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After a winter so cold and snowy that it had climate deniers up and down Norway leaning back with their arms crossed looking triumphant, a flatbed trailer rolls through Venstøp in the town of Skien one beautiful day in May. It is transporting a fifty-tonne excavator to Ulveskollen car park, where it is due to dig trenches for fibre cables and various pipes in anticipation of the construction of Google’s new data processing centre.
	Along the road is a large, old village hall. It was built in record time in the year 1960, much like many other village halls, schools, gymnasia, city halls, hospitals and police stations constructed up and down the country during the optimistically intoxicating post-war period. During the construction of this particular village hall in Venstøp, a frazzled developer was forced to take some creative shortcuts, accepting the delivery of a cheap batch of steel of unknown origins for the roof of the building, among other things.

Inside the village hall on this particular day in May, families have come together to do some voluntary work for the marching band moving in to the premises. Given the fact that it’s a Saturday, not to mention the hottest of the year so far, even those parents with the strongest community spirit have loudly informed their children (and anyone in the vicinity) of their plans to visit family or attend football matches or wait at home for plumbers that are supposed to be turning up at some point, all meaning that unfortunately they’re going to have to duck out early, but something’s better than nothing, there’s always next time.
	The scent of waffles lingers in the air around the deserted Formica table by the entrance, which is strewn with paper plates, sticky waffle batter and jam that all points to a good year ahead for the lucky few wasps in the vicinity – tidying up the waffle station wasn’t on the task list posted on the band’s Facebook page, and those who’d been involved in making the batter and baking the waffles no doubt feel that the responsibility for clearing up afterwards lies elsewhere, and vice versa.
	Only one of the two women still painting the walls yellow inside the hall would willingly accept the title of change-maker with pride, eyes shining brightly. The other considers it a given to help out in this way, and would scoff at being bestowed with such a grandiose title. Regardless of all of this, neither has stayed behind for particularly noble or moral reasons on this occasion. Birgitte and Ebba are facing opposite walls, painting in silence with the kind of dogged determination that any passing woman – were she to stick her head in the door for just a few seconds – would immediately clock as passive-aggressive.

A boy is sitting on the small stone steps outside the front entrance. From a distance he might be mistaken for a grown man due to his tall, broad build, but as you move closer, you soon realise that his round face and wide eyes are those of a child. That fact becomes ever clearer when he catches sight of the man running towards him. The boy clambers awkwardly to his feet, thrusts his chin forward, purses his lips and furrows his brow in childish defiance.
	‘There’s a restraining order against you,’ Max shouts, moving his arms from across his chest and spanning the doorway, his legs astride, blocking the way in.
	‘Get out of the way,’ Anton says.
	‘You’re not even supposed to be talking to me,’ Max replies scornfully, and standing any closer than Anton, anybody would have spotted Max’s trembling lower lip.
	Anton stops, his foot on the bottom step. He leans to the left to peer in through the window.
	‘Aksel,’ he shouts, ‘Albert!’
	‘They’ve gone,’ Max says, ‘and that restraining order is for them too.’
	Anton takes a step in Max’s direction. Max might be big and broad, but his stature has only ever triggered events that have left him feeling shame and fear, and so he is yet to realise what an asset it can be. He hesitates, just long enough for Anton to take another step in his direction, then his arms fall back down by his sides.
	‘Move,’ Anton says, ‘if you don’t…’
	He doesn’t need to finish his sentence. In the four seconds they spend staring at one another, they both recall the last time they met. Anton barely needs to move his right hand and Max leaps aside and runs down the stairs. Anton is in too much of a hurry to run after him; he yanks the front door open with such force that it comes loose on its hinges.

As the seventy-tonne lorry rumbles past the village hall on that day in May, Birgitte, Ebba and Anton feel the vibrations underfoot. But all three are so busy justifying their decisions that they don’t bother to cast an inquiring glance at the others to confirm a shared experience, they don’t bother to say anything like: Hey, did you just feel that?
	No, instead they carry on regardless, while the energy released by the seismic waves travels through the fabric of the building and up along the corroded steel joists in the roof.
	The first to give way is one of the crossbeams at the centre of the old hall. The load is too much for the rest to bear, and one by one they snap. The roof collapses on Anton, Birgitte and Ebba. The disaster is a fact. Or is it? What’s three ordinary lives more or less on this earth, anyway?




