while she listened, sometimes she also spoke, and what she said then was often very important: one of the profound laws, for examplelike the one about the golden mean. On one such occasion she had said that the beginning of a piece of music, if it was an intelligent and precise piece, in very short form invariably determined the rest of its content and course.



Just as with assembly. In short form it contained the rest of the day. All the way through school. Maybe for life.



That is why I began there, but at first it was not possible. It seemed unthinkable that she could ever understand, because she was a girl, but mostly because she was on the inside, and had always taken time for granted.



Then the bell rang.



She had no wristwatch, one could not help but notice. But that was not what was most important. What was most important was that she did not hear the bell. It took me by surprise, but I heard it.



She did not hear it. Because she was listening to me. Then she did not have all the answers in advance.



So I told her about assembly and the fear. While time passed and the risk of our being discovered grew.










THREE


Biehls Academy was a reward after the third rape attempt, the one made against me.



At that time I was at the Royal Orphanage at number 109 Strand Drive. It was also known as the Thorup Institute, but the pupils called it Crusty Housebecause of the crusts they had to make do with instead of proper bread.



After it happenedbecause Valsang, who did it, was a teacher at the school and because there was so much behind itthe school board was most concerned and I decided to bring some pressure to bear upon it.



At that point it had become clear that this was not a good place to stay. Oscar Humlumwho had saved me in the telephone booth and was my only friend; who had also come from a homehad been there a year longer than rne. He only survived by taking money for eating various things. It was one krone for an earthworm and five kroner for a frog, so it was obvious where it was leading.



At that point I had had my first difficulties with time, and on the evening of the day on which he had saved me, I tried to tell him that time, at the school, was being pulled downward in a spiral.



Since we were now both witnesses we should try to make a deal with them so that we could both get away.



It was as though he did not understand me. He dreamed of being a cook on the Swedish ferries, I thought maybe he imagined they had found him a place as an apprentice. He did not answer me, he just shook his head. Nor did he say anything later on, in the office, but he did bring some pressure to bear on them just by being there. They promised they would try to get me into Biehls Academy, which, now and again in past years, had taken in children with behavioral difficulties from the homes, and which had a good reputation.



This I told Katarina during our second conversation in the library, the one during which they found us and separated us.



I can remember when you came, she said. You were pretty small. In answer to that, I explained that when I was transferred to Primary Five at Biehls Academy, which meant that I was moved back a class, I weighed just over fifty pounds with clothes but without shoes. I was at that time four feet two inches tall, and the district medical officer declared that I was not defective but that it all had to do with the meals at Crusty House being less than adequate. Besides which, the pecking order had been such that those who had come to the school lastthe children from the homeswere below everybody else, even the day pupils, and got served last in the middle of the day, when there was hot food. This, in due course, made it hard because this was the big meal that you were supposed to survive on, through the night, too.



At Biehls Academy, therefore, in that first year I grew ten inches and gained thirty-seven and a half pounds. Even though this resulted in a good deal of pain in my bones and also fever, back then I was never absent.



She read aloud from the letter in her hand:  Fleeting moments that become like an eternity.  She asked me to explain it.



Why did it say that?



Well, one had no language of ones own when one came to Crusty House. At Himmelbjerg House and the other homes before that, one had got by with very few words.



During the first six months one didnt say a word in class. At the end of that time one had learned the basics. At Biehls they were well and truly driven home. One adopted their language, that of the teachers and the schools, one had none of ones own. At first it was like a release, like a key, like a road. The only road in. Much later one discovers that what one was let into, back then, was a tunnel. From which one can never again escape. Not entirely. Not in this life.



Fleeting moments that become like an eternity. What can he have meant? she said.



The one who wrote the letter.



What was meant was that time is something you have to hold on to and the place where we examined it that first time was where the Hornbk line ran through the school grounds.



It was Oscar Humlum who discovered it. Back then I thought it was a game, later I understood that he was ill, that we were both ill.



He played at letting his mind go blank.



Crusty House was a school for academically gifted children who had gotten into difficulties because they had lacked a firm structure. Because they came from broken homes or maybe alcoholic homes.



The school then established the structure that had been lacking. Like, for example, the way you slept in the dormitory, between two sheets and a blanket tucked under the mattress; two windows open all year round and only one extra blanket in winter. Most people could, after a while, put up with the most unbelievable things. It kept on, for a long time, being hard for me because I was inadequately fed.



I found out that you could sneak out to the toilet; there was a radiator switched on in there. You waited until the teacher on duty and the other boys were asleep, then you crept out and settled down against the radiator and went to sleep. One night Humlum was sitting there when I came out, he had brought his blanket with him and he was asleep. It was the first time I had really noticed him.



Sometimes we sat for a bit and talked before we fell asleep. We sat, each on our own toilet, with a partition between. Still, we could hear each other even when talking softly. It was there he told me that he played at letting his mind go blank. We put up a rope in a tree overlooking the railroad tracks, so we could swing out in front of the locomotive when it came, and hang for a moment outside the windscreen and look in at the engineer and get away so late that it was clear that one had only just survived. Normally you would, right through the swing, be thinking how you had to get away in time. Now we tried, instead, to let our minds go blank; to switch off, and feel the train, and the rope between our hands, and then it became a very rich moment; then time began to stretch, so that afterward you could not say how long it had lasted. In the longest moments, those two times when I was brushed by the train, there had been no time at all. Even then you sensed that it must be a rule. That time could not be something that passed all by itself but was something you had to hold on to. And that when you let go of it, that moment was very significant.



In a way this discovery was a help. But, at the same time, that was, in fact, the illness. This I told Katarina while she listened.



At Crusty House no one had ever listened, at any rate no adults. No harm intended. The school had established the firm structure that people had lacked. Anker Jrgensen had gone there, the school had reared a prime minister. Even though that was not the norm. The norm was, that of the fifteen who came into a new class, approximately half would have to leave within the first four years because they could not cope with the academic side, or just could not cope.



I was only twelve when I was moved, but even then it was obvious that, for most of those who were left, things did not look good. Most of them were lost. The Hornbk lines own people, together with the fire department, came and cut down the tree. I was under suspicion, but it was the day before I was to leave the school, and they wanted to avoid attracting any attention, so they did not pursue the case. I dried up there. I felt very empty. It was necessary for her to say something in return. At Crusty House we had three kroner a month dished out and three saved; even so, you paid what you owed, it was an absolute rule, even to Gummi, who could go without for a very long time and held on to candy till the end of the month and sold it dear. The few times it happened that someone tried to get out of it, they were made to jump from the willow tree down into the lake. It was thirty feet down, but only three feet of water. You did not break anything, but you sank into mud up to your chest and then you were sucked down slowly and only pulled out after your whole head had been under for a while. So you always gave something in return and paid what you owed. Everybody did. It was an absolute rule.



Katarina must have known this. First she waited for me to go on, but I said nothing, I could not, then she said, By the way, both my mother and my father died last year. At Crusty House I had tried to imagine what it was like to be with a family. You imagined that you were walking along Strand Drive, and one of the kitchen maids came bicycling along. She stopped and took you up behind her on her bike, and you talked freely and openly, and rode home to where she lived. It was a house, and her father and mother were there, and you sat down at the dinner table, and there was loads of food. That, more than anything, was how you imagined a family. That there was enough food. When Katarina mentioned her mother and father for the first time, you could hear that there was something else, too. At first you did not understand what. She never said what their home had looked like, not one word. Still, I could picture it. There had been books and lamps and parquet floorseasily damaged, but no one shouted at you, even if you spilled something, it was just mopped up, because that sort of thing can happen to anyone.



They often talked about time, she said.



They had talked about time, there had been nothing strange about that, it had been altogether normal. Although not so much about time by a clock but more about time out in space. Katarina had heard them talking about whether it passed forward or backward. Then her mother had become very ill. The doctors had said that she had less than three months to live and it was then that she had become interested in ordinary time.



She developed a scientific theory, said Katarina.



Why scientific?



This was the first time I heard that word used about a thought that an ordinary person had had. Why was it important that the theory was scientific, for her mother, and after that for Katarina, and after that for me and August?



Maybe there are only two kinds of question in the world.



The kind they ask in school, where the answer is known in advance; asked not so that anyone will be any the wiser but for other reasons.



And then the others, those in the laboratory. Where one does not know the answers, and often not even the question, before one has asked it.



Questions like what is time, why Oscar Humlum said save yourself, and why Axel Fredhj lay down beside the lagging.



Questions that are quite painful. And that are not asked until one is driven to it. Like when they gave her mother three months.



That was what we meant by science. That both question and answer are tied up with uncertainty, and that they are painful. But that there is no way around them. And that you hide nothing; instead, everything is brought out into the open.



She began to think that time only passed when you were unaware, said Katarina. Her mother had begun to believe that time sort of stole forward, in jerks, when ones mind was elsewhere. That the bit about her only having three months left was on the assumption that she was not concentrating. Then she became very aware. It pretty soon became wearing. She stopped sleeping at night, and Katarina and her father did not sleep much either, but when they did finally sleep, they would wake up to find her mother sitting looking at them, so as not to miss a single second. When the three months were up, she had felt sure that she was now living a life of total awareness and had more or less stopped time, and she took Katarina with her on some of her visits to the hospital.



The doctors sat, said Katarina, and she walked back and forth and told them that the passage of time was just carelessness. She weighed less than ninety pounds and had no hair left on her head.



Eighteen months later she was dead. She had refused to take pills. Said that they took the edge off, that, instead, one should turn upon the pain the light of awareness. Katarina had started to walk back and forth in front of the windows. She may have meant to tell me about her father, too, but no longer felt up to it.



I saw them both afterward, she said, there was only six months between them. It was not them. It was them, but there was no more life in them. That was gone. It isnt something you normally think about, that there is life in a person. But when you know them and how they ought to be, then you understand something. That life cannot just go away. That it must have gone somewhere. So I formed a hypothesis. She walked over to me.



She tried to stretch the seconds by sort of staring at them. And he tried, afterward, to shorten them, to make them pass more quickly. They cannot have been living in the same time. They must each have had their own, different from the one that the rest of the world went by. Afterward, time became different for me, too. Often I thought: Now things are as bad as they can get, and will stay that way forever. Like you wrote: Moments that become like an eternity. When I saw them lying there, I knew it. That there is not just one time, that there must be different sorts of time, all existing at once. She was now talking so quietly that I had to lean forward. It was not out of fearI think she had forgotten how close we were to the staff roomit was because this was so important to her that it was hard to say.



I want to study it scientifically, she said. Were going to try to touch time. To touch time. That, I suppose, is what life for me has been about since then. This is the laboratory. It is next to the bedroom, where the child and the woman are sleeping. I am afraid.



Once I thought what I feared was that something would separate me from the child. But it is not that. What I am afraid of is that the world and the child will never be part of each other; I mean, that the child will die. Or the world. I would do anything, no matter what, to avoid that.



That sounds so totally inadequate. But I cannot put it any better. The fear for oneself, that one can do something about. Upon it one can turn the light of awareness. But when one is no longer worrying about oneself, then the fear comes for other people and, after that, for the world.



There are no fearless people, only fearless moments. Like those here in the laboratory. During and after the work there is a kind of peace.



Katarina would have told me about her father, too, but she did not get the chance. We must both have missed hearing the bell, and this time word had gone out to look for us.



It was Fredhj who came. He remained standing for a while in the doorway, absolutely still, and looked at us. Then he stepped aside and we walked out.










FOUR


Biehls Academy had a good name. It had always been said that the school set a high academic standard. Even so, now and again, they took in the odd backward pupil who, for example, required special tuition. In due course, these pupils were raised up to the same standard as the rest.



This was common knowledge, it was part of the thinking behind the school. In recent years they had, moreover, taken in pupils for whom special circumstances came into play. For this there was no explanation.



That was how I got in. And August, too.



He started on October 3. By that time Katarina and I had, as a precautionary measure, not spoken for one week and two days.



I saw him in the morning, in first period, at Biehls office. I had been summoned. Biehl was there, and Fredhj and Flakkedam. August was standing in front of Flakkedam. He was a head shorter than me. This is August, said Biehl. Then Flakkedam ushered him out.



Biehl was holding his file.



He has had an accident, he said, since which he has trouble remembering things. He will be in your class. You will sit next to him.



Something was afoot, their faces were very aware.



He lost his father, said Biehl, his mother is still in the hospital. It is not to be spoken of.



Just as I was going out of the door, he put the file back.



You knew that the files existed, and that there was one for each pupil. But you did not know where they were kept, nor would I have known now, but you could not help but see it.



A wooden chest, with the school crest carved on its lidHugin and Munin, Odins ravens. Each morning they fly out from Valhalla and in the evening return to perch on Odins shoulders and whisper in his ears of all that they have seen. The open lid of the chest was facing me as I stepped through the doorway. You could not help but notice that it had only a straightforward three-or four-tumbler furniture lock.



Ones eye was caught, too, by the ravens. They had taken on the look of birds of prey. That was not the intention. The intention had been that one should think of the ravens as being like children and young people of school age, gathering knowledge and experience, which they would then practice faithfully in their relationship to their superiors. Then, too, there was the birds flight and the Nordic myths. It was a brilliant image.



Still, one could not, at that moment when Biehl put Augusts papers back into the chest, help but think that these two ravens stood also for surveillance and control. And, in due course, punishment or reward.



That very day I came into contact with Katarina.



There were 240 pupils at the school. No more. This was in order to maintain the academic standards and to ensure close contact between teachers and pupils. This meant that most of the teachers knew almost all of the pupils, it was very difficult to escape notice. Even at a place like Himmelbjerg House, where there had been a superintendent and a deputy and six assistants and a social worker and a nurse and a janitor for twenty-four pupils, because we were so damaged, not even there had the supervision been as good as at Biehls. It was very difficult to be alone. The only time when it was hard for them to avoid disintegration was when you were going from one place to another. Like just after the bell had gone. Two teachers monitored the ascent to the classrooms; one under the archway and one halfway up the stairs between the second and third floors, from where they could see almost everythingnot, however, the staircase between the ground floor and the second floor. There I met Katarina.



On the landing, in one corner, there was a seattriangular, screwed onto the wall. If you stood up against it you were invisible to the guards, and did not get swept along in the stream of pupils making their way upward.



I have to talk to you, she said. You were about to tell me about the Orphanage. She was talking as though we had just been interrupted. We stood close together, there was nothing special to tell about back then, I just shook my head. She leaned toward me. Around us people were making their way up. The noise was overwhelming. She did not let it bother her.



There was the bit about my father, she said.



I did not want to hear it, but she told me anyway.



He could not bear the fact that she wasnt there anymore. He hung himself. Well? I wouldnt know what to say about that, I said, but what about those you leave behind, what about them, how are they to manage, whos going to think of them?



Have you never left anyone? she said. Your friend from back then, do you ever see him, why didnt he come here, too?



She meant Humlum. We were alone on the stairs now, soon we would be missed. I did not mean to tell her, but I did anyway, for no special reason. Other than that she listened, and that it just came out. There was nothing to be done about it. At the Orphanage, after school, we had our set tasks, that is, kitchen duty, emptying the garbage cans, odd jobs in the house and in the garden, as well as special duties. One of the special duties was cutting Valsangs grass.



As a rule one was not offered this until Primary Six. He asked me halfway through Primary Five, six months before I was transferred.



Up there one was allowed to take stuff from his refrigerator, it was absolutely legit. One went up after school and cut the grass and ate out of the refrigerator. The next thing that happened was that he said one could stay the night there, and one accepted.



It was never talked about, not even among the pupils. One stayed the night up there. No one had ever come to any harm.



At first I did not want to, but it was something everyone had to go through. He was a Danish teacher. In the evening he played music for me on his record player, then I went into the spare room where he had made up the bed.



The cramps started while I was lying waiting for him to come, they had been there before, just not so bad.



Then time began to float. I did not know whether a minute or an hour had passed. It was there it became clear to me that I was ill.



In the end I left before he came. He had locked me in, but it was only an inside lock, the kind that a piece of bent wire will open.



From then on I knew that I was too weak to make it at the school. After that he was very much on the alert. Not angry, just very often near at hand. Twice, in the showers, he very nearly got me.



There was no one to talk to about it, it was not the sort of thing you could bring up. All the others had been there, Humlum, too, and none of them had come to any harm. Im getting to it now.



I was passing the telephone booth. It was on the second floor. It was in the afternoon. He opened the door and pulled me in and pushed me up against the shelf with the telephone books. He asked me to look up a number, he had forgotten his reading glasses. Its no good. Going on. It was no good, not even with Katarina. I cannot say itnot just yetI have to say something else first.



We struggled to get top marks for discipline, that was the ultimate goal, better than getting onto a school team, better than being seen with one of the kitchen maids. For most people, the school was their last chance, they knew they were all but lost. They had no family, or they had been latchkey kids from the age of five, or they were like Gummi, who had not even been given a key but had to sleep on the doormat and had had pneumonia so many times that sports and standing up for himself were now out of the question, so he only survived because he could hide his candy and sell it dear at the end of the month. Crusty House was the last resort, after that came a treatment home, and that was that.



They had been given the chance because they were academically gifted. Now it was a matter of hanging on. So you sat there, with graph paper and two drafts, even when it was just sums done in ink. What you were mapping out was the structure that had not been firm enough, and that you now had to keep within. With precision and accuracy. This was the last and only chance.



Like looking things up accurately. We had had exercises in using telephone directories; that was in Valsangs classes.



I tried to look it up, I really tried. Even though I knew it was just something he had said, I really tried. Even though he had opened his fly and had his cock out, and the tension inside the booth grew and the cramps started.



One cannot keep running away. There seemed to be nothing else for it but to try to hold him off, while turning the pages with the other hand, as one had been asked. The door of the booth was of frosted glass in a steel frame. Val-sang held it closed with his free hand. Humlum smashed it with a fire extinguisher. They were topped up with water once a year, they held ten gallons, plus the weight of the metal. It was safety glass, it sort of disintegrated and covered us in gritty dust. There were a fair number of pupils outside, maybe thirty or forty. A couple of the bigger ones were damaged. They had refused to come because it was something to do with Valsang. Humlum had forced them, so that there would be witnesses. They did not want to look, they tried to look away. Still, they had to look at us. They stood absolutely still, there was a narrow space between them and the booth which we came out through, first Valsang and me, then Humlum with the fire extinguisher. Slowly they followed us. We went into the office.



In the ordinary time, that of a watch, one understands certain, specific things. When one lets go of time one understands certain other things.



This was the alternative illness offered. When something important was happening, one could let go, and achieve a rich moment, full of understanding. It is like moving in on a black hole. If one gets too close, one gets sucked in. But if one comes up alongside it, there is understanding.



While we were still on our way to the office, the thought occurred that we ought to be able to use this, to get something in return. That we could bring pressure to bear upon them, and get away.



This I told Katarina. While we were all alone on the stairs.



So why didnt he come with you? she asked.



He didnt want to, I said. When it came right down to it, he just said, Save yourself.



She asked if I still saw him.



He comes to visit me, I said. But in secret.










FIVE


In class we sat, split up into three rows, facing the teachers desk. Farthest away, in the window row, in the light, there were just girls, in the middle row both girls and boys, in the door row just boys.



Here they had cleared three desks. The middle one was for August and me. In front of us and behind us there were empty desks. Flakkedam sat down at the empty desk behind us.



A number of rules had been imposed on August. It took me a while to work out what they were. He was forbidden to get to his feet without permission, or to make any sudden movements. On those occasions when he did so anyway, Flakkedam was on him like a shot.



So we sat, on our own, with empty desks in front and behind us, right over against the wall. He was also forbidden to move. You could not help but think that he had, at one and the same time, both less and more space than anyone else in the school. No explanation was given.



Biehls Academy was a private, fee-paying school.



It was common knowledge that they were very particular about the appointment of new teachers. There were always a lot of applicants, each and every one of whom was called in for an exhaustive interview. But Fredhj, who was deputy head, had told us during one class that certain applicants had been rejected before the interview, while still in the secretarys office, because they had looked unkempt, or had not been there at the appointed time. After a series of interviews, one individual was chosen for the vacant position. This was important for the school. That the teachers were highly qualified and carefully selected.



Something similar held true for the pupils. Something that was mentioned pretty often was the waiting lists.



For every single class the school had a waiting list. It was so long that at any given time they could have doubled the number of pupils. This did not happen. It was part of Grundtvigs philosophy that schools should be kept pretty small. Besides which, it was a prerequisite for the high academic standard.



What happened with the waiting lists was that they were just there. Then, when it was necessary to request a pupils parents to remove the person concerned from the school, or if something else happened, that place was filled from the list. Up to eighteen. Where, in an ordinary public school, there could be as many as thirty-six pupils in each class, at Biehls there were only eighteen. It was a prerequisite for the standard.



The waiting lists meant that the school did not have to keep any pupil. This was something everyone knew, that there was no reason for the school to keep anyone. Regarding the fact that it was a fee-paying school, Fredhj had said this ensured that it was those parents with a special and more serious interest in their children who placed them at the school. But to ensure that it was also open to poor families with academically gifted children, there was the possibility of applying for a full or partial scholarship. So the pupils were selected by way of their parents loving care. And outside each class, on the lists, at least eighteen others were waiting to take their placeswe all knew that. Which is why there was no understanding why they let in August. It was like a sign. Why did they take him?



It was hard enough to understand it with a character like Carsten Sutton. Or me, who was just of average intelligence or a bit below, and on a scholarship, and who was starting to arrive very late, even though they did not yet know how bad things had become. But that they took August was inexplicable. When they had the waiting lists and had no need to keep anyone. Why did they take someone like him?



It was this question that made me sure there had to be a plan. But long before then, more than once, youd noticed things.



The first sign came after a year at the school, when we received word about the covert Darwinism. When it came, the word, it made ones previous life clear as daylight. Oscar Humlum and I had been traveling companions for a long time before we met, though without knowing it.



There was nothing strange about this. It was absolutely normal. Because, for an orphan in Denmark, everything was very strictly regulated. Across the country ran certain tunnels that were invisible; they ran alongside one another, absolutely parallel. So, when Humlum and I met, we did not talk much about the past. This silenceit was so as not to pry, but also because we knew that, in a way, we had been traveling together, even though we did not see each other.



First one was put into a home for infants. One was so small there that one could not remember anything, but the file stated that I had been in two different ones. After that one was put in a childrens home. Both Humlum and I had been with the Christian Foundation. I was at the home on Peter Bang Road, between Copenhagen Ball Clubs soccer fields and Flintholm Church, Humlum was in Esbjerg. One feels as though one ought to have remembered quite a bit about that time, but the only thing one remembered was the storytelling, and the punishment for soiling ones mouth with swear wordsthe matron, Sister Ragna, pushed ones head down into the toilet after she had used it.



One ought to have remembered more. But that was the only thing that had stuck. They kept you for as long as they could at the childrens home. Only if they came to the conclusion that there was no alternative were you moved. There was only one kind of place to go to from there. That was to a residential assessment center, for a limited period. I went to Brogrdsvnge in Gentofte, that was in 66. I remember nothing about why, in the file, the matron, Sister Ragna, had written: Willful, refuses to wear knickerbockers.



That is what it says, but one remembers nothing.



One time I showed it to Humlum. It was winter, at night. We were sitting on the toilets, up against the radiator. I remember them, he said, baggy pants and long, checked socks. The rest of them at the school wore desert boots and Icelandic sweaters. You didnt have anything else, it was like your skin, it got to the stage where you wanted to rip it off, rip your skin off, or something.



He did not say whether he, too, had refused.



It was all downhill from the assessment center. Because one was older, there were more places they could send one. I was put into a boarding school for children whose development does not measure up to the norm, and from there to Ndebogard Treatment Home. That was in 67, I must have been ten years old. By then there had been various offenses, mostly running away and break-ins, but other things, too, that I will not mention, also assault.



At that point one was allowed to see bits of ones file, it was all part of the new trend in education at that time. The man from the Department of Health and Welfare showed it to me. It was the first time I saw it. There it said exactly how things stood: behavioral disturbances, problems with adjustment to school, conduct disorders, antisocial,



truancy. What are we to do? he said. You will be sent to Ndebogrd until a place becomes vacant at a reform school in Jutland.



Reform school was not an official term. Unofficially, though, the meaning was absolutely clear. It meant those schools and homes where the staff kept a tight grip on things, and had the experience and the resources for taking on even very young offenders. I had been at Ndebogrd for two months when a place became vacant at Himmelbjerg House and I was transferred. Humlum and I talked sometimes about how it would have been if he had been transferred at the same time, so we would have met each other at Himmelbjerg House instead of a year later at Crusty House. But that did not happen, since he had, two years earlier, stopped talking. In my case they always knew that I was not backward. No one suspected that I might be academically gifted, but no one had ever actually thought that I was retarded. Apparently, in Humlums case, they had not been so sure. Added to which, he had stopped talking. For a year and a half he said nothing, not one word. He never did say that much, not even later, not even about why he had stopped talking. All he told me was that his mouth had hurt.



It was true, one could tell just by looking at him. Talking for any length of time hurt. So there came a point when he stopped altogether.



First of all they sent him to an assessment center, and then to Copenhagen, where the child psychiatry clinics were. First he was sent to the Juvenile Clinic in Lsses Streetto ambulatory assessment, where they dealt with the most difficult cases. There he was put down as 3. When you were in care you could be four things, nothing else was possible. You could be of normal intelligence, that was 1, or mildly retarded, that was 2. Both 1 and 2 could be with or without general adjustment problems. Or you could be 3, like Humlum, who had social adjustment problems with neurotic or other pathological characteristics. 4 was feeble-minded or severely retarded. Three was very dangerous. If you had been in a reform school and a treatment home for the mildly retarded and if they concluded that you fell into the lowest level for 3, or lower, there was only one alternative, and that was mental retardation services. On the bottom rung of mental retardation services came permanent residential care, in a locked ward, strapped down, and three injections daily.



Still, Humlum went along with it of his own free will, and got himself put down as 3. He told me he had had a nice time. They had examined him on Mondays and Wednesdays, but apart from that they left him alone. He only went to school two days a week and was put on a special diet, with dessert after meals and seconds if he asked for them. I never figured out exactly how long this went on for, a year and a half at least. He attended the Save the Children child psychiatry outpatients clinic, and finally the child psychiatry clinic at Copenhagen University. There they assessed him as being below the limit for feeble-minded4, that isand then he got scared and started talking again. Then it was recommended that he be transferred to the Central Mission Home for the Retarded on Gersons Road in Hellerup. To get out of this he made a great effort. Then they realized that he was academically gifted and he was sent, instead, to take an entrance exam for the Orphanage. I had to do my best, he said. He passed and was accepted, a year before me.



By not talking for so long he had discovered the thing about letting your mind go blank. He told me that this had been the only time ever when he could sleep properly at night, the world had become different. Time, he said, began to flow, like when you let your mind go blank.



He was the first one to suggest that there must be a plan. In a way, all the homes were alike. Some had locks; some had one sort of workshop, while others had another sort. With all of them it was as though they were saturated by tight, tight time. I had noticed this, but had not been able to put it into words. Humlum did.



There must be a plan, he said, why else should it be so important to be so precise, right?



I just listened, I had nothing to say.



When you let your mind go blank, he said, or when you stop talking for a long time, something happens. Time becomes different. It goes away. It doesnt come back until you start to say something.



After he said that, it was three years before anyone talked about time. That was in the laboratory, when Katarina said that we were going to study it.



By then it was a year since Biehl had given the signal, and revealed the plan for helping the borderliners.



It came at a time when it had become hard to see any way out.



At Crusty House there had been compulsory home visits every third weekend, on these occasions they sent me to Hve, to the vacation home for underprivileged children. That did not work out very well. The place was used for the assessment of children from Copenhagen who had been in gangs that had been split up. At the home they formed new gangsthey were used to working like that. When I left there the last time they had knocked out four of my bottom teeth and I had been abused sexually. I was given silver teeth. I refused to go back there.



At Biehls I saw a chance to get out of it. I went for it in a lunch period. I wrote a letter to myself from my guardian on one of the typewriters they used for teaching starting in the school-leaving certificate class. It said that I was invited to visit her at her home. I presented it and was given permission. I left for Copenhagen on Friday evening, after we had eaten. You could do whatever you wantedfollow people or just walk the streets unhinderedit was brilliant. At night you just went back to the school. Still, I could not sleep. I do not know why, I just could not. Sometimes a whole weekend would go by without my getting a wink of sleep. On Monday morning one was very tired and it affected the rest of the week.



It is not true, what I said about those weekends. Often one did not go into town. Often one just stood there, down at the gate, watching the cars driving past. The school and the annex were deserted, people were home, I was the only one left. That was not so good. The next week one was unprepared and numb inside.



Then came the signal.



It came in biology class. Biehl explained about Darwinismthe survival of the fittest. It still applies, he said, even in our society, but it is mitigated because we alleviate its consequences.



After he had said that, there was a pause. It was a rich moment. He had not looked at anyone in particular. He never addressed himself, as it were, to individuals. Still, maybe I was the one, at that moment, who understood him best. Those who were on the inside, the majority, that is, found it hard to get his point, mostly they were just pleased that they were on the inside, that they were the fittest.



For those on the outside, the fear and the abandonment amount to almost everything, everybody knows that.



Understanding is something one does best when one is on the borderline. It was a law, that was what one understood. It selected some, and some it tumbled into perdition. But for those on the borderline, work was being done to alleviate the consequences. For them there was a chance. Biehls Academy was that chance. Understanding that is something one does best when one is designated a borderline case. Biehl very rarely came to a halt. But when he had said this, he had come to a halt. It had not been planned. It was an involuntary stoppage. We were close to something crucial.



Listen to my pauses. They speak louder than my words. The covert Darwinism. The plan behind time was selection. Time was a tool that made the selection. One experienced a great sense of relief because everything had been cleared up.



Only much later, when I met Katarina, did the thought strike me that something had been left unexplained.










SIX


What is time? I shall have to try to say, but not yet. It is too overwhelming for that. You have to begin more simply. What does it meanto measure time? What is a timepiece?



Fredhj had a watch, and looked at it often. Biehl had a fob watch, I never saw him look at it, not once.



Katarina did not have a watch, neither did August, nor did I ever get one. At first, because there was no one to give it to me; later on I never felt like having one. I have read that they have never made a timepiece that is absolutely precise. No disrespect to science, but no completely accurate timepiece has ever been made. In the course of this century, they discovered that the movements of the heavenly bodies were not, as they had previously believed, constant. That the course of the earths orbit around the sun varied from year to year.



So they had to select one particular year to provide them with a starting point at least. They selected the year 1900. In 1956 the unit of time was redefined so that one second equaled 131556925.9747 of the tropical year 1900.



Unfortunately, that year will never come around again. The earth will never again move precisely as it did in that year, because of earthquakes and other irregularities that have affected its course. This makes it hard to synchronize the worlds timepieces. It is hard to set a watch by an event that took place in the previous century. Which is why, in 1967, they supplemented this definition with atomic time, in which a second corresponds to 9,192,631,770 radiation periods of a particular cesium-133 transition in what they call a cesium clock. Fredhj told us about it in physics. Now there were two methods of dating accurately, he said, the one supplemented the other. Later I read that, unfortunately, these two systems are always out of step with each other, except for just after they have been synchronized, which therefore has to be done continually.



Not to be petty. The most precise atomic timepieces they have constructed so far have shown a day-to-day variation of less than 10-8, which would, over 300,000 years, show up as an error of no more than one second. No one can deny that it is extremely accurate. Everyone has done their best.



But it is not absolutely precise.



It would not have mattered so much if they had not made such a point of this thing about time.



Not that it was ever talked about. Never. Humlum and Katarina were the first people I heard talk about time. But it was at the root of everything. It screwed life down. Like some kind of tool.



It was not just the classes and assembly that began on the dot. There was also a study period and the meals and the chores and voluntary sports and lights-out and when you had to get up if you were to manage a proper wash, and what time every third week the green vitamin pills for the next three weeks were dished out, and what time on Sunday evenings you had to report back to Flakkedam after weekends at home. It had all been allotted a stroke of the clock that was most scrupulously observed. The inaccuracy amounted to less than plus or minus two minutes.



No explanation of time was ever given. But one knew that it was enormous, bigger than anything mortal or earthly. That one had to be on time was not just out of consideration for ones schoolmates and oneself and the school. It was also for the sake of time itself. For God.



For Gods sake.



There had always been a lot of praying and singing. But we had never tried to get through to God himself. For that he had always been too close to Biehl or the rector at the Orphanage or the superintendent at Himmelbjerg House. Far too close to let us pray. To pray is to confess something, to admit that one needs help. We were afraid that any confession, even to God, could worsen our situation and be used against us. Grundtvig had written that the day was created for action and the twilight for rest, and that one should, therefore, be precise.



When time itself was so exact, then so ought people to be, that was the idea. Accuracy was a characteristic, and perhaps the most important one, of the universe. At assembly one had to be absolutely precise and absolutely still. Utter time and utter stillness. That was the goal. Achievement was there to bring us nearer to that goal. And to encourage achievement, there was punishment.



One tried to be totally exact, because time and the world were. One tried and tried all the way through ones adolescence, and one could not, and one came very close to giving up. Yet they had never been able to construct an absolutely accurate timepiece. They had never been able to show that time itself remained constant.



Deep down, they themselves had never managed to be absolutely precise. Nor had they been able to prove that the world is.










SEVEN


For the first week August slept in the sickroom, then he was moved into my room. Since Jes Jessen had been expelled I had had it to myself. At Crusty House, for a few months, they had had a fox. Lent by Svinninge Wildlife Park as part of the nature study program. Sometimes Humlum and I would stand in front of its cage. It never saw us. It looked straight through us and out at the world as it paced relentlessly back and forth behind the bars. We knew how it felt. How all its mortal despair at being cooped up had been compressed into an endless, steady, rhythmic monotony.



August was like that fox.



He got his medicine at nine oclock, Flakkedam came with two Mogadon and watched him wash them down with a glass of water, and then checked with a finger to see that he had not hidden them under his tongue.



It usually took about three-quarters of an hour for them to work. During that time he was very restless. He paced along the walls and did not hear you if you spoke to him. Gradually he slowed down; finally he had to lie down, and he would fall asleep without saying anything. I got through to him because I discovered that the key to him lay in his movements. On the third day I began pacing beside him, brushing past the bed and the door and the other bed and under the washbasin and the window and past the closet and then around again, and I kept going even after he had tried to shake me off, and even though he looked past me, as the fox had done. At one point, just before he collapsed, I got through to him. By then I had absorbed his restlessness and he had gotten used to me, and the medicine had taken the edge off his nerves.



For my part, there was nothing personal in this. I did not owe him anything. But he had been entrusted into my care. Not that it had been said in so many words, but he had been linked with me. If he survived and was allowed to stay at the school, at least for a while, it would be to the benefit of us both.



At the start of the sixth night, in the last minutes before he fell asleep, he showed me his drawing. He had it tucked in against his stomach. You could not help but see it, but I had not asked about it. Now he showed it to me all by himself.



He brought it out and unfolded ita drawing, on a large white sheet of paper, of the kind that was not to be removed from the art room.



It was done in pencil. It was a story. Two little men moved from picture to picture like in a cartoon. It was a chain of violence.



In the drawing, several people got shot, among them a man and a woman in a room. It could have been a living room, or maybe a classroom.



It was hard to look at but, incredible as it seemed, it was better than the real thing. So he was not useless at everything.



He would have started along the walls again, but the Mogadon were beginning to get to him.



I didnt get any stars, he said.



Karin r stuck gold paper stars on our artwork according to merit. Some people got no stars. A lot got one, some got two. A very few managed three. If you got three stars three times in a row you also received the honor of a brown paper bag full of fruit. In the two years for which this system had been running, only Regnar Grasten, who went on to become a film producer and very famous, ever got fruit, and only once. August was now lying down. He was shaking. I tried to understand himwhy was it so important?but it was inexplicable.



Im a habitual liar, he said, the police said so.



They always say that, I said, its absolutely normal, thats what theyve always said about me, too.



I did not inquire into what it was he had lied about.



But the psychologists say I cant remember, he said. I asked him what he himself thought, but he did not answer.



You should try to fill in the background, I said. Karin r doesnt like blank backgrounds. By the time youre finished, there should not be too much white paper showing.










EIGHT


The school was laid out in such a way that the main buildingfive floors, plus attic apartmentsstood between two asphalt playgrounds. The north playground was where you spent recess. On the other side of that stood the annex. Pupils were not allowed in the south playground, which was used as a parking lot by teachers, visitors, and delivery vans.



The school was surrounded by the grounds, on the edge of which were the teachers residences. To the south, beyond the gate, was where Copenhagen began. Across the north playground ran two red lines, one marking thirty feet around the main door and one dividing the playground in two.



The latter was used in the marking out of areas for sports, and also served to separate those pupils who had been forbidden to talk to each other. To prevent them from meeting during recess, each was assigned to one side of the playground. This made it easy for the teacher on playground duty to make sure that they stayed apart. The thirty-foot zone ensured a clear area in front of the only exit from the playground. Leaving the playground during recess was prohibited. Anyone who tried anyway had to cross an empty area and could not help but be noticed by the teacher on duty.



The school building separated the two playgrounds. Staying in the building during recess was prohibited. Leaving the north playground at that time was also prohibited. The day after August had shown me his drawing, Katarina came over to me during recess. Until then we had avoided each other in the playground, where so many could see us. Now she came right over to me. Come down to the gym at half-past, she said, I want to show you something in the south playground.



Thats in the middle of a period, I said.



The gym will be empty.



She was standing sideways to me, so nobody could see we were talking.



The door to the ground floor, I said. Its locked.



They deliver the milk next period. Itll be open.



The bell rang. Flage Biehlhe was Biehls brotherwas on playground duty. He was looking around, we had to get away from each other.



She had been wearing a blue sweater. Her hair disappeared into its collar. You have to imagine that she has pulled it over her head, and that her hair has been caught in under the fabric. And she has not pulled it free, just loosened it. Between the fabric and her hair was her neck. Very white. It was a cold day.



Over those two weeks when I had not seen her, except for that time on the stairs, I had had a dream. At night, but when I was awake.



It began just after August became calm and before I fell asleep. There was a forest: pretty dark, very cold, absolutely desolate, nothing to eat. Even so, I knew that everything would probably be all right. I had a sleeping bag and a waterproof groundsheet, or more like an oilskin cape. It was getting late, I spread out the oilskin cape. Then a girl appeared. She was alone, and cold. I waved to her, keeping my distance so as not to scare her. She was quite distinct, but yet she was no one in particular. It would have been too much if she had been someone in particular.



I offered to let her sleep in the sleeping bag while I kept watch. I said it straight out so she would understand that I meant her no harm. She lay down. And then she asked me to lie down beside her. So that we could keep warm. And I did. I lay down beside her, and laced the bag up around our shoulders. Outside, the night was cold and very dark. But we were not cold.



