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Praise for Sophie’s World

‘A marvellously rich book. Its success boils down to something quite simple – Gaarder’s gift for communicating ideas’ Guardian

‘An Alice in Wonderland for the 90s … Sophie’s World is being talked up as philosophy’s answer to Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time … this is a simply wonderful, irresistible book’ Daily Telegraph

‘An extraordinary achievement’ Sunday Times

‘Challenging, informative and packed with easily grasped, and imitable, ways of thinking about difficult ideas’ Independent on Sunday

‘A terrifically entertaining and imaginative story wrapped around its tough, thought-provoking philosophical heart’ Daily Mail

‘A unique popular classic’ The Times

‘Seductive and original … Sophie’s World is, as it dares to congratulate itself “a strange and wonderful book”’ TLS


An Unreliable Man
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JOSTEIN GAARDER

Translated from the Norwegian by Nichola Smalley
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Gotland, May 2013


Dear Agnes. I was going to write to you. Remember? Or at least, I was going to try.

I’m sitting on an island in the Baltic Sea with a laptop in front of me. To the right of the laptop I’ve placed a large cigar box. It contains everything I need in the way of memory aids.

The hotel room is large enough for me to get up and take nine steps to and fro on the pinewood floor as I consider how to begin my tale. All I have to do is make my way past a three-piece suite, and I alternate between passing the slim teak table and pair of red armchairs, and moving down a similarly narrow corridor between the table and a red sofa.

I’ve been given a corner room, and have a view in two directions. From one window, to the north, I look down on a cobbled street in the old Hanseatic town, and from the other, to the west, I gaze out over Almedalen and far out across the sea. It’s warm, and both windows are open wide.

I’ve been standing here half an hour, looking down at the people passing on the street below me, most of them in dresses or shorts and loose, short-sleeved tops. Whitsun tourists. Many are walking along in pairs, often hand in hand, but others pour forth in great rowdy groups.

I can put to bed the myth that young people make more noise than people of my own age. As soon as they form crowds, especially if they’ve been enjoying a drink, middle-aged people can be just as boisterous as teenagers. Or just as human: Look at me! Come on, listen to me! Aren’t we having a wild time together?

We don’t grow out of our human nature. We grow with it. And we let it grow on us.

I like the perspective I have on the street life below me; at such a short distance I get quite close to the passers-by. Some scents find their way up to me too, because people do give off aromas, particularly in narrow alleyways on windless summer days. There is someone walking along with a lit cigarette in their hand, and I can feel the smoke irritating my nose. But at the same time, I am just high enough over the cobblestones that the objects of my scrutiny do not, as a rule, look up and catch sight of me. I am half hidden behind a blue curtain, which occasionally blows out through the window when a sudden gust of wind takes hold of it.

From one and a half floors above the hill I can enjoy my privilege: observing without being observed.

And I’ve been keeping an eye out for sailing boats far out on the water’s glittering surface; it’s the mild breeze through that window that on occasion makes the curtains of the street-facing window move.

In the course of the last half hour I’ve counted three white sails. It has been a beautiful day, almost completely calm. The sailing conditions have not been the best.

Today is not just Whitsun. It’s also 17 May, Norway’s very own national day. It makes me a little melancholic to think of it, almost like having one’s birthday in perfect secrecy among strangers: no one makes you feel special, and no one sings you ‘Happy Birthday’.

Here, no one has sung the national anthem either. I haven’t seen so much as a Norwegian flag, but I have noticed that there is a crocheted blanket on the hotel bed, and it’s as white as the snow on Mount Glittertind.

I mean: a red room, white bedclothes and bright blue curtains. That will do as a token of the Norwegian colours.

While noting down the date I realised that, at the time of writing, a month has passed since we saw one another in Arendal.

And a few hours after that you met Pelle. And you really hit it off, I must say.

We’d only met one another once, just over a year previously, a few days before Christmas 2011, and it’s the background to that first meeting I want to try and sketch. You’ve asked me to explain why I behaved the way I did. I shall attempt, to the best of my ability, to respond to that request. And I think too that now is an appropriate time to send you a question in return:

I had made a fool of myself at our first meeting, but you still kept me from giving up and leaving. It’s a little mystery I’m still pondering. I wasn’t the only one surprised by your response. I think everyone sitting round the table would have been in agreement. And many of them probably thought as I did: Why did you hold me back? Why didn’t you just let me head for the door?

Where should I begin?

I could take a chronological approach and describe my upbringing in Hallingdal. Or I could do the exact opposite: I could open with a few notable events that have taken place here on the island as recently as this afternoon – since those too must take their place in my tale – linking these back to our encounter in Arendal a month ago, then following the threads first to that upsetting dinner a year ago – one of the worst days of your life, Agnes – and then all the way back to Erik Lundin’s funeral in the early 2000s. That kind of retrospective orientation could finally pan out into a depiction of some of my childhood experiences, which might allow for a little understanding, not to mention forgiveness, once my confession is concluded.

What is the easiest way to make sense of our lives? Is it when we sum up from the beginning, or is it when we start from the present day, which of course is freshest in our minds, and from that point reminisce our way back to where it all began? The flaw in this second method is that there is no absolute causality in people’s lives.

It’s not possible to prove why one has become the way one has. Many have tried to do just that, but they haven’t got much further than underlining their humanity.

I’ve been over by the window again. The three sailing boats haven’t moved an inch in the still air. I know it’s a bizarre idea, but they make me think of the three of us: of you and me – and Pelle, he has to be included too.

It’s embarrassing, but an old Sunday-school song starts to hum itself in the very back of my head: My boat is so little, the sea is so wide …

And I come to a decision: I will open my narrative in the middle of the voyage. I will begin at the point I met your cousin at Erik Lundin’s funeral. From that point I will follow threads that lead directly to our first encounter almost ten years later. The burden I bear from Hallingdal – that will take second place.



My beloved Erik, our dear father and stepfather, our much-loved grandfather and great-grandfather
Erik Lundin
Born 14 March 1913
Fell asleep for the last time today
Oslo 28 August 2001

Ingeborg
Jon-Petter Lise
Marianne Sverre
Liv-Berit Truls
Sigrid, Ylva, Fredrik, Tuva, Joakim and Mia Great-grandchildren and other family

The funeral will take place at West Aker Church Wednesday 5 September, 14:00

All those paying their last respects are welcome to join the memorial service at the church hall.
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