Chapter 1

‘Talk to me about Anton.’
	First and foremost, Anton hates those who talk about any person present in the third person.
	‘What do you want to know?’
	‘Whatever you’d like to tell me.’
	Secondly, it’s the need to open up - to reveal things about himself to strangers - that he fears most of all.
	‘Well, I’m 43, born and raised here in Skien. I lived in Oslo for a few years before I, or we, rather, moved back here when Anette was pregnant.’
	‘And Anette is…?’
	Thirdly, few things trigger him quite like infantilising questions posed by those who make out that they’re stupider than they are.
	‘Isn’t that in the referral?’
	‘Well, it is, yes, but it’s nice if you’re able to tell me these things for yourself.’
	‘Why?’
	‘Well, I do think it’s good for you to put things in your own words. You could say it’s the whole point of being here, really.’
	Anton notes the use of modifying particles, but they fail to have any kind of disarming effect on him. On the contrary, he becomes so exasperated that he digs his right thumbnail deep into the cuticle of his index finger, which is already infected.
	‘Anette is my ex-wife.’
	‘And how long have you two been divorced?’
	‘Two years. Or, it’ll be two years this Christmas.’
	‘I see. And you’ve got two children together, is that right?’
	Anton nods, his frustration relinquishing its grip for a moment as he is reminded of his children; the image of their small faces has a soothing effect, their smiles, their eyes, their soft pyjamas.
	‘Yes, two boys, twins.’
	‘Aksel and…?’
	‘Albert.’
	Anton looks down, anticipating a remark. He still can’t get his head around why he went along with the whole ‘let’s call them something beginning with A’ thing, for no reason other than that it seemed vaguely interesting for the entire family to have names beginning with the same letter.
	‘How old are they?’
	The image of Aksel and Albert at the breakfast table in the house in Falkum is replaced by his recollection of last week’s silent dinner in his new flat, their pre-pubescent faces shifting from expressions of childish anticipation to sulky teenage defiance faster than he’s able to keep up with.
	‘Eleven and a half.’
	‘And you two have shared custody?’
	‘That’s right.’
	‘Fifty-fifty?’
	‘No, but I’m sure you’re already aware of that - can we get to the point?’
	‘I don’t know anything about your custody arrangements, as it happens, but you’re welcome to talk about whatever you’d like to.’
	‘I’ve got them one day a week and every other weekend, as things stand.’
	‘And would you like to increase that?’
	‘Isn’t that why I’m here?’
	‘Maybe so, you tell me.’
	‘Come on now, you know all this, it’s all in my referral, it was Anette’s precondition for us even discussing the possibility of another arrangement.’
	‘OK, but it doesn’t say anything about your wishes when it comes to your children.’
	‘Obviously I want shared custody, fifty-fifty.’
	‘I don’t think it’s that obvious for everyone, but that’s fine, it gives us a clear direction. You’d like a different custody arrangement that allows you to spend more time with your children. And for your ex-wife to be open to such a change, you need to change a pattern of behaviour, is that right?’
	‘Yes.’
	‘OK. Shall we start by discussing what a typical outburst of anger looks like for you?’

Skien must be the Norwegian town with the highest number of marching bands per inhabitant. Marching bands and church congregations, the whole town is part of a band or a congregation of some sort, preferably both. Anette is from a marching band family, it was one of the first things she’d told him about herself, an important part of her identity, her upbringing, the entire family plays with Skien Independent Marching Band. For his part, Anton can’t stand marching band music, there’s something so authoritarian about it, and he’s never had a rational relationship with authority. The humiliating, degrading act of bowing to another, allowing yourself to be dictated to, personified throughout his own life by teachers, particularly his headteacher at Siljan Secondary School, or his managers at Bergby’s Arcade or Dolly Dimples or Nextcall Borgestad, by managers in general, really, or police officers, politicians, journalists and now, most recently, a psychologist at Skien Health Centre with a waiting list far too short and hair far too long for his liking.
	And now he also finds himself unwillingly at the mercy of the power he handed to Anette in a moment’s loss of control, that which she has greedily seized and is milking for all that it is worth. By sending him on an errand up and down Skien and Porsgrunn to fetch bric-a-brac for the band’s annual jumble sale, for example – and oh yes, so-and-so’s grandparents up in Vanebu have a great little record player, if you wouldn’t mind nipping up that way to collect that, too.
	Aksel and Albert have played in Skien Independent Marching Band since they were five years old, the same band as Anette, her sisters and both of her parents. Her mother is the conductor, her father plays tuba, and Anette and her sister play the saxophone. It was something of a calamity when Aksel initially expressed a desire to play the drums, it’s not exactly an instrument, as such, Anette’s family had said. Drums are the backbone of any band, Anton had remarked, and much more useful if he wants to do something else afterwards. Something else? Anette’s family had replied. Well, yes, play in a band with his friends, for example, not many bands have a lead clarinettist or French horn player, Anton had remarked, but he was swiftly provided with a long list of bands that would be lost without their clarinettist or French horn player. Either way, it quickly became clear that there was no real danger of Aksel or Albert having many more musical opportunities ahead of them - both could only be described as tone deaf. Regardless of this, the pair are both keen buglers in the marching band.