The dream ended there. There was no more to it. Nothing else happened. It surfaced while I was separated from her; I had never had it before. Since then it has never left me. I have never told a soul about it before.



Under normal circumstances I could not have left the class. From Primary Three up, leaving the room during a class was not permitted. But with Augusts coming, things were a bit different. Even the teachers were affected by it. We had Flage Biehl for arithmetic. I put up my hand and asked leave to go to the toilet, and was given permission without any further ado.



Usually, during a period, you were never anywhere but in a classroom. The building was unfamiliar thenit seemed deserted, the sound on the stairs was different, one could be heard from a long way off.



The doors between the staircase and the corridors leading to the classrooms were always locked, but the one on the ground floor was open. She had been right. From the ground floor three steps ran down to the milk cellar, which held the refrigerators for the milk distributed during the lunch period.



The gym was empty, as she had said. She was waiting behind the apparatus. There was a door out onto the south playground. She had it standing ajar.



She was edgy. At first I thought it was from fear of being discovered. But it was not. She had something on her mind.



I asked her about the bit with the milk, and the gym being emptyhow had she known? She showed me a piece of paper. It was a sheet like the one August had taken from the art room.



Ive written down the timetables for every class in the school, she said. There is a schedule for every pupil.



She looked out the door.



Whose car is it? she said.



Fredhjs Rover, Biehls Volvo, and some other teachers cars were parked in the playground. Beside the school secretarys red Mascot sat a gray Taunusnot a teachers car. That was the one she meant.



Our class has windows looking out onto here, she said. He comes every Wednesday. Ive seen him in the corridor with Biehl. They walk side by side. Biehl had a particular way of walking. He let people walk ahead of himpupils far ahead, teachers closer. Flakkedam closer still. The only one he walked alongside was Fredhj, and even then it was not exactly abreast.



Its probably one of the school inspectors, I said. Now and again they came to sit in on a class and listen. Afterward Fredhj would mention that they had, as always, been pleased by the standard of teaching.



This is the seventh Wednesday in a row, she said, Ive seen him coming out of the clinic. He talks to both Biehl and Hessen every time.



Just at that moment he emerged from the south staircase. He got into the Taunus and drove away at once. We only saw him from the back.



I tried to get out of it, but she leaned toward me, there was no way around it.



Ive seen him once, I said, at Gladsaxe Stadium, when we beat the Catholic school 32. I scored the winning goal. He presented the trophy. His names Baunsbak-Kold. Hes the director of education for Copenhagen.



She looked at me, unseeing.



Could you get into that car without a key?



I did not answer right away, my mouth was dry. A person who could ask something like that ran the risk, any minute, of tumbling into perdition.



No, I said.



This was not true. The car was a Taunuswafers in both door and ignition locks. I said no to protect her, it was for her own good.



The new boy, she said, why did they take him? The first time August had a drawing handed back I had not been there. But the second time it happened in the middle of a class. I had had the feeling that something was going to happen, and had stayed close.



He must have listened to what I said. He had filled in the background. Karin r handed him the drawing. A star had been stuck to the bottom left-hand corner. She said he had improved.



He took a step toward her.



Its been colored in, he said, thats all. I was right behind him. It was only two days since Flakkedam had stopped sitting behind us in class, and this was the first day he had not accompanied August up and down the stairs, or been in the playground during recess.



August and I had not talked about his situation, but even so we had an understanding. One evening, after I had paced around with him and just before he dropped off, he had asked about me, and I had told him how things stood: no parents, a scholarship, a guardian appointed, and my case put before the Social Welfare Committee of the local authority, which had sent me for an indefinite period to Himmelbjerg House, and had it ratified by a judge.



So thats why they let you into the cage, he said. Theyve nothing special to lose. While saying this he had slumped forward and laid his head on his knees. And then he had smiled.



It was the first time I saw him smile. It made him seem so small. Karin r had stayed where she was when he moved toward her. She must have been warned, but maybe she thought he looked so harmless. And one had to hand it to her, she never had been scared, no matter what. I had seen her hit Carsten Sutton before he was expelled. Hard, in the face, with a big paintbrush, out in the corridor, where there were other pupils and teachers.



August very nearly got to her. I grabbed his upper arms. They were skinny, but like steel. He shook as though he had a fever, but he was, in fact, cold.



I pulled him into the room where the pottery was put to dry. He stopped shaking and became much calmer than usual.



He had started waking me in the mornings. We had never talked about it, but he must have seen what a hard time I had waking up on those mornings when I had not slept at night. And then he had started sitting on my bed and shaking me, so that I could be sitting up before Flakkedam came.



Flakkedam woke you by the tube method. He started at your feet, chopping with the side of his hand, and worked his way up your body until you were on your feet. But now I was half up when he came, thanks to August.



Up to this point I had believed that the August who woke me in the morning was the only one. Now you could see that there was another. Facing up to Karin r, and when I grabbed hold of him and pulled him away, he was someone else. There had to be two people living inside him, at the same time and yet taking it in turns. One could not help but think that because of the other onethe one I had pulled awayboth of them were lost.










NINE


Often I do not reach the child. I watch her playingit is a girlI hear her calling. But I cannot reach her.



I am afraid that my own fear will be transmitted to her, that she will become every bit as scared as I am. So I thrust the woman between us, like a protective filter. Can one protect a child from the world?



At any rate, one cannot teach it about the laboratory. Only those sucked into it can learn about the laboratory.



When the woman sings to the child you grow calm. Sometimes there are moments almost free of fear. I have been on the point of telling her; I have wanted to say it; have leaned over.



Karin r sometimes leaned over, behind those who sang, on her rounds of the singers. And then she would say, quite softly, so that only the one to whom it was addressed should hear it, Excellent.



It is called praise. It is supposed to be a small act of kindness. Next time she came past, and was right behind you, you could feel the fear from the one she had praised. Not a big fear, physical punishment did not enter into it. But a subtle little fear that would perhaps only be obvious to someone who had never received much in the way of praise. The fear of not being just as good as last time; of not being worthy this time as well. You knew that, always, when Karin r came up behind you, so, too, came a judge. Behind the woman I remembered Karin r. So I said nothing. To judge and assess. This was very important for the grand plan. Which was why you could not help but ask yourself whether Karin r knew what she was doing. Did she know? That when one praises, one also judges. And then one does something that has a profound effect. How much did they know? What did Biehl know?



The spoken word had been one of Grundtvigs principles. It meant that you were given very few books before Primary Six. Instead, the teachers recounted Danish history, Scandinavian history, world history, Greek and Norse mythology, Bible stories, the Iliad and the Odyssey to usevery day, five days a week.



It was a great many words. It called for the greatest awareness. Often, near the end of the day, it was impossible to remember anything except that someone had been talking at you.



Ever since I came to the school I had been looking for the rule behind the words, and at last I found it. It happened when August had been at the school for two weeks. Biehl taught world history, he knew it by heart. Normally you kept quiet. Normally the spoken word was a stream that flowed down from the teachers desk to the class. Until, suddenly, he asked a question.



They came without warninga handful of curt questionsand then it was very important that one could answer. When he asked a question it was as though, together with him, one closed in upon something crucial.



The questions always concerned an event and a date. Those on the inside could often remember them, those on the outside put their hands up out of fear, without remembering anything, and sank deeper into the darkness.



Personally, I had come close to giving up. I had tried to write down the dates he mentioned, but it was difficult, one could not know which ones would be the important ones, and taking notes in his classes was forbidden.



I would not have discovered it without Katarina. Even though we had not spoken to each other very often, and particularly not over the past few weeks. But she had been looking for something. When you meet a person who is searching, you postpone giving up. And then there was August. He had a lot of trouble remembering things. During the first two weeks, not once had he been able to put up his hand. It seemed necessary to support him. If you want to support others you have to stay upright yourself. I hit upon the rule by sensing Biehl. I had tried before, just after I came to the school, but with no luck. One could observe him only by letting go of time just a fraction; by ceasing to listen to what was being said and instead observing the voice and the face and the body. And then you ran a big risk. Then you took on a faraway look and lost all sense of time and did not hear what was being said and could not be on the ball, just like that, if you were spoken to. That first time I had lost heart. Since then I had seen Katarina looking for something, so I gave it another try.



As Biehl approached the key points it was as though he became condensed. There was a brief pause. Then it came, without any special emphasis, almost casually. But condensed. Once I had felt my way to this, it was unmistakable. Then I understood. The rule was: the Battle of Poitiers, 732.



At Poitiers the Prankish king Charles Martel beat back the advancing Moors and thus saved Europe. A brilliant personage executed an appropriate deed at exactly the right moment. This was the pattern behind Biehls questions. From then on I knew what I had to look for. Which of the overwhelming number of words one should remember. Columbus, 1492; Luther at Worms, 1521; Grundtvigs Kirkens Gienmle in 1825in which it is established that truth is based not on books but on the spoken word from Gods own lips at christenings and communions, expressed in the Apostles Creed. From then on I could, quite often, answer correctly. It gained me some time. It meant that it took longer for him to notice me.










TEN


After Katarina had asked me about the car, I took to avoiding her; avoided even looking at her in the playground.



At the beginning of Augusts third week at the school she came up beside me on the stairs. Once she had passed, there was a letter in my pocket.



It was the first letter I had ever received. There had been others but they had been printed.



It did not say who it was to, or who it was from. There was just a question: Why were their children removed?



A prohibition had been imposed on Augustin the playground he was not to go any farther away from the wall than where he could touch it with an outstretched arm. The first week, Flakkedam had walked on his outside, then the teacher on playground duty had taken over. Now it was no longer necessary, he kept to the wall by himself. No one said much to him either.



The only time he was allowed to leave it was to go to the toilet, and then I had to go with him and wait outside until he was finished. That day I went in with him. There was barely room. We stood on either side of the toilet bowl while he smoked.



Ive had a letter, I said.



I showed it to him. He did not ask how I could be sure it was for me. He believed me. If I said it, it must be true.



Nor did he ask who it was from. He probably thought that would have been prying. All he said was What does she mean?



In April 1971 all those pupils who were related to teachers were taken out of the school. Before that, Vera Hofsttter, who taught German, had had two boys in Primary Two and Primary Four and Biehl had had two grandchildren in Primary One, and Stuus, who taught Latin, had a daughter in Third Year Secondary and Jerlang had two children in First Year Secondary and Primary Seven and a girl, Anne, in our class. And then of course there was Fredhjs son, Axel. Nine pupils altogether. They did not come back after the Easter vacation, nothing was said about it. Everyone assumed it was because of what had happened to Axel Fredhj.



Fredhj was the deputy head, and well liked. His easy sense of humor made people open up, even those who had broken school rules. In this pleasant atmosphere they tended to give themselves away. After which Fredhj was always ready with a remarksomething good and quickthen the incident was forgotten. A couple of days later those who had forgotten themselves were summoned to Biehls office, or their parents were summoned to an interview, or suddenly they were no longer in the class. They never saw what hit them.



Not once did I ever see him punish someone himself, all he did was pass the buck. It was brilliant.



It was hard, if not impossible, to see how Axel could be his son. You never saw them talking to each other, particularly not after the incident in the engineering access tunnels. Axel was in the class below us. Generally speaking, you never heard him say a word except if a teacher asked him a question, and even then only what was absolutely necessary. Fredhj taught physics and chemistry. He used a number of charts: the periodic table, Bohrs atomic theory, means of propulsion from the steam engine to the V6 engine, the major scientific developments. They were kept in the chart lockersboxes of whitepainted wood five feet high, five feet long, and fairly shallow, with a puny furniture lock.



Fredhj always went around with his keys in full view, hanging from the ring finger of his left hand on a good-sized key ring. The keys lay across the back of his hand. The keys to the chart lockers were on this ring.



It came out of the blue. It was a period no different from any other; the unfortunate incident in the engineering tunnels lay six months back.



Fredhj asked one of the bright girls, Anne-Dorthe Feldslev, who was physics monitor, to fetch the periodic table. The class had its own ordinary monitor, who fetched the milk. It was something you took turns at, it was nothing special. But then there was a physics monitor who helped with the setting up of experiments and the like, whom Fredhj selected from among the mathematically gifted. Just then it was Anne-Dorthe. She was not very strong and was excused from gym, so at first you did not notice anything. Fredhj asked her to fetch the periodic table and gave her the keys. She went out into the corridor and opened the locker. Then she closed it again and came in and took her seat and put the keys down. Then she threw up. She did it all over the desk, where others might have tried to reach the sink or the wastepaper basket. But she never got up without permission.



Fredhj must have realized that something was wrong. He stepped outside and lifted the lid. It was just outside the door.



In the locker sat Axel, looking up as though he had been waiting for someone to come and lift the lid. He had tried to cut out his tongue with a razor blade. He had got pretty far. The details did not come out until later, and then only some of them, but we saw the razor blade. Later on, somebody said he had doped himself up beforehand. What happened was that Fredhj acted with assurance and precision, as with anyone else who hurt themselves, or needed first aid and an ambulance at once. Only our class was sent home, and as early as the next day it was announced at assembly that Axel was out of danger.



We never saw him again. There was no inquiry of any kind, it was never mentioned again. But everybody knew, three weeks later, when it was Easter and the teachers children did not come back to school after the vacation, that this was the reason. It was absolutely obvious.



I told August about this, in the toilets, to explain the letter.



If it was so obvious, he said, then why is she asking? He was a head shorter than me, besides which he was always hunched up, like now. All hunched up, he looked up at me, across the toilet. He smoked a little bit at a time, then he put out the cigarette by very carefully pinching the tip and removing it, so as not to waste any tobacco. A little while later, he lit it again.



He smoked the way you only ever saw grownups smoke, and then only very seldom. Hungrily. It was a weird sight. The tiny body, and the hunger.



He was two years younger than me, one year younger than all the others in the class, because I had been moved back a class when I came from Crusty House. They had never said where he came from. It was clear that he had trouble keeping up, even though he picked everything up fast. Even so, they had moved him up a class. There was no chance to answer him. The outer door was opened, slowly, as if by a teacher. We had been in there awhile and maybe we had been missed. We brushed away every speck of ash, flushed, and left the toilets.



That evening he asked for an extra Mogadon but it was refused.



He said nothing and only walked around for a short while, then lay down as though he was sleeping.



It was not convincing.



Even so I almost did not hear him. We had been lying there for an hourI could see by the alarm clockwhen the door opened. Not that you could hear anything, but you felt the draft. He had moved very softly.



The exit was left unlocked at night. He made his way along the corridor to the basement stairs. The kitchen was in the basement. I thought he must be hungry, in which case he need not have bothered. There were padlocks on the refrigerators and freezers. But that was not it. He did not switch on the light. It was as though he could see in the dark, like an animal. I stood at the top of the stairs. First there was silence, then the oven was opened. Then I went down after him and switched on the light.



He had opened the oven door and stepped up onto it. He looked like he was asleep, with the side of his head resting on the grille over the stove top. He supported himself with one hand, gripped the knob with the other. He had closed his eyes. At first he did not notice the light. While I stood there, watching, he turned on the gas, just a little, and sort of drank from the tap. Then he shut it off again.



He opened his eyes and looked at me.



I couldnt reach, he said.



Its an industrial stove, I said. Its eighteen inches taller than household ones. His legs would not carry him. I gave him a piggyback. He was so light, even going up the stairs. There was a smell of gas from his mouth.



I put him down on his bed.



Ive got it taped, he said. I sleep in the living room. When theyve fallen asleep I go into the kitchen. You just have to have enough to get to sleep. But not so much that you cant get back to bed.



For some time the child has been talking about the space around her. She uses words like in there and outside, inside, underneath. She goes into detail about her surroundings. She is twenty months old.



But not about time. As yet tomorrow, yesterday, in a months time hold no meaning for her. She says someday, by which she means all forms of future. We grasp the idea of space before we grasp that of time.



But soon she will begin to talk about time. And then she will say of it that it passes. We say that time passes. That it flies. That it is like a river. We picture it as having a direction and a length; that it can be described in the same way as space. But time is not space, is it? What I am doing now, in the laboratory, I also did yesterday. The two events belong in the same place, they are not separated in space. But they occupy different times.



And there is another difference. Thinking in terms of space is something you can do just like that. But thinking about time always carries pain in its wake. Maybe it is the other way around; maybe the pain is there first. Because that is something one will always try to explain away. Unaccountable pain overwhelms. So one tries to explain it away by means of time. That was what one had to say to oneself when one sat on the bed and August smelled like he was full of gas. One had to say to oneself that it was because it was hard for him to fall asleep. That in itself was not disturbing; it was just a difficult time of the day for him. Time was the problem, one said to oneself. As though that explained it.



Sometimes the child comes to see me, even though I am shut away in the laboratory. That is as it should be. It is part of an arrangement we have come to. Sometimes she talks to me; sometimes she says nothing, just comes close, hesitantly, aware, without aversion. Sometimes she touches me. She puts out a hand, or leans against me. It is not a caress, like you see grownups exchanging. It is more as though, also through her sense of touch, she wants to confirm that I exist. Or as though she has a message for me. I stayed by Augusts bed until he fell asleep. I hunkered down so that it would not feel as though I was crowding him.



It took him a while to drop off; even now it took a while. As though part of him needed to sleep, while another part was too scared to give in.



His hands lay on the quilt. They were clenched tight. Then I had an idea. I lifted one hand and opened it out, and then closed it over mine. He had tiny hands, so I closed it around three of my fingers. That way I would be able to tell when he fell asleep. His hand would fall open. Like a message.










ELEVEN


At Crusty House, if you had any personal problems you could consult your class teacher. That was Willy hrskov, who was popular and respected. He had a red MG and drove like a madman. When I had been there for six months he was killed in a car crash. And besides, talking about yourself to a teacher had always been considered a bit lax.



A consultant psychologist had been assigned to Biehls, an elderly man with whom I had two interviews. He had difficulty remembering my name. After the second interview he said that, on the whole, everything seemed to be in order. After that I never saw him again.



Nine months went by. Then I received word that from now on I would have a regular appointment once every two weeks, during school hours, preferably in a storytelling period. You were fetched by one of the teachers, who let you out onto the south staircasewhich was out of bounds. Then the door was locked behind you and you ascended to the fifth floor, and then farther up a narrower staircase, to the school psychologists clinic. And there was Hessen.



The first time she asked me if I often thought about Humlum. Do you often think about Oscar? she said.



Normally people just remembered your name, and often not even that. Hessen talked about Himmelbjerg House and the Royal Orphanage and the time the judge ratified an indefinite period at a reform school, and Humlum, as if we had met before. And I came close to telling her everything. Even so, I decided to wait. Normally, you did not talk to her about where all this was supposed to lead. You talked about other things, and you took some testsRorschach, projected perception tests, and lots of IQ tests.



There was nothing in the room except a table and some chairs. Nothing ever lay on the table in front of her, not so much as a pencil.



And yet she was always prepared, and could remember years and dates. Better than you remembered them yourself.



Together, every quarter, you took stock. You compared your own impressions with hers and the schools, and whatever supplementary information was available. This was where I began to understand her.



It was her questions that gave it away. They were so precise. In all the time I was referred to her she only committed one inaccuracy, and that was when she mentioned Katarina. Apart from that, she was utterly faultless.



I wondered about how she could know all the things she knew.



Finally there was only one possible explanation. She must have had all of the papers, that was it, she was the first person I had met who was in possession of almost all the facts.



The counselor at Crusty House had known a fair bit, and your class teacher, Willy hrskov, had known a fair bit, before his car crash, and at the office especially they had a lot of papers. But nowhere had they had all of them gathered together. Hessen had all the statements and all the grades and all of the bad conduct reports from the time at Crusty House. Besides which, she had the filenot just the ordinary one but also the supplements from the child psychiatry clinic at the University Hospital, which I had never seen. Not to mention the district medical officers remarks and those from the dental clinic at Nyboder School. Also most of the documents from the Childrens Panel, and a list of all the times I had been late, when I had been monitor, and what chores I had been given, and whether I had performed them satisfactorily.



In time it became clear that she also knew something about those times when I had been brought in for questioning. To begin with, I could not figure this out. If you were under fifteen you could not have a criminal record. This was a rule. So I could not understand how she knew about that. Later on, when I looked into Augusts trial period, I did understand it. Back then I could not figure it out, she just knew. A vast amount of information. In many ways she knew more than you did yourself.



She was the first to realize that I had difficulties with time. It was when we were taking stock after the third quarter. She must have added up all the times I had been late, or not handed things in on time. She had seen what Flage Biehl had written on my report card, namely, that I did my best but had difficulty in concentrating and organizing my time. And then she had our test results.



She told me that there were people who were born fast, and peopie who were not so fast, but that there was no point in being unduly slow, what could we do about that? We agreed that I would try to pull myself together. After that she returned to it every time.



When I visited her toward the end of October, after August had been at the school for three weeks, I expected her to bring up my lack of precision again. Granted, only I knew how bad things were, but there had been no sign of improvement. She did not mention it. She asked about August, first it was only about him. Whether he lay awake at night, whether there were difficulties in sharing a room with him, whether he talked about his parents, to all of which I could reply in the negative. She was very aware. I tried to figure out what she was getting at, but she gave nothing away.



Then she said, You know Katarina from Second Year Secondary? The question was posed incorrectly. It was her first inaccuracy ever. I had worked out the rule behind her questions long before. She began by inquiring about my growing pains or my general state of health, or whether there was anything that had happened since last time that I would like to tell her about. Questions the answers to which were already known and which were posed simply to get me to say something, which I always did, although never very much. After that came the questions about my past and what I dreamed about at night.



When she mentioned Katarina, it was different. It was a trap, the first she had set for me. She must have known that Katarina and I had been found together during a period. But she asked anyway. To see whether I would reply in the negative.



We met in the library, I said, twice.



She asked me what we had talked about. Then I told an untruth.



There was no harm intended, but she had set a trap. One was forced into it.



She said she would tell you herself when she comes up here. There was a brief pause before she answered.



She has not done so.



Thereby betraying the fact that Katarina had been up there, that she, too, had been referred to the psychologist. And that she had not told her anything special about us. Then she asked how the conversation had come about. I knew I would have to answer.



It was me, I said, I wanted to find out what it was like to be alone with a girl. It was not untrue. And you could see that it satisfied her. This was a rule I had discovered about her. Confessing to minor violations could lead to a reward of a sort.










TWELVE


At the Lars Olsen Memorial Home they had a bookI borrowed it from the chief physicianabout great clocks through the ages.



In China, before Christ, a clock consisted of concentric circles of incense through which a glowing ember burned its way, thus keeping pace with the day by way of constantly changing scents.



At the same time, in Egypt, there was a gridfive hundred feet long, etched into rockover which the shadow of an obelisk traveled with the sun.



In Europe, in the Middle Ages, there was a brass disk marked with a hypothetical stereographic projection of the heavens across which moved a mechanical model of the celestial bodies in bronze and wood. It was called an astrolabe and called to mind another of the clocks in the bookthe Chinese Sung dynastys celestial clock: a model of the solar system mounted on a tower thirty feet high and powered by a water wheel as it presented the positions of the planets; the movements of the heavens; the months, days, hours, and quarterhours. The book had pictures.



It seemed so obvious then. That such precise clocks had always been regarded as technical marvels, more than anything else. They had not so much served another endsuch as telling the time. They had been an end in themselves. At the end of the fourteenth century many major European cities acquired a town clock. In 1370, for example, the French duke Jean de Berry paid 70 percent of the building costs on a very grand clock tower for Poitiers. Where Charles Martel had stopped the Moors.



This may well have been the first instance, anywhere in the world, of a timepiece that registered the passage of the hours being accessible to the general public. But even then it was as though the time that the clock measured was not put to any use. For by far the majority of Europes population, namely, those living outside of the townsand, strictly speaking, also for those living in themthe day began at dawn and ended with the onset of darkness, and work was regulated by the changing of the seasons.



What fascinated people about the measurement of time was not time itself, because that was dictated by other factors.



What fascinated them was the clock.



The regularity of the clock was a metaphor for the accuracy of the universe. For the accuracy of Gods creative achievement. So the clock was, first and foremost, a metaphor.



Like a work of art. And that is how it was. The clock has been like a work of art, a product of the laboratory, a question.



And then, at some point, this has changed. At some point the clock has stopped being a question. Instead it has become the answer.



At Biehls, in every corridor, there hung a bell. That way, when the main bell went, it could be heard just as clearly all over the school.



The bell hung just inside the corridor doorway, so high up that reaching it was out of the question, but still in full view.



Out of a black box containing an electromagnet jutted a little clapper for striking a bell. The bell was chrome-plated and polished regularly by the janitor, Andersen, who was referred to as Lemmy when out of earshot. It bore some sort of decoration, a pattern. It was too far away to make out the details, but you supposed that it must be in keeping with the schools overall decorative theme. It could have been a meander border or an entwining motif from one of the runic stones.



The bells looked as though they dated from the turn of the century. Like Biehls fob watch. Together they saturated the school with a finely meshed web of time. In the spring of 71 the bells were removed. Instead, a loudspeaker was set into the wall of each classroom. Behind the teachers desk, beside the blackboard. A ringing tone was now transmitted over this; lower than the old mechanical one but nevertheless quite clear.



Furthermore, through this loudspeaker messages could be passed to individual classes from a central microphone in the headmasters office, and you could answer by speaking in the direction of the loudspeaker.



And it turned out that, from the office, a line could be opened in such a way that Biehl could hear what was going on in the classrooms, without your knowing it. In this way they could make sure that order reigned even if, for example, a class had to wait a few minutes for a teacher.



The loudspeaker sat behind a white panel, so that it was, to all intents and purposes, invisible.



The old bells had been polished regularly. The new were invisible. We did not see them being delivered, nor the old ones being removed. We came back to school and the job was done.



They had done it during the Easter vacation. The same Easter that the teachers children were removed.










THIRTEEN


After dinner, from 7:00 to 8:15 a.m. there was a study period for boarders in the main hall, supervised by Flak-kedam. During this time leaving the hall was prohibited. It was difficult for August. Even during the day he had trouble sitting still, but in the evening it got worse, as the time for his medicine approached. I sensed that it was very bad, so I went over to Flakkedam in the duty room and asked for permission for August and me to go outside for a minute. To decline the irregular German verbs together, without disturbing the others. I explained that he had been moved up a class, of course, so he had not had German before. Permission was granted. It was dark. You could sense that he felt better outside, but not much. Here, too, he looked for the walls. He would not walk along the paths or across the grass, but made for the fringes of the shrubbery.



We walked for a bit side by side. He walked along looking up at me.



Whats it like in a childrens home? he said.



Fine, I said.



How do you survive?



You just do, I said, no problem, and can we get back to the hall now, times up.



Not yet, he said. First you have to answer, I dont want to go inside. We continued. He walked slowly, he listened, for the first time since we had met.



You have to have a strategy, I said.



He shivered as he walked. He had come out without a jacket. I took off my sweater and pulled it over his head, the way you dress a child. If he caught a cold they would ask why I had not looked after him. He put up no resistance. His arms did not go into the sleeves. They just hung there, dangling.



I had a friend who ate frogs, I said. He was dangerous as well, but that wasnt the main thing. If youre alone it doesnt matter how dangerous you are. The main thing was the frogs. The grownups knew about them, too. Its hard to touch a man youve seen eat a frog. That was his strategy.



I did not expect him to understand.



If you cant remember anything, he said, if the light in your brain has simply been put out, that would be a pretty good strategy, right?



So he had, after all, understood.



We walked back to the annex.



Why does she ask, he said, why does she write, asking why the teachers children were removed?



It was early to tell him about it, but we were walking together. For the first time we were walking side by side and at absolutely the same pace. So I told him. It took a month. That was what was so strange. From the time when Axel was found in the chart locker until the children related to the teachers were removedit took a month. An inexplicable pause between the catastrophe and its consequences.



It was then, too, that the loudspeakers were installed in the classrooms, and that you were assigned a regular appointment with the psychologist once every two weeks, and when you saw Hessen for the first time, and her two assistants, and then there were other things, too. Somehow, all of this seemed too much to be because of Axel.



What sort of other things? he said.



It was Flakkedam. It was at that time that they had appointed Flakkedam. Before that, at Biehls, and at the Orphanage, and at Himmelbjerg House, the boarders had always been supervised by a teacher. In other words, it was he who checked that chores were done and sat with them in the dining room and supervised the study period and put out the lights at 10:00 a.m. There might well be others who assisted him, but the person in charge had always been a qualified teacherit was a rule. Flakkedam was not a teacher.



At the Orphanage and at Himmelbjerg House there had also been people who were not teachers. At the bottom, under the superintendent and the deputy and the department heads and the teachers and the senior assistants and the social workers, there had been aides or porters. These had been gardeners assistants, or NCOs or former accountants who, for one reason or another, had not been able to cope in their previous place. It was different with Flakkedam.



You never saw him drink alcohol, you never saw him hit anyone, never, not once. He just had to appear on the scene and people grew absolutely quiet, out of fear. In the corridors he walked only a little bit in front of Biehl. In the yearbook for 71 it said that, in April, the school had bidden welcome to Inspector Jonas Flakkedam.



Inspector. There was no further explanation.



He stands on my foot, said August. When hes checking that I take the medicine, he stands on my foot. I cant move. Hes good.










FOURTEEN


I fell asleep that night, but I must have heard him in my sleep. When I checked he was gone. He was finished by the time I got there. He stood polishing the stove with his sleeve. The light was on. He was swaying.



I got him onto my back. From there he talked to me.



There were never any dirty dishes, he said.



I told him to be quiet, Flakkedam would hear him.



The fingermarks had to be wiped off, he said, she would have spotted them right away. I put him down on the bed.



There must be another way, I said, something other than gas. His eyes were half-open, but he was sleeping. I closed his fingers around my hand.



She always looked like a million dollars, he said.



After a while his hand fell open, but he was restless. So I shook him gently. That calmed him down a bit.



The thought came to me that, if you ever had a child, it might be like that. It was inconceivable that such a thing could happen, but still, if it did. Then you would watch over it. If it was restless you would not sleep at night. I would cope without sleep. I would sit by its side, and now and again, when it moved and sighed restlessly, like August, you would stretch out a hand and shake it. There would be nothing personal in it. But if I was assigned responsibility for a child, I would keep watch.



The room smelled of gas. The thought came to me that August was probably lost. This thought grew as the night went on and finally became too much to cope with. Around midnight I decided to talk to Katarina about it.



The girls wing was separated from the boys by a glass door fitted with an alarm that was activated by a sliding contact with connectors. The duty room, where Flakkedam slept, was just above this. I could have deactivated the alarm, but only if I had had tools. Instead I jumped from the window of the janitors storeroom. I had a blanket with me, and a wire coat hanger, and a cardboard folder stuck to my stomach with a Band-Aid. Not long after Flakkedam came to the school, and in connection with the renovations, various things had been done to make the annex more homey. At this juncture, a rose bed had been laid out. No one thought twice about it. Flakkedam had a thing about flowers. He had chosen the houseplants personally, and supplied all the posters that were used to brighten up the indoors. Most of those had had something to do with flowersa healthy and a sick tulip, that was a warning against drug abuse. The bed was raked over every afternoon, between the roses, too. It was one of the set chores. One morning, when I had been sitting looking out of the window, and had not slept at night, I saw Flakkedam. It was very early. He walked the length of the rose bed, looking at the soil. If there had been footprints he would have seen them immediately.



The bed was nine feet wide, and came right up against the house. It was difficult, if not impossible, to jump from a window without leaving a print in the soil, which was, of course, always freshly raked. It was a brilliant setup.



So it was necessary to jump from the storeroom window. From there you could jump at an angle onto the stairs leading up to the entrance. It was not the easiest place to land, but it was the only alternative. The main door was locked.



It was cold and very clear. There were only a few leaves on the trees, you could see stars and the lights of Copenhagen.



At Himmelbjerg House there had been a plan for when you were to run away. It was strictly regulated: two at a time, with a two-week break between. You took a car and saw who could get farthest away and stay out the longest. This was to put pressure on the grownups, but also so you could bum around in freedom.



The first few hours after you had left the building, when it was night, had always felt good. Even after I realized that it would, in the long run, lead to perdition and had stopped, and then had trouble with the others and started working on being transferred to Crusty Houseeven then I had missed it. The feeling of it being night; of the teacher on duty being asleep; of the world being spread out at your feet; of anything being possible, freedomabsolutely brilliant.



Now it was different. The feeling was there, but it was different. Somewhere above and behind me, August lay sleeping. It made a difference. You knew he was lying there, restless. It was as though a clock had started ticking as I left him, and now the countdown had begun.



You started wondering how people could ever abandon their children. How can you abandon a child?



I climbed up the drainpipe. There was no risk, the outside of the building had been repaired at the same time as the rose bed and the renovations.



Also at that juncture, they had installed double glazing, but only the standard windows, with a lever that did not lock, just closed them. I opened it with the coat hanger. I sat for a moment on the window, feeling my way. Three people breathing. Beneath the window slept the girl with whom she shared the room. She was familiar, she was one of the diplomatic children whose father was an ambassador and away somewhere. In the dark, Katarina was asleep. Behind her breathing there was anothers. It was Flakkedamsdeep, quite peaceful, and penetrating. He had to be in the next room, just on the other side of the wall.



I pulled the window to, but without closing it with the lever. Then I climbed across the diplomatic girl and made my way over to Katarina.



I stood by her bedside for a moment.



Sometimes, at Hve, at the vacation home for underprivileged children, you crept into the girls dormitory at night, and stood alone in the dark, and felt their presence. But there had been eighty girls there. That had been almost too much. This was different.



I stretched out an arm and shook her gently. She woke up. As she drew breath to scream I put a hand over her mouth and cut off the sound. Its me, I said. She sat up, but I did not let go of her until she settled down.



Ive come about August, I said.



It was necessary to whisper, very softly, lips right up against her ear. She did not pull away.



Theres a plan behind the school, I said, August wont be able to cope with it. The idea is that time raises up.



Until that moment I had held this back from everyone else, even from her. Now I had to trust.



If you became blind, I said, if you were used to finding your way around a house and then, suddenly, one day had an accidentwas attacked or somethingand became blind, only then would you actually notice the furniture. It would always have been there, but you would never have been aware of it, you would just have gone around it. Only when something becomes hard to cope with do you see it. Thats how you become aware of timewhen it becomes hard to cope with.



Her hair was in the way. I brushed it back and sat holding it for a moment, so it would not fall back. I was resting against the place in the bed where she had been lying. It was still warm. I knew what I wanted to say, I had gone over it in my head beforehand.



If you can manage to stay on at the schoolif you have committed no serious violations or acts of gross negligencethen youre here for ten years. During those ten years your time will be strictly regulated, there will be very few occasions when you are in doubt as to where you should be or what you should be doing, very few hours altogether where you have to decide anything for yourself. The rest of the time will be strictly regulated. The bell ringsyou go up to the classroom; it ringsyou come down; it ringsyou eat; ringswork; ringseat; ringsstudy period; ringsthree free hours; ringsbedtime. Its as if there are these very narrow tunnels that have been laid out and you walk along them and nowhere else. Theyre invisible, like glass that has just been polished. You dont see it if you dont fly into it. But if you become blind or nearsighted, then you have to try to understand the system. Ive been trying for a long time. Now I know.



The other girl felt so close, Flakkedam was just on the other side, their breathing was right beside us the whole time. We were talking in a little space between the breathing of two people or, in fact, three, because somewhere beneath us August lay, breathing restlessly. You could not hear it, but even so, to me he was there anyway. She drew the quilt over our heads, to muffle our voices. There we sat, as though in a tent or a sleeping bag. I did not let on. I kept going so that she would understand me.



There is a selection that takes place. People are selected according to the laws of nature. The school is an instrument dedicated to elevation. It works like this. If you achieve in the way youre supposed to, time raises you up. Thats why the classrooms are arranged as they are. From Primary One to Three youre on the ground floor, then you move up to the second floor, then the third, then to Secondary on the fourth, until at lastat the very top, in the assembly hallyou receive your certificate from Biehl. And then you can fly out into the world.



There, I had said it. We were nearing the conclusion.



Ive been wondering why it is so hard for them, why there are so many rules. And it occurred to me that it is because they have to keep the outside world out. Because its not everywhere out there that it raises up. There are lots of places out there where time drags you down toward destruction. That is what they must keep out. You must be left in no doubt that the world raises you up, otherwise it would be impossible to cope with the expectations. Coping is something you do best when you believe in time. If you believe that the whole world is an instrument through which you become elevated, just so long as you do your bestthat is the metaphor the school presents. Its brilliant. She moved her face until her lips were close beside my ear.



What about you? she said.



Her voice was husky with sleep. Well, I had woken her up.



It was not absolutely clear what it was she was asking, but I answered anyway. I said that, as far as I was concerned, special circumstances came into play, since I was ill but at the same time had a personal insight into my illnessaccording to my record. I brought it out. That was what I had had stuck to my stomach. If she felt like it, she could read it. It was the bit I had been given a copy of at Ndebogrd Treatment Home. So it was not complete. You did not get to see the confidential bit, but even so it was enlightening. This made it quite clear, I said, that if you were to have any chance after having grown up in a childrens home, there had to have been one particular grownup to whom you had formed an attachment. In my case, there had not been. For various reasons, within the first ten years of my life, I had been in four different institutions. So I was damaged. It said so, in so many wordsthat it was difficult, if not impossible, for me to establish stable emotional relationshipsin other words, to have any deep feelings. There was nothing personal in my coming here tonight. She could tell that from the record. I had come because of August.



He sniffs gas, I said.



That is not what I meant to say. I meant to say that he was like a wild animal that has been cooped up; a bird of prey that keeps flying into the invisible, polished glass; but I could not get it out, I had done too much talking. Even so, it was as if she had understood.



He drinks from the gas tap in the kitchen so he can sleep, I said, he doesnt fit in at the school, hell never be able to cope with it, what can be done? She did not answer me. Nor had I expected an answer. It was not clear what it was I was asking. There was August, back in our room, I had to leave. And I was very close to her. She caught up with me halfway across the floor.



Theres something I dont understand, she said.



She was right behind me, she had forgotten herself and had spoken out loud.



He is chaos, she said. If their plan is order, why have they taken him? Order.



When the child was about one year old she started talking. At first it was just single words, but pretty soon they formed into strings. Into lists.



She would come and sit close beside me. You had the feeling that there was something she wanted to explain. I said nothing.



Then she would start reciting all the words she knew. First the objects around us, but, after that, things she had seen and heard the names of, some of them just the once. Very rarely did she ask a question. It was rather as though there was something she wanted to say; that something being these long lists.