When Anette fell pregnant, Anton feared that the baby would be a boy. The notion of first having to be some sort of role model, only then to be challenged and eventually toppled from his position, seemed like a lifelong test that he was fairly certain he’d fail. When the ultrasound showed twins, he’d squeezed Anette’s hand and smiled valiantly. When a later ultrasound revealed two boys, he’d had to excuse himself and leave the room for ten minutes. For the remainder of Anette’s pregnancy, he’d felt a permanent sense of dread, unable to picture anything but his unborn sons as hulking teenagers, or worse, adult men head and shoulders above him in every respect. Only during the birth itself when everything had started to go wrong and Albert had hovered between life and death inside his tiny incubator, only then had Anton felt a fear for anything greater or other than his own ego.
	He thinks that he handled the first year with two babies much better than Anette. For him, the overwhelming responsibility and hard work came as a relief, whilst Anette had felt robbed, I want my life back, she would cry out in desperation. Only since the divorce has Anton felt any of the same fear he’d known before they were born.

Surely you can see that we’re afraid of you? Anette had said. She’s certainly not afraid of him anymore, he thinks to himself as he pulls into the driveway of the next house on her list, parking his car on the barren-looking rectangular heated driveway in front of a large double garage.  He’s been here numerous times before, parked up and beeped his horn to alert Aksel to the fact he’s arrived when Aksel’s been visiting my own friend, as he still calls the friends he doesn’t share with his brother. You need to go in and fetch him, my God, Anette had exclaimed when it had come to light that Anton didn’t just beep his horn to announce his arrival the once, but every time he collected one of his sons. He’s four years old, Anton, what must his friend’s parents think of us!? Anton couldn’t care less what other parents thought of him, but either way, now he’s forced to get out of the car and walk countless meters’ penance around Grenland collecting bric-a-brac.
	‘Gosh, it’s been a while,’ the mother of Aksel’s own friend remarks as she opens the door wide, as if to reveal the idyllic scenes radiating from within; he sees the reflection of the kitchen wood burner in the vast living room windows, candles flickering on a chest of drawers in the hallway, voices and laughter and the clinking of cutlery, an ordinary October evening.
	‘Too long,’ Anton replies. ‘Anette mentioned you had a pair of skates for the jumble sale?’
	‘God, yes, I’d forgotten all about those, of course - I think we’ve got a few other bits and pieces too, if you’re interested,’ she replies, turning away and calling on her husband Paul.
	Anton feels the urge to slam the door in her face when he realises that she sees him as another one of those willing enthusiasts, a change-maker, that she thinks he actually wants to be driving around picking up bric-a-brac of his own accord, that she’s doing him a favour.
	‘I’ve no idea what they’re after, you’ll have to ask Birgitte if there’s anything else you’re looking to get rid of,’ he replies.
	Her husband Paul appears in the hallway. He and Anton have had a tentative friendship since the first time he’d had to get out of his car to pick up Aksel.
	‘Gosh, is that you?’ Paul says, and his happiness seems genuine at first, but then he looks down, no doubt recalling that they’ve supposedly lost touch.
	Anton can handle pressured silence better than most, in fact, he gets a certain satisfaction from seeing unease grow in others, watching their attempts to fill the silence by clearing their throats and shuffling around, letting out the odd chuckle, desperately racking their brains for something to say. And here was Pleasing Paul, as he’d called himself over his fourth beer when they’d last met almost a year ago to the day, following that recipe to a tee, each of them posted on their own side of the doorway waiting for the skates to appear.
	They’d met in October the previous year to run to Vealøs, an activity that suited their friendship well given their early realisation that they didn’t have a great deal to talk about, no other mutual interests, no shared references, nothing other than two wives who felt they needed a friend and children in the same year at school. But it is impossible for Anton to talk about his children in the way he feels is expected of him in social situations, to offer them up for entertainment or comparison. Anette has done so entirely uncritically ever since the day they were born. He’s lost count of how many conversations about Albert and Aksel’s accomplishments and issues he’s overheard her having with friends – and worse still, with minor acquaintances, all purely as a form of social lubrication. Paul, though, seems to have little interest in his children as anything other than future trophies, and so any conversation about the children was over before it had even begun.
	Paul ran in training for marathons while Anton ran in order to escape, and up until a year ago, they’d done so together a few times each month. Anton finds it easy to stay in shape, and given that many of his coping strategies involve smothering his inner rage with physical activity for such long durations and with such intensity that pain absorbs his whole focus, he could have done quite well in competitive endurance sports – if he’d any interest. He doesn’t, of course; he hates the entire concept of sport. He cannot abide people who work out, few things irritate him more on his runs than seeing men in skimpy, billowing running shorts over skin-tight leggings with a heart rate monitor strapped around their chest, beaming at Anton as if he’s part of the same club. Neither does he think much of the plump ladies obstructing the pathways with their walking poles, kidding themselves and each other that tottering along halfway to Vealøs compensates for the calorific rewards they allow themselves the rest of the week. At the start of any run, he silently curses all and sundry, then he picks up the pace and runs until the lactic acid causes his muscles to burn. Only then does his irritation begin to dissipate, and he begins to feel almost… happy.

Anton and Paul’s running partnership ended one autumn afternoon when Anton overtook Paul only to realise that Paul was crying as he ran. It’s just so hopeless, Paul had said, then he’d stopped and leaned over with his hands on his thighs, I’m fucking sick of it, I can’t even put it into fucking words. Then he’d stood up, bloody hell, get a grip. With his minimal experience of friendship, Anton was bewildered about how to tackle the moment they parted ways back at the car park in Skifjell. An unanticipated sense of sympathy, or perhaps it was a curiosity, had replaced the immediate aggression he'd felt at having been invaded by the tears of another, and when Paul asked if he fancied a beer, Anton couldn’t help but agree.
	He began to regret that fact two hours later when it came to light that Paul was crying over the life he had chosen for himself. I’ve spent my whole life pleasing others, I think it’s all I’ve ever done, he grumbled, and now I’m trapped. My God, how long have I spent trying to satisfy Emilie? Earning more, moving house, decorating, changing job, having a third fucking baby just when we were starting to get our lives back. And just like that, life is practically over, and what do I have to show for it? The last question felt particularly apt to Anton and he remained silent. Paul’s torrent of words continued for another hour, at which point Anton stopped listening. The privilege of having a midlife crisis within a functioning marriage with a good salary and largely well-adjusted (if slightly dull) children to back you up was such that he couldn’t even fake any sympathy. When Paul broke down yet again, he grew so infuriated that he got up and left. They hadn’t spoken since.