They took two forms. In the afternoon it was objects, in the evening people. Before she went to sleep, before the woman came in to her, I would sometimes sit on her bed. She lay on her back, she would be close to dropping off. Then she would start to name the names of all the people she knew, or who she had met, or who she had only heard ofa very great number of names.



She could go on for a long time, perhaps as much as half an hour. It was impossible to understand how one child could contain so many people.



From the start I knew that in what she was saying lay a message. The first thing you realized was that she did it all of her own accord. There was no external prompting, no encouragement or reward. It was the first thing you noticed. There had to be pleasure simply in using the words. It was the first time I understood this.



That, if no one hinders a person, or assesses them, then maybe there is pleasure in just being allowed to use the words.



There is no explanation for this pleasure. It is like the questions in the laboratorythat is to say, uncertain and impossible to put more clearly.



Besides this pleasure there was yet another, profound, message. I understood this the first time I was left alone with her.



The woman had gone out. Just as she was leaving, she looked at me for a moment and I knew that perhaps she was doing thisI mean, leaving us alonefor my sake. The child sat beside me on the sofa. I looked at her and the thought occurred to me that now this was my responsibility. For the first time.



I had looked after people before; looked after some of the ones you went to school with. That had been easier. They had been a bit older, and most of them were having a pretty bad time of it. You had known that no matter what you did, things could not get much worse for them. Even with August it had been simpler, all you could do for him was try to find the last resort. With the child it is different. You have this idea that maybe there is a chance for her. That no one has ruined anything for her yet. That she can eat what she wants and she has the woman and is with a family, and she has never been hit.



Then comes a time when you are alone with her, and then it is difficult to know what you are supposed to do.



You know that the only thing in her life that means anything is the woman, and now she has gone. The only one left is you. Who are pretty much worthless. And who have nothing special to give to other people.



It was unnerving, you have no idea what you are supposed to do. I grew pretty uneasy. To begin with I said nothing, did nothing.



She had walked over to the door through which the woman had left. She called to me from there. I went over to her.



She was very grave. The skin of her face seemed very thin, ready to split, like paper. Beneath it lay an unfathomable sorrow.



But she did not cry. It was like she was trying out something.



Well wait here, she said.



We sat down, with our backs against the door. The hallway was cold. We sat side by side. Then she looked up at me.



Mommys coming back soon, she said.



Soon. It was the first time she had ever referred to time.



Then I understood the message in her lists.



It was order. The message was order. What she had told me was that she was trying to put the world in order.



On the floor, when I had sat down beside her, I had seen, as if through her eyes, how the world seemed to her. Big. Overwhelming. Through this chaos, by way of the words, she tried to lay tunnels of order.



To organize is to recognize. To know that, in an endless, unknown sea, there is an island upon which you have set foot before. It was islands such as these that she had been pointing out. With the words she had created for herself a web of familiar people and objects.



Mommys coming back soon.



She had introduced order into the chaotic sorrow at being separated from the woman by explaining that there was a time limit, that this was temporary, that it would come to an end. She had used time in order to cope with the pain of separation. Around a child, people come and go, objects appear and are taken away, surroundings take shape and disintegrate. And no explanation is given, because how can you explain the world to a child?



So she had used the words. Words call forth and secure that which has gone away. With her lists she had ensured that whatever she had once known would come back. She looked up at me. Her eyes were full of tears, but she was not crying, it was like she was coping with the sorrow.



Wordlessly her face told me that we belonged together. That we both knew something about loss. Even shewho had so much more than I had ever hadeven she already knew that this was a world where people and things were taken away from you; where you are shifted from where you want to be; where someone switches off the light and you tumble into fear. There may be no harm intended, but it is unavoidable. I suppose that, up until that moment, I had not really understood that she was a person. I had thought of her, rather, as something especially precious that you could protect in the way that you had never been protected.



Now I saw that in a way she was like me. Much more pure and precious, but still, in a way, like me.



Then the thought occurred that maybe I could be of benefit to her anyway, that I still might be able to reach her.



I do not know how long we sat there. It came to the point where she slowly curled up and went to sleep. I carried her to bed. I sat down and looked at her. I thought about what she had said, and why.



She had said it to conquer her sorrow at the womans absence.



But she had said it to me.



I waited in the grounds for several hours. It was very cold, even though I had the blanket. Flakkedam came before it was light, he let himself out of the entrance and left it open, then he started on his tour of the rose bed. When he had gone I slipped inside. August was fast asleep. The window had been left open. The smell of gas was gone.










FIFTEEN


Katarina let three days go by after my visit. I knew she had not forgotten us or given up. I did not see her when she came. Suddenly she was just there, behind me, in the playground.



Dont look around, she said.



I checked out the teacher on duty anyway.



Theyre forgetting us, she said.



I had had the same thought. That was the way of the rule. They had so many to keep an eye on. As long as you kept a low profile, in time you would be forgotten. It was the best thing that could happen.



You two have third period free, she said. We can meet at the clinic. The clinic was Hessens clinic. Which was out of bounds and impossible to get at.



Its Wednesday, she said. The door on the ground floor will be open, theyll be bringing in the milk.



During free periods you could do homework or read a book of your choice, but you could not leave the classroom. I let fall a remark about having to go to the toilet, just in case the channel to the office was open. And August had to come with me, since I had been ordered never to leave him behind in the classroom.



Outside, I did not say where we were going, he would have refused. I just twisted his arm up his back and frog-marched him along. He put up no resistance. The door to the south staircase was open. We ascended to the fifth floor without meeting a soul.



The clinic was not locked, it could not be locked. I had talked about this to Hessenwe talked openly about things like that, as part of my personal insight into my illness. When the clinic was set up she had expressly requested that the lock be removed, so that people would not feel cooped up. She had said that this should be the one place in the school where you felt most free and welcome.



I opened the door and went in. Katarina was sitting on a chair over by the window. There was a big mirror on the wall, between the door to the next room and the loudspeaker panel. Hessen had told me that she had been an instructor in Mensendieck gymnastics. Now and again we had rounded off my visits to her by my having to take off my shirt and my undershirt. Then we would stand side by side facing the mirror and I had to move my arms and shoulders and head in different ways. She had explained that this could, in the long run, correct my bad posture. Now the mirror seemed like a hole, or like some thing, watching you. It had curtains. I drew them.



I took off my shoes and socks, removed the panel over the loudspeaker, and laid the socks over the membrane. It was not 100 percent safe, but it would muffle the sound. It would not have done to sit at the table where one had so often sat with Hessen. I took the chair over to the window and set August on it. I remained standing. He sat there, looking out the window. It did not seem possible that she would ever get through to him. I had had three weeks, but no more than a few minutes of contact. The rest of the time he had been cooped up inside himself. Besides which, it was the first time they had met.



There is a plan behind the school, she said, so many things happen, youre never given any explanation. We are going to study it scientifically, like in a laboratory. She did not look straight at him. She must have sensed that he could not bear that. Nor did she look at me, who, in fact, was not all that keen on it either. She looked at a point between us, she had spoken pretty softly. She unfolded two pieces of paper.



This is the teachers timetable, she said, and Hessens. I copied them down. She spoke to August without looking straight at him.



I was late five times. For that you get sent to Biehl. I came early on purpose and waited in the secretarys office. The timetable is stuck up on the wall. When the secretary went out I copied it downas much as I could manage. The rest I worked out by asking around the other classes. Once I had it I could draw up a plan of when the rooms were in use. These two timetables, together with the pupils one that I had already made upthey give the complete schedule for the entire school. Thats all I wanted to say. You can go now if you dont want to be in on this.



At first he was quiet. Then he pulled up his shirt. He had some papers tucked in against his stomach, he unfolded them. It was the two drawingsthe one that was rewarded and the first one, where the background had not been filled in. He did not throw his drawings away like other people.



You draw something, he said, and you get nothing. Then you do the same thing again, but this time you get a star and are praised, how come? He said it casually, without looking at her. He was testing her. If she got it wrong she would have lost him.



She looked at the drawings. It was as though she were listening to them, in the same way that she had listened to methen I knew that she would reach him.



Its something to do with time, she said. You got a star because you had spent more time on the second drawing. And spent the time in a particular way. We think they have a plan, and that it has to do with time.



So the second one wasnt any better?



Now he was looking straight into her face, she was careful not to meet his gaze.



Theres no such thing as better, she said. The second one just fitted in better with their plan.



How could she know that? She was only sixteen, how could she know that and say it? When is one thing better than another? It is a crucial question. Although, usually, what one has in mind is that something is not good enough. Oscar Humlum, for example, was just not good enough. Axel Fredhj did not think he was either. Nor I. It said in the record: of average intelligence, but right from the start they had acknowledged that that was probably stretching things a bit. That, even so, it is I who am left, and able to ask questions, here, in the laboratory, and not Humlum, for example, is not because I was betterI have never said that. I just wanted so badv to live.



At Crusty House, in a 400-meter race, it was always possible to determine who could run better than everyone else. And pretty often in soccer, you could say that one pass was better than another. But it was actually less common than you might imagine. And mainly in straightforward situations offering very few openings. In Biehls classes it was obvious when an answer was correct.



With Karin r things were a little less precise but, on the whole, there was never any serious doubt as to who sang true enough to be in the choir.



One has to be left with the impression that this thing about assessing the merit of a persons singing or answers or soccer was something straightforward, something strictly regulated.



But in all of these instances an answer did already exist. That you had to score, or remember a particular date or sing true or run a distance under a certain time. There was a clearly defined quadrangle of knowledgelike a chessboard, like a soccer field. So it was pretty easy to see what was correct and what was wrong, and when one thing was better or worse than another. But if it became just a little bit more complicated, like at the start of an attack, or in midfield, then you could no longer be sure what the answer would be. Like with Augusts drawing. You would think, in that case, that it would have to be almost impossibleafter all, it was his. How could an answer already exist as to how it should be?



When you assess something, you are forced to assume that a linear scale of values can be applied to it. Otherwise no assessment is possible. Every person who says of something that it is good or bad or a bit better than yesterday is declaring that a points system exists; that you can, in a reasonably clear and obvious fashion, set some sort of a number against an achievement.



But never at any time has a code of practice been laid down for the awarding of points. No offense intended to anyone. Never at any time in the history of the world has anyonefor anything ever so slightly more complicated than the straightforward play of a ball or a 400-meter racebeen able to come up with a code of practice that could be learned and followed by several different people, in such a way that they would all arrive at the same mark. Never at any time have they been able to agree on a method for determining when one drawing, one meal, one sentence, one insult, the picking of one lock, one blow, one patriotic song, one Danish essay, one playground, one frog, or one interview is good or bad or better or worse than another.



Never at any time. Nothing that comes anywhere near a code of practice. But a code of practice is essential. To ensure that things can be spoken of, fully and frankly. A code of practice is something that could be passed on, maybe not to a character like Jes Jessen, or me, but at any rate to someone like Katarina or a teacher.



But, in all the history of the world, no code of practice has ever existed for the assessment of complex phenomena.



And certainly not for what crops up in the laboratory.



And yet everyone talks in terms of what is good or bad. And now and again they can be pretty much in agreement. For example, everyone was pretty much in agreement that with Oscar Humlumthe bit I have not been able to talk about yetit was no great loss. Nor, in fact, with Axel Fredhj, and definitely not Jes Jessen. Apart maybe from me and a handful of otherswe were not in agreement. The thing about Humlum, that did not go down very well with meand not just because he had saved me, that had happened long before. Since then, not a day has gone by that I have not thought of him. It is more than twenty years ago now. Often he is there, between your dreaming and your waking; often he comes to the laboratory and talks to me. For a long time after it happened it was enough to drive you insane. Sometimes, the way you felt, you wished you could go insane.



But that is not how it works, you cannot just go crazy. And then, when you have been selected to be average, or a bit below, you have to do something else in order to keep going. You have to develop a strategy.



I suppose that is why I have turned upon the part about the assessments. If no code of practice exists for determining when something is good or bad, why do people talk as though it does? How could they be so sure when they awarded stars and points and wrote notes in the record and decided who was gifted in mathematics or art and referred Humlum to the Central Mission Home for the Retarded on Gersons Road, and committed me, for an indefinite period, to Himmelbjerg House because the fact that I was of average intelligence amounted to exacerbating circumstances? If there is no code of practice, why is everyone so very, very sure?



Katarina came close to an explanation.



That first time, at the clinic, she only mentioned the bit about the stars and time. But that was enough. For me, in a way, that has continued to be enoughfor all of my life up to this point.



How could she know that they had never been able to prove that one thing is better than another?



She had probably not worked it out logically. Actually, I would have to say I believe that I gave more thought to it than she did. The greater the fear, the more thinking you do. Yet she came closer to the truth than anyone else.



Maybe that is how it worksthat whatever is closest to the truth you do not think about; you cannot reach it by achievement; you can only feel it. And feeling is something you can do, even when you are only sixteen.



While she was talking about his drawings he had stood up.



I knew there was a conspiracy, he said.



I set him back on the chair.



We have to get back soon, I said. Weve gone to the toilet. He did not hear me.



What about you, girl, he said. Where do you fit into this? I knew what he meant. That she was, after all, one of the well-to-do kidsshe could not have problems. So what was in this for her? That was what he meant. But she understood. That she had to give him something in return, if she wanted him to join us.



You have this idea that it must be terrible when people hang themselves, she said, that they fall a long way. But it doesnt have to be like that. She spoke as though we knew what all this was about, and as though August knew the bit about her mother, too. She said that, with her father, on the surface things had been quiet and calm. After her mothers death it was as though he began to dread the daylight, if you could imagine such a thing. Often he did not get up, and when he did, he would just sit there waiting for the day to pass. Often he would sit and stare at a clock. As if trying to make the seconds pass more quickly. In the end he had gone off to their farmhouse in Swedenwhere they used to go every summerand there he hung himself, in the living room.



From a door handle, she said. You dont have to do it from high up. He put a rope around his neck and then he sat down and put a bit of weight on the rope so that it tightened and stopped his circulation. Then he lost consciousness and all his weight pulled down on it, and he was dead.



Once its happened, she said, youre left with it, so you have to do something.



So why this thing about a laboratory? asked August. She started to sing. Just one verse. At first you thought she was going crazy. The words were familiar, we had sung them often at assembly, but this time they sounded different.



To the Christ Childs crib my heart is ever brought, There I can gather thesum of all my thoughts.



She was in the choir, but even so it was incredible that she sang alone.



That was where I got the idea, she said. You have to have a place where you can gather your thoughts. Like people who pray. That is what is difficult here at the school. Peter says it is like glass tunnels. There is no chance to think for yourself. A laboratory is a place that is shut off, so you have peace and can think and carry out your experiment.



She had risen and started walking back and forth.



It is already under way. It is the middle of a period, we are not where the plan says we should be, we have stepped out of the glass tunnel. The experiment is already under way. Something is happening to us, can you feel it? What is it? Whats happening is that you are starting to become restless, you want to get back, you can feel time passing. That feeling is your chance, you can feel your way and learn something you would otherwise never have seen. Like when I came late on purpose. I stepped out of the tunnel I was used to walking along, I saw Biehl, and I noticed something.



August was sitting bolt upright. He did not say a word, but his body was listening.



Hes scared, too, she said.



Why me? said August.



She was standing over by the other door, beside the mirror. There was a lock on it, no one knew where it led. She answered in all honesty.



We have to find out why they took you. There is no understanding it. There was no harm intended. She just said exactly what she thought. A sound came over the loudspeaker. I made a sign to the others, then I removed the socks. The sound was very faint, you could not tell anything from it except that the channel had been opened.



I put on the socks. Katarina put back the chairs, quite soundlessly. Then I went out onto the stairs and looked down.



They were on their way up from the third floor. I stepped back inside and closed the door. It was Fredhj and Flakkedam, you could identify them by Fredhjs jacket sleeve and Flakkedams shirt. It could have been worse, Biehl himself could have been with them. He only came for serious accidents, like with Axel Fredhj, or for on-the-spot expulsions.



Even so, I thought this was the end, at any rate for August and me. We had already gone way over the limit.



There was a knock at the door. They could just have opened it, but at Biehls one always knocked first. High up in the doors to the lower grades there were small panes of glass. Before the loudspeaker system was installed Biehl used to do his rounds of the new teachers, peeking in through the glass to see whether they could control the pupils. If there was any trouble, he came in. But even then he knocked first. Katarina was about to say something, she did not get the chance. They opened the door. Normally they separated people for a certain length of timeone or two months, for examplebut in our case there were special, exacerbating circumstances. We were questioned individually, and then we were isolated from one another, for an indefinite period. Each of us was assigned to our own part of the playground. They moved August out of my room and back to the sickroom. We still sat together in class, though, because there was no opportunity for conversation during periods. It was Fredhj who examined us. He told me that he had been requested to present me with my final warning.


PART TWO









ONE


Time? Soon I must say. But not yet. It is still too early. Biehls podium was wooden, with Greek columns. On it were carved the words I and my house will serve the Lord, and, farther down, Under the shadow of thy wings. So, protection and darkness. As a hen gathers her chicks under her wings. As if to protect them from birds of prey.



Above the inscription stood the school crest. The ever-watchful ravens. The ravens seemed to be looking down upon the inscription. As though they were the birds of prey, gazing down upon the chicks.



At first you understood neither text nor image. Then it was explained to you and for a while you thought you understood it.



Then the thought occurred that the school seemed to be both the protective henGod, that isand the birds of preythe ravens; Gods messengers; who preyed on the chicks. You wound up understanding none of it.



Behind the podium, and therefore above and behind Biehl when he was speaking, hung a large painting of Delling, the god who unlocks the gates of morning. A young man opens a great gate, and out across the podium and into the hall springs a white horse, Skinfaxithe steed of Light. The painting also shows a black horse, HrimfaxiNightmoving out of the picture.



Biehl explained all of this. It was a metaphor, both of assembly and of enlightenment and knowledge.



The man, Delling, in the picture was slightly built, like a child. Actually, he looked just like August. Not to make a big thing of itthere was no way it could be a painting of him; after all, it was from the last century. It is just that, after we became separated, it struck me that it looked like him.



So: the door is opened and knowledge washes over you, like sunlight. That was the explanation that was given. Meaning that enlightenment is something that already exists. The only achievement necessary from your side is that of being open to it. At Biehls Academy, natural science was seen as the supreme branch of learning. The same was true of the Royal Orphanage, and, in fact, as far back as Himmelbjerg House, mathematical giftedness was considered the highest level of intelligence. Biehl himself had an M. Sc. in biology. Fredhj taught mathematics and physics. It was not that the other subjects were not worthwhile. Biehl also taught history and mythology.



But natural science ranked above all.



This had to do with the fact that it was not subject to human uncertainty. The other subjectseven written and oral interpretation, for which there were strict ruleseven these were subject to a degree of uncertainty. Even Diderichsens grammatical tables did not hold good 100 percent of the time.



But with the periodic table there were no exceptions. Step by step you ascended, from the simplest base elements to the precious and complex and rare. Like climbing a stairway; each step corresponded to an established increase in the atomic weight, and another element.



It was never said in so many words. But you could not help thinking that it resembled the evolution of the species. The ascent from simple, primitive organisms to the complex and highly developed.



It was never said in so many words. But that is how things were arranged on the charts. An outline of the evolutionary process resembled the periodic table. At the bottom: oxygen, hydrogen, and amoebas. At the top: gold and mankind. And between them ran the links, like steps on a stairway.



Alongside and up through this stairway flowed time. The final elements in the periodic table were to be found only in the laboratory, produced by man. Whom it had taken evolution all this time to produce.



As a rule, in physics and mathematics, you were working with things far removed from yourself. Because they were very big or very small. Like atomic weights or the great astronomical discoveries. Now and again, though, science could get very close to you. As with the covert Darwinism, and the golden mean of violence, and the law concerning the guiding importance of the beginning.



Regarding the great scientific discoveries, Fredhj had told us that these had been made by great mathematics and physics geniuses who had not yet turned thirty. It was something he returned to again and again. His favorite example was Einstein, who was twenty-five when he published his special theory of relativity; when he had his annusmirabilis in 1905. Fredhj said, if you are to achieve anything in your life, you have to do it before you turn thirty.



When he said that you could not help but think of his own son, Axel. That if he was to have any chance of achieving anything, then he had better get a move on. Since he was already thirteen and had, as yet, not really said anything.



Time and numbers.



Katarina wrote to me about them. She wrote about the experiments. Which were not something she was carrying out. But which were being carried out upon her.










TWO


Two weeks after we had become separated it was announced that the school would be offering a certain number of children in each class the opportunity of being examined by the school psychologist. By this they meant normal pupils. And, in addition, a number of those for whom special circumstances came into play and who were already going for examinations or checkups.



The announcement was made in a letter that was sent to pupils homes. With pupils under fifteenif they had no home, or if there was no way of contacting the familyno warning was given. They were simply advised that they had been selected for examination.



With pupils over fifteen years of age, the letter was addressed to them personally. That must have been how Katarina knew about it. She must have received a letter about it. The contents of letters from the school were not something you talked about. It was a rule. Even so it was impossible, in the long run, to avoid word getting out. Absence from class was very rare and only on production of a note from home. But now you could tell that something was up. You noticed straight away when absolutely normal pupils were suddenly absent during certain periods.



Rumor had it they were up seeing Hessen. But even before the rumor had spread, I knew. Katarina had written to me about it.



Binet-Simon?



That was her first letter. That was all it said. She handed it to me between the ground floor and the second floor after the bell had rung, when we were making our way up the stairs. It was the only possible place.



That is true. It was the only place. Those thirty seconds from when we left the playground and ascended toward the second floor, where we would separate and she would climb higher up; that was our only chance, in space and in time. There was also the lunch period. But then the risk was too great. It lasted from 11:40 to 12:30. For the first twenty minutes you sat in the classroom and ate your packed lunch. Lunch was supervised by a teacher only up to and including Primary Six. From Primary Seven on, there was no supervision. So it would have been possible to see each other then.



But we never chanced it, we would have been seen, people would have seen us. Sooner or later we would have been reported.



Tale-telling was frowned upon at Biehls. But all pupils were encouraged to report any serious irregularities to the office or to their class teacher. Under the heading of serious irregularities came stealinglike if a pupil actually stole from other pupils schoolbags; vandalism in the toiletsthe only places not under constant supervision; smoking; and breaking school ruleslike, for example, when people had been forbidden to talk to one another. At the Royal Orphanage you were also encouraged to report things. But there it almost never happened. Those few times when it did, you waited for a bit, until the teachers relaxed their awareness, and then made the informer jump from the willow tree into the lake, and did not haul out the person concerned until the point where he had only just survived.



This rule did not exist at Biehls. But then, most of the pupils came from caring families, and ran no special risk of being reported for anything. They had never needed to protect themselves, the way you do when you are on the borderline.



You never saw anyone being reported, it was done anonymously. Even so, you sensed that it happened pretty often. August and Katarina must have sensed it, too. We did not talk to one another in the corridor.



On the stairs she had managed to drop behind the rest of her class. You could not say that she touched me. But I knew there would be a letter.



She always kept her back very straight, even going upstairs. I knew I was no shorter than her. One year and eleven months and four days youngerI had looked it up in the yearbookbut not shorter. Taller, more like. At least, if I straightened up. I had tried but it did not feel goodlike crampsso I had abandoned the idea.



She was past me even before I was really aware of her. She was wearing a black duffel coat.



Before we became separated, when I saw her in the courtyard with Biehl and then later on, I had never given a thought to the clothes she woreother than that they were brilliant. Since then, the past few weeks, after we had become separated, perhaps never to talk to each other again, I had noticed how, more often than not, she went around in old clothes. Like grownups, but secondhand. Big sweaters with leather patches on the elbows. Or the black duffel coat.



One day I noticed that there were some mens things among them. And then I knew that some of these clothes must have belonged to her father; her mother too, maybe. I could not get the idea out of my head. Every time I saw her.



The straight back and the too-big clothes. Which had been her fathers, who had hung himself. That strength, and yet something lost. It was an inexplicable contradiction. Maybe it is wrong to imagine that contradictions can be explained.



Binet-Simon?



She had written these words at the top of a sheet of paper, beneath them there was space for a reply.



I wrote: Yes.



Then two days went by before I had a chance to pass the note to her. I came up behind her on the stairs and slipped it into her duffel coat pocket. No one noticed anything. At first I thought she had not noticed. Then she put her hand up to her hair and pulled it free of her sweater and let it fall down her back. Then she waved to me. With the same hand that had touched her hair she waved to me, without turning around. Two days went by before she sent me a reply. The reply was yet another question. She had written it on the same sheet, under my Yes. It said: Why is it not available? Before this I had never tried exchanging notes with anyone. I had seen others do it, but had never, personally, been involved.



Sometimes people had passed notes to one another in class. Maybe because they could not wait, maybe because it was hard to find a place where you were not being watched, maybe because they were bored. I had purposely avoided looking at what was in them. One of these had been confiscated, by Fredhj. No punishment had been meted out. Instead he had read the note out loud. It had been about love. You felt so ashamed, even though it was not your note. You felt like you could have beaten up the person who had written it. So now I felt uneasy. But I answered her anyway.



Why is it not available?



She had done what several others had done. She had looked up Binet-Simon in the schools card index, which was in the library, right out in the open. You were encouraged to use it. It provided a complete listing of the schools collection of books and other printed matter. In the card index, just like at Crusty House, it said: Not available. Binet-Simon was an intelligence test; the one most commonly used in Denmark, and maybe in Europe as a whole. It was French but adapted for the Danish system. On the front cover it said: Danish standardized revision of Binet-Simons intelligence tests by Marie Kirkelund and Sofie Rifbjerg. Revised, 1943.



Underneath this it said: These tests are confidential. Publication, even in the form of extracts, is forbidden.



Which was why, in the card index, they were designated Not available. I knew this because it so happened that they had given them to me several times. The second time was when they came out from rhus Social Services Department to check whether it could be recommended that I take the entrance exam for Crusty House. The only way you could get into Crusty House was by having a mother who was a single parent, which I did not, or by being academically giftedwhich, before now, no one at Himmelbjerg House had ever been. So, when it was mentioned to the Social Services Department, they came out personally to check. And they brought Binet-Simon. I had been given it some years earlier, in connection with the first escape attempts. They tested me then. This had not been entered in my file.



So I was already familiar with the test. And when I was waiting in the office and they went out to fetch a stopwatch I opened their briefcase. This was before the days of combination locks, it was a standard lock. I was hoping I could manage to memorize some of the answers, it had become very necessary to get out of there. Just after that they came back. I did not get to see the answers, but I did manage to see the cover.



Since then I had been tested with Binet-Simon at Crusty House and by Hessen. Maybe they did not know I was familiar with it, maybe they thought that it made no difference. There was a test for each age level, which meant that each year you were given new, and unfamiliar, questions.



I tried to put some of this in my letter to Katarina.



Writing to her took a long time. One was not used to it, and it was hard to do it without being spotted. I did it at night. I tried to write precisely and accurately, but still it was upsetting to see ones own handwriting under hers. After a while I stopped trying and just answered her.



She kept asking about the tests.



At Crusty House they had started giving pupils their test results shortly after I was admitted, in 1968. Until then they had been kept secret. You solved the problems and you knew you were being evaluated, but you were never told anything. I had been there six months when we started getting the results. It was at this time, too, that I was given partial insight into my file. They explained that it was part of a new teaching method.



The result you were given consisted of a figure and a classification. Different from test to test. Binet-Simon told you how many percent below the national average your intelligence lay. Jepsens speech and language test told you how fluent you werethey used a tape recorder and afterward they wrote down what you had said and counted your pauses, and measured the length of the words you used. In this way they could measure how complex your language wasthe fewer the pauses, the longer the words, the greater your fluency. In the Danish Institute of Educations standardized reading proficiency tests they measured the number of mistakes and the reading speed. This gave two figures, which could then be compared with the national average for that particular age level. At Crusty House you never talked about the tests, only ever about the results. Katarina did not write about her results, not once. She wrote about the actual problems. She wrote: Are they all timed?



To this I could reply in the positive. Binet-Simon had six tests for each age level. The last three were timed. You had ten or fifteen minutes to read a storyabout a grasshopper, for example. You had to insert the missing syllables. But even with the first three, lesser, problems, they kept an eye on the clock.



At Himmelbjerg House and Crusty House they had had a special psychologists clock in the room where they did the tests. Big, a bit like the ones they use in ball games. They set it going when the test began, it was turned away from you, only the psychologist had been able to see it. Hessen used a combined wristwatch and stopwatch. It took a little time for me to realize this. She could start and stop it and read off the time, in such a way that you almost missed it.



In Jepsens speech and language test you had two minutes in which to talk about a picture. In the standardized reading tests classification was by your year. This is what I wrote back to her. I also asked her to destroy this sheet of paper. We were still using the same one; with all that was now written on it, if it was confiscated, it would mean the end.



Binet-Simon was used to calculate the intelligence quotient. They started with tests just below your age level and worked downward until you could solve all the problems. Then they worked upward until you could not solve any of the problems. In this way they could calculate your mental age. In Hessens, mine had been 12.9one year and one month younger than I actually was. This figure was then divided by my actual age and multiplied by 100. So mental age divided by actual age multiplied by 100 equaled intelligence. Mine was just over 92, in other words, average intelligence. From 90 to 110 you were of average intelligence.



The limit for being transferred from Himmelbjerg House was set at 75. If you had an intelligence quotient of less than 75 but more than 70 you were sent to a residential school for the mildly retarded. If you had less than 70 you came under mental retardation services and were sent to the loony bin.



So the test results were always related to time. Thus producing a new figurea measurement of intelligence. A calculated figure, and hence quite objective. All the psychologist had done was let the children read and answer the questions, record them on a tape, note the times, double-check the figures, and refer to the evaluation table. Everything clear and obvious. So that the result was, by and large, exempt from human uncertainty. Almost scientific.



A week went by, and no letter.



In the afternoons, during free time, I would walk down through the grounds to the gate and watch the cars go by. There were children in some of them, on their way home with their parents. From the gate you could see the girls wing in the annex. Other than that, I just stayed in my room, over in the corner, with the light out. You felt a bit like an animal in its lair, like a fox. I thought about August and the kitchen, even though he had been taken from me and so was no longer my responsibility. One night I went across to the sickroom. The door was locked. Not a sound to be heard. During classes there was no chance of talking to him, they kept a close eye on us.



A letter came from her. It was not in her own words, it was a quote straight out of Binet Simon. She must have learned it by heart, just by reading it. There was once a grasshopper, who had sung merrily all summer long. Now it was winter and he was starving. So he went to see some ants who lived nearby and asked them to lend him some of the stores they had laid up for the winter. What have you been doing all summer? they asked. I have sung day and night, replied the grasshopper. Ah, so you have sung, said the ants. Well, now you can dance.



Beneath this she had written: What is the moral?



It was so deep. It showed how she had figured out that this was a problem from the fourteen years level and that I must have had it. She had, therefore, used what I had written to her and discovered the system behind Binet-Simon.



At the time when I had been given this story, I had come close to answering that the moral was ants were not helpful. But this would not have fitted in very well with the other problems. Instead I had sensed Hessen, and then I had said the moral was that one must seize the moment.



I had been able to see from her face that this was the correct answer. Reading between the lines of Katarinas letter, I understood that she, too, had been about to give the wrong answer. That was why she sent it to me. She knew that we had both been about to give the wrong answer.



I knew that our letters were part of her experiment with time.



That she was trying to understand. That, in a way, we were in the laboratory when we wrote. Even though we were prevented from talking to each other. It was easier to get up in the morning when you had received a letter and had to reply. Writing to her, I understood things I had not previously understood. You were surprised by your own replies. In a way that is what I have been trying to do ever since. Later on, Binet-Simon did become available to me. I borrowed it from the Danish Teacher Training College at 101 Emdrup Road where they have it in their collection of tests. It is still in use.



It says in the foreword that if every case of mild retardation were recognized in time, and the child or young person treated in accordance with the result produced by the psychological examination, the number of mental defectives committing offenses would rapidly be reduced.



Still, even today, quoting from it is prohibited. Nevertheless I am doing so. There is no harm intended.



They wanted to help. It is down there in black-and-white, in the foreword to Binet Simon, but this was something you already knew, back then. They wanted to help children and society. By pinpointing those who were mildly retarded, or downright defective, in order that they could be sent to residential schools or homes where they could be given the necessary care. That was the idea. They wanted to help the victims of evolution. They waited, just like Biehl, under the archway. So that they could single out those who were on the borderline, who could not finish the tests in time, and help them up. They wanted to take people under their wings.



They were also the ravens.



This is a contradiction. I have no explanation.



They believed that it was of great help to children to be assessed. I suppose they still believe that. In our society it is a pretty widespread belief. That assessment is a good thing.



I was at the playground with the child. These days I am more often alone with her, usually we go out.



When you are moving, or at a playground, then you feel that you are achieving something for her. When you are at home, just sitting with her and not knowing what to do, then comes the fear; then you have a clear sense of your own inadequacy. We were at the playground, she had climbed up onto some railroad ties. She was maybe about three feet off the ground. She called to me from there.



Look! Look!



I did not get the answer out. I had no time. It came from a strange woman, also there with her child.



Arent you clever, she said.



I had no time to think. I was on my feet and on my way over to bite her head off. Then I remembered that she was the mother of a small child and that she was a woman. I realized that I was having a relapse.



I sat down, but it was a long time before I stopped shaking.



The child had wanted attention. She had just asked to be noticed. But she was given an assessment: Arent you clever.



When you assess others, no harm is ever intended. It is just that you yourself have been tested so often. In the end it is impossible to think any other way. Maybe it is not so easy to see if you have always been able to achieve more or less what has been required of you. Maybe you see it best if you know that, all through your life, you will always be on the borderline. Katarinas last letter had to do with Ravens progressive matrices. Those I could not help her with, they were for highly intelligent children and beyond. I had heard rumors about them, but never seen them.



I managed to receive this letter, but not to reply to it. It happened in church. Where we were found out, and where the letter was confiscated. After that, the separation became absolute.










THREE


There were four compulsory church services a yearAdvent, Christmas, Easter, and Ascension Day. You were escorted to the church by the teacher you had had just before. We had had Flage Biehl for arithmetic.



Usually you were allowed just to get on with it by yourself, doing problems from your book. They were quiet classes.



Nevertheless, it was important that your work was neat, and that you held the paper steady when you were rubbing out, so it didnt get creased. That was his weak spot. He had the reputation of being a sensitive soul. Often, when he had hit someone because of a messy notebook, he was unable to proceeddespite the fact that he had been in the middle of a lesson. Instead he would remain at his desk, sitting there with his head bowed for the rest of the period.



Before we became separated I had tried to explain to August the importance of being neat. Then he had become very hard.



A pigsty, he said, thats what she says. When Im at home I sleep in the living room, on a cot. I draw when theyre asleep. Sometimes the crayons are crumbly. If she finds even the tiniest speck she starts to cry and says its a pigsty. All for a tiny fleck of crayon. Apart from that, no one has ever seen her cry.



I had not referred to it again. I did not want to pry. But I think he tried to do better. Just as he had filled in the background.



Even so, it had not been good enough. When Flage came into the classroom his face was bright red. He was carrying a bundle of notebooks which he had corrected. He dropped them onto the desk and picked up the top one. Then he came over to our desk. He must have been warned about keeping a safe distance from August, but he was so angry that he had forgotten himself.



Trash, he said, he was having trouble talking.



He hit August with the notebook, from right to left, knocking Augusts head sideways. Then he hit it from the other side, knocking it back again. He kept this up for some time. He never touched people, he always hit them with their own notebook, wherein lay the untidiness.



His blows were not in the same class as Biehls or Karin rs. Nevertheless they were effective, because the notebook lengthened his reach, as it were. And, at the same time, the humiliation was greater because he would not touch people.



Afterward he threw the notebook on the floor.



This was the first time August had been hit at the school. The minute the notebook hit the floor he was on his feet, very fast.



Some people never learned how to take a beating. It was not so much a case of whether you had been brought up in an institution or with a family, but more whether you had been getting knocked around from when you were pretty small, and had learned that the best strategy was just to bear in mind that you take it and then it is over and done with. August would never learn, that I already knew. When Flage hit him that first time, he seized up; the head moved from side to side, but the body was rigid. I came up behind him, I sensed what was going to happen.



He went for Plages fingers, which had remained in midair after he had thrown the notebook. He grabbed hold of the outer two on his left hand, but did not get the chance to break them. I stuck a thumb over each of his eyes and pulled him back. He did not utter a sound, he was hard as wood. Then I set him down on his chair. Flage was looking at his fingers, he had no idea what had happened.



This brought the lesson to a halt. Flage left the classroom. It had happened before. It was unlikely that he would go up to the office and report August. He was new in class, Flage must have known he had gone too far. But he was compelled to leave, because of his sensitivity.



I took August out into the corridor. It was deserted, all the other classes were in the middle of a lesson. I let him pace along the walls.



Youve stopped eating, I said.



I had noticed this a while before but had said nothing.



Its a trial period, he said, here at the school. Im here on trial, Im not going to make it.



Of this there had been no previous mention.



How long was the trial period, I asked him.



They havent said, he said. Some decisions have been taken about me, theyve told me that much, but they havent said what.



We had not spoken to each other in two weeks. I felt that we had better seize the moment while there was time, and the corridor was deserted. What had they said they were after, I asked him, what was he supposed to do?



Make a go of it, he said. They said it was a trial period, it would give me a chance to prove that I can make a go of it.



Where will they send you if it goes wrong? I said.



Back to Sandbjerggrd.



There was no chance to ask about anything else. The new inspector came to get us and walked us down to the church. Flage must have sent for her.



Two weeks earlier, they had taken over an empty room in the girls section, and workmen had been called in. She had arrived a few days later, and was bidden welcome at assembly. It was said that, among other things, she would be put in temporary charge of the girls section in the annex, just as Flakkedam was in charge of the boys. It was the first time mention had been made of Flakkedams supervisory post being temporary. No more had been said.



The church was just outside the grounds.



We were on our way up the aisle. Katarina came up to us. Suddenly she was at Augusts side. She reached behind him and put something in my pocket. It was the letter. I would not have read it there and then, but it was some days since I had heard from her, and, with so many people around, you felt hidden. I unfolded it right away. It was quite short, she was asking about Ravens progressive matrices.



I looked up at her.



August is here on trial, I said. He doesnt know for how long, he doesnt know what they have decided about him, hes not going to make it. Its getting worse day by day, what can be done?



His file, she said.



We were squashed up against each other, by everybody else, so that no one could see us.



Any decisions theyve taken have to be entered in it, she said. Just as she said it, there was Fredhoj.



I was the one who should have been on the lookout. I was the only one who really knew him. But I had forgotten myself, and he had always been very quickinvisible and yet, all of a sudden, right there.



He took the letter from me. Then he took me and Katarina and put us in separate pews. Then he fetched August. He did not come at him from the front, but went around behind him, pinned his wrists, and brought him down to the row in front of me, and sat him down next to himself. No one had sensed anything. It had all been as smooth and casual as if he was showing people to their seats.



He could have marched us out right then and there, but he did not. Instead we were put in the pews and the service went ahead as though nothing had happened. While one sat there knowing that it was all over.



Fredhj had known that now he would have us hit by Ragnarok. Still he had strength enough to sit down as though nothing had happened and let the service begin. Strength enough to make this eloquent pause.



So now one could sit there, looking around at everybody else. One could think about how, if one had respected the school rules and not abused the trust placed in one, one could have been singing away like them right now. Then one could still have been on the borderline instead of, as now, being lost.



One could sit and think like that. That was the intention behind the pause. There was another reason, too. They could afford to wait, because the harm had already been done, and we had been localized. It so happened that somewhere there was an anger, an aversion, toward us so great that it could afford to wait. This anger was not Fredhjs, not even Biehls. They were, when all was said and done, human and capable of letting bygones be bygonesone had seen several instances of it. This anger was different. It was the anger of the very school itself, greater than anything human. It did not forget, it would remember forever.



I came close to giving up.



It was impossible to think straight. Surrender gripped one like an illness one could not, personally, do anything about.



I thought about what would happen to me and Katarina. But mostly I thought about August. I could see now that he had been given a trial period, not just at Biehls but in the world. He had been given a trial period just to go on living. He was like a very small and very sick wild animal that was only just managing to keep going. If he was sent back to a place like Sandbjerggrd it would be the end of him. They would shut him up so tightly that he would be crushed to death.



A hymn was sungSometimes a Light Surprises. Biehl himself led the singing, before the minister took over.



You had always been able to sense that this hymn held some special meaning for him. When he sang it he came very close to something crucial. He had expounded upon it.



Who gives the lilies clothing Will clothe his people, too: Beneath the spreading heavens No creature but is fed; And he who feeds the ravens Will give his children bread.



Referring to this verse, he had said that when biology and science were powerless, then God prevailed.



It was like being in a little cage, with the walls closing in and all the doors shut. Humlum and Axel Fredhj had given up long ago, along with many others one had known. And there had been many times when one had almost done so. And yet I had held out, longer than most, I had done my best. At the Orphanage, the first time I was made to jump from the willow tree, just after I came therewhen they waited a long time before bringing me upI had come close to going along with it and letting the water fill my lungs. But back then I believed that in the end one would come up into the light. One no longer had that feeling of certainty. I looked around, for one last time to consign my thoughts to the air. That is when I saw August, he was sitting next to Fredhj, all hunched up. It was still too early to let go. One still had to help him. When one is bigger than someone else, and not so sensitive, and can take a beating, and has discerned the grand plan, then one has to help someone who is smaller than oneself. I looked around the cage. All the doors were locked. In my affliction my thoughts turned to Jesus.



One had always imagined God as being like Biehl. As a rule he was distant. As a rule he concerned himself with the greatest and the smallest. Like the heavens, or a lily. Only rarely did he ever address himself to you in person. And then, as a rule, it was in order to punish.



Until now I had thought of Jesus as being like Fredhj. Standing between you and the supreme power, Biehl and God, there had to be some kind of a middleman, an informer. Fredhj and Jesus.



It had been the same everywhere. At the top the headmaster or the superintendent, between him and the rest of the school a deputy. It was a law, maybe even a law of nature.



Then another thought occurred.



You had always learned the prayers and hymns by heart. It had been like memorizing dates, like the Battle of Poitiers, only easier, because they rhymed and there was a tune. As a rule you did not make much sense of the words. However, Biehl had been known, out of the blue, to conduct a test on one of the hymns. If he then detected a lack of understanding he became very dangerous. As a rule he would then explain certain things, like the bit about clothing the lilies. But there were too many prayers and hymns for them all to be explained. So you learned them by heart, without making much sense of them.



Even so it could happen that you suddenly understood, all by yourself. That the words you had learned by heart became a door, opening up. That happened now.



God was too close to Biehl. Nor could you consult Jesus about your personal problems, there was no reason to believe that you would be given help. In fact, there were really no instances of anyone being given help.



And yet my thoughts turned to Jesus. Well, you had learned it by heart and been made to recite it, albeit without making much sense of it. There were two things I remembered. Jesus had talked about time. People had asked him whether he could promise them eternal life, in other words freedom from time. He had not really answered that. Like Katarina, when I had asked her in the laboratory whether I could be sure of being cured and she had not given a straight answer. Instead he had told the young man who had asked the question what he should do if he wanted to enter into life, here and now. Jesus had been asked about eternity. And he had pointed to the here and now. It had never been explained, the Bible was full of things like that. Biehl read from it at assembly, but it was never explained.



What should you do if you want to enter into life, here and now. This was what Jesus had answered. That was one of the things I thought about.



The other was that maybe Jesus had also tried to touch time, maybe that had been his plan. In his laboratory, not in the manger but later on, he had gathered his thoughts to understand the plan behind it all. Then he had told those who followed him that they must go forth into the world and reveal this plan, even though the natural aversion of the people would be roused against them, so that they would be persecuted and isolated. This they should do so that everything that was covered should be revealed. Then he had descended into the underworld.



Descent into the underworld. And so I made up my mind.



Fredhj sat in front and a little to the side of me, his hands resting on the ledge for the hymnbook in front of him. One hand lay across the other, you could smell his aftershave. All in all, the sense of him was overwhelming. Across his left hand lay his key ring. As always.



All the locks in the school were linked to a comprehensive master key system. A Ruko systemback then there was nothing else.



The keys were in order of precedence. At the top, a master keyheld by Biehl alonewhich opened every door in the school. Then came the sub-master keys held by Fredhj and Flakkedam and the new inspector; beneath them came the departmental keys, and, at the bottom, the keys held by the ordinary teachers. It was a good system, with only one flaw. At its lower levels, for example, with the main door and the doors to the corridors, it was necessary that a number of different keys could open each lock. The more keys that have to fit a lock, the weaker it is, the more receptive to strange keys.



I could not have done it today. Apart from the fact that today I would never have wanted to, still, it could not have been done. Advances in technology have made it impossible. Back then, they were ordinary five-pin keys, the cuts of the key fitted into the lock and pushed five bottom pins into place, then the cylinder could move freely. Nowadays, with the modern systems that time and technology have produced, there are also side pins. In addition to which the keys are patented and the designs restricted. I could not have done it today.



I looked at Fredhjs keys.



Of course, I had known they were there. But I had purposely avoided taking a closer look at them.



On the bunch were some standard keys, as well as several smaller keys to the locks of the physics closets. Then there were the Yale keys to his home. And his car keys. The school key was lying awkwardly, but I just waited. There came a moment when he shifted position and it was brought into full view. I concentrated on the depth of the cutsnothing else. Afterward I closed my eyes. And sort of tested myself on the key. As though I had been up at the blackboard. At last I had it.



None of us were expelled. There was absolutely no accounting for it. That very evening they moved August out of the dining room and served him his food in his room, in the sickroom. The next day they moved him down a grade and put Flakkedam on permanent watch over him. To begin with, Katarina was absentI thought foreverbut a few days later I saw her in the playground, sitting on a bench, looking down at the asphalt. As for me, I was summoned to the secretarys office. Fredhj and Karin r were there, and Stuusin his capacity as chairman of the board of teachers. They advised me that I had been reported to the Childrens Panel and to the Child Welfare Services, since I was on a scholarship and had been given special permission to attend the school. There would now be a pause. When the reply from my guardian and from the Department of Health and Welfare was available, they would review the situation.



Karin r did the talking. She was our class teacher. Fredhj stayed absolutely still. I tried to sense him, the situation was absolutely inexplicable. Even though I had been given my final warning, they had still not kicked me out. There was no understanding it.










FOUR


The first time Biehl talked about the Battle of Poitiers he had made an additional remark. That had been only the second time ever that he referred to himself as I.



There had been a pause, after which he had said that it was his personal opinion that Islam, which was the religion of the Moors, was nothing less than the Devils own work. So the Battle of Poitiers had been a struggle between the forces of light and of darkness. And if the struggle had turned out to the Moors advantage, civilization as we know it would never have existed.



This was the only thing about the Devil that had ever been explained outright at the school.



Even so, there was no doubt in your mind. When we descended those seven steps into the darkness, and pushed aside the panel, you knew you were going down into the underworld.



I did not collect August until I could almost sense the breathing of both Flakkedam and the new inspector. The clock said seven minutes past midnight. It was ten days since we had spoken to one another and had been found out in church. I had not seen August, other than at assembly and from a distance in the playground.



I made hardly any sound opening the door. He had grown very thin. Under different circumstances he should have been reported so that he could have been forced to eat. I told him he had to get up, but gave him no further explanation. He was in his pajamas and slippers, they kept his clothes and outdoor shoes locked up at night. We had woodwork once a week. The woodwork room was on the second floor and the metal work tools were also kept there. Klas-tersen was the woodwork teacher. The year before, Carsten Sutton had been caught sniffing solventspaint thinner. It was kept in an eight-gallon container, you could get your whole head into it. We had all tried it, but he was the one who got found out, due to the fact that he had gone berserk afterward. Since then Klastersen kept a pretty close eye on people.



I had shown him a cracked table tennis bat. May I have permission to repair this? I said. There had been no problem, not when it was sports equipment. I had found a place for myself beside a vise at the very back. Then I had cut out Fredhjs key in sheet metal as best I could from memory. Over the next few days I had tried it out and made some adjustments to it.



Now I let August and myself out through the main door. It was a frosty night but there was no snow. We left no tracks.



The art room was seven steps down on a stairway that started just beyond the main door under the archway. On the way down there were two doors, one to stop pupils from hanging about on the stairsout of sight of the teacher on playground dutyand then the actual door to the art room. Both came under the master key system. For a long time I had believed I was the only one who knew about the way down to the engineering access tunnels. But Axel Fredhj must have known about it, too. That was how he had made his descent, although he must have locked the door behind him, they brought him up on the playground side, they had no idea how he had got down there. He cannot have told them either, otherwise the opening would have been blocked up. Maybe he was tougher than people thought; maybe he was just not in a condition to say anything special, not even when he was questioned.



It was no secret that the tunnels existed.



When the new toilets were built, the schools parents had been encouraged to help with the demolition of the old onesto save money, and to emphasize the especially caring nature of those parents connected to the school.



I took part on that occasionto see peoples parents. Usually you never saw them.



Besides which, you had been given the chance to tear down. You had been handed a sledgehammer, then you could just bash away.



A plan of the school had been hung on the wall, so that you could see how it would look with the new toilets. Which would have tiles and lights and be in decent working order, not all tarred and filthy and stinking like the old ones.



The engineering tunnels were shown on the drawings. I had noticed them because it was only a month since the accident. The first of Axel Fredhjs two accidents, that is. The tunnels ran twenty feet underground, six feet below the basement. Through them ran the heating pipes, hot water pipes, and electricity cables. But not gas. That was what you could see.



The opening must have come about because they built the art room later, a long time after the school, maybe as part of the new trend in education. So all they had done was to build a partition out of hardboardby the look of it, it had been a rush job. This tied in with the order of precedence governing subjects. Art came right at the bottom, even lower than weaving and home economics. No grade was ever given marks for art. And yet Karin r was the art teacher. Although she, for example, never handled clay. She also taught music and Danish, and music and literature were clearly closest to her heart.



I lit a little candle and placed it in an aluminum cylinder with little windows of clear plastic and air holes at the bottom, it was one I had kept from the old days. August was close beside me, maybe he could not see very well. When I struck the match he went rigid, but then relaxed again.



Behind the panel lay a bricked-in space with no windows. Even the floor was brick. It was cold. In the floor was a black holethe descent to the tunnels. They must have forgotten about this way down when they were doing the building. Doors blocked the outlets to the north and south playgrounds, there were iron bars strung with wire netting over the air vents. Still and all, they had not succeeded in making it absolutely secure.



To get down you had to step onto the lagging around the pipes and from there slide down into the tunnel itself. There was little or no headroom. Even I, with my natural stoop, kept bumping my head against the ceiling.



It was warmer here, because of the pipes. There was a humming sound, from the boiler maybe.



On our left the lagging around the pipes was still blackened.



August took my hand.



Im afraid of the dark, he said.



I stayed where I was. I could not go on until I had told him about it. Even though he was smaller than me, like a child, I had to tell him.



I told him straight. One day a boy from the schoolthat was Axelhad hidden in the art room and got himself locked in on purpose. He had taken a bottle of benzene from there and, in the lunch period, he had descended into the tunnel. There he had poured the benzene over the lagging around the pipes, then he had set a match to it, and then he had Iain down beside the fire.



You cant lie still when theres a fire burning, said August. But that was what he had done. No details had ever been released, but there were those who had heard what the firemen said when they brought him upby the stairs to the playground. It was from there, too, that the smoke had been spotted.



So, said August, what happened to him?



I replied that nothing had happened. They had spotted the smoke and called the fire department. They had brought him up. Other than that, nothing had happened. Other than that he had stopped driving home from school with his father. No one had ever seen Axel and Fredhj speak to each other. If you had not known it, you would never have guessed that they were father and son. They had, however, gone home from school together. After school, on Wednesdays and Fridays, when their timetables must have coincided, they drove home together in Fredhjs big Roverout through the grounds and away. Axel sat in the back.



After the accident this stopped. Instead Axel was collected by his mother, Fredhjs wife.



She picked him up at the gate onto the road. She had a Rover like Fredhjs, she was also a deputy inspector, elsewhere in the suburbs. She drove up to the gate and Axel got into the backseat. They drove away without a word having been said. It was the first time you had seen her. But Fredhj had mentioned her before. It came up in a period where he had been reading aloud. He was not in the habit of reading aloudthe math and physics syllabus was too full to allow for that. But he had been known, around Christmastime, to step up the pace. You took on more arithmetic ink exercises as homework, thus gaining a couple of hours in which he would read aloud.



He was brilliant at it. He always read stories about great and intelligent criminals; stories from Crime Cavalcade or From Foreign Courtrooms and Great and Notorious Swindlers. It was after having read a story about a bigamist that he mentioned his wife, Axels mother.



This man had murdered women by raising their ankles while they were in the bath. They had been able to keep their heads above water for a while, but eventually they had given up, so they drowned. Then he had inherited their fortunes and married again. After closing the book, Fredhj had stared into space for a moment. You could sense that he was close to something crucial. Lack of intelligence, he said, was to blame for the fact that most people had such trouble with marriage. For their part, he and his wife had organized things in such a way that they split their time. She had made the decisions for the first ten years: where they should live, what kind of cars they should havehence the Rovers. Then there had been ten years during which he had made the decisions. These had now come to an end and it was once more her turn to decide. Teachers seldom or never spoke about what went on in their families. This was the first time Fredhj had said anything.



That they had split their time. Almost scientifically.



I had tried to work it out. I came to the conclusion that Fredhjs wife must have decided on Axel.



I tried to explain this to August. It was hard to tell whether he was listening. I did not dare to talk above a whisper, and all the while he kept pacing alongside the pipes. Never far away, though, only as far as the rim of darkness.



I paused, and he stopped.



That wasnt what I meant, he said. Why did he do it? What was the matter with him? What was the matter with him? Nothing much, I said. He was fine, really, until the incident with the chart locker six months later, and could we get a move on, there was something we had to do.



He stayed where he was. He stood there, touching the lagging.



Clothes dont burn well, he said.



No, I said, that was what had saved Axel, and could we go now, I tried moving on with the light, to get him to follow. Then he turned toward me. He did not look straight at me, but I could see there was something he had to say, it was hard to get it out. At the Orphanage you often had hemorrhoidsit was the food that did it. That was how it felt, like bleeding piles, but it has to come out. It hurt, but there was no alternative.



I dont put up with anything, he said, not from anyone. They come home, and youre lying on the cot. You could have run off, but then he would have felt cheated. They start to say things. Usually its about the report card and the drawings. A pigsty, she says. Do something about your son. She eggs him on, know what I mean? I said nothing.



He tosses lighted matches onto the quilt. You just have to lie still, like youre sleeping. It doesnt catch fire, fabric doesnt burn well. Then they come. You could run from them, but he would feel cheated. It has to be as if



An achievement and a reward, I said.



Exactly. You have to let him catch you, or else therell be hell to pay. He holds you down, but shes the one who does it. Always with a coat hanger, down the back. And then, at the very end, on the bare arse, you know. I just happened to think of it. Forget it.



We stood there, saying nothing. He was not finished yet.



I dont put up with anything, he said. Ive warned them. Theyve done it for the last time.



He had started shaking.



I could adopt you, I said, when Im twenty-one. You could come and live with us, with me and Katarina.



The shaking came from the inside, but it was much bigger than the tiny, skinny body. I set the lamp down on the pipe and reached for his hand.



It happened too fast to do anything about it. I heard the sound before I felt anything. It was the little finger he broke, it made the same sound as when you snap a pencil. When the pain came, it brought me to my knees. He had not let go, he kept on squeezing. Now he was looking straight down at me, I do not think he knew who I was. The other August had taken over, there was hardly anything left of the first one.



No ones going to touch me, he said.



He pressed down on my finger and looked me in the eye, to see the pain.



Dyou know what its like in the end? he said. In the end its great. If she keeps going long enough, it gets so its lovely, and you want to ask her to keep going. But by then you can hardly talk. And then you faint.



I could sense that I was going to pass out, so I pressed my forehead against the floor. When I looked up he had let go of me and drawn back into himself. He was standing over by the lamp, with his back to me, looking into the flame.



My plan had been for us to climb out through a vent at the foot of the south staircase. We found it all right, but it turned out to be covered over with wire netting. Normally I could have pulled away the netting, but, because of my finger, this was now out of the question.



So we wandered about a bit. There were more tunnels than I had remembered from the drawing, most were dead ends but some went around in a circle. At one point I had to change the candle.



There was no question of giving up, I was responsible for August. At one point, when I changed the candle, I almost lost him in the dark, then he took my good hand. And I let him, though I tried to watch out for my fingers. Eventually we came up through the landing pit.



Klastersen taught PE and woodwork. He had been appointed the year before. He had been trainer of the junior national handball team, and was highly qualified. He had said that his training program would concentrate on building up the front. In six months time we would all have a strong front. Work on the gym apparatus was particularly well suited to this, he said, and most especially the mastering of high flights and deep landings. So he had prohibited the use of the thick mats. By going barefoot and using the hard mats or coming down straight onto the floor you could build up a very hard front. But it was not long before several accidents occurred. When a boy called Kare Frymand ripped both of his Achilles tendons at one time, the school had been directed to use thick mats and install a landing pit.



The pit consisted of a box twelve feet by twelve, and ten feet deep, set into the floor. It had been installed right after the accident and was supposed to have been filled with wood shavings. This, however, had never been done, and so, day in and day out, it just sat there, covered up.



And now we came up through it. It had been built down into the engineering tunnels. In the bottom, on one side, there was a hatch. We came out of the gym onto the south staircase, which we then ascended.



It was very quiet. We had sort of sneaked up on the school, so it was not doing its job properly, it seemed to be paralyzed.



And yet it had its eye on us, you sensed it. For the first time it struck me that the very building belonged to Biehl. The walls were watching us.



With the walls it was like this: they were not to be touched. Leaning against walls and door posts was prohibited because of the wear and tear, Biehl himself had announced this at assembly. He had always protected them, now they were staring at us. But we ascended the stairs. I did it for August. I sensed that the law of reciprocation could not be a law of nature after all. When people were weak and helpless, like August, for example, then it might be necessary to do something for them without getting anything in return. To do anything, no matter what.



And yet you did get something in return. I had descended and then ascended to help and protect him. Now it was as though he was helping me. As though you could set yourself free by helping others.



I cannot put it any better.



We got in through Hessens clinic, it took some time to open the door into the next room. I had never been in there before. It was pretty much as I had known it would be. Small, with shelves where she kept the balls and jigsaw puzzles used when examining the smaller pupils. And a gray filing cabinet.



I left it alone. We would not find what we were looking for here. Still I stood there for a moment, running a hand over it. You had known it was there, but never seen it. August was standing behind me, absolutely still. I turned around to whisper something, or to motion to him that we had to keep going.



And looked straight into the previous room, Hessens clinic, which we had just left. We had closed the door, August had done that. And yet we were both now looking through the wall and into the clinic. As though the wall had not been there. It was August who stretched a hand out toward it. It was brought up short by something.



Its glass, he said.



It was like a big window, but there was no reflection from the candle. The glass could not be seen, only felt.



Its the back of the mirror, I said, its see-through. There had been a few times when I had turned up at the clinic at the appointed time and it was, not Hessen, but one of her assistants who had been there. On those occasions the proceedings had been a little different. You had talked off the record about how things had been since last time.



Now I realized that, on these occasions, while you had just been relaxing and talking to the assistants, who were much younger than Hessen, she had been in this room, behind the mirror. She could sit in peace, observing the whole thing. It was brilliant. Off the corridor on the fifth floor ran Biehls office and the staff room and the library and the assembly hall and the district medical officers clinic. A door led directly from the corridor into Biehls office. Those who had been sent up for punishment had to wait outside this door. This saved them from causing any inconvenience in the school office, where the secretary sat. Then, too, it made the punishment worse if they had to stand in the corridor, where they could be seen by passing teachers.



The door came under the general key system, but only Biehls key fitted it, so the lock took a bit of time, especially since I could only use one hand. There was just a little bit of candle left. I blew it out, we would need the last of it for finding the papers. When it went dark he huddled up against me.



Theres nothing for us here, he said.



His voice was unrecognizable.



I could not think of an answer for him.



Im going home, he said.



He started to walk out into the darkness and then to run. He must have forgotten where he was, he was running blind, but very fast. He hit a doorjamb, but got up and ran on. At the end of the corridor he ran into the washbasin, I heard him hit it with his teeth. I walked over to him. He was lying on his back, I could tell by touch that his mouth was bleeding. I could not carry him because of my hand, so I dragged him back. I took off my shirt and propped him up against the wall and got him to hold the shirt up to his mouth. Then I switched on the light.



It was risky, but there was nothing else for it.



AndersenLemmy, that islived in a little house on the other side of the south playground. In his hallway he had a panel of lamps that indicated where lights were burning in the school. It had been installed just after I came, most likely to save electricity. You could see it through his windows.



So I knew that now, when I pressed the switch, a light would come on in his house. But it had to be done.



The cleaning ladies at the school were specially selected and highly qualified. They had been appointed when Biehl started the school in humble premises on Jacoby Avenue in Frederiksberg, and had accompanied it on its rise. They were on familiar terms with the management of the school. They had always reported all traces of smoking, burned celluloid, or any other signs of vandalism. They saw things that other people did not see, it was very hard to hide anything from them, they would have spotted Augusts blood right away, I had to mop it up. I worked my way back along the corridor using my socks, it was all I had. Then I put them back on.



When I came back, August was sitting looking at the door opposite, which led up to Biehls apartment. He had his private quarters on the top floorthis you knew, even though you had never been up there. The door to the stairs was opposite his office, with his name on it. It was the only door in the school with a name on it. To show that the ordinary part of the school stopped here. August sat there, looking at the nameplate and holding the shirt up to his mouth. He said not a word. I switched off the light and let us into the office.



I had been there twice before. The one time had been when they introduced me to August. The other time, which had been earlier on, had been for punishment. That had been the first time I had been hit at Biehls. I had been late five times in a month, it was at the time that my illness was getting worse.



It had been me and Jes Jessen and someone else. It was normal for Biehl to take two or three at onceto save time. There was a rug in the middle of the floor. Stay off the rug, he had said, lets have no more wear and tear than we can help. You had to stand with your hands behind your back, so you would not try to protect your face. He walked back and forth while getting into his strideon the rug, too. You had not heard the words, it was more as though I had noticed the color of his skin, I had known when the blow was coming. Still it had taken you by surprise. Jes had fallen down, but I had stayed upright.



So now you automatically walked around the rug, and over to the desk. August went off into a corner. After he hurt himself he had calmed down, you could see he was very tired, which was because he had not eaten.



It was a fairly simple matter to open the chestit might never have been locked. Never, ever had they expected anyone to attempt such an offense. There were so many things they had thought of, they had safeguarded themselves against almost everything, but not against this.



Nor, under normal circumstances, should this have been done. By opening this chest you were abusing your schoolmates trust; you were acting in an underhand manner. The ravens on the lid reminded you of this. That there was a justice from which nothing could be hidden.



But at the moment the object was to protect August.



I did not switch on the light, the moon was bright. I could see the letters on the folders containing the documents. They were arranged alphabetically, like a telephone book but not packed so close together.



The bell doesnt ring at night, said August.



Until he said it, it had never occurred to me.



Its like she says, he said. When it doesnt ring theres another time in this place. Its as if there is no time.



I pointed to the moon.



Times built into the world, I said. The moon rises and sets, theres a system, like a clock.



But it doesnt ring a bell every fifty minutes, he said. The folder was thick, I lit the candle. He did not come any closer.



Whose business is it anyway, he said, right? One folder held his school record. He had gone to a normal school on Slotsherrens Road in Rdovre. I flicked past them. Then came the test results from the examinations by the school psychologist, and the case sheet from the school doctor. Then came something from the Social Services Department and two folders from the child psychiatry clinic at the University Hospitalthey had examined him twice. I did not look at any of this. Last but one came the papers from Biehlsa number of letters. First time around I let them pass. Last of all came some typewritten sheets and some photographs. Of his parents.



In a way I was already familiar with the picturesfrom his drawings. Time and again he had drawn the whole thing, very precisely, so I must have known. It had been buckshot, you could not help but see it, you had seen it before, albeit never like this. They lay close together, dressed in evening clothes. They had probably been out and had then come home and had then gone over to him on the cot. And he had been lying there, waiting for them.



Now theyll remember, he said.



He had not looked at the pictures, nor at me. He had looked out the window, at the moon.



How come? I said.



Now they know I dont put up with anything.



We were running out of time, you had to be clear and forthright.



They look pretty dead, I said.



Theyre perfectly okay, he said, it was just a reminder. The typewritten sheets contained the police report, along with the statement from the legal representative from the Department of Health and Welfare, who had to be present whenever you were questioned, if you were under fifteen. I had had that, too. There was no time to read those now. That left the papers from Biehls.



There were a number of letters, from different authorities. I tried to read them, it was no good. We were running late, the cleaners would be here soon, and the business with my hand did not make it any easier. Besides, it was a difficult language to read against the clock. It left you with the same feeling as the standardized reading tests; made you aware of how slow you were. But mostly it was difficult because of August. He stood beside me looking out the window. He had seized up. Looking at the papers was like seeing inside him.



But there was something I could not help but notice. Two of the letters were from Baunsbak Kold, director of education for Copenhagen. That was one of the things I saw. The other was what we had come for. It was about Augusts trial period. I read it several times so as to memorize it.



Youre here for an indefinite period, I said, youre in preventive detention. I read it out to him:




after consultation with the Department of Health and Welfare, the Ministry of Education, the Danish Institute of Education, the Copenhagen Board of Education, and the Danish Teacher Training College, the department hereby assents to August Joon being boarded at the school, under preventive detention, for an indefinite period.





Why did they ask so many people, he said, what was the point of that? I did not answer that, there was no time to wonder about it.



Your trial period wont ever end, I said, youve got to stick it out. Well make it, youll see. Well think of something.



Then I noticed something else. It looked like an extract from a police record, in Augusts name. This was not possible, there was no way you could have a record if you were under fifteen. I knew all about that, it was a rule. Then I saw where it was from. It was a transcript from the court records, giving a brief account of Augusts case. That should not have been possible. The only people who had access to the court records were the observer from Child Welfare Services and the police, who used them in conjunction with police records. Where no notes could be made against a recordfor example, with those of us not turned fifteenwe were entered in the court records. Like, for example, with all those times you had been brought into a police station for questioning, even though you had never been charged. It was supposed to be strictly confidential. But still, there was a transcript about August.



I put the file back. I switched on the light, just for a second, to make sure that he had not dripped on the floor or the rug. Then I saw that one of the desk drawers was fitted with a mortise lock.



This was absolutely normal. Biehl was the head of the school, there had to be a locked drawer in his desk for stamps and maybe small sums of money. There was no good reason for taking a look, and besides, we were in a hurry.



But I did it anyway. I took a paper clip from the desk and used the sheet-metal key as a wrench. I do not know why I did it, I suppose it was out of habit. And yet maybe it had not been habit. Maybe it was an attempt to see inside Biehl. All the papers in the school had been about everything but him. Always. No exceptions. And he had never said a word about himself.



Which was why you read his memoirs. There were four copies in the library, they could be borrowed for a week at a time. They had been out on loan constantly for nine months, even to people who usually did not read anything except what they were given as homework. And yet not even in those had there been one word about him personally. It was not a deep drawer. In it lay a pile of blank school note-paper. Under the pile were two sheets of the same notepaper, but written on.



I looked over at August. He had sat down, he was very close to falling asleep on the chair. He had already started to twist and turn the way he did when his nightmare was on the way. When I was sure that he could not see anything, I took the two bottom sheets. Then I closed the drawer.



I picked him up, but because of my hand I could do no more than support him. His legs moved, the rest of him was asleep.










FIVE


Wheres tomorrow? This is what she has asked me.



When children cry you talk to them about tomorrow. If they hurt themselves and are inconsolable, even though you pick them up, then you tell them where they are going tomorrow, who they are going to visit. You move their awareness on a day, away from their tears. You introduce time into their lives.



The woman has the knack of doing it gently, somehow. Without promising anything specific, without trying to deny the pain, tenderly she draws the child with her into the future. As if to say, we all have to learn about time. That even so, it is possible to grow up without being damaged.



For my part, I never talk to the child about time. We talk about other thingsthough not about anything muchand never about tomorrow. For me that is impossible. Tomorrow we could all be wiped out. You think back upon all the promises you did not manage to keep. Talk about time and you will always end up making promises. Then it is better to say nothing at all, no matter what.



And yet, quite often, she comes to me. Seldom to have anything explained, but often to tell me something.



When she comes over to me I sit down on the floor. It does not seem right to tower over her when she is talking to me. Instead I sit down, then our heads are on a level.



Wheres tomorrow?



I knew what she meant. She had grasped the concept of changes in space, that places are different from one another. Now time had been introduced into her life, but she could not grasp it. So she tried to explain it in terms of space, which she had grasped. Katarina said the same thing, over the telephone, after the total separation. She did most of the talking, because for her there was less risk.



She said she had been thinking about the way you remembered your past. What you remembered, she said, was a string of events and years stretching back from the point where you now found yourself. In other words, a line of time. This might be colored differently, depending upon what had happened to you. For example, if you had lost someone, then it would be black. Other spots might be lighter. On some sections of the line time would have passed quickly, on other sections more slowly. But, for a long way back, it would still be a line.



Though not all the way backat any rate not in her caseand what about me, she asked me to think about it.



For her, she said, and maybe for everyone, if you went far enough back, the line disintegrated. If you went all the way back to your early childhood it was no longer a line. Then there was a sort of landscape of events. You could not remember their sequence, maybe they had none, they just lay scattered about, as if on a plain. She believed that this plain belonged to the days before time had entered your world. She asked me to give it some thought.



Is there any way of asking August, she said, about what its like for him, whether there is a plain, or what?



When I was sitting on the floor facing the child and she asked me about tomorrow, I realized that she was still on the plain, but that she was on the point of stepping into the tunnels where time is to be found.



I so much wanted to understand her, I tried to see whether time showed in her face. But there was nothing I could say to her; no answer I could give her. When I myself did not know where tomorrow was.



I dont know, I said.



Then I saw that she did not need an answer, that it was not important. What was important was that I had sat on the floor and listened to her.



She stayed where she was. I had the feeling that, whatever I said to her, it would never be that important, that she would never evaluate it or pay too much attention to it. That you could afford to be slow, or inaccurate or downright ignorant without being punished; that still she would stay for a moment, and not walk away. I asked August how he remembered.



This was one night, a week after I had last been in his room. They looked in on him a few times before lights-out, it had taken me a week to work out their schedule. It had proved to be strictly regulated. Flakkedam and the new inspector took turns; they came once every hour, just around the hour. That was how I was able to steer clear of thembecause they were so regular.



I came just after he had been given his medicine at nine oclock, which meant we had until nine-thirty, when Flakkedam did his rounds and put out the lights. He lay on his back looking at the ceiling.



Theyve increased the dosage to three Mogadon, he said. If youve got something to say youd better hurry.



There was nothing I had to say. I just stood there, looking at him. His skin had a papery look. At the Christian Foundation there had been a reception center for abandoned babies. They had had incubator babies theretinier than all the others but like old men. Very small and yet very old. That was how he looked.



I had taped the two outer ringers togetherit hurt least that way. I suppose my little finger should have been in a cast, but then they would have grown suspicious. August pretended not to notice.



He looked feverish. I felt his forehead, keeping one eye on his hands. If anything, he was cold.



What happens if you stop eating altogether? he said.



Two days when you feel hungry, I said, then two days when it hurts, like youre ill, after that you feel fine. Until you grow weak and they find out about it and youre forced to eat something.



There had also been girls at Ndebogrd, and some of them had suffered from an eating disorder. Sometimes, by wearing two sweaters and padding out their stomachs with cushions, they could put off being caught for so long that they only just had survived. I did not mention this, there was no point in encouraging him.



He was getting tired. He asked me whether I had seen anything of Katarina and I said that she had wanted me to ask him about something. I explained to him about the way in which she believed you remembered your past, how would he say he remembered his? The same way we did, he said, he, too, remembered a line, there was nothing strange about that.



I felt a twinge of suspicion.



Where does it start, I said, whats the first thing you remember?



The first thing I remember is the office, he said, Im in the office and I see you. Thats where it starts.



Thats only two and a half months ago, I said. What about before that?



Theres nothing before that, he said, just a black hole. I did not feel like asking him anything else. I stayed by his side, saying nothing. He was asleep. His eyes were not quite shut. They were like slits, you could see his pupils, but at the same time you could tell by his breathing that he was asleep. With his eyes half-open. It did not seem right. I placed a finger on each eyelid and gently closed them. I would have liked to stay longer, but it was not possible. Flakkedam could appear at any minute.



He was asleep, I am sure of that, and yet some part of him must have been awake, one of the people inside him. I was by the door when he called me. He whispered.



If you remember, he said, and have a past, then you can be given the blame and be punished. Seeif you dont remember anything, you dont have time like other people. Its kind of like being crazy, so you get taken into protective custody. Then theres a chance.



The next morning I was summoned to Biehls office. Fredhj was there, too. They said that, subsequent to the receipt of a reply from the Childrens Panel, the schooltogether with the Child Welfare Serviceshad come to a decision about my future. Within the next couple of weeks a suitable reform school would be found for me. This decision was final. They had had it ratified by a judge.










S I X


Second Year SecondaryKatarinas classstood two rows behind our class at assembly. Fredhj checked the rows before Biehl came in and began. Although people had their set places, it had always been hard to maintain strict order on the perimeter, where one row bordered on the next. Those who came in last could not elbow their way through to their proper places; instead they stayed on the perimeter. Nine days after the total separation, Katarina came in at the last minute, though without actually being late. She managed to stand a little in front of me, almost next to Fredhj. This blurred their awareness. It would never have occurred to them that she would try anything.



Each pupil brought their own songbook to assembly. Bound editions were compulsory, to save on wear and tear. She opened it in such a way that I could not help but see it, but shielded it from everyone but me. The writing was tiny, to reduce the risk of being caught, it took me the whole of assembly to read it. It said: Whats the name of your guardian?



For all orphans and all children who had been taken into care, whose parents had lost custody of them, a guardian was appointed. It was a rule.



Usually it was a lawyer from the Childrens Panel. I had seen mine once. When the Social Welfare Committee had given me an indefinite period at Himmelbjerg House she gave me the news. She had told me straight out that she was appointed as guardian to between two and three hundred children at a time. So, although technically she was my mother and father, there would be no possibility of us meeting again, unless I wanted to get married before I was eighteen, or had a fortune that had to be administered. I had not seen her since. This was too long-winded an explanation for Katarina. All I wrote in my songbook was Johanna Buhl, Childrens Panel. Three days later I moved back a row and held the book up; no one noticed a thing.



The next day I was summoned to the telephone to take a call.



The school had two telephones which were accessible to pupils, both of them located in the annexone in the boys wing and one in the girls.



Both lines went through the school switchboard in Biehls secretarys office, but they were pay phones, you were free to make calls from them and talk on them during the lunch period, from 11:40 to 12:30, and after close of the study period, from 8:15 to 8:50 a.m. The call for me was received at 12:05 a.m. I was in the playground, a kid from one of the lower grades came to get me. Flakkedam had sent him, he said my guardian was on the phone. The receiver was lying on the little table for the phone books. It was the first time that anyone had telephoned me at Biehls, apart from the two calls from the Health and Welfare representative. Nor had I ever made any calls. The telephone was just fixed to the wall, there was no booth. I was glad of that. After the business with Valsang I had not been too keen on small spaces. It was Katarina.



I had been at the school for a year when the telephones were installed. Before that, getting permission to use the phone had not been easy. The call had to be absolutely necessary and always had to be made from the school office. You stood there, it was a strain, talking with people walking back and forth. The secretary could hear every word and you knew that you were monopolizing the school line. At assembly Biehl had said that, in principle, telephones were for brief and essential messages only. Katarina must have rung the school switchboard from the girls telephone and said she was Johanna Buhl. This was the only possible explanation. She had rung the office from the girls phone and they had thought it was an outside call and put her through to the boys side.



A while went by without us saying a single word. We just stood there, holding the receivers. I could hear her breathingregularly, clearly, almost like a clock. I had not believed I would talk to her again, not ever.



Are you okay? she said.



Yes, I said. But August isnt.



There was no warning, just a click, and we were cut off. Maybe someone had taken her by surprise.



She called me again.



The next day, after study period. I picked it up myself. I was standing just beside it when it rang, in a way I had been expecting it.



Since the summer vacation it had been my job to empty the garbage from the kitchen into the big garbage cans behind the annex. This was a much-sought-after job. It did not take long and the garbage cans were kept in a shed, so you could hang around there for a bit, out of sight. I had been given it as a reward for two years with no punishment or bad conduct marks.



After the disaster in the church I had been transferred to odd jobs indoors. No comment was made, but it was a way of keeping me under closer surveillance. It had been a relief. The thing with my fingers had made it difficult to do hard manual work. On the day Katarina rang I had been oiling the door hinges, and had continued to do so after dinner, to be near the telephone.



At the Royal Orphanage outside calls to pupils had been prohibited, unless someone had died or something like that. This was to prevent any weakening of the moral fiber that the school was taking pains to develop.