You know it’s a huge cliché, men taking up running in their forties, Anette had remarked after one of his runs with Paul. I’ve been running since I was thirteen years old, Anton had responded, it’s got nothing to do with being in my forties. Anette had laughed. Just promise me this isn’t some sort of midlife crisis, she’d said, you’re not about to bugger off on some motorbike, or worse still, attempt to become some sort of middle-aged master chef. I’m a survivor, we don’t have midlife crises, Anton replied.
	Ironically enough it was actually Anette who’d had a midlife crisis when she’d turned forty. This crisis was suddenly and very conveniently turned into a project and given a name, initially the marriage crisis, and thereafter simply Anton. As Anton recalls things, and he has no reason to doubt his own recollection, Anette woke up one morning and was simply different. All of a sudden, their everyday life, their routines, the gloriously secure framework within which Anton had finally dared to relax had become monotonous, as she tearily put it to him during episode four series five of The Crown. Her despair over the empty monotony vanished for a few weeks before rearing its ugly head again in a new form, this time as reproachful hostility and accusations. You don’t do anything, Anette had said, you don’t want anything. You take me for granted. This was categorically untrue; Anton has never been in the position to take any relationship for granted, but Anette’s accusations were straw men, impossible to refute.
	With hindsight, it is easy to see that even at that point she was simply looking for a way out. So restless and self-pitying, hurling one accusation after another at him every morning, evening and slow weekend. It is impossible to recite the contents of her complaints, they were self-contradictory and untrue, confusing and misleading. Unfortunately, Anton discovered this a little too late. Initially he had attempted to adjust himself to what he had perceived to be a genuine desire for change. He cooked meals and arranged weekends away, bought some new shirts and visited the barber, unblocked the plughole and fixed the door trim.

These actions may seem like the least Anton could do, but before we judge him too harshly, it is important to note two things: firstly, Anton has no experience of navigating a failing marriage beyond that which he’s learned from popular culture. Even more importantly, he is terrified of blame. This exaggerated fear is a counter-productive self-fulfilling prophecy; other people’s feelings are immediately transformed into accusations, and with that, his entire system curls up in an attempt to protect him – most often in the form of anger. Had he acknowledged this fear, he would no doubt feel some pride in the fact that he hadn’t instantly become deadlocked by his defence mechanism, that he had held out for so long before Anette had finally triggered the eventual catastrophe.

Pleasing Paul is clearly done with his forty-year crisis as he stands on the stairs waiting for the skates to appear, strikingly tanned for the time of year, three insufferable children’s faces framed on the wall behind him. He manages to clear his throat four times, casting numerous desperate glances upstairs until Emilie comes to his rescue, emerging with a pair of seemingly unused hockey skates in her hand.
	‘I think Noah must have used these once before getting into downhill skiing, he changes his mind about these things more often than he changes his underwear,’ she remarks with a chuckle. ‘You’ll have to swing by for the skis next year.’
	‘That’s how it goes,’ Paul says, his voice having returned to him.
	Seeing the child’s hockey skates dangling before his eyes, Anton is struck by a sense of loss, for Anette, for Aksel and Albert, for all that once was.


Chapter 2

There are three species on earth that go through menopause: humans, pilot whales and orcas. Every other species can reproduce until the point of death.

Birgitte closes the message from Richard without clicking on the link, then sinks back into the sofa. She knows he means well, as he always does, that obviously he’s not trying to compare her with either an orca or a pilot whale, but the timing – after he saw her cry out in frustration at not being able to zip up her trousers earlier that day – feels particularly brutal. Just wear another pair, it doesn’t matter what you wear to training, he had said. The trousers aren’t the problem, Birgitte had replied, the trousers are the least of my problems, it’s my stomach rolls that are the issue. It’s your outlook that’s the issue, Richard had replied, throwing his arms out at the window, at the world’s suffering and cruelty, before leaving the room.
	Her husband’s insinuation, that Birgitte was too self-centred, is entirely unreasonable, not to mention untrue. If there’s one thing Birgitte spends a great deal of time thinking about, it is other people’s suffering: every day she reposts images of starving children and crying mothers, making appeals, supporting boycotts and demonstrations with genuine compassion.
	There’s a lot to be said for Birgitte’s empathetic personality, her concern for others, her ability to express it in such a way that she puts others at ease, her desire to do good. Unfortunately, these qualities would be considered minor aspects of her personality if anyone were asked to describe her, because the most striking thing about her is the fact that she is exceptionally pretty. This has a lot of advantages, but it also means that the bar is naturally somewhat higher when it comes to feeling any sympathy for her. Rightly so, perhaps, what with the wider score taken into account, but on its own scale, Birgitte’s suffering is no less keenly felt on these grounds.