So people were only called to the telephone when there was something seriously amiss in their families. Or when the Social Services Department or the police wanted to speak to themwhich was worse.



You had, therefore, gotten used to the telephone playing its part in the surveillance of pupils. And to it being used only by teachers and the school management. Suddenlyas I stood there with the receiver in my hand and Katarina on the other endit was different, almost the opposite.



Usually there was a line of people, this day there was none. It rang, and I picked it up before anyone could hear it.



She was out of breath. She must have waited until no one was in sight, and then made a dash for it. She had been working in the garden all through the fall, so they must have moved her indoors, too.



Again it struck me that her breathing was like a clock, that it marked off this short time when we could be together.



We said nothing. We just stood there, leaning into the sound of the others breathing. That was when she told me how you remembered in a line that ended a long way back in a plain. Every now and then the phone beeped and she put in more money. Where had she gotten that?



Can we meet? she said.



I had thought this all the way through to the end, in case she should ask. There was only one way, I said, and that was at night. I could help her out of the window and down, could she manage that?



Theyve moved me, she said. Im sleeping in the same room as the new inspector. She had said it quite quietly, and yet it was as though something big, like a train, had come racing along and then passed by, and with the train had gone the last chance of seeing her.



Im going away in two weeks time, I said. To a reform school. The receiver was put down. There was no sound, as there had been last time. One minute we were connected, the next we were cut off.



I stayed by the telephone for a while, but nothing happened.










SEVEN


Two days in a row I spent the lunch period in the library.



Under different circumstances I would have been banned, but the schools rhythm was altered, because of the snow.



The snow had fallen gently, but it had fallen day and night, and they had not been able to keep pace with it. Andersen shoveled snow and put gravel and salt down, helped by those boarders with outdoor chores. The playground was a sheet of ice and there were great mounds of snow. This meant that the lower grades were allowed to stay upstairs, people took longer to come into class because of their wet clothes, and, all in all, you sensed a deviation from the timetable.



Both Fredhj and Karin r saw me in the library, but nothing was said. Maybe they thought I had already been punished; that no more could be done to me. I looked through old numbers of the blue book, the school yearbook. Each volume contained a picture of every class. I looked at the old photographs of her classfrom when she started in Primary One and all the way up.



These days I saw her at assembly, too. It hurt to look straight at her, it was easier with pictures.



In those days the girls had worn pigtails, and so did she. Otherwise she looked just the same.



Apart from the fact that she was smiling. There were eight pictures, from 1963 to 1971. In 1970 she was missing. The school photographs were taken in April, which was when she had been absent. In the first seven pictures she was smiling. Not much, but nevertheless it was noticeable. So it was clear to see the kind of home she came from, and what life had been like for her. Then you could see why she had talked about a lighted plain.



Then came the year when she was missing. And then came the last picture, from this year. In which she was not smiling. And her clothes were different. You could only see her top half, but she was wearing one of the big sweaters.



I laid the books end to end, to see all of them at once. Like a line of time. You could not get the thought out of your head: what if you had known her back then, what would it have been like? Maybe you could have seen something of each other, she might have invited me home, I might have met her parents, and when disaster started to strike I could have helped her.



That is what I thought, that I could have helped her. I, who had never even been able to help myself.



I looked at the pictures. Eventually it seemed as though you had grown up with her. As though you had not shot up feverishly only after coming to Biehls, but had always been there and had grown up with her, quietly and peacefully, so that now you belonged together.



Before this I had never looked much at photographs. You would have thought that they would have changed when you turned upon them the light of awareness. That they would become weaker, like the fear. This was not the case. Instead they became deeper and deeper. I sat there and looked at them for two days in a row. I would have gone up there on the third day, too, if it had not started to snow again, and we had been sent out for a run.










EIGHT


The next best thingafter apparatus workfor strengthening the front was athletics, especially the field events, although, since these were outdoor sports, it was more difficult to practice them in the winter.



The only exception was running. Klastersen had taught the national juniors to take winter training runs across the frozen marshes and lakes, and had achieved fine results. It was one of his ground rules: running was something that could be done in all weather. So all year round you went for training runs, although he had a marked preference for snow. Then it was a pretty safe bet that you would have to run around the grounds, at least for the first half hour.



Klastersen himself ran at the head. This meant that if you did not keep up with the leaders, or if you actually let yourself fall behind, then suddenly you found yourself on your own.



She was standing beside a tree, with her back turned. I saw the black coat. The falling snow formed a wall behind her. She broke away from the tree, stepped through the wall, and was gone. I turned off the path and came down to the lake. There was one spot on it that always took a lot longer to freeze over. A heron was standing there, and there were swans, too. They seemed not to feel the cold, they were flapping about as though someone had passed that way.



I thought I had lost her, or maybe it had not been her. The snow kept on forming chambers, you ran through never-ending rows of white rooms. I turned up toward the hill with the statuesicy suits of snow over bronze-green skin. One of them broke loose and moved off. I started walking. We came down to a place where there had been roses in the summer. They had been pruned and covered with fir branches, she had helped with that, I had seen her there not long after I had written the letter. Now everything was covered with snow; just four mounds forming one long, white trench. She broke into a run, but did not get far. The snow was deep and she was only wearing thin shoes. She kind of crumpled and hunkered down. I came up behind her. She half turned her face toward me.



Go away, she said, get lost!



She must have shouted, but the snow absorbed the sound. I had seen half of her face. There was hate in it.



I stayed put, I had nothing to lose. I had nothing to put around her, I had been running in just a sweatshirt. I understood none of this.



She got up and started walking. I followed. We came down to the lake, the snow and the water ran into each other, no sign of any downward movement, just a gray wave between heaven and earth. You were enclosed, like in a cell or a white hospital. And yet you were free, on all sides you were hidden from view.



She did not turn her head, I had to lean toward her to catch the words.



Just go, she said, go to hell.



Ive been transferred, I said, its a punishment, theyve had it ratified by a judge, theres nothing to be done.



She turned her face toward me, the skin was white, transparent. She looked at me as though she was searching for something. Then she touched my arm.



Its them who are having you transferred?



She kept her eyes fixed on me, it was almost overwhelming.



I was waiting for you, she said. I have the timetable, I knew you would come. We walked along side by side, we had run out of options. But it did not matter. She stumbled, I took her arm. We were in a desolate forest, I had protected her, I had wrapped extra blankets around her. It was getting darker, we were heading into the darkness, toward destruction, but it did not matter.



You spend your whole life believing that you will always be on the outside or on the borderline. You struggle and struggle, and yet it all seems to be in vain. And then, suddenly, you are allowed inside and lifted up into the light.



She looked at me, there was snow on her eyelashes and flakes of icetears, she was crying, and not out of aversion, and not because I had hit her. For the first time in my life.



I thought you wanted to leave, she said.



I wanted to ask for permission to kiss her, but I could not speak, I tried but I could not. And yet maybe I did say it, because it happened. Her lips were chapped with the cold. It was everything, that kiss was everything. Everything you had dreamed of but never attained, and everything that, now, would never come to pass, because I was going away and was lost. All of that was in it.



It got rid of time. I knew I would remember it forever and ever and that they could not take it away from me, not evercome what may. And so that moment became one of utter fearlessness.



A house came at us out of the darkness. That is how it seemed, even though it was we who were moving. It was one of the storehouses. It was locked, but only by a padlock with a shackle. You loosen the nut and the shackle pin slips down. There had been a bit about the storehouses in Biehls memoirs When the school, achieving a significant goal, had added school-leaving certificate classes to the curriculum, it had been necessary to move some of the schools collectionswhich were valuable but stored awayout of the main building. In time, it was hoped, they would form the nucleus of a museum to the Grundtvigian educational tradition.



There was no light. There were boxes and gardening tools on the floor; along the wallsglass-fronted cabinets. Darkness was falling outside, but behind the glass I saw Magdeburg hemispheres, glass retorts, and a Van de Graaff generator. Along with a large number of stuffed birds, and a civet caught in the coils of a cobra. The snake was bigger than the civet, it had a good grip and was starting to squeeze. At the same time it had stretched its jaw wide and exposed its poisonous fangs. The animals were frozen in the moment just before the strike.



I knew that the civet would win. It was not something I wanted to happen, it was something I knew would happen. It had most to lose, its life was on the lineand maybe the lives of others, whom it was protecting from the snakeand it was the smaller, and it had its back to the wall. It was a little, restless, wild animal and the snake was bigger, cold, and steady. Even so, it did not stand a chance.



We sat down on a couple of boxes.



What are we going to do? she said.



A moment before, you could not have imagined that there was anything you could do. Now things had changed, now we would have to leave the school. That was easily arranged, I wanted to explain it to her. There had been people who had run away from Himmelbjerg House, and who had stayed out, on the loose, for up to two weeks and more. And here the situation was different, together we could stay out forever. These were the words I wanted to say. Instead I said something else.



August, I said.



Never, ever, can you abandon a child without tumbling into perdition yourself. It is a rule against which one personally can do nothing.



She had known this, before I said it she had known. It had never been just us two, never just Katarina and me. There had always been three of us, even before he came and I saw him for the first time.



I told her about the engineering tunnels and about his file. I did not say much, nor was it necessary. She sat on the box, leaning forward, and listened to me, even to my pauses. She heard everything, even the things I could not say.



We sat there and I knew that this was how it felt to be totally accepted. You sit close to another person and are understood, everything is understood and nothing is judged and you are indispensable.



And we sat on, saying nothing. I tried to find a solution, to find out how to get August out, so that we could be together, all three of us. The locks were there, before my eyesfirst those between him and uson the main door and the doors to the corridor and the sickroom, and the lock of the closet where they kept his outdoor clothes and shoes at night. And then, once we had got to him, the locks between us and freedomon the car we would have to use, and in front of the money you had to have. And beyond them, all the locks in the world, a never-ending host. No one could open that many. It would be an overwhelming achievement, one that would never come to an end, no matter how much you struggled and did your best.



It became obvious that we were lost, and then came the despair. Although only for August, not for Katarina, and definitely not for me. I had been given everything and no one could ever take that away from me. For someone who has been given everything you cannot feel despair.



I was sure that Katarina had been thinking the same. That, in that moment, we were thinking the same thought, without having to discuss it. I was convinced of that. Then she stood up and went over to the window, and just by the way she walked I could see that I had been wrong.



If there were no clocks in the school, she said, what would you know about time? Her voice had changed, she was in another world, she was another person. Inside her, at the same time, there was another personbut a different personwho had now taken over.



It was like August, and yet not the same. August was either the one person or the other, there was no connection. The August who stood with his back to the wall and went for your fingers was out of control.



With Katarina it was different. The two people were connected, they were both there at the same time, but this one, the one that had now taken over, I would never understand. I could have gone on sitting with her forever. That is how it was, and that is how it will be for the rest of my life. If the child, August, had also been there, I could have sat there with the woman always.



I never wanted anything else. Nor have I, since then. Than to be allowed inside, and then to sit quietly with the woman and the child. That would have been enough. But now I saw that it was different for Katarina. And that she, and maybe every person, was like row upon row of white rooms. You can go together through some of them, but they have no end, and you cannot accompany anyone through them all.



I would never have gotten her to come with me. Not even if we could have brought August. The other part of her, some of the other people inside her, wanted something more. They wanted an answer.



In the laboratory she had asked a question: What was time, what was the plan behind the school?and as yet the question had not been answered.



It is not easy to understand. That it can be so important for someone to ask a question and receive an answer; that it is more important than anything else. Maybe even more important than love.



There is no way you can understand it. You have to give in and say: That is how it is. That they need to know. No matter what.



She asked again.



What would you know about time if there were no clocks? I suppose youd still be aware of it, I said, and wed better be getting back soon. It was almost dark, I had seen Klastersen outside, he must have realized that I was missing, and made one more circuit.



I thought of her breathing on the telephone, and breathing in general.



You breathe, I said, and theres your heartbeat, its like a clock. The sun and the moon rise and set.



Those are rhythms, she said, theres some kind of order, theres no confusion. But it isnt total regularity.



I had no answer to that. Klastersen had run off into the darkness.



Tell me again, about the letters, she said. The bit about the director of education. She had moved up close to me, I took my time telling her. I could no longer see her face. She took my arm.



I brought you a watch, she said.



She put it on my wrist. Where had she got that?



Now, listen, she said.



And then she explained something to me.










NINE


At the beginning of January 1993, I hiked all over Copenhagen looking for a particular clock.



By then I had been writing the account here presented for over a year, and I had kept putting off this one task: after twenty years, once more having to enter a school. It was cold and very dark. It was daytime, but still murky enough for night. I started at random with ster Farimags Street School, maybe because from the hill in the grounds around Biehls you could always see the tower of the church next to it. The school office was on a mezzanine floor. I stood for a long while in front of the secretaries, then I pulled myself together. Might I be allowed to see your school bell? I said. Im writing a book.



It was high up, encapsulated in Plexiglas and sporting red digital figures. They told me that it had been installed before their timeno one could remember whenand kept perfect time. Very occasionally a man came to give it a once-over. A teacher came by while I was standing there. Five years earlier he had been working at Frederiksunds Road School, he thought they had an old bell there.



So I cycled out to Frederiksunds Road. They had the same Plexiglas box and digital display. But they gave me the telephone number of the school engineer. I got to speak to him a few days later. He was employed by the district engineers office, with responsibility for timekeeping in many of the schools in Copenhagen District. He told me that, over the past twenty years, a private company, Danish Time Management Ltd., had been given the job of replacing most of the old bells with modern quartz mechanisms. Which were very accurate, and required hardly any adjusting. And so, to all intents and purposes, ran all by themselves. Without any human intervention. He did however know of two old-style mechanisms. Hellig Kors School and Prinsesse Charlotte Street School still had the old-style bells. The kind that had been in use in the sixties and seventies. But which time had made obsolete.



I biked to Hellig Kors School, and there I came very close. The clock was in the office. It was the right casing, but there were too many wires. They told me that the works had been replaced, some years earlier, by an electronic mechanism.



I found it at Prinsesse Charlotte Street School.



The deputy headmaster came with me. I felt very small. To me he seemed a generation older. Later on, it dawned on me that he and I must have been just about the same age. The clock was high up. He held the ladder for me.



This was the clock I had been searching for. The clock I had seen and touched just once, for an instant, one morning twenty-two years before. A hand-wound Burk pendulum clock.



I opened the glass and took a look at the works. I meant to take a few notes, but there was no need. It was just as I remembered.



The deputy head, the engineer, the secretaries in the office, the teacher who had worked at Frederiksunds Road Schoolall of them have forgotten me within a very short time of having met me.



But, while we were standing together, they thought they were dealing with an adult. Wrong. They had been speaking to a child.



Confronted by them, I had no skin, nothing to shield me. I noted their every change in tone, every flicker of the eye; I sensed their need to be getting on, their politeness and distraction and indifference. They forgot me five minutes after I was gone, I will remember them always.



Crossing the threshold of a school, I stepped inward and downward into the child I was twenty-two years ago, and in this form I met the adults.



They were protected. Time had wrapped a membrane around them. They were jovial and pressed for time and totally unaffected by our meeting.



That is how it was back then, when I was at Biehls. That is how it is now, that is how it will always be. Time has wrapped itself around the adultswith its haste, its dread, its ambitions, its bitterness, and its long-term goals. They no longer see us properly, and what they do see they have forgotten five minutes later.



While we, we have no skin. And we remember them forever.



That is how it was at the school. We remembered every facial expression, every insult and word of encouragement, every casual remark, every expression of power and weakness. To them we were everyday, to us they were timeless, cosmic, and overwhelmingly powerful.



This thought has crossed my mind: that when you feel pain, when you feel that this thing growing, here, in the laboratory, is all for nothing, you could counteract it with the thought that now this is perhaps the only way of telling how the world seemed to you back then.



Things adult. Precise, accurate things. Of those there is no shortage. In fact, everything else around us is comprised of them. But to sense without skin is something that can perhaps only be done under conditions such as those in the laboratory.










TEN


I did not let myself into Augusts room. I could not risk getting caught. Instead I went up to the door and called to him, it was just before he was due to have his medicine. We lay down and talked through the gap at the bottom of the door. Which meant that I could not see him and I could only just hear him. I said no more than was absolutely vitalthat I was going to report him for having gone without eating for a long time.



Itll mean Sandbjerggrd, he said, theyve got a clinic there, then its all over.



No, I said. Youll be admitted to the infirmary, on a yellow form, or a red one. Its all worked out.



The infirmary was on the fifth floor, diagonally opposite the assembly hall, next to the district medical officers clinic. It was bigger than the sickroom, with two beds instead of just an examining table, and a locked closet for instruments. The sickroom was for people suffering from minor ailments or those who had to be kept in isolation for a while. The infirmary was for real accidents. After Axel Fredhjs second accident he was taken there, while they waited for the ambulance. And Werner Petersen, who had been the PE teacher before Klastersen, was taken there, too. He had always been tough and yet, at the same time, nervous. He had never been able to cope with people leaving a room before he did, a strict prohibition had been in force against leaving the gym during his classes. Which was not easy, since the place was not heated in winter and you could easily find yourself needing to go to the toilet, which was why one day Kre Frymand had peed in the wastepaper basket in the changing room. It was done out of desperation and with the best of intentions, not to have to go all the way up to the toilets. He was very scared of Werner Petersen. Being wicker, the wastepaper basket was not watertight. It leaked and Werner Peter-sen set about punishing him. You had sensed that this was not like the other times, he went off his head and screamed like a madman. Someone had gone to get other teachers, who had overpowered him and locked him up in the infirmary. It had been done on the quiet, the rest of the school would never have found out about it if Kre Frymand had not turned out to be damaged and an explanation demanded of the school. It was said that it was a breakdown. Special circumstances had been in play in Werner Petersens family for some time, and he never returned to the school. Klastersen was appointed in his place. From then on, it was obvious what the infirmary was used for. Because it was close to the staff room and the office and had direct access to the south staircase, it was ideal for things that were not to be spoken of.



Never before had I heard of anyone at Biehls suffering from an eating disorder. But at the Royal Orphanage and especially at Himmelbjerg House it had been common. The management there knew that it was not dangerous if people were caught in time. Even so, they had not wanted it discussed. People were put to bed and the doctor was called and an admittance slip was filled outyellow if they were only a danger to themselves, red if they were also a danger to their surroundings. This was a strictly regulated procedure, I had explained this to Katarina in the storehouse.



There was no time, and no chance, to tell August this. I hoped it would work the same way here at the schoolthat was our plan. Although I could not be sure. But, in any case, neither August nor I had more than a few days left. I mean, we had come to the point where there really was not much to discuss.



I cant stay on my own at night, he said.



I comforted him by saying that they would have someone watching him.



Itll be Flakkedam, he said.



You knew what he meant. That that was worse than being alone.



Dont swallow the medicine, I said.



I would have told him just to swallow the tablets, so there would be nothing to feel when Flakkedam checked, but not to drink the water afterward. When Flakkedam had gone he could stick his finger down his throat and they would come up.



I had no chance to explain this. He had started making noises, like an animal, then everything went quiet.



Its a conspiracy, he said, youre in it, too. I could hear him dragging himself away from the gap. I placed my lips right down against the floor.



One night, I said, two at the most.



He was moving away.



We wont go without you, I said.



I reported him to Flakkedam that same evening. I said it straight out: he had not eaten in two weeks, he had just pretended to eat at dinnertime, I just thought I ought to let them know, to protect a schoolmate, so that something could be done about it. Flakkedam wasted no time in calling for Biehl to come down. I saw them going into the sickroom, then they carried August straight across to the main building, you could see them going up the stairs, it did not look as though August offered any resistance. Not long afterward a car drove up and parked in the south playground. You heard it, you did not see itbut it was not an ambulance. I guessed it must be the district medical officer. I did not sleep that night.










ELEVEN


At Himmelbjerg House, the second time I refused to run away, the others made me drink Solignum, which was a wood preservative used for creosoting the storehouses and so readily available. It contained various fungicides, so I had soon become unwell and the management had found out about it. They had wanted to contain it within the school walls. They would have pumped my stomach, but there was no equipment for this, so instead the nurse gave me copper sulfate. No explanation was given, it was just a matter of getting it down. This and the effect I had remembered.



Blue crystals, that was copper sulfate. I took about a spoonful from the art room closet, while Karin  r was in the room, but with her back turned. The closet held various chemicals, fixative spray, benzene, refill bottles of inkand copper sulfate. It was used, along with salt crystals, in painting on silk to get the paint to form patterns. I had seen it and recognized it long before, but had not given it a second thought.



Although the closet was usually locked, during class it was left open. No one saw me, even though the room was full of people.



You could understand why. When I put in my hand and opened the little jar I sensed that both the time and the place were so far out of bounds, so far beyond imagining, that I became as if invisible. Later on in the period I also took a white coat from the closet. It was one of Karin rs, it was a bit paint-spattered. This was not difficult either. She did not seem to see me. Everyone knew I would be leaving and so, in a way, I had ceased to exist.



What I had to do needed to take place during Fredhjs class, a double period of physics. With regard to the pupils, Fredhj had insight. Biehl was in all ways greater, but Fredhj was more dangerous. Because he was as quiet and jovial and intelligent as though he was on the pupils side. And yet still saw and understood everything. He was deadly. Faced with any other teacher, you could have come up with an excuse or made a show of feeling sick and been permitted to leave the room. With Fredhj this was impossible. He is dead now, he died some years ago. He had already been dead for some time when I heard about it. They said it was a stroke.



In a way you knew it had to have been. You had always sensed that there was some kind of enormous pressure inside him.



For me he lives on. Often he has come to me, in the laboratory, when I have been sitting there, writing. On these occasions he is always kindly, accurate, amusing, impeccably dressed, and wise.



Then you feel like bowing down to him, and thanking him for what he gave to you, for the book learning and the humor and something else, something confidence-inspiring. And I have done it. I have bowed down to him and thanked him and remembered his kindness.



And then the fear has come.



Against those people who are open and clear you have a chance of protecting yourself. Biehl, for example, or Karin  r for them you could feel pure fear. With Fredhj it was more difficult, if not impossible. He radiated kindness. This caused you somehow to draw near and lean toward him. It seemed like he wanted to protect you, soeven though you knew betteryou leaned forward.



Then you sensed that something was very wrong.



Five minutes before the class, I swallowed the copper sulfate. The timing was very important. When I put it in my mouth my body remembered it and did not want it, but I forced it down.



Twenty minutes later it took effect. Much later, therefore, than the first time. The reaction was violent, under any other circumstances you would have been shaken, but now I had experience.



This was not your usual vomiting, there was no steadily building nausea. It was like a sudden attack, everything swam in front of your eyes and you broke into a cold sweat. Fredhj spotted me straight away, I could tell by his face how bad I must look and that he entertained no suspicions. Then my stomach contracted five or six times in rapid succession and threw up its entire contents. I made it to the sink, there was nothing to mop up. With that, it was all over. I knew from the time before that I would now be weak but otherwise perfectly all right.



But I still did not look well, Fredhj had the monitor see me to my room. When we were down on the stairs I sent her back. Then I put on Katarinas watch and ascended to the fifth floor.



The door to the infirmary was not locked. August was lying in the bed nearest the door, with a quilt over him. I took it off, they had him strapped down. He was so thin, I had never seen anything like it. Apart from that, everything was as you would expect, the anorexic girls at Ndebogrd had been given the same treatment: two drips, saline solution and glucose, and a tube down the nose for force feeding. Besides the straps across arms and chest they had also bound one across his forehead to stop him from shaking out the tube. He was very far away, they must have given him something strong to make him sleep.



His eyes were half-open but he was asleep. I closed his eyelids and, even though he could not hear me, I whispered to him that he was to take it very easy. Then I had to leave him, there was no more time.



There was a little window in the office door. I jumped up, even though I was weak from the copper sulfate, the office was empty. I tried the door, it was locked, but it was a standard one-lever Chubb lock.



I positioned myself outside Biehls office, I had no idea whether he was in there or not. Katarinas directions had been as follows: the phone would ring between twenty-five past and half-past. At that time the office would be closed, the secretary would be at the Queen Caroline Amalie Charity Schools Foundation, where she had meetings every Wednesday and Thursday. The foundation paid a proportion of the schools running costs and had also donated the new Challenge Cup. When the phone rang I was to let myself in and put whoever was calling through to the pupils telephone in the girls wing. Until then I was to wait in the corridor.



This was Katarinas plan. She did not know any better, she herself had never done much waiting about on the fifth floor.



Because the staff room was at the end of the corridor, people were constantly coming and going. Besides which, August was now in the infirmary, there was bound to be someone watching him, probably the school nurse or Flakkedam. There were bound to be regular checks. I had no lawful business in the corridor and was very exposed. I would be seen and an explanation demanded of me.



So I put myself outside Biehls office, it was the worst possible place, but it was the only thing to do. I stood up straight so as not to touch the wall, with my hands behind my back and my head bowed. Quite a few teachers came past, I did not look up at them, they did not stop. They assumed that I was waiting to see Biehl, to be punished.



The phone never rang. I stayed there until twenty-five to, and even a bit longer. Then it was necessary to leave, or else I would get caught in the stream of teachers who would turn up when the lunch bell rang.



Going down the stairs, I saw Flakkedam.



To be on the safe side, I peered down through the shaft formed by the banisters. I saw his hand, far below. I managed to let myself in to the fourth floor and positioned myself in the weaving room until he had passed.



Maybe he was on his way up to check on August. I had only seen one of his hands, that was enough to identify him. Although there was something different, the two outer fingers were in plaster. So, in spite of everything, they must have lost control of August for an instant.



I did not sleep that night either. Because of the copper sulfate it had not been possible to eat anything. All night long I sat, looking out at the grounds and across at the school, thinking of August. Whether I should go over to him, and remove the tubes and the straps and sit with him so that he could see we had not forgotten him, and then he could sleep. But it had been snowing, Flakkedam would have seen the tracks, and it would have been the end of everything.



I would have gone anyway. If I had not been stopped by what Katarina had said. I had not seen her since she told me about the plan, in the storehouse. Not so much as a glimpse. But before we split up she had given me the watch and had personally fastened the strap around my wrist. Then she had held on to me and looked straight at me through the darkness and then she had said, Twice, well try twice. The darkness began to close in, then the thought struck that everything we were doing was for nothing, then I came close to giving up.



I wanted to go home.



At Himmelbjerg House and Crusty House the setup in the showers had been the same: three showers in a rowthe first was warm, the last two were cold. You lined up, soaped yourself at the washbasins, and then passed through the showers, pretty fast. There was a window in the wall. That was where Valsang stood, where he could both keep an eye on you and stay dry.



But occasionally you might be last in line and the others would have gone off. Then you could just stand under the warm water. And that was like coming home. Now I sat in the dark and wished for that. I purposely avoided the thought of Katarina and August. If I had not been weak I would have tried to get into the showers. I thought that since nothing had been of any use anyway, then it might have helped to stand under the warm water, just like at Crusty House, and sense your own body, even your groin, totally without even a hint of cramps, and let go of time and give up. At one point, in the morning, the light began to grow. It did not come from any particular spot, it spread out from the surface of things, on the trees and the stonework of the schoollike a coating, still very faint, but clear nevertheless. Like a passive resistance against the dark.



Then, too, came Oscar Humlum.



He swung himself in through the window, still on the same rope as back then, and jumped down onto the floor, heavily agile.



How come youre here? I said.



He did not answer, so then I said it for him, the way he had always wanted me to do. In spite of everything, I was better with words than he was.



Its because time has been put on hold, I said.



I could tell by looking at him that this was the case.



He placed himself a little behind me, together we looked out at the light, then I remembered something that had long been forgotten.



We were going to shower. We were last. Valsang was standing on his side of the window. Humlum went in ahead of me. He walked straight through the warm shower as though it did not exist and in under the first of the cold ones. And there he stayed. He did not move, he just stood there, while his skin went first red and then white. He looked at his feet, I knew he stayed there so that I could stay in the warm shower and not be made to get a move on. I had shut my eyes, the warm water closed up, like a wall. I had never stood for as long before.



I looked at Humlum. He was standing in the semidarkness, looking at his feet, as he had done back then. I could not help but think of August in the sickroom and of Katarina lying next to the new inspector, and then it was not possible to give up and just let things slide. Back then, too, I had eventually pushed him on and gone into the first and then the second cold shower and then out.










TWELVE


The phone rang at half-past precisely. The secretary was in the office at the time, disaster came close.



We had had Fredhj again from 10:50 to 11:40. That is, at the time when, according to the plan, I was supposed to leave the class. It was unfortunate, but unavoidable, that science subjects took up more of the timetable than anything else. But luck was on my side. Because I had neither eaten nor slept and still showed the effects of the copper sulfate, I looked pretty ill. When I went up to Fredhj and told him straight out that I was feeling unwell, he let me go.



This is the second day in a row, he said, Ill have a word with you after class. There would not be any after class, I thought. Even though it was not clear what would happen, after class, school time would no longer exist.



I ascended to the fifth floor, I did not see a soul. I walked past the infirmary without looking in.



The office door was open. From inside, I could hear the secretary talking. The plan had not anticipated this. Katarina had pointed to the timetable. On Wednesdays and Thursdays, between eleven and twelve, shes out. At first I stopped dead. You had gotten used to the school timetable being infallible. In all my time, changes had hardly ever been made to classes. Faced with an alteration, you became helpless.



So I went into the infirmary. I still had a few minutes. August was lying sleeping, but this time I had to wake him. I shook him very hard, he woke up pretty fast. Because of the tube up his nose he could not speak.



Ive come, I said, youll need to help me. There was no time to explain. I loosened one of his hands and handed him a bottle for peeing into.



The phones going to ring in a minute, I said. Count to three slowly, then make some noise, but not too much.



I stepped into the corridor at half-past precisely. There was not a soul in sight. We were moving along narrow tunnels in time and space that only existed at this moment. In a few minutes the bell would ring and people would come out and everything would collapse. But just at this moment we had created a space for ourselves in the stream of timein between the seconds.



Then the telephone rang. I entered the office.



Biehls Academy, she said.



I think hes choking, I said.



The secretary had been at the school for some years, it was said that she was a distant relative of Biehls. Under other circumstances she would have finished the telephone conversation and not forgotten herself in front of a pupil, but things were different now. Everything at the school was a bit out of joint, everyone had the feeling that something was up. She heard me and stopped short.



At that moment there was a sound from the infirmary, he had thrown the bottle on the floor. It sounded alarming, without being too loud. Quite precisely administered.



I sensed her panic. Although she was self-possessed enough to say, One moment, into the receiver. Then she ran out.



I picked up the phone. It was a man.



Put me through to Hessen, he said.



Katarina had described the switchboard to me. It was to the left of the desk. She had said that everything was quite clearly marked, so you did not have to think, and she was right. If you had had to think I would have been lost.



There were three incoming lines. I had no idea which one he was on, so I pulled out all three. At the third pull he was cut off, so I stuck that plug into the socket marked Pupil Telephone. Katarina had said that it would ring automatically, and that I was to listen in over the headphones. Although she had not anticipated that I would have the secretary just outside the door.



I heard the telephone ring, I heard it being picked up. Then someone said, School psychologists clinic.



It was Katarinas voice.



Baunsbak-Kold, he said. Is Hessen there? She answered as though she had not heard the question.



As we have already stated, she said, we have a serious problem. We would like you to come over at once.



That is quite out of the question, he said.



Its about August Joon, as we said, theres violence.



Let me speak to Hessen, he said.



I remembered him from the presentation at Gladsaxe Stadium, he had had a chauffeurdriven car. Well dressed and brilliant. He might have been sitting in the office. What made it worse was that I could hear something else. I had my back to Biehls office door. I heard Biehls voice coming from there. According to the plan, he should not have been there but, nevertheless, there he was.



Now I was very exposed, caught between the secretary and Biehl and the director of education.



We can no longer be held responsible, said Katarina. Its all starting to fall apart. He had asked for Hessen, and she had not given him an answer. It was Katarinas voice, and yet it was not her. One of the people living inside her, whom I would never understand, had taken over.



I could hear his breathing.



Im on my way, he said. Put me through to the office. I moved the plug back to where it had come from.



Office, I said.



Let me talk to Biehl.



He would not take her word for it. Now he wanted confirmation.



Hes been called away, I said. Theres been an accident. I could hear the secretary running along the corridor. I replaced the receiver. She came through the door.



Hes not well, she said, we have to get hold of Flakkedam.



Im just on my way down to him, I said, Ill ask him to come up immediately. She had not really heard me.



Hes so thin, she said.










THIRTEEN


There could be no thought now of returning to the classroom or the annex. Fredhj had wanted a word with me, was possibly looking for me. There was nowhere left in the school where I could stay for any length of time and feel safe. I took to the landing between the ground and second floors, across from the lower grades. From here I would be able to see if a teacher came along, and be able to run for cover. When the bell rang for the lunch break I mingled with the stream and let myself be carried out into the playground. Flage Biehl was on playground duty, but he did not seem to have been alerted. At one point Fredhj appeared under the archway, but I ducked down and next time I looked he was gone. When all the pupils were assembled there were so many, all looking so alike that it was difficult to pinpoint one in particular. But I saw Katarina. While Flage was at the other end we both made for the center line. We walked side by side, from the wall to the school, with the line between us and without looking at each other.



He could be here any time now, she said. When the bell rings youve got to go around to the south playground and meet him, instead of going to class.



Theyll be looking for me, I said. You too.



Not until the end of the period.



There isnt enough time, I said.



Around us they were playing two-man tag. An uneven layer of ice covered the asphalt. You ran hand in hand, always a boy and a girl together. The ice made it hard to keep hold of each other, so you had to take off your mittens. Which meant that you held a girl by the hand. With no mittens in between. Then, too, the sense of disintegration was intensified by the fact that Christmas was coming.



We watched them playing. Not long ago we had been among them, but now, suddenly, they were remote from us. It was not just because you had been expelled and would soon be going away, and so need not think anymore about them. It was something else. It was Katarina, and that I had kissed her, and August, and that we were on the point of having understood, and that there was no way back.



Theres something I want to ask you, she said, can you turn back the school clock, the one that controls the bell?



At the Orphanage, classes were called in and let out by the ringing of a little handbell. It hung from the roof of a shed next to the school building. For boarders mealtimes and bedtimes there had been a bigger bell out in front of the cloakroom. Both bells were a gift from the royal family. The job of bell ringer was the most sought after in the school and only ever entrusted to a senior who had achieved something outstanding. Never, during the time I was there, had anyone other than the bell ringer ever laid a finger on the bells. But since they hung where they were readily accessible, the punishment for their unauthorized ringing had nevertheless been officially determined: instant expulsion.



There was no such punishment at Biehls. You had seen the bells but never the clock itself. There was never any thought that it might be possible to get close to it. Before Katarina mentioned it, it had never occurred to me, nor to anyone else.



The clock is not in Biehls office, she said. And its not in the school office either. It has to be in the staff room or behind that door in the corridor between the infirmary and Fredhjs office.



It could be in Andersens house, I said.



She shook her head.



Its too important, she said. It would never be hung at ground level. Itll be kept up in the light. Close to Biehl and Fredhj.



I said nothing, I had not answered her. Nor did she seem to expect me to. It was all over. But, for these final moments, we were in the laboratory and anything was possible. She turned toward me. Then she stepped over the line and came right up close to me.



Turn it back ten minutes, she said. That will give us the time we need. And something will happen, theres going to be chaos of some sort. And ten minutes is not too much. It will be quite precisely administered.



We walked through the gym together and around to the south staircase, shortly before the bell rang, so as not to be seen by the teacher on playground duty. When we split up she touched my arm.



The director of education arrived just after the bell had rung. He was driving himself, he did not so much as look at me.



I walked ahead of him up the stairs and opened the door into the clinic. Katarina was sitting behind the desk, where Hessen usually sat.



Wheres Biehl? he said.



She did not answer him right away. She stood up and put her hand out to him, he had to take it.



Katarina, she said. Im Hessens assistant. At that moment I saw her clothes in a new light. She was wearing a baggy gray sweater. At this moment, behind the desk, she looked like someone older. I did not hear what he said next. I went out onto the landing and closed the door behind me.



There were panes of glass in the door from the stairs to the fifth floor. I stayed where I was until the corridor was empty, then I went for August. He was very far away, I undid the straps and got him out onto the floor, he kept collapsing, I slapped him several times. He half opened his eyes, it would have to do, our time was almost up. It was not clear how he should be presented, but I had a notion that it should be the same as for the school doctorin other words, everything off except his underpants. They had given him a hospital undershirt that buttoned up the front and long socksI took them off. It occurred to me that the tubes and bottles hooked up to him might be advantageous, so I let him keep themthe ones hanging from needles as well as the ones up his nose and down his throat. I could not carry all the bottles. As well as saline solution and glucose there was Ringer lactatethat, too, had been administered to the girls at Ndebogrd. He would have to carry them himself, maybe feeling he had to shoulder some of the responsibility would help to keep him awake. I let us in to the little office next to Hessens clinic. From there, through the Mensendieck mirror, we could watch Katarina and the director.



He had taken a seat and was facing us. He had white hair and sideburns like Grundtvig, but was smaller and slicker. His lips were moving but you could not hear anything. Very carefully I set the door ajar.



Weve brought him up, said Katarina, so that you can see him. One of the tubes had slipped out of Augusts nose. There was no probe inside it, so it was probably meant for something else, oxygen maybe, they had usually prescribed that at Ndebogrd. I used this tube to tie his hands behind his back, not tightly, mainly for show.



That wont be necessary, said Baunsbak-Kold, Ive read the file. I put on the white coat. This was my own idea, it was not part of the plan. Then I opened the door, pushed August in, and positioned him in the middle of the room. The director of education got to his feet and stepped back a bit. I need not have worried about him seeing the splatters of paint on the coat, he did not look at me at all.



Hello, young man, he said to August. My name is Baunsbak-Kold. To this August made no reply. He seemed to be sleeping standing up.



Ive tied his hands together, I said, theres no risk. And hes been given four Mogadon.



I hear youre feeling better, he said.



August made no reply to this either.



Take him away, he said.



He had not looked directly at August. He had not been able to bring himself to do it.



He has attacked a teacher, said Katarina. He will not eat. We have had him admitted on a red form. He broke two of Inspector Flakkedams fingers when we brought him up here. We have him under around-the-clock surveillance. We can no longer be held responsible, we need authorization.



He had turned to face the window. From there you could look across the grounds to Copenhagen.



It must be all over town by now, he said. I suppose Hrdrup was informed long ago? Aage Hrdrup, theologian and educator, was the state inspector assigned to the school. You had seen him at close quarters just once, when he made a speech at the inauguration of the annex and the new toilets.



Youre the first to hear of it, said Katarina. We feel the less thats said about it the better.