Birgitte started helping out as a trainer with the kids’ football league when Simon was six and wanted to join a team. She was very quickly embraced by the sports club, or perhaps the opposite was true – either way, her engagement was noted and valued. In spite of the fact that Simon and Nora had long since moved on, she has voluntarily sat on the board and led training sessions and attended community get-togethers, she has made herself indispensable to the tiny team – and when none of the year’s children had parents willing to give up their time to help out, Birgitte said, a lump forming in her throat, if they ever found themselves in a pickle, then I can always step in.
	‘Oi! Morten, Trym, you two are supposed to be in defence, what did I tell you?’ Birgitte shouts at the gaggle of 6-year-olds running across the pitch.
	None of them are listening, they’re all scampering as a flock towards the poor goalkeeper, Ulrik, who remains where he is supposed to for an impressive length of time before fleeing his post. A group of parents is standing on the sidelines, a few of them clapping and cheering at the chaos unfurling for reasons Birgitte can’t fathom. Birgitte blows her whistle repeatedly before the boys finally return.
	‘Football is a team sport,’ Birgitte says as the children gather around her, ‘which means that you have to play together. The team is only as strong as it’s weakest player,’ she continues, and each and every little head turns to look at little Oscar.
	After training, as she makes her way around the pitch collecting cones, she feels the unease in her chest before it burns through her upper body, her sweat seeping through the pores between her breasts, down her spine and across the bridge of her nose, she pulls off her jacket.
	‘Do you need a hand?’ a voice asks behind her.
	Birgitte takes a deep breath and turns around, finds herself face-to-face with Sandra.
	‘Oh no, it’s OK, I just need to pop this equipment back inside, then I’m all done.’
	‘We were all just saying how amazing it is that you’re volunteering for another year,’ Sandra said. ‘Now that your own children are grown-up and you can leave all this behind you.’
	‘I wouldn’t exactly call them grown-up,’ Birgitte replies with a smile, heading for the next cone before Sandra can ask her how old they are.
	Simon is 21 and lives in Copenhagen. He might as well be living in China for the number of times he comes home, Birgitte tells her friends with a chuckle, though there’s really nothing funny about it, it’s unbearable. Or rather, it became unbearable when Nora also moved away in September, fortunately only to Oslo to study, but the same void that Richard rejoices in, the freedom and frivolity that he’s looked forward to ever since the children were young, has consumed Birgitte’s entire body this autumn. I feel so empty, she might say to Richard, who jokingly responds by telling her she ought to be happy that she has such a pretty outer shell, at the very least.
	‘Hopefully it won’t be too long before you have a couple of grandchildren out on the pitch, eh?’ Sandra remarks behind her.
	Birgitte pauses over the last remaining cone.
	‘God, no, sorry, I didn’t mean it like that,’ Sandra adds, ‘you’re not old enough for that, obviously. Not that there’s anything wrong with being old, of course.’