Parliament sits less than two miles away as the crow flies, he said. This is all going to rebound on me.



He stuck his hand into his pocketfor a handkerchief, I thoughtbut it was a comb. Unaware of what he was doing, he combed both his hair and his sideburns.



This has gone too far, he said. I told Biehl so months ago. This boy has to go back to Sandbjerggrd. The worst of the others must be sent back where they came from, Ill attend to that personally. Although, of course, we cannot altogether put a stop to this. Too much is expected of it. At the highest level.



I had not so much listened to his words as sensed him. He had worked himself up, I knew that it was about to come to a head.



What does Biehl have to say? he said.



Katarina did not get the chance to reply. There was no transition. One moment he was speaking, the next he was yelling like a madman.



What in hells name does Biehl have to say!



Never before at the school had an adult sworn or used abusive language, never, this had been a cast-iron rule.



Sorry, he said, Im sorry



I led August from the room and pulled the door to behind us, but did not close it. Very gently I set him on a chair, took off the tape, and removed the drips. He started to pull the tube out of his throat by himself.



Baunsbak-Kold sat down opposite Katarina.



It is, of course, my responsibility, he said.



He looked straight at the mirror, I knew he could not see us. He seemed very tired now.



Ive read his file, he said, I just cannot conceive of it. Such brutality. Violence. And between children and parents.



Have you never hit your children? said Katarina.



At first he just clammed up, then he answered. Slowly, as though he was surprised by the question, and perhaps by his own reply.



Ive spanked them, he said. Well, one does. But theyve never hit back. He closed his eyes. I knew he was picturing the photographs from the police report. When next he spoke, his voice was weak as a childs.



One has seen it in the newspapers. It has drawn closer. The unaccountable children. Now he is on my desk. How can such a thing happen? The brutality. Why does it happen? Isnt that your field? Isnt that what youre paid to doto explain it? She did not answer him.



Its beyond my powers, he said.



I remembered the clock. Since Katarina had given me the wrist-watch I had regularly remembered the time. As though I were becoming less ill. Now, when it was all too late, anyway.



I had seven minutes.



There was no opposing Biehl, he said. From the first meeting at the ministry it was a fait accompli. Surely you noticed it, too?



I was not there, said Katarina.



No. True enough. Hessen was. Man is a divine experiment which proves how spirit and dust can merge. Fascinating, isnt it? Grundtvigin the preface to Norse Mythology. He had built his speech around it. We were only going to continue this experiment. Turn the school into the Workshop of the Sunthat, too, is Grundtvig, from New Years Morning. It sounds so plausible when he says it. We act in the hope of future glory. You must have seen that, after all it turns up several times in his writing.



Where?



In the applications?



Where are they? she asked.



He did not get her drift.



They are arranged in the same way as the Ministry circulars, by date. They cover November and December 1969. Theyre all there, in the office, on those shelves. Ive referred to them myself several times.



For a moment he had been on the verge of coming unstuck. Now, gradually, he regained his composure.



It was an idea that seemed born to succeed. He carries everyone with him. Me, the minister, the department, the Charity Schools Foundation, the Institute of Education, Hrdrup. The money is there. The wheels start to turn. It all bodes so well. And then these breakdowns start to occur. At least in the residential schools they were out of the way. But this is a reputable school, a model, on the outskirts of the capital. And now the grants have been awarded and partially spent. Theres no stopping it now, the forces that have been set in motion are too great, too much is at stake.



I got up. Four minutes to go.



If that were all there was to it, he said. But then there are the childrens interests to be considered. Like that one, that little boy. What burden is he carrying? He buried his face in his hands. I went over to the door.



I must go, he said.



The corridor was deserted. The staff room door was at the far end. I opened it and stepped inside.



Pupils had no business in the staff room. I had never been there. It was big. There were sofas, and fabric on the chairs. In the classroom you sat on wooden chairs or at a desk. The teachers chair had a leather seat but nowhere else was there upholstered furniture.



It smelled of coffee and good food. Not packed lunches, nor like what came out of the kitchen in the annex. Good food.



One of the kitchen staff, in her overalls, was in the room, and two of the new teachers were sitting there, marking some papers. Fredhej was standing by one of the windows.



Excuse me, I said, I was sent with a message for Hessen. Then I closed the door.



There had been pictures on the wall, you noticed them right away. Sticking things up on the classroom walls was not permittedto save on wear and tear. There had also been a big electric clock. But nothing that could have been the school bell. I ran along the corridor to the door next to Fredhjs officethe one Katarina had spoken ofand unlocked it. Then I stepped inside and locked it behind me.



It was a very narrow room, but deep. On the wall to my left, behind glass, hung a small plate with a push button. The school fire alarm, it said. Next to it hung a notice giving the procedure for evacuation.



Other than that, the room held nothing but the clock.



It was fixed to the wall. So high up that it was beyond the reach of any living soul. The actual works were enclosed within a locked casing. There was a glass panel in the cover. You could see the face and a long pendulum. Under the face there was a gear wheel, of a sort you had never come across before. I had two minutes left.



I took off my shoes and socks, placed one foot on either wall, and ascended. A year earlier, two girls from the class ahead of us had turned up at school barefoot. Naturally Biehl had spotted them right away in the playground, and yet he had let them pass. The first period had gone by without comment.



At assembly they had been isolated. Fredhj had positioned them next to the lectern. Then Biehl had come. He proceeded with assembly in the normal way. Everyone had known that something was up, everyone knew the girls. They had written a song for the school play, and it had been banned. One of them was said to have had gonorrhea the year before.



At the close of the patriotic song the hall had grown quiet. Biehl had waited until the awareness was absolutely concentrated. Then he had said that the school welcomed intelligent and accurate criticism of the established order, but the method which these socalled proves had chosen was both futile and stupid. As far as long hair and bare feet were concerned, everyone was entitled to their own opinion. What was, however, beyond the shadow of a doubt was that such unhygienic and downright disgusting habits would not be countenanced in this school. He would now ask the two girls standing beside him to go home and give this some careful thought. And they need not come back until they felt that they had understood.



I remembered this now. It meant that I had to force myself to set foot on the walls. Never before had you so much as brushed against them. Yet here you were, and with bare feet besides.



Brk it said, on the clock. I wedged myself tight and opened the cover. It was lifeless. It moved, but it was not alivethat is what I told myself. But still I could not cope with touching it.



Electrical cables ran into the casing, but not to the works. The works were hand-wound. Two keys lay on the floor of the casing, and there was a pawl in the face. Above the pawl sat a small dial that shifted once every second. One minute to go. There were labels stuck to the back of the casing, with warnings printed in German. I could read these only with some difficulty. But I could tell, from the exclamation marks and the underlining, that these were the directions for winding the clock. Besides the keys, on the floor of the casing, there was a box of 250 ma fuses and a slip with details of when the works had been adjusted. An adjustment of about a minute had been made at the end of each month.



I tried pushing the big hand back. Impossible. It seemed to be stuck fast, there was nothing to be done about it.



The gear wheel below the works was connected to a fair amount of machinery, it was impossible to figure it all out in such a short time. What was clear, however, was that it had to be connected to the bell mechanism, which was electric. Inside the casing there was a relay marked Tradania, Denmark. The works themselves were German, so the clock was, in fact, the result of German-Danish cooperation.



The gear wheel was divided up from 1 to 24, with twelve small perforations for every hour. In the perforations corresponding to when the bell rang sat a very tiny screw. The clock had, therefore, a built-in accuracy of better than plus or minus a couple of minutes. Also on the casing floor was a little screwdriver. I used this to remove the screws that would have closed the circuit, here, ten seconds later. Then the door was unlocked and in came Fredhj. He looked down the room. Then he went over to the window and looked out. Then he walked back to the door. He did not look up, he did not see me.



It was not luck. It was because he would never have dreamed of it, because the thought never occurred to him.



He could not. Well, he had never looked upward for children. They had always been beneath him. Down in the class, or down in the playground, or down in the hall, or down in the church, always down. He could no longer lift his face toward the ceiling and the light. Not to catch sight of a child.



I saw him from above. As I had never before seen a teacher. I saw his dandruff. On his scalp and on his jacket.



He went out and locked the door behind him.



I moved the screws. For the rest of the day there were ten more. Ten minutes had now disappeared from the school day and from the universe, as though they had never been. Staying up there was not easy, but I forced myself. There was no strength left, though, for climbing down once it was done. I fell the last part of the way and could not get up right away. Then Oscar Humlum sat down beside me.



I had not seen him, but he must have been there all the time.



Were going home soon, I said.



He made me aware of my foot. It had swollen up straight away. There was no way of getting it into the shoe, but I got the sock on.



I told him that I had better see about getting home now, with August and Katarina, and wouldnt he like to come, too, how about it?



He shook his head. Maybe it was that apprenticeship on the Swedish ferries, maybe it was something else. He started to leave.



I called after him, he stopped and turned.



Theres something you should know, I said. Since we met, ever since that first time when we each sat on a toilet, up against the radiator, ever since then I have never been completely alone, even after you left me. Before that there had never really been anything in my life. But once someone has stood under the cold shower just so that you can stay under the warm one, then you can never really be totally alone again.



I let myself out into the corridor and was sure that disaster had struck. The door of the office was flung open and the secretary came running out. I knew that now I would have to take her into the clock room and get her to keep absolutely quiet for a while, however that was to be done. That was as far as I got in my thinking. She did not look at me at all. She cut across the corridor and ran out onto the south staircase, you could hear her clattering down it.



Katarina walked out of the office behind her.



We stood there, face-to-face, in the corridorthe worst of all possible placescaught in a little eddy in the stream of time.



I told her a car had been smashed, she said, one that looked like hers. I said a Taunus had reversed into it, that I had recognized the director of education, then he had driven off. I said the Mascot looked like a concertina, and didnt she want to go down and check.



She had a big manila folder under her arm. There were some dates marked on the outside. The way she was holding the folder I could not see them, but I knew it would have to do with November and December 1969.



Once you start lying, she said, it just gets easier and easier. August had woken up a bit. When we came in he put his finger to his lips. The loudspeaker.



Very softly I went up to it. It was giving off sounds, a crackling that rose and fell, there was no way of telling whether they were looking for us, or what was the matteronly that something was going on. When I came back, Katarina was standing looking at the filing cabinet.



Can it be opened? she said.



My first reaction was to deny this, but I opened it anyway.



She found our files. Then she counted the others.



Sixty, she said. Theyre testing sixty pupils. What for? August said, Im cold.



We shared out what clothes we had. Katarina gave him boots and tights, which left her in a dress and sweater and with bare legs. She got my shoes, which I could not use anyway because of my foot, which had got bigger. August put on his undershirt and I gave him my sweater.



Plaintive voices were now ascending to us from the depths. Katarina went over to the window. Klastersen has had our class in the main hall, she said. The main hall was used for ball games. A different time applied there. To get the full physical benefit of the PE classes, the breaks on either side were suspended, to allow for showers and changing. So there was no bell in the main hall. Klastersen controlled the periods with a stopwatch. The showers and changing rooms were in the main building, which was locked during classes, to prevent strangers from the outside from getting in and committing acts of vandalism or theft. What had happened now was that Klastersen had sent the pupils over to shower and they had found the main building locked, because the bell had not rung as it should, and so the teacher on playground duty had not unlocked the door. Now they were hanging about in the snow, in shorts and sneakers. Then Biehl spoke over the loudspeaker.



Andersen, he said, report to the office. It was the first time ever that anyone had been summoned over the loudspeaker.



Hes off duty, said Katarina, Andersens off duty. She did not have her timetable with her, but still she knew, she must have memorized it.



They want him to open the door to the bell, I said.



Why dont they do it themselves?



They cant, I said. I snapped off the key, the end of the keys stuck in the lock. At that moment the bell rang.



Just as it sounded, there was a pause. Then silence. It was almost absolute. It should not have been there, there should have been voices and people in the corridor, but instead the school now seemed dead. I could tell from the others faces that they did not understand it.



Its the teachers, I said, theyre confused. The bells ten minutes late in going off. They dont know whether its rung for a class or a break, and no ones had recess. Right now they dont know what theyre supposed to do. It will only take a moment, then people will come out into the corridors.



Theres something else, too, said August.



He had gotten to his feet, the sweater came down to his knees.



They dont dare let people downstairs. They know the kind of racket there is in the playground. During periods its like youre dead, but the playgrounds jumping. Havent you noticed the way the teacher on playground duty keeps to the edge? It only works at all because they have the bell. Its like a knife, the only thing that can cut through. Without it they would never get people back up. Now they dont know whether its working. They dont dare send people down.



He was not steady on his feet, especially not in Katarinas boots. But I had noticed before that once he got startedon drawing or somethinghe did not stop until he ran up against something solid.



Right now theyre sitting at their desks, not letting on. But everyone knows theres something wrong, the pressure in the classroom is rising and rising. Then you get an idea. You remember that theres only one teacher, but there are twenty of you, no one stands a chance against twenty, not even with the lower grades, if they set their minds to it. So you look around and then your imagination lends a hand. Everyone has a pencil sharpenerits compulsory, isnt itso you work the blade free, it may be small but its like a razor blade, then you get up and walk over to the teachers desk, and its over, a moment more and hes lying there and then you pelt out into freedom



Yeah, said Katarina, with straps on your arms and legs, two drips, and a rubber tube up your nose.



He had been far away, but he came down like a shot and was at her side in a single movement.



So what was that about your father and mother, girl? he said. I had managed to get between them. His eyes were fixed on me. He, who rarely looked at anyone.



Under his skin another person had taken over, danger threatened. Even so, I could not strikeI could not strike a child, come what may. I stuck my left hand out toward him, with the fingers that were taped together. I did not try to protect myself.



Why dont you just break them in another place, I said. He checked himself and then seized up. He did not look at the hand.



It wasnt me, he said. Whatre we waiting for, what happens next? At that moment Biehls voice came over the loudspeaker once again.



The time is now 1:00 p.m., he said. All classes will go to the playground immediately. There will be recess until 1:20 a.m. Katarina stood there, listening, leaning toward the sound.



Hes scared, she said.



She had spoken right beside the loudspeaker, I put a hand over her mouth. The voice came again, very clear, as though he was right beside us.



Will all teachers, apart from those on playground duty, please report to the staff room immediately.



Katarina removed my hand.



It was something you said, she said. Time is something you have to hold on to. Its the pauses theyre scared of.



We were still standing right beside the loudspeakers, we should not have spoken.



Hes not scared, I said. Hes the one who talked about the eloquent pauses.



Were not talking about them. This is different. These pauses are out of control. Time and planning are falling apart.



Then Biehls voice came again, but he did not get the chance to finish.



To all classes. Anyone having seen, or seeing, Peter from Primary Seven, August Joon He got no further. August struck just once, but the blow went through the fabric and crushed the grille behind. Then he grabbed the casing and butted itshattering the membrane and pulling the loudspeaker loose. Then I got to him and led him away. He was bleeding, the loudspeaker dangled by its wires, we had been cut off.



Now we could hear the building. Distant voices, stairs vibrating. We stood absolutely still, listening to this. We looked at Katarina.



Up until this point it had been her plan. This was as far as we had gotten in the storehouse.



Now what? said August.



Of course, in a way, we had been depending on her.



She did not answer him. She just stood there, straight-backed, looking at us. And then I realized that she had no answer.



I know what you thought, said August. You thought something would probably turn up.



I had a grip on him, but he was calm. It was like he had given up.



You thought, welltheres always the family. I bet you have an uncle in some ministry or other who can just come and have a word with Biehl, am I right? And after this school therell be another, the one your cousins go toBusses or Classens. But, dyou wanna know something? For us, for me, and for Daft Peter, for us theres At first he could not get it out. It filled his body and made it seize up, made it hard as stone. Then it relaxed, and he said it.



For us theres nothing, he said. Nothing but a black hole. Her expression did not change. Her eyes seemed to darken, become almost black. Then the tears began to flow. No change in her face, just tears streaming from the dark hollows of her eyes.



The time had come for me to take charge, to protect them.



Were going home, I said.



We got ready to leave. She was gathering up the papers. She noticed at once.



Wheres Augusts file? she said.



Ive put it back, I said.



It was impossible to explain it to her. For her it was so important to know. You would never be able to make her understand that sometimes it may be more of a help not to know.



She said nothing. Maybe she had understood after all.



We listened at the door until the last of the teachers had let themselves in to the corridor, then we descended by the south staircase. We met no one. The playground, too, was deserted. There was a risk that we would be spotted from Andersens house. But luck was on our side. We got all the way along the main building and the main hall and out into the grounds without being challenged.



It had been snowing, and now the fog had come down. We walked into the fog and were gone.










FOURTEEN


August kept falling down. We held on to him, one on either side. My socks were no use against the snow, but when I stopped feeling my feet, I did not feel the bad footthe one that had gotten biggereither.



We could see nothing but the whiteness. I lost my bearings a couple of times, and then Humlum showed himselfjust a glimpseto let us know we were on the right track. From the very beginning it had been written that it would be thus. There would be a journey through the wilderness, but it would be easier to bear because those you hold dear, the woman and the child, are by your side. At last you would reach the promised land.



Out of the fog it rose. The sign said storehouse, but we saw now that this had always been to keep people away. We had always been meant to find our way to this place. Everything was as Katarina and I had left it.



I bolted the door and arranged boxes around the table, to make it homey. The cold was a problem. I thought of lighting a fire, but there was no flue and they would have been able to see the light, and there were cans of gasoline for the lawn mowers all over the place. But in one of the cabinets I found some old copies of World of Nature. We stuffed these into Augusts undershirt and down into his tights. He had got worse, but that would soon pass now that we were able to care for him.



We sat around the table. They were both tired and kept nodding off. Soon they were asleep.



I kept watch over them. I had brought them here, they were my responsibility now. August was propped up in the corner, Katarina had rested her head on the table. I could hear their breathing: Augusts was rapid, hers was slower. I watched over themthe woman and the childthat no evil should befall them.



Then I saw Oscar Humlum, sort of in the background.



Go to sleep, he said, Ill keep watch.



So I dozed for a bit, but something woke me. Oscar was sitting looking at me.



Its the hunger, he said, thats why you cant sleep. It comes in waves. When it comes you have to feel it. Dont think about anything else, or about food, but look upon it with the light of awareness.



I tried and the hunger came and then departed from me.



Where did you learn that? I said. You didnt know about it back then.



Im bigger now, though, he said, thats the chance that comes with the passage of time and growing up. The pain doesnt get any less. But you become better at dealing with it. I could see now that he did look older, and more peaceful.



You can stay here, with us, I said, always. No ones ever going to expel anyone again.



He did not answer, he just motioned to me to go to sleep.



When I awoke, August had come around. He was sitting reading the applications and the files. Katarina had left them on the table. He was restless.



He wanted me to take the papers, I refused, he held them out to Katarina.



I read them while you were sleeping, she said.



He started to read aloud.



 To the Department for Primary and Lower-Secondary Education. Biehls Academy hereby requests the permission of the department to proceed with the project, for which provisional plans were submitted to the department at the meeting on November 11, 1969, and of which fuller details are appended. 



He lowered the paper.



This is the proof, he said.



He leafed through the pile, picking out papers at random. When he read, it was slowly and with difficulty, his voice seemed to be fumbling around among the words.



As headmaster of Biehls Academy I take the liberty of applying both for the Ministry of Educations approval of the experimental project more fully detailed in the enclosed letter, and for a grant from the ministrys appropriations fund for experimental studies, to cover the costs of implementing the project.



Its a conspiracy, he said. Theyve got it all worked out. Theyve rounded people up. Now theyre to be destroyed.



Integrated, said Katarina. They want to take children from the reform schools and reformatories and put them back into ordinary schools. Integration. Thats the plan. Oscar signaled to me, then I heard it. Andersens Rottweiler. But he gave me a reassuring wave.



Augusts voice went on and on, he was lost in the papers now.




Following consultation with educational and psychological experts, additional application is hereby made for the defraying, by the Charity Schools Foundation, of those costs incurred in the appointment of an inspector for Biehls Academy, inasmuch as





He stopped.



Thats Flakkedam, he said. The experiment is supposed to start here. And then its to spread. Why is it secret? It says here it has to be kept secret. What is this? They were the same transcripts as had been in his folder in Biehls office.



Its from the court records, I said. They must have had the sanction of the Ministry of Justice, those are confidential.



He writes that its for the childrens sake, she said. So that they can go on being children for as long as possible. And not be encumbered with adult responsibilities. Thats what hes always believed.



Yes, I said. He said the same thing when he refused to set up a student council. August was so restless now that he could no longer sit still. He had got up, he put his hands on the cabinets and kind of felt his way along them. Oscar was no longer looking at me but at Katarina.



He writes that the experiment is ahead of its time, she said. That it belongs to the future. That it is ahead of public opinion. Therefore it would be better to carry it out discreetly. And not unveil it until you could produce some convincing results. August had disappeared toward the back of the room, out of sight. But you could hear him pacing around in the darkness.



But it all went wrong for them, she said. They must have thought they could help, turn the school into the Workshop of the Sun, like he said. Into a laboratory where the differences between those who were damaged and those who were normal would be eliminated. Thats why you two were accepted. And it explains Hessen and all those tests. Thats why they appointed Flakkedam. To take care of security. I could see his eyes now. In the darkness they absorbed the last of the light, like those of a wild animal.



But what about Karin r stars? I said. And the thrashings? And the marks and the schedules? Theres still no explanation for them.



No, she said. Behind their plan there has to be another one. One they know nothing about.



So who knows about it, then? said August.



Something greater than them.



Suddenly he was right in front of her, I would have done something but I did not have a chance. It had even taken Humlum by surprise, he had not got to his feet either.



Theres nothing above them, said August. Theyve got it all worked out. Thats why theyve got to go, one way or another



That was his strategy. To hate. But then it had to be directed at someone, it could not just be there. And those you hated had to be the ones who were responsible. Well, I mean otherwise they, personally, would not be guilty.



Its no good, she said. Theres something greater behind them. She was very aware. Not just of him, but of something else, something that surrounded us. She was close to something crucial.



Theres nothing behind them but a black hole!



He had screamed. He turned away, pushed in a pane of glass in the cabinet with the flat of his hand, pressed his palm against the rim of glass that was left and started to run it around. Only then did Humlum get to him, and pull him back, then I took over. Katarina stood there, ramrod-straight, she had not moved. I kept hold of him with one hand, while with the other I took off my shirt, ripped off a sleeve, and bound it around his hand. Then he got away from me.



He walked along the cabinets looking through the glass at the things on the shelves, the stuffed animals. He had to lean against them to stay on his feet.



Its like at home, he said. Twelve of everything from the good old days. Theyre locked up, toono sticky fingers on them. I could do with a smoke. I handed him a pack, they were his ownthe matches, too. I had tucked them away before they came for his things, after he was admitted to the sickroom. He lit it himself, but then it slipped through his fingers, he bent down and picked it up. He inhaled and broke into a bout of coughing.



Christ, thats good, he said.



He had the cigarette caught in at the bandage. It was already very wet, once everything had been settled I would clean the wound and put on a proper bandage.



She has to take the bus now, he said. Mom, I mean, even though she hates it. To stand and hold on to bars that people have touched, even though shes wearing net gloves. When I get back Ill buy her a car.



He seemed to be talking in his sleep. Katarina led him back to the table and got him to sit down. There was a coating of sweat on his forehead. She supported his head with one hand, and with the palm of the other she wiped away the sweat.



Nobody touches me, he said.



But he let her do it.



We sat around the table. August had slumped against Katarina. She did not touch him. But she moved closer, so he could sit comfortably.



Outside, in the darkness, there was some activity. I looked over at Oscar Humlum. He shook his head. Not yet, he said.



August and Katarina were sitting looking at me, it was all okay. They did not assess me. Nor did they want me to achieve anything further. I had brought them here and everything was as it should be.



I saw how pure, in a way, they wereno matter what they had done. Each in their own way, they had tried to stay what they were. Not like me, who had never been anything, and so had been trying all my life to be someone else. To come inside. I saw that they understood this, too. That they understood it and that it was okay. That, even so, I mattered, no matter what.



And then time, too, faded away. I saw how small August was, like the child I would later have, even though he was older. In that moment, those two became as one, he and the child, and thus it became impossible ever again to separate them completely. I stretched a hand across the table and stroked his hair. He let me do it. Beneath my hand it grew warm and quite smooth. Soon he was sleeping. Katarina was watching me. I looked around.



Humlum, I said.



She nodded, as if she had known all along.



Save yourself, I said, that was the last thing he said. He knew we couldnt both get away. It would have been like too much contamination for the school to export at one time. He stood there with the rope in his hands. Then he cocked his head and listened for the train. His sight wasnt so good. In the winter, in the toilets, he had told me that when he was nine years old he had been with a foster family who lived on Reunion Square. They used to wake him at half-past three in the morning and send him across to N.L. Dehns Institutional Laundry, where everybody pretended he was fourteen, because then it wouldnt be child labor, and there he wheeled the clothes from the dry-cleaning machine to the woman who did the ironing. The man on the dry-cleaning machine used to turn up drunk for work and one day there was something to do with a faucet and Humlum got sprayed in the eyes with cleaning fluid, and then hed been taken away from that family. But from then on he didnt see too well at all. Instead he located the train by its sound, this time, too.



Ill stay here, I said, if you dont do it Ill stay.



He smiled, he did not hear me, already he was in another world.



He pushed off, pretty much in the normal way, with the right timing. But when it came to the end of the swing he just hung there. He stretched out this last moment of his life so long that the return swing was delayed, but at last he began to move, like a pendulum, and then came the train.



Katarina did not say a word, she just nodded.



I did not look up at Oscar, it was not necessary, we both knew it had been the right thing to do, laying it out for her.



August said something. Because of the fever it sounded as though it came to us from a distant room.



Maybe a person can be born to the wrong people, he said. Maybe a person should have been put somewhere else.



He said it, but we had all thought it, all four of us, Oscar, too.



Do you get another crack at it? he asked.



He asked in such a peaceful way. The way a child asks its mother, but more as an equal. And that is how she answered him.



Back then, she said, with my mother and father, I didnt believe it would ever stop hurting. That happiness would ever come again. But its better now and it is there, now and again, despite everything. So in a way you do.



But what about something youve done to someone?



She did not answer that, Somewhere in the darkness the dog barked.



Im scared of dogs, he said.



I would have liked to read to them.



They had not read to us at Crusty House, or at Himmelbjerg Houseit was considered soppy. But at the Christian Foundation home they did.



Once you had experienced it, it was impossible to forget. In the mornings it had been the Thought for the Day, from the bottom corner of the Christian Daily; in the evenings, the Bible. Even so, you had looked forward to it. The matron, Sister Ragna, did the reading. She read standing up, from the end of the dormitory. It had made it easier to fall asleep. Entering the night was always the hardest part. It is easier to keep things at bay when it is light. When it grows dark they come pouring in.



I wanted to read to them. This was the most difficult time of day for August. And there was no medicine to give him. I wanted to ease his way into the darkness. There was World of Nature, but that seemed out of the question. And the only thing that came to mind was the Bible. That was no good, it was too close to the sisters and to Biehl.



So I chose to say whatever came into my head.



We take a boat, I said, big enough to live on. We sail southward, where its warmer. On a boat you can never be expelled, you always have the right to stay where you are, and youre always together. In the evenings we can sit and listen to the water. When Im twenty-one well adopt you.



Maybe he wasnt awake. Maybe he was sleeping, which had been the idea. But Katarina was listening to me.



As a rule, what you imagine is not like real life. As a rule it is worse. This moment was just exactly as I had pictured it. I had pictured how a family would sit together. Just like this.



Im sorry if Ive hurt you two, she said.



She was just to forget it, I said. Everything had turned out fine. But what about her mother and father? I said. And what about the experiment?



I suppose I thought I could get to meet them again, she said. But it doesnt work that way. That was just wishful thinking. But the experiment is coming to an end, anyway. At least the first phase.



I did not want to get too close, by asking what she meant. But even though the question went unasked, she understood it. The way things were between us now, it was not necessary to say all that much.



Time is no law of nature, she said. It is a plan. When you look at it with awareness, or start to touch it, then it starts to disintegrate. That is the conclusion of the first phase of the experiment. This plan is not Biehls. Its too big, too complete for that. The second phase will be to investigate what lies behind time. We have seen it start to fall apart. The next thing is to understand what lies behind it.



You could see by looking at her. She had to have an answer. It was a need about which she, personally, could do nothing. There was something I wanted to say to her, but it was impossible.



August was shaking badly. She took off her sweater and put it around him.



If you come over here itll be easier for us to keep warm, she said. She put her arm around August and I leaned against her. And then I said it anyway, the words just came out, there was nothing to be done about it. I told her I loved her. It was the first time I had ever got my tongue around the words.



I saw that they also applied to August. That you could not say something like that to the woman without its applying to the child as well.



She did not reply. Nor was it necessary. I had given, without needing something in return.



All three of us must have slept. When he spoke, it still seemed to be in his sleep.



If there is a second time, he said, then they ought to suffer more. It was over too soon.



All the time we had known that he was lost.










FIFTEEN


It was Katarina who discovered it. She laid a hand on my arm.



Hes gone, she said.



It was light outside, because the fog had lifted, and because of the stars and the snow. We followed his tracks. He had been bleeding as he went, at one spot we found the bandage.



All the lights in the school were out, the building was in darkness, the windows were black. Just as it had looked to me, those nights when I had not slept. He had crossed the south playground, keeping close to the wall. He had got in by smashing a pane in the door. I had always thought it was careless to have a latch fixed next to a pane of glass. We ascended to the fifth floor. He had left the door open and the light burning in the clinic, but had drawn the curtains. They were blackout curtains. Certain of the testsRavens progressive matrices, for instanceinvolved slides. To begin with, there was silence. Then you heard them in the corridor. First you smelled Biehls cigar. Then there was a brief pause, and then Biehl himself came in. He was looking for something, his head was right down at floor level. You had never supposed that he could bow so deeply, you had only ever seen him upright. He was in his dressing gown, and had his right arm twisted up his back. The last part of him to come through the door was his hand. Behind him came August. He had hold of three of Biehls fingers, all of them broken.



Behind August came Biehls wife, Astrid, in her nightgown. She had always looked like a Norse goddesswillowy, ash-blond, and stately, even now.



The fever lay like a membrane over Augusts eyes. You could see how terrified he was. Like a little child. And yet quite determined. He, too, had now turned upon the pain. In order to erase it.



Im glad you came, he said.



He said it without recognizing us. We were standing ten feet away from him. He could no longer see as far as us.



He let Biehl lift his head a fraction.



My mom and dad are here, he said. To collect me. Biehl had not looked at us. His awareness was on August.



You know perfectly well what has happened to your mother and father, he said. No visible movement, just the spongy crack as one of his fingers snapped in a fresh place. He fell to his knees.



You could not tell by looking at August.



His left hand was sort of hidden. I shifted position slightly, to get a look at it, the movement must have caught his eye because he brought it into the open. In it was Biehls cigar, which was lit. That, and a half-gallon bottle of gasolinehe must have picked it up in the storehouse. In the bottle was a cork, between the cork and the glass he had jammed a strip off his bandage.



Its like a wick, he said. If I put the cigar to it and smash the bottle, we all go skyhigh. Astrid Biehl was looking at my bare feet, Id taken off my socks.



I hurt myself, I said, I couldnt get my foot into my shoe. It wont happen again. They said nothing. Maybe because it was obvious from the bruising that I was telling the truth, maybe because they could not speak.



Were just leaving, August said to Biehl. Were going home. But before we go you have to confess.



No one said a word.



He went on, I could have stayed at home. We were fine, we could have sat together in the evenings, like wed just been doing. Not too close together, nobody bothering anybody else, no need to be all over one another. But youre together, quiet and peaceful. If anyone feels like drawing they can just get some paper and a pencil, nothing will be said about it. No one goes on about your grades. No one gets hit. But then youre dragged up here. Youre tied down at night, during the day Flakkedam sits behind you. Tell Mom how a thing like that can happen.



Biehl was on his knees, so his face was level with Augusts.



We wanted to do good, he said.



Another finger broke.



All of a sudden Biehls lips were like sandpaper. Gray and as though dusted with dried granules. He looked August in the eye.



We wanted to help, he said. Not just the children of the light. We wanted to carry the rest of you along with us. From the halls of the dead to the land of the living. We wanted to bring all of you together in the Danish Free School. Even those who suffer hardships have a right to the light.



Augusts body was now shaking badly, even his face was out of control, it looked like he was constantly making faces. Only the hand encircling Biehls fingers did not move. It held the last of the life within him.



What about the darkness inside people? said Katarina.



The light will disperse it, said Biehl.



August brought his face right down to Biehls ear. They looked like two people exchanging confidences.



Theres not that much light in the whole world, he whispered. He looked at Katarina. She was standing less than two feet from him but it was obvious that his eyes were failing him. He stretched out a hand and felt her. With his left hand, the one holding the bottle and the cigar. He felt with the outer edge of the hand, up over her throat and cheek. The cigar end, the smoke, and the bottle hung in the air before her eyes. She did not move.



Itll be over soon, he said. Then Ill come back to you. And we can sit the way we did back there. With Peter, too. Is he with you now?



Yes, she said.



Can I keep the paper and pencils?



Yes, she said.



He stroked her cheek.



Will you wait here for me? he said.



She could not answer him.



No more taking the bus, he said. Ive bought you a car. Its waiting down below. He led Biehl over to the door.



August! she said.



He stopped.



They have children, she said. Hes somebodys father. To this he made no reply. He simply led Biehl out through the door, and then they were gone.



With that, Astrid Biehl turned and went out into the corridor. A door was unlocked. We heard her going into the room with the school clock. They must have had the lock fixed. Every sound could be heard quite plainlyher bare feet on the floor, the soft crunch as she smashed the glass. Then the alarm went off.



It was the same signal as usual, sent over all the loudspeakers. But this time it kept going on and off, on and off, the noise was unbearable. We went out into the corridor and turned away from it, into the staff room.



It was dark, the only light was coming from outsidefrom the grounds and the sky and, farther off, from Copenhagen. We stood by the window.



They came pretty quickly. Astrid Biehl must have met them in the driveway, once the searchlights had been lit you saw her several times, still in her nightgown. They parked in a semicircle and left the car headlights on, in addition to switching on the searchlights. The storehouse sat there, like a black bulls-eye in the white snow. For a while, nothing happened. Then more cars arrived, you saw Fredhj, too, down there in the snow. Then peace and quiet descended. Very bright light, but otherwise nothing. Pause. Then Biehl appeared. He came out of the shed, alone, but still bent double. His dressing gown had slipped half off him, he was partly naked. And in that state he ran toward the searchlights.



Then came the fire. Not an explosion, not really. Not anything as violent as that. Just a very speedy combustion. First the flash from Augusts bottle, then the blast, as the gasoline cans for the lawn mowers caught fire. It blew out the windows and doors first, then it forced off the roof, letting in oxygen. It was all over in seconds.



Of course, where we were, so high up, we could not feel the heat, nor could we hear very much.



It did not help, though. Even though we held each other tight and had our eyes closed, it did not help. The light pierced the eyelidsonly for the briefest of moments, but still, it burned into the brain. It hurt the body, too. As if, even from way down there, the fire had reached up and peeled away the top layer of skin, leaving us like two burn marks, two scorched fetuses supporting each other.



I did not want to look. When, despite myself, I did look, it was at Katarinas face. It was turned toward the window, screwed up like the face of an incubator baby. The pain of an abandoned, newborn baby on a far-too-old face.



And yet even thenI remember it nowdeep down, but distinct: awareness. The need to understand.


PART THREE









ONE


First they transferred me to the Lars Olsen Memorial Home, Engbkgrd, 2990 Niv. There I prepared the first draft of my report.



Lars Olsen Memorial had the countrys first secure unit for children under fifteen years of agesurrounding wall, no handles on the inside, a small, barred window set high up, table and bench screwed to the floor, and you had to ring for the duty officer when you needed to go to the toilet.



Before you could be put there they had to have the special permission of the department, and you could stay there for two months at the most, that was the law. However, dispensation was given in my case, since there was the death of a schoolmate to be considered. I spent six months and eleven days there, in strict isolation. This, inevitably, did me considerable damage.



Back then they were not so reluctant to use solitary confinement. It was considered to have a powerfully educative effect, like waiting outside Biehls office. The departments representative said that now I would have plenty of time for reflection.



At Himmelbjerg House and at the Royal Orphanage you had often been isolated and locked up in various placesmostly the cellars, but other places, too. At the Orphanage the standard punishment for being late three times in a row was royal guard dutyin an empty broom closet under a picture of King Frederik and Queen Ingrid. You stood from eight in the morning until six in the evening, but even though it was in the dark and standing to attention it was of course nothing compared to six months and eleven days. Even so, you could have coped with it, others before you had coped. But when they transferred me I must have been weakened by what had happened, and by the fact that I had got used to talking to Katarina and August.



If those who listen, those who are your friends, are nevertheless to be taken from you, then it would have been better if you had never gotten to know them. Since then there has been something about closed doors, or being in a room with several other people. Many years laterafter my adoption and when I had completed my education and been to the universityI tried working. I taught at the Institute of Physical Education at Odense University. I was there for a year and a half, then it became overwhelming. It kept coming and goingthe fear of being alone like back then. Just when you were faced with twenty people, and all the responsibility, then came the feeling that they were going to leave you and lock the door behind them, and there would not even be a button so you could ring for the duty officer. Furthermore, I worried about being late, so I used to get there hours ahead of time. But still the fear was there. After a year and a half I had to give it up.



If I had not been led into the laboratory it would have been difficult, if not impossible, to hold ones own in society, to find a place in the outside world.



Here, too, the door is closed. But the child and I have come to an agreement. We both find closed doors difficult. According to the agreement, if it gets too difficult, then it is permissible to knock on the door and say so. And then the other one has to open the door to the one who is not feeling so good.



I was there for an indefinite period. Nevertheless, I found a way outthrough the books. I found the books, and with their help I drew up the report, in the form of a speech. I knew there would be a confrontation.



That was the way the department did things, by confrontation. When violence or abuse had been ascertained to have occurred in an institution, or if any other acts of negligence were suspected, where it was the adults word against the childrens, then a confrontation was arranged, this was a rule.



All doubt could thus be eliminated. Thus it would be possible to discover the utter and definitive truth as to what had occurred. Then the blame could be apportioned and the guilty party be punished.



With this in mind I prepared the speech. I expected it to be addressed to Biehl and Fredhj and Karin r, and to the departments representatives, and to Katarina. In a way I also expected August to be there. Even though that was an insane thought. As excuse, I just want to point out how things were while the work was in progress. I could no longer really tell day from night.



Now, later on, you can see that we had in fact understood most of it. They had had a grand plan. Of bringing all children together in the Danish public school system, including the mentally defective and delinquent, including the slow pupilseveryone right down to the borderline with severe retardation. Biehls Academy was to be turned into the model for this unification. The school was to have been a laboratory, a workshop for the study of how the unification should be brought about. Whatever this would require in the way of security arrangements, psychological assistance, and extra tuition.



The orderliness and precision of the school were to form the firm, secure structure around this experiment.



Over the past couple of years I have gradually unearthed most of the papers from that time. Some of them are kept at the Department for Primary and Lower-Secondary Education, some at the Institute of Education and at the Queen Caroline Amalie Charity Schools Foundation, and at the Teacher Training College on Emdrup Road. According to these, fifty-four major experiments on the integration of disadvantaged pupils into Danish public schools were run between 1964 and 1974. Fifty-four. But even today, when one looks back on it, the experiment at Biehls was something out of the ordinary.



When I read the applications they made back then, for money and support for the project, I do not understand them.



They are like Biehls memoirs. So eloquent. So well intentioned. But still somehow totally unrelated to what really happened. As though they have had a wonderful, visionary theory about time and children and fellowship.



And thenstrictly isolated from this theorythere have been their actions. Gaining access to the archives has been so surprisingly easy. I have been met with outright helpfulness. Back when it happened, they did everything they could to keep it hidden. At that time suppression, discretion, was one of the schools fundamental principles. Now the safeguarding of any information whatsoever no longer seems to be important.



Maybe most people are of the same mind as Oscar and August, when they come to me in the laboratory and say I should abandon the work, because the seventies were so long ago, it is over, it is too late.



Often I have had that thought: over and too late.



When such thoughts present themselves, I know that I am thinking like an adult. Growing up means first of all to forget, and thereafter disown what was important when you were a child. To this I have then raised objections.



Even if it was over and too late, and altogether pretty insignificant, still it was your life. And around that everything since then has revolved.



But it was not insignificant. Of that I have since become certain. Their plan was directed at the entire universe, of that I have become certain. And such a plan cannot be disregarded.



In the applications they talk only about helping the delinquents and the mildly retarded and mildly defectivethose were the words, in the applications for the grants. But in their minds or at the back of their minds, like a distant goal, they had the whole world.



We work for future glory, wrote Biehl. They felt that time was on their side, that they were working with something that would spread and inspire first the entire public school system and then the rest of the country. If it had to be put into words they only mentioned groups of children. But their goal was the universe.



Biehl, Fredhj, Karin r, Baunsbak-Kold, state inspector Aage Hrdrup, Hessen, Flakkedam, the department representatives. All of them were certain that they were defending eternal values. They have not said it straight out, they may not have thought it straight out either. But somewhere inside themselves and among themselves they have been absolutely and utterly certain that they were right, and that, with future generations of children who grew up, their ideas and thoughts could fly out into the world and spread across the country and beyond, maybe as far as the Moors. That it would be possible, sometime in the not too distant future, to have everyone respect their ideal of diligence and precision. And on that day, all living things in the universe would live at peace with one another.



I know this was their goal. It is not what you could call run-of-the-mill. You would have to call it colossal.



This goal was the subject of my report.



It went against common practice in the home and was also at variance with the corrective effect of isolation to give me pencil and paper. What I found out I therefore had to commit to memory.



I was, however, given books. I based my speech upon what I read in them. It was carefully planned, with an introduction, a discourse, and a conclusion. When the day dawned I went in and presented it, in a clear, distinct voice. That was the last word. After that, there was nothing more to be said.



This is not true. I see that I have written it. But it is a lie. When the confrontation came, I said nothing of what had been in my mind, not one word.



There was no speech. By the time I had been at Lars Olsen Memorial for a few weeks there was no memory left in which to store it. By then there was nothing but chaos. I had a relapse, too, and hit a male nurse, and a doctora woman at that, I have nothing to say in my defense. During the final months I was strapped down at night and given medicine, pretty much as though I had been severely retarded.



That is over and done with long ago. There is no point in saying any more about it. But before that happened I had started to read. The bit about the books really was true. There was a visiting psychiatrist attached to the secure unita consultant, who had made a study of the connection between childrens perception of time and their intelligence, at home and abroad. He talked about children in Ghana, where the people are Moors. How, even when they were in Primary Six or Seven like me, they could not tell the length of a bus journey, whether it had taken ten minutes or six hours. It was because of him that I was given books, although, strictly speaking, this ran counter to the treatment. What brought this about was that I had said I would like to read about time.



When Katarina had said that her mother and father had talked about time, I had instinctively known that there had to be books about it, that it must be possible to write about it.



At Lars Olsen Memorial I saw and read for the first time books, given to me by the consultant, such as E.J. Bickermans Chronology of the Ancient World, Whitrows Natural Philosophy of Time, and Guide to the History of Chronology, vols. 1-3. Back then I could not understand one word of what I read.



Reading did, however, give me heart. Even if you cannot understand what you are reading you can get something from books.



This was during the first weeks of my time there. When I worked on the speech, and felt that the work was progressing well.



It was Katarina who gave me the idea of doing it. Even though she was gone, she was still there.



Often she stood before me, even when I did not close my eyes. Her skin was so whiteso transparent, almosther sweater was too big and had belonged to her father who had hung himself, her hair was caught in at the collar. She had lured Baunsbak Kold to the school and caused him to forget himself. And she had spoken to him. Unbidden, she had also spoken to Biehl and to Fredhj.



Speaking is not easy. All your life you have listened, or looked as if you were listening. The living word came down to you, it was not something you, personally, gave voice to. You spoke only after having put up your hand, and when you had been asked a question, and you said what was certain and correct, what was beyond doubt. With my speech the opposite was the case. It was full of uncertainty, and it was unbidden.



After a few weeks, I had to give up. Nor did I ever present it. When the confrontation came I was silent.



I have kept quiet ever since.



It was the child who made me aware that it was still not too late. She was born in November 1990. In August 1991 I embarked upon this series of experiments in the laboratory. Now, as they approach their provisional conclusion, it is July 1993.



So she was not quite a year old when it began. Now, at its close, she is more than two and a half years old.



I started reading aloud to her from the manuscript when she was a year and a half. From the rest of the world I kept it strictly isolated. But I showed it to her. In the afternoons, when we were alone, I would take out the papers and read bits and pieces to her. At one point she then said that I ought to write the report, the unfinished speech. I know that this statement will render me suspect. It will be asserted that she is, after all, just a little child and that what I am claiming is all but insane. But it was she who suggested it.



There are many ways of suggesting something. It does not actually have to be put into words. You can sit quietly and listen and in this way show the other that what he is saying is all right. That he will not be judged. That you are his friend, no matter what. One day she pointed out that it was not too late. After all, they were all still alive. There was still time to catch the boat.



Immediately, I understood. Biehl, r, and all the others who were present back then, they are still there, it is still not too late to have a word with them. Until she showed me the way, I must have thought that it was over. I knew, of course, about Fredhj and the stroke. But I had given up on the others, too. It had seemed overwhelming, it was so long ago. When we had the chance of doing something, of saying something to them, only Katarina had the courage, and now it was, irrevocably, too late. In the laboratory I might be able to show a pale reflection of what took place. But, over the twenty-two years separating me from that time, I could not speak. To this the child raised the objection that all of them were still around. Each and every one of the sixteen people who were present at the departments confrontationFredhj excludedare still around, that was what she said.



That the past is not over and done with. But that it lives on.



And so I prepared this.










TWO


In Denmark, two libraries have extensive collections of books on schools and educationthe libraries at the Teacher Training College on Emdrup Road and at the Danish Institute of Education, which I have visited on a number of occasions. I have looked for books on the history of education, I wanted to see what they wrote about time.



I found next to nothing. Next to nothing. Pedagogikens historia, Education and Societyin Modern Europe, Histoire mondiale de lducation, Schule und Gesellschaft, Skolen i Danmark, next to nothing on time. And anything there might be amounts to facsimiles of timetables from previous centuries. They look just like what you have today, and they are not even commented on. Time plays no great part in books on the history of education, in a way it is not there at all.



In 1966, at the New York Academy of Sciences, a society was formed for the purpose of studying time. It was given the name of the International Society for the Study of Time. The society held its first meeting in the Mathematisches Forschungsinstitut in Oberwohlfach, Dunkelwald, West Germany, in September 1969. G.J. Whitrow was elected president; J.T. Fraser, secretary, and most renowned theorists of time are members. As regards them it is quite clear that they are all on the inside. They are doctors and scientists who have had no problems at school but have grown up and flown out into the world.



You might wonder why, in the mid-sixties, an international society should be formed for the study of time; that their first meeting should be held in 1969, the year in which Biehls first applications to the Ministry of Education are written. What you can be sure of is that this society is comprised of people who were always most diligent and precise.



Not that I want to speak ill of anyone. But I have my doubts as to how much such people can know about time. Or whether they can only know a few specific things about it. You might well doubt whether, in this society, it has ever made anyone ill. And maybe you learn most about time if you have run up against it. If you have been ill and out on the borderline.



Theorists of time are seldom in agreement. However, they do agree that there are two possible ways of viewing the passage of time: that everything is in a state of constant and unrecognizable change; and that everything remains unchanged. There it is, the supreme contradiction. Linear time and circular time. Linear time has to be envisaged as a huge, endless knife blade scraping its way across the universe, and drawing it along with it. In its wake it leaves an endless broad stripe of past time, ahead of it lies the future, on the knife edge lies the present, in which we live. Circular time sees the world as remaining more or less the same. With the changes around us being, or leading to, repetition.



These two perceptions of time have been predominant throughout history, up to our own century. Where a modified version of linear time is now said, by the experts, to be correct.



Both have been in existence for as long as the written word. Even though, far back, the linear theory is faint.



Far back there are the ancient Egyptians. Biehl covered this civilization in world history, shortly after I came to the school. He explained that it had been cruel but impressive; that, like the Roman Empire and the city-state of Athens, it had fallen apart when it grew soft.



The same applied to the Mesopotamian civilizations, which, in Biehls lessons, succeeded the Egyptian, but now at a slightly higher level. It was in this way that civilizations succeeded one another, like children moving up a class each year. It was quite evident from the teaching at Biehls that these civilizations, along with Buddhism and Taoism, were precursors to our own time.



The experts still believe this. Right from the Guide to the History of Chronology, vols. 13, published at the turn of the century, to Whitrows Time in History from 1988, it is quite clear that the modern worlds perception of time is far superior to that of the ancient world; that the history of the perception of time is like a plant, that has grown slowly, blossoming only in this century. Or like a progressive function only now shooting up exponentially.



The experts have many different perceptions of time. But all are agreed on how things stand with their own field. It has been one long, linear triumph all the way up to the present day and the International Society for the Study of Time. I believe that virtually all of the existing books on time, deep down, are certain that it is linear. That it passes and is then, irrevocably, gone.



Even with Bertrand Russell and Bergson, who have suggested so many other ways of perceiving time, you can sense that they only did it in jest. It has been like a game of chess. They have wanted to force their colleagues to play as well as possible. But they personally have never been in doubt. Even Einsteinin whose curved space-time there is no one time but a fluid diversity of times running through the universeeven he can still write that, in local terms, time is linear.



Maybe they are wrong. Not meaning to speak ill of anyone, but maybe they are wrong. I shall try to explain what I mean. In order to say it, I must first explain in more detail what I mean by linear and cyclic time.



The life of every person possesses a linear trait. All of us are born, grow up, live, and end up being destroyed. In various ways, to be suresome in holes in the ground, others in childrens homes or at the New York Academy of Sciences. But for each of us, birth, death, and growing up are unique events that come around once, and once only, and can never be repeatedat any rate, not just like that. Their time is linear. As if you were moving along a straight lineeach point you came past would be one you had never passed before and never would that same point come again.



And yet life is full of repetition. Every day I install myself in the laboratory. This is the prerequisite for the experiment. If it is ever to be brought to a conclusion, this act must be repeated a great many times. In a way, time around the laboratory is cyclic. So, too, with the body. Every second it dies a little, while still maintaining and regenerating itself. With every second it ensures the infinite regularity of breathing and pulserhythms which can still, at the same time, be altered, increase, and culminate in fear and panic and ecstasy, only once more to seek equilibrium. And which now and thenwhen the woman and the child are nearby, or after working in the laboratory, or for some other reasonfor fleeting moments, can result in cycles of perfect harmony; one steady, mathematically regular swing.



In the life of every person, on every conceivable plane, an uninterrupted chain of both cyclic and linear traits can be found; identical reenactments and unique, one-time occurrences. There you have a contradiction in terms.



Read books about the history of time and you will find all of them agree that linear time triumphed along with Christianity. At any rate, from Augustine onward, Christ is most certainly dead, once and for all. Our repenting must be done here and now, there are no second chances, time is straight and irrevocable.



And yet Kant is the first to speculate on how the Milky Way was created. And not until 1823 is an article stating that the universe is not static taken seriously. Even though linear time has triumphed, it is as though cyclic time is what counts.



This contradiction may have arisen because historiographers write about other historiographers. In the learned world of medieval Europe, in which most theories survived intact and side by side from the twelfth to the seventeenth century, time is linear. While everyone else lived in a world which was, by and large, unchanging. Thereafter, it has all come about in less than two hundred years. In 1865 Rudolf Clausius suggested the word entropy as a scientific term for the fact that time was linear, irrevocable, irreversible, and that nothing could ever be the same again. Up to that point, even in biology, no one had really been sure of anything other than that living creatures kept on reproducing themselves; that nature was cyclic. Darwins book on the origin of species, on the survival of the fittest, constitutes the decisive break with the old way of thinking. After him, biological time is linear.



Because Darwinism is what carried the species forward, toward increasingly complex organiSMSmicromutations, passed on through the normal process of reproduction. What drove the world forward was the unique, the exceptions, the micromutations. The everyday occurrence of having children and feeding them and bringing them up was nothing but a sort of vending machine for the norm, a beast of burden for mutants of a higher order.



In many ways, all of this has somehow fallen apart. Modern biology has had to consider the significance of the learning process, it has become impossible for it to explain everything, or even the greater part of it, by way of unique mutations. And physics seems to have gone quite to pieces, with no new theory lasting more than a couple of years. When I began work at Odense University most people believed that the superstrings theory could provide the definitive explanation of the secret of the universe. A year and a half later, when I had to stop work, the theory was definitively out of fashion, and already three-quarters abandoned. Today Hawking refers to it in A Brief History of Time as a small parenthesis in the history of physics. Theories, therefore, enjoy ever-briefer life spans and most die without ever getting to grow up.



But not linear time. In 150 years it has come to permeate everything. And still, now, as I write this, there seems to be nothing else.



Time at Biehls Academy was absolutely linear.



It is almost impossible to explain. Because, at the same time, every day was the same. Every school day was like all the rest. Looking back at them, memory cannot distinguish between them.



Apart from those last months, after I met Katarina and August, and until we were separated forever. That time you can never forget.



All the other days were alike. Actually, my school days were no different from my time in isolation. Apart from the fact that, at the latter establishment, I had no one to talk to and so reality went to pieces.



Otherwise there was no difference. The succession of days was an endless line, gray. They ran past you. Yourself, you were held firmly in place, you stood absolutely still and watched them running past, and there was nothing to be done about it. Maybe, somewhere inside you, you felt that surely it could have been otherwise. That it had not needed to be so hard and gray and monotonous. But you saw no way out. Until I met Katarina. But then, of course, everything fell apart.



When all the days were the same, when they recurred and recurred, and were planned out ten years into the future, why did you feel that time was passing, that it was linear, that your school days were a kind of countdown, that time was a train that you must and ought to be fit enough to hang on to?



I think it was because of the insistence on achievement. Otherwise it is impossible to explain.



Of course, it was only from the outside that the days seemed the same. Deep down they were meant to be different. It only seemed as though the same subjects and the same classrooms and the same teachers and the same pupils came around again and again. In reality, the requirement was that you should, with every day, be transformed. Every day you should be better, you should have developed, all the repetition in the life of the school was there only so that, against an unchanging background, you could show that you had improved.



I suppose that is why numbers were so important. I suppose that is why Biehl was so particular about the achievements in his memoirs, and why there were marks and timetables and endless files and summaries of peoples pasts and proficiency and how many times they had been late. They saw the school as some divine ennobling machine. The numbers were proof and verification of its feasibility, its efficacy. I know I cannot bring anyone to understand this. How our lives back then were totally saturated by time. Even those who were involved back then, even Biehl and Karin r and all you others whom I have in mind, even you would deny it. I believe we were on the outermost edge. I believe we were as far out as anyone can go with time. We were held down as tightly as anyone can be held down by a clock. So hard, in fact, that if your shell was not very thick, then you fell completely or partially to pieces.



I have felt that time ran in our veins like blood.



And if you became ill, if you cracked under time, then you were suffering from a disease of the blood.



Now and thenthose nights when I lie awake, when I just listen to the woman and the child breathingI grow frightened. And I fear that things may not have changed, out in the world; that times grip will not have slackened.



I hope I am wrong. This is my greatest wish. To be utterly wrong. Of course, there were schools elsewhere, too, this I know. But surely no place with a vision such as Biehls.



Elsewhere, in other countries, they have held children in the grip of time, for a while they have held them. But, in time, those children who could not cope, or whose parents did not have the wherewithal, were given up, dropped.



But Biehl would not give up on anyone, that was the exceptional thingmaybe the exceptional thing about Denmark. They would not entertain the thought that some pupils were down there, in darkness. They did not want to know anything about the darkness, everything in the universe had to be light. With the knife of light they would scrape the darkness clean.



It is as though that thought was almost insane.










THREE


They took me off the medicine gradually, over a week. It is much harder to come off medicine than to go onto it. In all, over those seven days, I did not sleep as much as eight hours.



The department representative who collected me was accompanied by a policeman and an observer from Child Welfare Services, this was unnecessary, but they did not know what had taken place, they felt insecure. I was also handcuffed. It took place at the school. This was standard departmental practiceas close to the scene of the crime as possible.



In order to have enough room, they had had to take over a classroom. In addition to Biehl, Karin r, and Fredhj, and the representatives from the Department of Education, Stuus was thereas chairman of the board of teachersalong with two representatives from the parents association; Aage Hrdrup, B.D.; Hessen; Flakkedam; my guardian from the Childrens Panel, Johanna Buhl; the district medical officer; Astrid Biehl; and a woman I had not seen before, but who might have been the legal representative for the Department of Health and Welfare. I counted sixteen people altogether, plus Katarina and myself, the child welfare representative, and the policeman. It was said that the director of education for Copenhagen, Baunsbak-Kold, should also have been there, but had sent word to say that he was unavoidably detained.



They had positioned the desks so as to form a boxed-off compartment on either side of the teachers desk. Katarina and I stood, each in our respective boxes, Biehl and Karin r and Fredhj sat over by the wall, the department representatives sat by the window, with the light behind them. When the proceedings had been under way for some time, Humlum came in, ever so quietly, and took a seat in the back row. The departments representatives did most of the talking. They said this was not a trial or an inquisition, but merely an informal hearing, called to clear up certain points at issue. They then summarized the background to the casewith which we were quite familiar. An experiment in the integration of defective children into normal schools that had now been abandoned, following what had occurred, but all particulars of which were still confidential. This last was directed at Katarina and myself. One sensed, in the room, a bitter, tense atmosphereparticularly between the school and the representatives of the department. You were never told what had gone before. But one sensed that it must have been a disaster, Ragnarok.



First of all, they said, they were interested in hearing more about something that Peterthey meant mehad kept repeating, when questioned during his detention: that we had carried out an experiment. What was this about, what had I meant? I did not remember having been questioned, to this very day I do not remember it, it must have been after the first three weeks of isolation, so I could not give them any answers. I was also having hot flushes, and spasms, after having come off the medicine. I stood with my arms folded to keep from shaking, but the desk I was leaning against still rocked. Nor was I used to so many people, they could see this and gave up on me. Then they turned to Katarina. You would not have believed she could become any paler, but she had. She had difficulty in talking. We had not seen each other for six months and eleven days, and yet I knew her as easily as though we were linked to each other, as though we were connected across time and space. As though we were twins, unborn twins linked together in their mothers womb.



You could see she did not blame me for having mentioned the experiment to them, she understood that I had been in isolation and pushed beyond time and reality, she had nothing bad to say about me, we were still friends. Even though she had maintained absolute silence for six months, and I, in a way, had betrayed us. All of this I saw in her face, before she answered them.



I had discovered that there had to be different types of time, she said. I discovered it when my father and mother died. Peter had seen it, too, we did research into the other types.



Everything went silent for a very long while, and in the silence they became convinced of what they had always known. That we were not in our right minds, not even she. This she sensed.



Lets just get it over with, she said.



It was like giving permission. That is how she was. Even among these people, at this moment, she could give permission.



Following her words, a sense of relief settled on the room. Now there was no more uncertainty. Now all doubt was gone. She had given them permission to cease doubting. We had been out of our minds, August, Katarina, and me, this was the explanation. Not accountable.



Doubt was always the worst.



What is most detestable, Biehl had said, is when a child lies or conceals something. In other words, when something is kept hidden, unclarified. That was the worst. This was what I had tried to explain to Katarina, that night when we were sitting on her bed. That the whole school was like a device designed to remove doubt. As with their experiment. They wanted to raise the incomprehensible, the dark and dubious children up into the light.



Subsequently I have discovered that it was not just Biehl. That it was not just our childhood, not just the early 1970s. Now I believe most of them were in on it, or all of those who wrote about time, from Augustine to Newton.



They have detested doubt.



In his Confessions, Augustine writes that time passes unprompted, regardless of man. He also says that it is linked to human perception. This is a contradiction, he offers no explanation, it is as though, for Augustine, there was nothing wrong with a bit of doubt here and there.



At the beginning of Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica, Newton writes, more than twelve hundred years later, that absolutely true, mathematical time flows according to its own nature, smoothly, unrelated to any external force. Here there is no doubt. In fact, in all of Principia Mathematica no doubt is shown about anything whatsoever.



What has happened, from Augustine to Newton, is that man has been removed from time. Now it passes whether man measures it or not, it has become objective. In other words, freed from human uncertainty.



But from then on there is disintegration, more or less. Newton is the last one who really believes in a time unconnected to man. Unconnected to things. Unconnected, come to that, to the universe.



Measurement of linear time gains ground in Europe. In real terms, it is only three hundred years old, everything else merely leads up to it. It appears when society begins to change so fast that each new day is no longer recognizable, because it has become too different from the day before. Time measurement appears as society grows more complex, it appears along with communications, the postal service, finance and trade, and the railroads.



For this, various explanations are given. It is said that time appears with the desire of the middle classes, together with science, to liberate themselves from the aristocracy and religion.



That, of course, is how it must have been, that must be a key element in the explanation. Whatever an explanation might be. But it is as though there is something else. Reading Newtonnot so much the Principia Mathematica, because in that he has so far removed man that even he, the author, is hardly there; as though the objective laws of nature, writing themselves, have produced the bookbut in the letters, I think how much he has resembled Biehl. Their strictness, their need to remove all doubt, their ruthlessness. As though they are the same person, the same schoolmaster spanning three hundred years. As though time did not matter very much.



There must be something deeper and greater than the historical explanation. It is as though these scientists and philosophers, people with power and knowledge in Western civilization, all have something in common. As though none of them could stand the darkness, did not want to know doubt and uncertainty. Were, within themselves, unable to cope with unresolved contradictions. And so they have tried to eliminate them. Then, sooner or later, it has resulted in a breakdown.



We had been told that, at the school, we should look upon Karin rour class teacheras our mother, and Biehl as our father.



That must have been why the department had asked her. They had asked her to explain the schools point of view regarding the character of the relationship between Katarina and myself. August was not mentioned, but you understood what they were getting at. They had the idea that, somehow or other, we had driven him to it.



Karin r had prepared a checklist of what they knew: a list of all the times we had been seen together, from when we were found, that first time, in the library during a period, to when we had attempted to exchange information that did not concern us during the Advent church service, and on until, on the night August died, we had been discovered locked in an embrace in the staff room.



She made no comment on the part about being locked in an embrace. But, when she said it, her voice changed. It was obvious that this was serious.



They knew so many things. Where and when we had been in contact with each other. Times and places. But of what mattered they knew nothing.



There were two from the department, a man and a woman. The woman asked what we had to say to this. She addressed herself to Katarina, but I was the one who said something. I spoke to Biehl.



What happened to August? I said.



They tried to stop me, but I did not look at them, it was all I could do to keep my attention on Biehl. The only way of coping with so many people was to imagine a tunnel: I was at one end, Biehl was at the other, outside there was nothing.



How did you get out? I said.



He gave an answer I had trouble hearing. I would have gone down to him but I was attached to somethingthe policeman behind me, I had forgotten about him. I indicated to him that I needed my hands free, to demonstrate something. In the air I showed how one hand had a tight grip on the other.



Thats the kind of hold he had, I said, you cant ever get out of that. August had broken his fingers, such pain is too great for anyone to get away from. They did not understand me. Just Biehl.



He let me go, he said.



How did you get out?



By the door.



It has a latch on the inside.



He stopped, and looked down at his hands. There was still something not quite right about two of the fingers, he was wearing his wedding ring on the other hand, the knuckles had become gnarled.



It was as though he was having difficulty remembering. Maybe he had needed to forget. So the memory had lodged in his hands. When he looked up, his face was naked, as you had never seen it before. As though he was surprised and shaken by the question and, also, by the answer he had to give me.



He opened it for me, he said. He must have repented. I had asked something that touched very closely upon him and he had answered. That was the only time ever that such a thing occurred.



He did not burn to death, said Katarina.



Just as she said it I thought that now she was going to trot out the same story she had given about her parents. That her shell had not been thick enough after all, and now it was crushed.



I spoke to the doctor, she said. It was blisters on the inside of the windpipe. There were three tunnels. Between her and Biehl and me. Everyone else was on the outside.



He could have thrown it at you, she said to Biehl, the bottle. But he let you go, he let you out. Then he threw it inside the room. And then he walked into the fire himself, and breathed in the flames. The blisters closed off his windpipe and he suffocated. Everyone was very quiet. But I do not think they understood.



It is as though time had gone backward for him. Or as though the past had returned. He could have done it again. Killed someone.



She pointed at Biehl.



But he didnt do it. He let you go. And then did away with himself. As though he had been given yet another chance.










FOUR


Jakob von Uexkll, a difficult name. Although it feels good to write it. I write in longhand, quite slowly.



I have a picture of him, taken from a newspaper. The face is a little heavy, very grave, and yet somehow gentle.



Biehl had an M.A. in biology, yet he never mentioned Jakob von Uexkll, I do not think he had heard of him.



Uexkll was a professor of biology in Germany. During the 1920s and 1930s he wrote books and articles about the way in which living creatures perceived their surroundings, and particularly about their perception of time and space.



It is not difficult to read what he has written, not compared to some of the other books you fight your way through in your lifetime. At all times he has endeavored to be very clear. And he has had nothing to hide, and if he has been in doubt then he has said so, straight out. At the same time he is, in a way, humble. So humble that he believes that what he does is not so very different from what others before him have done. In the foreword to his book Theoretical Biology, he wrote that he was following the trail blazed by Helmholtz and Kant. They had insisted that it is impossible to perceive the reality that surrounds usor to perceive ourselvesany way other than through the senses. And the senses are not passive receivers of reality, they process it. That which we perceive is heavily processed. So there is no point in talking about an actual reality, outside of ourselves. That we have no knowledge of. What we know is an edited version. Biology can concentrate on studying the way in which our sensory apparatus is constructed, how it edits. And how the consciousness of other living creatures operates as compared to our own.



Reading this for the first time, I thought that Uexkll must have stumbled upon the same thing as us, as Katarina and August and me, although in a better, more intelligent, way. First we realized that there was a plan, later we came to understand it, just before everything fell apart.



Biehls and Fredhj s plan, covert though it might have been, was consciously acknowledged, they had defined it in their applications, it could be put into words. This was the plan for the grand integration, for the abolition of the darkness. But behind this there was another purpose, greater, of which they knew nothing. Never did we ask them about this purpose, not even Katarina. But if we had done, they would have replied that, beyond the school, beyond their plan, there was time. There was God.



They believed that, beyond the school, there was reality.



This cannot be true, even back then we sensed this. In what lay beyond the school, beyond their planespecially time, which we felt flowing around us and saturating everythingthere was a purpose. And in this greater purpose and plan we were, all of us, accomplices. In an absolutely inexplicable way, we were all working to create and maintain time at the school.



It was this that Jakob von Uexkll had written, in his own humble way, in the mid-1920s. We are not simply left to time. One way or another, it is also something we are constantly involved in creating. Like a work of art.



If that really is the way of it, then it is important that people enter the laboratory every now and then, and ask questions of a different kind from those that are otherwise asked. If we are all maintaining time, then you have a place of your own, then it matters that you do something slowly, then even an experiment as transitory as this one can serve to touch time, in such a way that it will change.



How has time become like barbed wire? If we ourselves share the responsibility, how is it that it has closed in around us?



For this, Uexkll has no explanation, nor could anyone expect one. He wrote about what he believed had to be the simplest building bricks of the sense of timetempo, rhythm, and the relationship between muscular action and sense of time. To study this was what he saw as his task, this was what he worked on in the laboratory. You can tell, from reading the very first pages, that he has done his best.



Even so, you could not stay with him all the way. For that, people in his world are too alone. Once you have realized that there is no objective external world to be found, that what you know is only a filtered and processed version, then it is a short step to the thought that, in that case, other people, too, are nothing but a processed shadow, and but a short step more to the belief that every person must somehow be shut away, isolated behind their own unreliable sensory apparatus. And then the thought springs easily to mind that man is, fundamentally, alone. That the world is made up of disconnected consciousnesses, each isolated within the illusion created by its own senses, floating in a featureless vacuum. He does not put it so bluntly, but the idea is not far away. That, fundamentally, man is alone.



When, at Lars Olsen Memorial, I had been isolated from other people for three weeks, the world ceased to exist. In fact, in the end, there was hardly any inner reality. If man becomes totally isolated, then he ceases to exist.



So it is not fundamentally possible to be alone. Fundamentally, man has to be with other people. If man becomes totally, totally alone, then he is lost. Johan Asplund, Swedish professor of social psychology, began, in his book Time, Space,Individual, Collective and in many other places, to examine the way in which time, as an entity, is maintained collectively by people. Just as Uexkll attempted to uncover the underlying rules for each individuals awareness of the world, so Asplund applies himself to describing the rules governing collective awareness; coexistence. In a way that no one has ever done before. And in a way gently and humbly, like Uexkll. The subject of his books is fellowship. Even so, in many ways they, too, stand alone. Johan Asplund and Jakob von Uexkll. You read what they have written, and it is like a friend reaching out a hand to you, even though you will never get to meet them. They have known something special about time, maybe they themselves have been ill. They have known that there are limits to how tightly you can hold on to a person without them cracking.



Uexkll and Asplund: Time is not something that flows independently of the individual and of human fellowship. It is also shaped and maintained by the way people coexist, and this is linked to the sensory apparatus. When the bell rang, the woman from the department got to her feet and looked at her watch.



I think weve reached the end of the road, she said. The end of the road. It was so deep. She meant that it was now clear that wenot August alone, but also Katarina and Ihad been unaccountable. That it was impossible to get any further by spending more time on it. That they had covered the distance they had set for themselves. That they had punished Biehl and the school enough by putting a stop to the project.



She also meant that the time was right for terminating the proceedings at this point. The bell had rung. As though urging that the confrontation ought to come to a close. Everyone stood up, including Biehl and Fredhj and Karin r and all the others, even grownups who had not gone to school for thirty years. It was a reflex. The moment the bell rang, time began to flow. It would carry everything with it, out of the room. Against this stream, all hunched up, came Katarina. They did not try to stop her, but they froze. She came right over and stood in front of me.



I thought she was going to say something about the experiment, that it continued for always, that it never stopped, and then I would have nodded.



But it was not that.



Im going to Svarr, she said. Itll only be for a few months. Ill leave an address for you.



If you belonged nowhere, and if you became separated from each other, then it was as though you ceased to exist, even in a country as small as Denmark; then you never found each other again, this I had witnessed often before, this she knew. She looked up at me, her face was screwed up. With love, I could not stand it.



Ill come, youll see, I said. I knew it was a lie, she knew it, too. If it had just been her and me. But there had always been August, too, now he was obliterated, it was as if you had lost your own child, I could no longer see her. When people are going to be taken from you anyway, then it would be better if you had never come to care for them.



Try to remember the bit about the pain, she said. And the light of awareness. No one laid a hand on her. But the stream of time grabbed hold of her and carried her out and away.










FIVE


What does it mean, to fail a child?



Over the years that I have been writing this, Princeton University, where Einstein held a post, has embarked on the publication of his collected works. The first volume contains his correspondence with Mileva Maric, his first wife.



In November 1901 they had a daughter, Lieserl, out of wedlock. Eight months later they gave her up for adoption, possibly to a family in Hungary. Most likely because she stood in the way of Einsteins appointment, and his career. At that time Mileva Maric was once more pregnant. The whole affair was kept secret. No one, subsequently, could find any trace of Lieserl, the only clue to her existence lies in these letters. Most of Einsteins letters from this time, including those in which he inquires after the daughter, follow the same pattern: a few lines taken up by inquiries about mother and child, after which he immediately switches to news of what really occupied his mind. During these years, mostly questions on thermodynamics; questions which were to lead, not long afterward, to the special theory of relativity, published in 1905, in which he propounds the first part of his theory on time.



He was divorced from Mileva Maric in 1919, by which time they had had a son. The rift lasted until the late 1920s, after which they resumed the relationship, as friends. From the next twenty years, several hundred of the letters they exchanged have been preserved. In these the daughter given up for adoption is not mentioned once, not even in the spaces between the lines.



What causes people to abandon a child? And what impact will it later have on them, that they have done so?



When Einstein has become world-famous, and journalists ask about his youth, he himself refers to it several times as the corpse of my childhood. He says he is referring to the strict, inhibiting bourgeois mentality that surrounded him. It is clear from his letters to Mileva Maric that his scientific theories are developed in protest against this bourgeois mentality, which he also encounters at the Polytechnic in Zurich.



He himself has later said that for him the theory of relativity and its view of time and space was also an act of rebellion against authorities that inhibit thought. In his letters it is quite clear that his cosmology has also been developed as political action and psychological protest.



Like a strategy for survival. Some ate frogs, others developed, in the laboratory, a theory of the universe.



At the same time, the inhibition he protested against in his work, the narrowmindedness, is what causes him and Mileva Maric to give away their eight-month-old daughter.



The corpse of my childhood.



For twenty years I purposely refrained from thinking of Katarina. If the thought occurred unbidden, I turned away from it. It was the child who persuaded me to leave off doing this. It happened in the autumn of 1991, at which time I had only been writing this for a few months. She came to me in the laboratory. You still have to look up Katarina, she said.



Not outright, not in words, but still brooking no denial.



She, the child that is, thinks very little about the past, and hardly at all about the future. Her attention is taken up by the space and objects and people around her at this moment. This makes you look at yourself.



If you lived like that and, like her, never thought about the future, then it would be hard to achieve what was expected of you, then you would find it hard to cope with the practicalities. Especially since, around you, everything is planned out, perhaps not ten years into the future like at Biehls, but still far ahead.



But if you are too afraid of the future, or if your thoughts are drawn back to disasters that are, in any case, over and done with, then you become impotent. When this happens, I just sit and look at her. From the present she calls to me, but I cannot help her, I have been drawn back into the past and regret, or forward into fear of what is to come. I am in another time, and in it I am worth nothing to her.



She, however, has helped me. I have looked at her, watched her playing, I try to learn to do as she does, or at least something along the same lines.



She made me aware that I still had to look up Katarina. That, in the long run, struggling against the past to keep it at bay is exhausting.



Even so, I put it off for months. It was winter when I went to Svarr. There was barbed wire around the building, and a barrier manned by a security guard. I was not allowed in, he spoke on the phone to the office, the staff had all changed since that time, he said, no one who was there now could remember anything about it.



As I was leaving he said that the old superintendent lived down in the village. It was a little house, dark, seeming to lie in the shadow of the treatment homeeven though it was half a mile away and out of sight. Why had they stayed there? He sat in an armchair, smoking a pipe. Behind him, in silence, stood his wife. I had left my shoes in the hall, I stood there in my stocking feet, they did not invite me to sit down.



Are you related? he said.



I went to school with her.



Were sworn to secrecy, he said.



Shes been left something in a will. The executors are offering a reward of one thousand kroner.



Something passed between them, wordlessly and without him turning around. Then he made an effort to remember. So many years and so many children, one year and one child barely distinguishable from the next. But he tried. To achieve something and be deemed worthy.



She was discharged and removed in 1972, this much is certain. The secure unit had been set up three months earlier. After the accident. We had been ordered to take in boys, tooup till then we had only had girls. She was raped and almost strangled. I counted out the money onto a low card table covered in green baize.



Where did she go?



You forget after a while, he said. She got out, I suppose.



Out where?



The question puzzled him.



Just out. Set free.



On the way out, Biehl stopped in front of me. He wanted to say something, but he could not. He, who was known as a great speaker.



I think it was the first time he really looked at me. Until then he had seen me as a gray shadow, in the stream of pupils. Now he saw me as a person. His customary self-control had left him, his face reflected what he saw. A wretch, a borderline case, a confirmed liar. And yet a human being.



I am probably wrong. But it was as though he wanted to ask something of me. Forgiveness had always been an important word at the school. It had been important to Grundtvig, it was important to Biehl. If a pupil committed an offense he either meted out punishment or he let it pass. In both cases, however, the aim was a state of forgiveness. But it had always been from them that the forgiveness had come, from God to them and then on to us. They felt that time was on their side; that not only had they themselves long been forgiven, they had also been chosen.



And yet it was as though that was what he was asking me for. Forgiveness. But I was probably wrong.










S I X


For twenty years I refrained from looking up Katarina. When at last I did so, at the childs request, she had disappeared, leaving no address.



But I have not given up. I know she is out there somewhere. She will read this, and understand it more deeply than any other living person. She will read it, and it will be clear to her that never since what happened back then have I stopped trying to touch time and see it change.



Then she will look me up. She will meet the woman and the child and like them. If she does not have a family of her own we will tell her that she can stay as long as she likes, no one here expels anyone. Ragnarok is past.



Then I will show her the laboratory.



Ragnarok. We learned about it, they said it was the end. The end of the world, total obliteration.



As an adult I read it for myself, and saw that they had been wrong. There was, after all, an afterlife.



It is there in the prophecy of the Voluspa, in the Elder Edda.



There it says that the gods lay on the grass in the sun and played a game, the pieces were of gold, it was brilliant. Then came the war between the light and the dark, disaster, total obliteration.