Birgitte’s eyes remain locked on the road as she drives past the old dance school on her way home, the whole town has become a museum of memories she can’t bear to face. Had those memories still been painful, had she still been glad to see the back of those terrible teenage years, the restless twenties, the tiresome infant years, the awful adolescents who needed lifts here, there and everywhere, lacking in gratitude and experimenting with all sorts – but no, Birgitte’s memories are good, they grow better with each passing day, in fact, all while the contrast with the past year increases, the past year that has been so relentlessly awful. Maybe you’re burnt out, Richard suggested, but what exactly is supposed to have triggered this burnout? Her job working for the tiniest local newspaper in the county? Her grown children successfully making their own way in the world? Her marriage to a man who might not be the most attentive in the world, or in Skien, for that matter, but who undoubtedly loves her?
	‘Did you read the article I sent you?’ Richards asks over dinner that evening.
	He’s discovered the joy of preparing complicated meals that take all evening to put together, no children’s activities or bedtimes to interrupt proceedings; they can eat at ten o’clock, get drunk on expensive wine, if they so desire. Birgitte points out time and time again that there’s no real point in them eating so late, but for Richard the point is that they can.
	‘No, I didn’t get around to it,’ Birgitte replies.
	‘You really should, it’s very interesting,’ Richard replies. ‘There’s a theory that orcas and pilot whales are crucial to the survival of their species, even when they’re no longer fertile.’
	Birgitte feels the reluctance between her shoulder blades, she straightens up in defence.
	‘The grandmother hypothesis,’ Richard continues. ‘The idea that menopause is actually an altruistic process, that older… what do they call them again?’
	Richard was born and raised in Oslo.
	‘Female animals,’ Birgitte replied curtly.
	‘Female animals, of course,’ Richard says, letting out a hearty laugh, ‘the idea that female animals and older women, by going through the menopause, they give up their chance to have more children in order to support those they already have. Grandmothers increase their offspring’s chance of survival by passing on the knowledge they’ve acquired. Their knowledge and experience are worth more to the survival of their family and species than using their strength to produce young,’ he continues.
	He looks at her expectantly. Last week Birgitte had told Richard that she didn’t understand why constantly increasing life expectancy was considered indisputable progress. Richard was only in partial agreement, no doubt partly because his job is to develop technical aids that allow the elderly to remain in their own homes for longer. Birgitte had then mentioned that women, from a biological perspective, are useless once they hit the menopause, that – again, from a biological perspective – a woman’s life expectancy ought to be around sixty. When Richard had failed to respond with an immediate counter argument, Birgitte had started to cry. This was no longer particularly sensational to Birgitte or to Richard, who had grown used to Birgitte’s tears and mostly wrote them off as hormonal – but when she had eventually shouted in desperation about the existential darkness that she had no words to describe but meaningless and empty, he’d grown worried. You need to see the doctor, he’d said, this isn’t normal. Even though she didn’t entirely trust Richard’s judgement about what could be considered normal, added to the fact that she had suffered moderate health anxiety throughout her life, still she had felt a sense of relief when he’d said the words. The possibility that there might be something seriously wrong with her, something that could either be cured, or in a worse case scenario, simply given a more rational name.
	Birgitte couldn’t get a last-minute appointment when she called and tried to explain the situation to a friendly receptionist the following day, and the glimpse of optimism she had felt upon receiving Richard’s diagnosis dwindled when she was required to answer questions about her sleep and hot flushes; let’s see, the earliest appointment we have available… here we are, three weeks today. Richard, for his part, has read up on the phenomenon of the menopause, and he is no longer convinced that there is anything abnormal about Birgitte’s condition. Obviously there’s a sense of grief, any transition triggers aversion, he says, directly quoting some psychology website or other, and his suggested solution, as always, is to admit the fact and move on.
	‘Simon and Nora don’t exactly seem in need of my knowledge and experience for their survival at the moment,’ Birgitte replies over dinner. ‘Have either of them called you this past week?’
	Richard sighs at her attempt to change the subject, shrugs and starts clearing the table.
	Birgitte alternates between contentment at his concern and engagement, and simultaneously feeling anxiety, maybe even shame, that Richard delves into the subject with such passion. There’s something very unsexy about the whole thing, and on some occasions, it is the worst part of the whole situation, because one thing Birgitte has always felt confident about is her own appearance, her physical attractiveness. Even though Richard has given her regular reassurance about her intellect and curiosity and consideration throughout their marriage, over the past year Birgitte has felt certain that nothing but the sight of her naked body has ever triggered the same sense of admiration and pride in Richard. She recalls his eyes on her body, how long it seemed impossible for him to stop reaching out for her when she left the bed naked, when she stepped out of the shower – but she can’t remember the last time she felt that same gaze on her. She is reluctantly able to put her depressive thoughts, disturbed sleep and hot flushes into words when she talks to Richard, but not the other part, she can’t do it, she doesn’t want to say it out loud. The fact that she misses being desired in this way, the gradual realisation that she never again will be – and that there is no way of demanding it back.
	Do you know, I can tell whether I’m ovulating or not from the looks I get from passers-by, she said once in her late twenties when they’d decided to try for a baby, when Richard believed that she ought to start taking her temperature each morning. I can just take a walk down the street instead, Birgitte had remarked. He hadn’t believed her – but it’s not totally inconceivable, Birgitte had said, on the contrary, it’s just like any animal in heat, their fur gets all glossy and their feathers more colourful.