But afterward the gods were lying there in the light again, like before, playing with the gold pieces.



As though death and war and defeat had not been the final act after all but merely a new beginning. As though, for the gods, time was one long process of repetition. As though, after Ragnarok, there was yet another chance.



To have yet another chance.



The child is my chance, the third. When she looks at medirectly and at length and without judging, then it is as though she is the adult and I am a child, and that she is making sure that nothing bad shall befall me. Or as though I am grown up and she is me as a childbut a child who, this time, is protected by its parents, as you yourself never were, or no, it is impossible to explain, but she is my third chance. The first was when Karen and Erik Heg found me, at Sandbjerggrd, and adopted me in 1973, when I was fifteen years old. For this I will be eternally grateful to them. Without this I would have been obliterated.



The second chance is the woman.



The laboratory, here, is the fourth chance.



When you are given yet another chance, time goes backward, the past returns. Then, yet again, you go through whatever it was that led to disaster. But this time there is hope.



Furthest back you remember a plain, she said. It is from the days before time enters your life, in other words you have lived without time, the way small children do. This she said on the telephone, when we had been separated totally. Furthest back I remember the Christian Foundation. The garden, the bathroom, the reading of the Thought for the Day from the Christian Daily. These memories are not in any sequence, they lie on the timeless plain of my childhood. From there I sank downward, maybe I was born to sink, maybe this was the covert Darwinism. There was some slight upward movement, like my succeeding in getting to Crusty House and then to Biehls. But, in the main, I sank.



This lasted until Katarina and August and I were brought together in time and space. Since then I have never completely lost heart.



To begin with, after the confrontation, I was sent back to Lars Olsen Memorial. They were concerned. If I had been strong enough I would have reassured them. I was just hibernating, I had retreated, downward and inward, to a quiet place. At Crusty House, Oscar Humlum put his frogsthe ones he would make his money from, by eating themat the very bottom of the vegetable drawer where the kitchen maids would not find them. Under the leeks, where the temperature was just above freezing point. There they did not die, they fell into a deep, motionless winter sleep, they waited for the light. If you took them out and let them lie on your hand, they stretched out toward the warmth and came to life. We metKatarina, August, and Iand from then on, it became impossible ever again to give up completely. I have given some thought to why this should be. I believe it was love. When once you have encountered it, you will never sink again. Then you will always yearn for the light and the surface.



Twice I have seen Biehl in the street, Copenhagen is not that big. He has grown gray, like stone. He still walks briskly and purposefully, although his sight does not seem to be so good.



The thought crosses your mind that he has aged like a caricature of Uexklls theory: a lonely man, behind an unreliable sensory apparatus, in an unreal world. When this is finished I will give it to him. I will find him, stand in front of him, and give it to him.



Back then I said not a word. Now I have said it.



There exists a time lapse so lengthy that science finds it impossible to conceive of anything greater. This2  1017 secondsis the time taken by a ray of light to traverse the conjectured radius of the universe. It is known as the cosmic chronon. There exists a space of time so brief that it is impossible to calculate with anything less. This10-23 secondsconstitutes the greatest lower bound for the attribution of significance to regular processes. It is known as the atomic chronon. It is thought that there also exist an upper and a lower mental chronon, limits for how brief and how lengthy a space of time consciousness can span.



If you are fit, then this is of no great interest, then you have no problem sharing time with other people.



But if you become unwell, and if time starts to float, then you run into the mental chronon.



When Biehl had struckhard, deliberately, and at the same time senselesslythere was a very brief pause. It was too brief to be noticed, it lasted less than one mental chronon, it was there, and then it was past, and only traces were left. A vague fear you did not understand.



But if you were ill, then you sensed this moment. That was precisely what we had, a pathologically heightened sensitivity to very brief spaces of time. Then you saw all of the endless and complex intimations of power contained in that instant; saw, too, how all of those present were left with a subtle, everlasting stamp of fear, and how this had to do with learning about time.










SEVEN


Uexkll said that man is not much better than a spider.



A spiders sight and hearing are poor and its sense of smell is not that great either, which means that its surroundings are limited by its sensory apparatus. But it has its web, by means of which it has extended its sensibility far beyond itself. Its sense of touch is very acute, by every movement of the web it can judge how far off and how big. In the mornings at the Christian Foundation, when you crept out into the garden before anyone else was awakenot even the sistersspiderwebs hung between the bushes. Drops of dew clung to the strands, they caught the sun. And if you touched the web, even quite gently, the spider would not appear. You had wanted to trick it into showing itself, but its sensitivity was so much greater than your own, it knew you were too big and powerful. Even though you were quite small.



Man is not much better than a spider, says Uexkll.



The biggest webs were maybe thirty inches in diameter. Plus the strands to the tree trunks to which they clung. We had an agreement that no one was allowed to break the web, it was a rule among the children, the web was so big and the spider so small, you knew how it must have slogged to make it. Sister Ragna, who looked after the garden, swept it down with a broom. When she did this, things always went very still, so dead still that she always stopped short and looked around. She could not understand it, all these children suddenly standing absolutely motionless.



During these moments she was in imminent peril of her life. Only a few details, the difference between her body weight and ours, the fact that the office on the second floor directly overlooked the garden, prevented us from obliterating her. The webs were so perfect. So regular and yet irregular. Totally identical and always different. Infinitely.



And almost never bigger than thirty inches.



Through its web the spider did not sense the whole world. It sensed only that part of it that the web could pick up. Direction, distance, maybe the approximate weight of its quarry, maybe its size. But certainly not much more.



Thus, too, with science and its twin, industrial technology. Physics extends its web out into the universe or down into matter, and thinks it is discovering ever greater slices of reality.



It might be feared that this is a fallacy, that is what Uexkll was on the verge of believing. If the spider extended its web farther, beyond the thirty inches, it would still only be able to sense what lay in its own and the webs nature to sense. It would not find a new reality. It would discover more of what it already knew. Of what lay beyondcolors, birds, smells, moles, people, sisters, God, the trigonometric functions, measurement of time, time itselfit would still be hovering in absolute ignorance. That is the one thing I wanted to say.



The other is this: Maybe it is possible to put it in stronger terms than Uexkll. Maybe the spiders at the Christian Foundation were smarter than man. Because they never extended their webs beyond a certain limit. What would have happened if they had done so? If the spiders web was extended to infinity, as far out across and down under the threshold of the human sensory apparatus as technology has extended its sensors?



What would have happened is this: Pretty soon the spider would be unable to cope physically with checking out everything that became caught in the web. And if the web kept on extending, farther and farther away, then the spider would start to receive signals from areas inhabited by other insects and with a climate other than its own. And it would receive many more signals than it could deal with. Then the abnormally large web and what it brought back would come into conflict with the essence of the spider, with its nature.



While the web would begin to change the world around it. Maybe it would become too heavy, maybe finally it would crash to the ground, dragging great trees with it in its fall. Maybe it would take the spider with it into perdition.



This is the other thing I have wanted to say: Mans exploration of the world, its web, also changes this world. When I lie awake at night, when I cannot sleep and I sit up and look at the child and the woman, then I am afraid, then I know that the web has extended far too far beyond the sensory apparatus. Now it is reaching out to black holes and stellar nebulas, and down to elementary particles that grow ever smaller, it is discovering things that then rebound onto everyday life, becoming refrigerators, schoolbooks, cesium clocks, submarines, computers, car engines, atom bombs, and a steady increase in the pace of life.



In 1873, at the meridian conference, when Sandford Fleming of the Canadian Pacific Railway suggested a universal world time for the entire globe, America had seventy-one different time systems. In 1893, the American version of Flemings initiative was raised to the status of law in Germany. Just after the turn of the century, large sections of Europe switched to Greenwich Mean Time.



Man extended time as an instrument right across the world. And into the education of children the school extended precision and accuracy. So far that they reached the limits of what human beings can bear. The limit at which the web starts to yield to its own weight. And to pull the spider with it in its fall.



We never tore down or split a web at the Christian Foundation. You looked at it and you understood that it was an expression of balance, The spider had done what it could. The web was fine as it was.



Was the spider familiar with time?



For a long time, whenever Sister Ragna had swept away the web, no new one was spun at the same spot. It was as though the spiders sensed the future. Animals do, I suppose. I suppose they retain an approximate memory of what has happened and learn from it. And they can anticipate what will happen in the not too distant future. They know how events follow one another. They must have some awareness of succession. But that is not time, is it? Time means sensing that behind those changes which are an expression of time there is fellowship.



We say time, I believe we mean at least two things. We mean changes. And we mean something unchangeable. We mean something that moves. But against an unmoving background. And vice versa.



Animals can sense changes. But consciousness of time involves the double sense of constancy and change. Which can only be attributed to those who give expression to it.



And that can only be done through language, and only man has language. The perception of time and language are inextricably bound up with each other. If we say that time has passed, then something must have changedif nothing else, then the position of the hands on a clock, otherwise we would not know that anything had passed. At the same time something must have remained the sameif nothing else, then time itself, otherwise we could not recognize the new situation as something that has sprung from the starting point. The word time contains a unity of movement and changelessness.



The life of every person contains something of significance. No matter how unfit you may be. The significant factor is human nature. Against it you can perpetrate a fair amount of violence, but if it becomes too much, then you are destroyed. It is as though science has felt that human nature was something within which you were confined. Like being in detention on a red form. And so they have tried to push against it, as though to break out. And then it has all gone wrong.



At Biehls you had to sit down for five to six hours every daynot including the study periodfive days a week plus Sunday for the boarders, more than forty weeks a year, for ten years. While constantly having to strive to be precise and accurate, in order to improve.



I believe that this went against the nature of children.



There could be a veil of mist in the mornings at the childrens home, a white smoke ascending from the earth. At the point where it met the sunlight from heaven, dewdrops hung in the spiders webbig, with curved, reversed reflections of the white strands and the misty grass and your own face. As though small globular universes were being born where the water from the earth met the fire from heaven. And somewhere in the silent beauty of these curved, looking-glass worlds you recognized yourself because of the crew cut. The web, the light, the dewall of this must have been part of the spiders world and its nature. But not as a limitation, not like isolation. We did not see it that way back then, and I have never, later on, been able to see it that way. Nature is not a straitjacket that must be burst open. Nature is a blessing, an opportunity for growth that has been bestowed upon all living things. Like a guideline in your life. To Plato, God was a mathematician. To Kepler, too, and to Biehl and Fredhj. I do not believe it was a coincidence that their main subjects were biology and mathematics. A purpose behind them, the purpose that steered both them and the school, had caused them to align their own fates as closely as possible with God.



Mathematics is a kind of language. The only one in the universe that spurns the thought of limits.



Under duress, psychology and biology have admitted that there is a limit to the conditions to which living creatures may be subjected. That there is a limit to the amount of discipline, hard work, and firm structure that children can bear. Even physics has its limits. The cosmic and the atomic chronon. The upper and the lower limit.



But mathematics is limitless. Because there are no lower and upper limits, there is only infinity. Maybe this, as they say, is in itself neither bad nor good. But there, where we met itas a manifestation of time, as figures measuring achievement and improvement, as an argument for the feasibility of the absoluteit was not human. It was unnatural. Fredhj and Biehl never said it straight out, but I know now, with certainty, what they were thinking. Or maybe not thinking, but sensing. What the cosmology was, upon which all of their actions rested. They were thinking that in the beginning God created heaven and earth as raw material, like a group of pupils entering Primary One, designated and earmarked for processing and ennoblement. As the straight path along which the process of evolution should progress, he created linear time. And as an instrument for measuring how far the process of evolution had advanced, he created mathematics and physics.



I have had the following thought: What if God were not a mathematician? What if he had been working, like Katarina and August and me, without actually having defined either questions or answers? And what if his result had not been exact but approximate? An approximate balance perhaps. Not something that had to be improved upon, a springboard to further achievement, but something that was already more or less complete and in equilibrium. Like two trees and the sun and the moisture from the earth, between which all you had to do was to spin your web to the best of your ability, and that would have been enough, no more would be expected. And if any development should take place, then it would take place partly by itself, there would be no need for you to perform anything extreme, you could just remain true to your nature, and it would take place. Now, what if that was the, intention?



August and Oscar Humlum and Katarina have paid me visits.



There are many ways of putting in an appearance and being heard without turning up in person.



Now I will say it. What I, personally, believe about time.



To sense time, to speak about time, you have to sense that something has changed. And you have to sense that within or behind this change there is also something that was present before. The perception of time is the inexplicable union in the consciousness of change and constancy.



In peoples lives, in yours and mine, there are linear time sequences, with and without beginnings and endings. Conditions and epochs that appear with or without warning, only to pass and never come around again.



And there are repetitions, cycles: ups and downs, hope and despair, love and rejection, rearing up and dying away and returning again and again.



And there are blackouts, time lags. And spurts of time. And sudden delays. There is an overwhelmingly powerful tendency, when people are gathered together, to create a common time.



And in between all of these, every conceivable combination, hybrid, and intermediate state is to be found.



And, just glimpsed, incidences of eternity.



When I was isolated for a long time, or had stopped talking, or had gotten brushed by the train, or lay and waited for Valsang, or sat close to Katarina, or held Augusts hand, then time faded away, like a sound growing fainter. When I was heading away from the world and into my self, or in death or surrender or ecstasy, or in the silence here in the laboratory, then time departed from me. Then eternity drew near. Time is inextricably bound up with language, with the sensory apparatus, and with human fellowship. Time comes into being when the mind encounters the world in a normal life.



Without contradicting anyone, I would like to take issue with Newton, who thought that time runs through the universe regardless of man, and with Kant, who thought that time is inborn in the mind. I believe that time is a possibility inherent in all people at all times, but that teaching is required if it is to unfold, and whatever shape it takes will depend upon the character of the teaching and the environment.



Time is a sphere made up of language, colors, smells, senses, and sounds, a sphere in which you and the world coexist, an instrument with which to put the world in order and comprehend it, one of the reasons for your survival.



But if time grows too tight, then it becomes a reason for doing away with yourself. Time is not an illusion. Nor is it the only reality. It is one possible, widespread form for encounters between the mind and the surrounding world. But not the only possible one. If you are driven by curiosity, or if you are ill and cannot survive any other way, then you can enter the laboratory and touch time. And then it will change. You could let your mind go blank in front of a dewdrop, and time stood still. You could be waiting to have your head shoved down the toilet, and time went too fast, and yet not fast enough. You could remember things from last year as if it was today and fear something from tomorrow as if that, too, was today. And you could have gone with Oscar Humlum for a weekend at the vacation home for underprivileged children at Hve, because they did not know what should be done with us and there was just him and me, no one supervised us, we swam, suddenly two days had passed, and where had they gone?



The problem does not arise until language and society and development and science and school and we ourselves demand a choice, demand one truth. The development of the past three hundred years has required linear time.



Linear time is unavoidable, it is one way of hanging on to the past. Like points on a linethe Battle of Poitiers; the Black Death, 1347; Columbus discovering America; Luther at Wittenberg; the beheading of Struensee, 1772. And what I am writing here, this part of my life, is also remembered in this way.



But it is not the only way. The mind also remembers stretches, fluid passages, connections between what has once happened and what is happening now, regardless of the passage of time. And furthest back, the mind remembers a timeless plain.



If you grow up in a world that permits and rewards only one form of memory, then force is being used against your nature. Then you are imperceptibly nudged out toward the edge of the abyss.



Time is made up of many different states of consciousness, of symbols from human life. This means that time is also a sphere of language, like a landscape, the place you make for when you try to comprehend, in particular, those elements in the world concerned with its change.



Like all linguistic landscapes, time is not just a matter of words or linguistic significance. It is also colors, tones, rhythms, touch, tension, relaxation, and scent. In its simplest form, it is the indescribable combination of recognition and surprise that arises when the mind encounters the movement of the world. It is the acknowledgment of the fact that, in every change, there is something never before seen, something unique and irreversible, and something that always remains the same.



Time refuses to be simplified and reduced. You cannot say that it is found only in the mind or only in the universe, that it runs only in one direction, or in every one imaginable. That it exists only in biological substructure, or is only a social convention. That it is only individual or only collective, only cyclic, only linear, relative, absolute, determined, universal or only local, only indeterminate, illusory, totally true, immeasurable, measurable, explicable, or unapproachable. It is all of these things. You see, for you yourself life is in fact irrevocable. When your problems were so great that they piled up until finally you could only see yourselfor not even thatthen life ran away from you, through your fingers, like sand.



But if you stand back from yourself, for example, because the child helped you, then you see the repetition: then you begin to see that you are only one transitory link in chains of all-powerful circuits; that you were not, after all, important, not because you were worthlessyou were not; even though you were small, you were importantbut because the great repetitions are so much bigger and more important. If your mind senses only itself, then it sees only the irrevocable time. But if it sees the family and heredity and the children and the births and being with others, then it sees the repetitions, then time is not so much an hourglassits sand slipping away and running outas a stretch, a plain, a continent you can journey across.



I have woken in the night, the child has kicked off her quilt, I do not know whether she has been too warm or has been afraid of being hemmed in. I have laid the quilt across her legs alone, that way at least she will not be cold and if she becomes desperate she can free herself in a second. Then I have not been able to get back to sleep, I have sat in the dark and looked at them both, the child and the woman. And the feeling has become too much. It is not sorrow or joy, it is the weight and the pressure of having been brought into their lives, and of knowing that if you were ever to be separated from them, it would mean your obliteration.



Then I have prayed. Not to anyone, God and Jesus will always be too close to Biehl, but out into the universe, to that place where the grand plans are formed, including those that lay behind and above Biehls and our time there. I have prayed for our survival. Or at any rate for that of the child and the woman.



I believe that Biehls Academy was the last possible point in three hundred years of scientific development. At that place only linear time was permitted, all life and teaching at the school was arranged in accordance with thisthe school buildings, environment, teachers, pupils, kitchens, plants, equipment, and everyday life were a mobile machine, a symbol of linear time. We stood on the edge, we had reached the limit. For how far you could, with the instrument of time, push human nature.



And then it was bound to go wrong.










EIGHT


From the confrontation they drove me back to Lars Olsen Memorial. I stayed there for fourteen days, but not in isolation. On the fifteenth day my guardian from the Childrens Panel came to see me.



She told me that the school and the police had wanted to hold a judicial inquiry into possible grounds of complicity in a violent act and driving one or possibly more schoolmates to suicide. They had also unearthed the bit about Humlum. She and the child welfare people had opposed them, they had pointed out my ageparagraph 15 of the penal code for 1930. Regardless of the inquirys outcome I would have wound up under the Department of Health and Welfare, this she had made them aware of. We were alone while we talked, she had sent the duty officer away, she had never been afraid of me. She looked tired, she was guardian to 280 children, this she had told me. She had saved the worst till last, not until she was at the door did she bring herself to say it.



Youre going to Sandbjerggrd, she said.



What about Katarina?



At first she did not understand.



The girl? We got her away from them, too. Even though she is over fifteen. Charge conditionally withdrawn. Administration of Justice Act, paragraphs 723 and 723a. The state reform school of Sandbjerggrd, primarily for mildly retarded and backward adolescents, was situated near Ravnsborg. August had been there for a short time before coming to Biehls. Those who had been given up on, or who were too young to be put in a proper prison, or in the unit for the exceptionally dangerous and criminally insane at the State Hospital in Nykbing, Zealand, were sent there. The home had sixty residents and the same level of security as Herstedvester Prisonguards, towers, twenty-foot-high double fence with barbed wire on top. Even so, people frequently ran away, one or two at a timealthough never planned, like at Himmelbjerg House. Unfocused. They stayed out for two days at the most. The second time it happened while I was there they had committed several rapes. A demonstration was staged outside the gate by people from the area, they carried shotguns and pickaxes. We hid in the grass and watched them, they had written placards, one of them said they should bring back the death penalty. Workshop training was given in heavy industrial work, particularly metalwork. No one really took it seriously, not even the teachers, no one expected people to manage in any reasonable manner on the outside. Over half were receiving mandatory psychiatric treatment, many were checked up on by Child Welfare and the vice squad on a weekly basis.



In the long run, you can never be any better than your surroundings. When you are in the company of people who look down upon themselves as though they are animals, you, too, become like an animal. Or worse, because animals do not despise themselves. We cut out steel plates. They came already primed, five feet by three and an inch thick. We cut them with a big cutting blade fitted to the grinder, so the safety cover cannot be used, a shower of sparks flies back over your arms. One day I had taken my gloves off and rolled up the sleeves of my coverall and started cutting with my arms bare. The iron filings burned a black worm up to the elbow, the burned flesh stank. At first I did not feel anything, I had not known what I was doing, another person inside me had taken over. To make me sense the numbness that had settled over me.



That evening I did not go into the television room, I sat out in the toilets and wrote a letter to my guardian, saying that I needed to see her, and would she come as soon as it was convenient.



She came the next week. There were no female staff at Sandbjerggrd, when she walked across the courtyard people hung out of the windows and opened their pants and shouted at her.



There was a visiting room, she sent the officer out.



I want to be adopted, I said.



First she went absolutely quiet.



Youre fourteen years old, she said.



If orphans were not adopted as babies, because they were too ugly, or gave the impression of being brain-damaged, or for other reasons, then no more was ever said to them about adoption. And you never brought up the subject yourself.



I suppose, actually, you were afraid of the family. You knew you were unfit. But now I had met August and Katarina. I would never have been able to explain it to Johanna Buhl. But if you have once sensed that someone cares for you, then you will never sink again.



Its what I want, I said, what are the conditions?



It has to go through the National Council for the Unmarried Mother and Her Child, she said, they have an adoptions office in Copenhagen. According to recommendations from the select committee for the Department of Health and Welfare, and that of the National Council for the Unmarried Mother and Her Child, it has been the practice to investigate the childs situation, and that of the natural parents and the prospective adoptive parents. In a case such as yours, where it will be said that there may be some doubt as to the state of the childs mental health, you will have to be examined by a specialist, just as it will be necessary to obtain a statement from the Institute for Genetic Studies, as to whether you have a predisposition toward any hereditary illnesses, its all there in official report number 262 from 1960. And then comes the problem of finding someone who will take you. The National Council for the Unmarried Mother holds weekly conferences, which are attended by a psychiatrist, a psychologist, a pediatrician, a lawyer, and a social worker. Statements will also be obtained from those institutions in which you have been placed. The statement from your last place, Biehls Academy, will be absolutely crucial. So perhaps you should just forget the whole thing.



You could not make outside calls from Sandbjerggrd. Some of the inmates had abused and tormented little girls, and after they had been taken into custody, they had continued to call the girls at home. After that, all the telephones were disconnected, now you could only make calls from a locked booth while an officer listened in. I called Biehls Academy, the secretary answered the telephone, when I gave my name she went very quiet.



I apologized for telephoning, but there were some things which had been left behind in my room and which I missed very much. She said she would forward them. Yes, I said, but there was also something concerning what had happened that I would like to say, would it be possible for me to speak to someone in authority?



It was Fredhj who came. He parked his Rover in the courtyard, no one shouted at him. He was very curt in the visiting room. As far as he was concerned I had ceased to exist. While I was in isolation my own clothes had been returned to metwo pairs of pants, two corduroy shirts, underwear, socks, a sweater, a raincoat. What Fredhj brought were personal effects that had been in my lockerslippers, sneakers, PE clothes, school-bag, and pencil case. There should also have been some comic books and a Stiga table tennis bat. They were not there, I did not mention them, they must have been stolen the day after I was taken away, the contents of the pencil case, tooit was completely empty. I said nothing either about the stitching of the schoolbag having been slit open, whoever had done it had tried to repair it, albeit clumsily, so I said nothing.



In addition, Fredhj had brought me three books, the only three that, as a pupil, you had to purchase for yourself and therefore owned. Mine had been paid for by the Social Services Department, which had bought them secondhand. The books were: Primaryand Lower-Secondary Biology, A Pocket Flora, and the Folk High School Songbook. More times than you could remember, Fredhj had questioned you, up at the blackboard. Or you had sat and listened while he read stories about the great criminals. I had been in the class when Anne-Dorthe Feldslev found Axel in the chart locker. And yet now it was all he could do to look at me.



It was not indifference, it was distaste.



I want to be adopted, I said. I cant stay here, Im going insane. Do you think I could have a statement from the school to the effect that I am fit to be with a family? He opened the door, the officer came in and signed a receipt on my behalf for the clothes and books. When you were in care you could not sign for yourself until you were sixteen. Not until he had gone out and closed the door did Fredhj answer.



No one believes youre a bad lot, he said. Theres nothing anyone would like better than to see you make good. Theres been some talk about it at the school. Everyone, including your guardian, Child Welfare Services, and the police, agrees that this is the best place for you.



It was well put. As though he himself had no part in it but had merely been given the task of delivering the message.



Personally, I can well understand you, he said, but after what has happened, I think its highly unlikely that anyone else at the school could be persuaded to recommend your getting out of here.



I waited until nighttime, there was really no place where you could be alone in the daytime. You slept three to a room, when the other two were asleep I slipped out to the toilet.



The toilets were the same as at Crusty House, there was a radiator and the light was left on all night. You could not lock the door but everything was quiet. I slit the spine of the Folk High School Songbook, I had taken a new Stanley knife blade from the workshop, even with that it was a slow job, you could feel how the binding had been made to last as long as ten or twenty years. In the front the previous owners had written their names and the years, the first was from 1960. Tucked in next to the pages printed with the songs were the papers I had taken, long ago, from Biehls locked drawer. Still glued in and intact.



The following night I wrote to my guardian. It took half the night. I wrote in detail about how I needed to get out, just for a few hours one afternoon, to see where August had been buried, would that be possible?



I received no reply. When a week had gone by I rang her office, the minute you heard her voice you could tell that it was out of the question.



Hes in an unmarked grave in Bispebjerg Cemetery, she said, at the familys request, theres nothing to see.



I still need to see it, I said.



The guard looked at me. Permission to leave was very rarely granted, and then only with the consent of the guardian and the Department of Health and Welfare and if accompanied by an officer.



You just dont seem to understand your situation, she said. Not for six months, at least.



The next day I sent her another letter. I wrote asking her if she would take three photocopies of the enclosed sheets, in which case I would be forever in her debt, and would she be so kind as to send them to me in a Childrens Panel envelope? Her letter arrived two days later. Maybe she had wanted to make up for not being able to arrange permission to leave for me, I think she had. In a small way she had wanted to ask for forgiveness.



Usually, all private mail was opened and checked for drugs before being handed over, but because she had sent an official envelope I received it unopened. The next evening I left the home for a short while.



It was Friday, there was a dance, with a band. They had invited Ravnsborg assessment center for young girls. Fifteen girls turned up, and about twenty female staff and assistants. It was the first time in the history of the home that girls had been admitted, it was part of the new educational policy of the time.



All their attention was focused on the assembly hall where the band was playing, and on checking whether anyone was drinking or breaking any other rules. It had not entered their heads that anyone would try, right now, to run away from the school. The gate was manned, but there was no problem. Normally the fence was lit up, but they had used the searchlights to light the stage, everything was in darkness, I had the time I needed.



There were doors in both the outer and the inner fences, both fitted with standard padlocks, and reinforced with chains. To make absolutely certain, I had borrowed a small drill from the workshop, I drilled through them.



I walked from the home to the Kalundborg highway and hitched. Taking the bus would have entailed too great a risk, the home had an arrangement with West Zealand Transportation Company, who reported anyone looking like an inmate who got on near Ravnsborg. I was given two good rides and a bad one. When he put his hand on me I just said, Ill stick my finger down my throat and throw up in your car. That made him keep his distance, it usually does. I was dropped off on lekiste Road, from there I walked the rest of the way along the side of Damhus Lake.



It was not coldmild, more like. It had stayed light for a long time and even though it was now dark the light had not disappeared, but lay sort of enfolded in the night. That is what I thought. I suppose there have always been light summer nights in your life, but there comes a time when, for the first time, you tell yourself that this is so. For me it came that night.



The gate to the grounds was locked, but not the little door. I came up past the storehouse, it had been rebuilt and freshly painted, and the trees closest to it were still scorchedapart from that there was nothing to be seen.



All the lights in the annex were out, including the one in Flakkedams room and that of the new inspector. In the main building a solitary light burned, right at the top, in Biehls apartment.



There was a new lock on the door under the archway, I tried using my sheet metal copy, it did not fit, so I drilled through the lock, at the join of the tumbler and the cylinder casing, it took less than five minutes. On the way up the stairs I tried a few of the doors onto the corridors, the entire lock system had been replaced.



Clearly this was because of what had happened with us. They had replaced them in order, somehow, to make it easier to forget us and make a fresh start. I ascended to the fifth floor and let myself into the corridor with the drill, and from there into the assembly hall. I came past Delling, who unlocks the gates of morning, and from there through the little door that led to Biehls office, the one through which he entered in the mornings and ascended the podium.



The room was as I remembered. But there was a key in the wooden chest now. I felt inside, it was empty. Now it was only for show, the papers had been moved to a safer place. A wise move, I had never understood why they had been kept in such an exposed position.



I sat down at his desk. Not in his chair, but in the one kept for adult visitors, it had arms and was upholstered. I had carried the papers in my shoe, between the insole and the sole, I took them out and placed them on the desk. There was enough light from outside to read by. From the moon and the stars and the night-enfolded gleam of daylight. There were two sheets of notepaper, closely written and three-quarters covered, in black ink. It was Biehls handwriting, he always wrote with a fountain pen and black ink. The paper was made exclusively from rags.



There was no way of telling thisit felt like ordinary paper, but thickerit was something we had been told. Biehl had said that this was one of the signs of the current state of decay, that the quality of paper grew steadily poorer. For especially important documentsdiplomas, end-of-the-year report cards, recommendations and reports on pupils and teachersthe school used rag paper with a watermark, both for the originals and for the copies. The Ministry of Education required that these be kept on file, along with examination returns, for at least ten years after the person concerned had left the school. Rag paper, Biehl had said, does not yellow.



When you held the sheet up toward the window you could see the watermarkOdins ravens, Hugin and Munin.



Across the ravens flowed the black lines of writingfigures, letters, and symbols. On the whole sheet there was not one single complete word. The figures were obviously dates. Against each date there were several letters and a symbol, a diagonal stroke or a cross or, very occasionally, a circle. The first date was August 4, 1970. At another time in your life you would not have grasped the significance of this list, you would have looked at it and not made head or tail of it, and then forgotten it. It obviously had something to do with the past two school years, the first date was less than a week after the first day of school last year. Apart from that it would have held no meaning. And yet I had understood it the moment I saw it, that first time, under the blank sheets of school rag paper, while August sat on a chair, half-asleep, when he was still alive.



It was because it came into my hands at a time when I was constantly thinking about time. When I remembered all the dates that I had been late, or had handed in work late, and when I had seen Katarina in the playground, and when August came to the school and started attracting the wrong sort of attention.



All of this I had tried to remember, because that is what you do when time threatens to slip away from you. You try to remember everything so as to hold on to it. In my desperation, many dates had entered my head and some of them had stuck. On Biehls sheet of paper I saw my own initials. I recognized them because they were set against the two dates when I had been summoned to his office. I saw Augusts and Katarinas initials, too, and the times when they had been to the officeKatarinas twice, the two times she had had to make use of in order to understand Biehl and to see where the switchboard sat and work out where the clock was.



Against her and Augusts and my names, every time, there was a diagonal stroke, apart from in one place, September 9, where there was a cross against mine. That had been the first and only time that Biehl had hit me, at that point I had been registered as having been late six times in less than twenty school days.



After each set of initials he had noted which class the pupil was in, I found C. S. for Carsten Sutton, there were a lot of entries for him, it looked like a record. Every time, against his name, there was a cross. You knew that he had never been summoned to the office for less than a cuff around the ear.



He had been expelled at the beginning of November 1970, for the incident with the paint thinner and what followed. The day before, I had seen him coming from Biehls office, it was the first time I had seen him cry, you would not have thought him capable of it. Biehl had a slim fiberglass pointer that he brought along whenever he needed to point out something on the maps of the world. It had a cork handle like a fishing rod, he preferred this to the stiff wooden pointers provided in the classrooms, someone said he had used the fiberglass pointer on Sutton.



That day, against Suttons initials, C.S., and 2nd Sec. for the class he was in, there was a circle.



When I came to the school there was talk about the fact that a recommendation had been received from the Ministry of Education, saying that sex education ought to be taught at the school. Biehl had come right out and said that the teachers had been unanimous in deciding not to comply with this recommendation. Instead it would be up to the individual teacher to bring up the subject whenever it was judged to fit naturally into a lesson.



Which meant that it was never brought up directly. Although hints were givenin Biehls Greek mythology classes, when he told us about Zeus and those he had raped, and especially in Fredhjs classes, when he read, for example, about the wife killer. And it was Fredhj who told us about the masturbation marks in Hans Christian Andersens diaries.



Secret symbols. Every time Hans Christian Andersen had jacked off, he had put a mark in his diary.



A bit like the marks Madvig had made.



Stuus, the schools Latin teacher, was a university man, like Biehl, and therefore almost overqualified. It was a measure of the schools caliber that it had a teacher like him. He only took the school-leaving certificate classesfor French, toobut now and again you had him as a substitute teacher. He never remembered a single pupils name, or what sort of class he was in. Even so, you sensed that if you left him alone he would do you no harm.



He had told us about Madvig. Madvig was a nineteenth-century Danish philologist and educational reformer. His works on Greek and Latin had sent the name of Denmark flying out across the world. Stuus said that Madvig had never been to Greece and only once to Italy, it was as though it was not so much the country or its people that had interested him as the extinct language. He had had a big Greek dictionary, it was still around, in it he had set a blue dot alongside a word the first time he looked it up, and a red dot if he had to look it up a second time. In the whole dictionary there were only a very few red dots.



Hans Christian Andersen and Madvig, both had kept a discreet account. You understand them immediately, but still it is hard to say exactly what they were recording. It must have been something to do with shame and love and time and control and memory. And perhaps a certain pleasure in being able to document your weakness, your illness. A secret delight over the solitary craving, the solitary forgetfulness and recall. Biehls list was a secret account of which pupils he had punished. Specifying date and punishment. There were three possibilities, the paper had recorded three forms: The verbal reprimand. The standard blow. And something exceptional. Beating. A circle. When an explanation had been demanded of Biehlbecause Jes Jessens right ear had hurt and his doctor had said that it looked as though it was a result of the outer ear having been molested, and why had they waited six weeks before taking him to the emergency roomthen he had explained that it had been a spontaneous act. Boxing a pupils ears was something that happened suddenly, it was uncalculated. Granted, he had said, this was perhaps not the best solution, but afterward the air was cleared, and if you asked the children they would tell you that they preferred this to more long-term measures. Even so, he had kept an account. In his heart of hearts he had felt a need to create an overall picture for himself, to have visible proof of how time and punishment were bound up with his own life. Perhaps to prevent himself from hitting out too often, or perhaps to have a better idea of which pupils had repeatedly merited it, or perhaps just out of a need to keep track of time, or perhaps out of a certain pleasureor perhaps for all of these reasons at once.



Hans Christian Andersens marks, Madvigs dots, Biehls symbols. Something to do with time, improvement, control, memory. And pleasure.



As though one part of their nature was attempting to repress another. To keep it under some sort of surveillance.



They have run a sort of risk with their signs, especially Biehl. As though one part of him has longed for exposure.



As though this exposure has been part of the plan.



In Danish primary and lower-secondary schools there is a ban on striking pupils, there was a ban on it back then, there had been a ban on it since the Ministry of Education circular on disciplinary measures in schools of June 14, 1967, which replaced the physical contact circular of 1929 (augmented 1945). This had affirmed that teachers should have as little physical contact with pupils as possible, so as not to be misunderstood, preferably only with respect to administering a good cuff around the ear. Danish private schools were subject to standard Danish educational legislation, government grants covered more than 80 percent of their running costs. By nevertheless regularly meting out physical punishment to pupils, the school, and Biehl in particular, had been running a risk. He must have known this. The pupils were not aware of it, nor the parents, the school was shut off from the outside world. We who attended it were the only ones who really knew what went on within its walls. And even we hovered in a certain ignorance. What happened in Biehls office and in Fredhjs office and in Karin rs classes was not something you spoke about, that was between teacher and pupil. Still, even though so few were aware of what was going on, they must have known that they were very close to the limit.



I called him up over the intercom.



It was a gray box, you had seen it before without really paying much attention, it was not much bigger than a telephone. It had grooves through which to speak and listen, and numbered buttonssixty-three of them, quite small. On the desk there was a typewritten list assigning each number to a room, it looked as though there were buttons for every room in the school.



Three wires led from the instrument. One went into the plug, for the power, the second went into a box on the wall and must have been the link with the loudspeakers in all the school classrooms. The third ran across the floor and along the paneling and up along the door and through the wall. Out in the corridor it must have run up through the ceiling, diagonally across, through the wall, and into Brks pendulum clock, from which impulses would be emitted whenever classes were to be let out or called in. When the loudspeakers had been installed, Biehl had said just one thingthis was at assemblyhe had said that the electronic bell had a more pleasant sound. Next to number 23 the label read Private apartment. I pressed it, the button stayed down, but nothing happened. At the top there were two switches, one dark and one lighter. When I pressed the light one I got through to Biehls apartment. At first there was almost nothing, just a hiss, but I knew that I was there. It was impossible to imagine how it must look, no one had ever been up there. What I sensed was all the space and the light. The feeling that it was a homeeven now when his children were all grown up, the feeling was still there. He had three children, all three of them teachers, they had held posts here at the school. Pale and quiet as though they had not had enough light. But still his children. I listened and I was with a family. Then china was placed on china, a cup on a saucer, his tea, quite close to my ear. Then he cleared his throat. He was alone, this I could hear. He had no idea that I was listening. That was how the intercom was designed, you could listen without being heard yourself. That was how he himself must have sat, listening in to the classes. I pressed the dark button, and a little green light came on below the grooves.



Excuse me, I said.



At first there was no sound. Then I could sense that he had come right up close to the microphone.



Peter, he said.



He was brilliant. There was hardly any reaction. Ever so calmly he had bowed his head and taken the problem upon himself.



I hope Im not disturbing you, I said.



Are you alone?



I did not answer this question.



I have a document I would like permission to present. He appeared a moment later, he was alone, he was wearing suspenders. The same type of gray pants as always and a white shirt, but no jacket. He had moved his watch from the jacket down to his pants, you could see the chain.



He remained standing in the center of the room. I suppose it was the first time ever that he had been the one to come through the door, and someone else had been waiting for him.



He switched on the light, his eyes found the paper immediately, he had always known it would be this.



Give me that, he said.



I handed him the list. He folded it and tore it in half, and folded it and tore it, and folded it and tore it, and put the pieces in his pocket.



Did you slit open my bag? I said. He did not ans