Birgitte was born and raised in Skien, she knows the place inside out. It has its own feel, she thinks, something you don’t find in other Norwegian towns, not in Porsgrunn at least, where she virtually never sets foot. Skien is large enough that it can give the impression of having a vibrant urban life, yet small enough that you still have an easy grasp on what’s going on with who.
	Skien also has just the right number of options when it comes to social circles, schools and activities. Both of Birgitte’s children started playing in Skien Independent Marching Band after Richard read an article about how joining a band contributes to the formation of a child’s identity, the fact that it strengthens their ability to cooperate and communicate. Birgitte had allowed herself to be talked into joining one evening when she had taken her children along, and Ebba, the conductor herself - who Birgitte had admired from a distance - had almost begged her to join their ranks. Band is about so much more than music, Ebba had said when Birgitte had told her she hadn’t picked up a cornet in twenty years. She leaned in, lowered her voice, and as you might have noticed, we could do with a few more women of resources on our side. Ever since that day, Birgitte loved band.
	On Tuesday at quarter past seven, Birgitte takes her place in the gym hall of Lunde Primary School. The band has practised here for years, but since they have to pay rent to use the space and the building belongs to the local authority and the local authority have significantly increased the taxes, they need to move next year. Birgitte can’t face the thought, she can’t bear change, she hates any kind of transition.
	‘There seems to be a perception among the woodwind section that playing second or third part is some sort of downgrade,’ Ebba announces from the little podium where she’s standing, ‘but I want to remind you all that not everyone can play the lead, and I don’t hand out parts based on any kind of favouritism.’
	The newly-arrived musicians in front of her lowered their heads. Every autumn, new candidates join the band, mostly children so small and sweet behind their enormous, oversized instruments that Birgitte’s heart softens, and she is struck with an acute need to call her own children and tell them all about it. But Simon and Nora are long done and dusted with band, they only remember the new candidates as intrusive and annoying.
	At that evening’s band practise, Birgitte discovers that the sweet little children aren’t entirely sweet after all:
	‘Whose mum are you?’ one of the new boys asks while they’re stacking the chairs.
	‘What do you mean?’ Birgitte asks. ‘Oh, I see, no, my children aren’t in the band anymore.’
	‘What are you doing here?’ the boy asks.
	‘Well, I like playing in the band,’ Birgitte replies.
	He gazes at her with a sceptical look on his face for a few seconds before wandering off.

Ever since Simon and Nora were young, Birgitte has engaged more in their lives and activities than most other parents. If she were being entirely honest, which now seems impossible to avoid whenever she stands in front of the mirror, Simon and then Nora arrived and became her salvation from an aimless career. Instead, Birgitte started working on her new role as a present parent. She quickly ascended the ranks, the job came easily to her – she loved being with her children and had done ever since they were born, she feared the day they would fly the nest. Had it been up to her, she and Richard would have had at least two more children, but Richard, who has always had hobbies, interests and not least a career to consider, set the limit at two. She quickly discovered that as long as she took care of the children, engaged in their extracurricular activities and schooling and social lives, then she was considered useful and valuable, interesting and worth listening to.
	She’s read plenty of articles about how beautiful people generally have an easier life, and it’s not as if she doesn’t believe it, on the contrary she’s well aware that she’s derived advantages from her appearance, that people have shown her more confidence and goodwill due to her symmetrical features and wide eyes, but Birgitte might also suggest that it comes with a risk of laziness. The constant reassurances she received meant that she navigated her twenties with a subconscious belief that she would become something, almost as if it would be automatic, that the what or where weren’t all that important. She followed her friends to Oslo and haphazardly embarked on a course in political science, studying half-heartedly for a few years before meeting Richard. He was a qualified engineer and wanted to spend a year travelling before starting work, so Birgitte paused her studies and joined him in the USA, South America and India, and when they got back home, Richard received a job offer quite by chance with a visionary firm in Skien, of all places – something Birgitte saw as a sign – and they moved into the big wooden house in Bratsberg just two hundred meters away from her parents’ house.
	Over the past year, Birgitte has confronted Richard on numerous occasions about the fact they have lived his life, that she sacrificed her ambitions for him. That’s not how I see it, Richard had said, and Birgitte is painfully aware that she’s in the wrong, that any choices have been hers, that actually Richard has challenged her on numerous occasions to finish a degree, take a college course, to do anything she likes, but each and every time, Birgitte has told him that it’ll have to wait until the children are older.
	‘Have you got time for a small glass of something?’ Ebba asks when they’re the only two left in the gym hall, they’ve stacked the last of the chairs, Birgitte has all the time in the world and so little desire to go home that she’s even mopped the floor.
	She smiles at Ebba, lifts her wrist to check the time.
	‘As long as it’s a small one,’ she replies.
