
   [image: Cover: A Girl Left the Room by Ulrikka S. Gernes and Caroline Waight]

   
      
         1

         2

         3

         
            A Girl

Left the

Room

            Ulrikka S. Gernes

            Translated from the Danish by Caroline Waight

         

         
            Pushkin Press

         

      
   


   
      
         4
            A Girl Left the Room5

         

         6

      
   


   
      
         
            7Then I added: The fact that neither of you has at any point asked me about my side of the story, I’ve experienced and continue to experience as deeply hurtful.

            – Vigdis Hjorth, Will and Testament,
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            Nakskov, 2016

         

         A large moth has somehow found its way aboard the local train to Nykøbing F. It is Saturday evening in late August, and I’m on my way home from a reading in Vindeby.

         It’s lovely, Lolland, but the provinces always make me nervous. I don’t belong here either.

         The moth is bumbling around, knocking into windows.

         Besides the moth, it’s just me and a teenage girl in the carriage. She’s in sports gear, gym bag by her side.

         We follow the poor thing with our eyes, glancing sidelong at each other.

         ‘The windows don’t open,’ says the girl.

         Another minute or two before we set off. The late-summer evening is brittle and beautiful, no stir of a breeze. All movement seems to be gathered here, in this train carriage, in a fragile, fluttering creature trying to escape.

         I stand up and approach the moth slowly, sure it’s going to be afraid of me and fly away. It’s clinging to the strip of rubber at the top corner of one window. I shape my hands into a bowl, making the space inside my palms as big as I can, and check for cracks before I close them gingerly around it.

         It is a lively weight, a dense, velourish presence, wings struggling in its makeshift cage, legs a prickle against my skin.

         ‘Would you mind opening that?’ 12

         The girl hurries ahead of me into the aisle and presses the button, standing there as the doors glide open. I reach out my arms, open my hands. The moth flits out and skyward, on fluttering but rapid beats of its wings. I watch it go. Within seconds it is gone, swallowed by the blue.

         The feel of it on my skin remains. I look at my hands, but there’s nothing there.

         ‘Let’s hope it wasn’t going to Nykøbing,’ I say, wiping my hands on my trousers anyway as I go back to my seat.

         The train sets off with a tiny lurch, rolls out of the station and picks up speed. I lean back in my seat. A calm has settled over the carriage, which is strangely empty.

         It’s been a long day. Readings are more demanding than you’d think. There is a dullness that sets in once the tension releases its hold. I am at once filled to bursting point and absolutely drained.

         I take my phone out of my bag—it’s been on airplane mode all afternoon—to check my messages and see if I’ve had any emails. It feels like I’ve been gone for weeks but nobody has tried to contact me, everybody seems to be busy with their own lives. A relief, and faintly disappointing. I check Facebook, scroll through the latest updates and comments, the endless discussions in which I never actually take part, swiping absent-mindedly on the small screen, when my eye is caught by something in a post, a name I haven’t seen in writing for a long time: ‘Author Knud Eg Nielsen passed away quietly today at 6 p.m.’

         
            *

         

         The next day I bike to the nursing home to see my mother, knock, open the door and shout Yoo-hoo so she knows it’s me.

         She’s sitting at the table in the little room with her back turned, but nods her head to show she’s heard me. I give her a hug, as best 13you can when the recipient is in a wheelchair, paralysed down the right side of her body. Her face lights up, she smiles and pats my arm with her left hand.

         I’ve brought fruit and cake. I put the kettle on to boil in the kitchenette, return to stand in front of her.

         ‘Mum,’ I say loudly. ‘Eg is dead.’

         Her eyes go wide, staring at me, then her expression shifts, turns quizzical.

         ‘Yeah. Passed away quietly, that’s all it said. I’m sure there’ll be obituaries at some point.’

         I feel oddly like cold water is trickling inside my arms.

         ‘It’s good,’ I say. ‘Finally, he’s dead.’

         She keeps looking at me. There’s something she wants to say. She stares as though trying to transmit her thoughts to me.

         ‘No,’ I say. ‘We won’t be sending flowers, we won’t send anything!’

         She’s obviously not sure which face to wear, but I’m not equal to the task of reading her expression, and I cannot ask or guess. Then her eyes drift over to the window, her gaze grows distant, she sighs. It hurts.

         The water’s boiled. I make tea, cut the fruit into bite-sized pieces like I always do, arrange it on a dish, place it on the table.

         We drink the tea, clear and golden in my nana’s delicate blue-fluted cups, thin as eggshells, eat half a slice of buttercream cake each.

         My mother doesn’t say anything. She can’t speak, the blood clot saw to that, obliterating mobility, language, everything. It’s been a while now, but we’ll probably never get used to it. What’s left are looks, facial expressions, hand movements, our awkward gestures of affection.

         I say nothing either. I don’t know what to call the thing edging around inside me.
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            Copenhagen, 1980

         

         My hair was still damp. We’d just come from the swimming pool, where we’d been allowed to go alone. We left at a sprint, Mikala and I. Now we were walking through the tunnel underneath the tracks. The S-train rumbled, making everything vibrate. Vast forces at work above the concrete roof, over us, around us. As though the whole world shook.

         Bits of spent New Year’s fireworks lay scattered along the walls. Someone had really been making a racket in there. Maybe they went extra hard because a new decade was about to begin. I’d gone to the cinema with my parents on New Year’s Eve. We saw Manhattan. Dad fell asleep. I had to stuff liquorice into his mouth to stop him snoring, but Mum was utterly engrossed in the film. It was a bit too grown up, I thought, and in black and white. Later I nodded off myself in front of the TV, not thinking about what had happened in the old year, or what the new one would bring. I had a stomach ache, too much liquorice and cake. I didn’t tell anybody that, though—you were supposed to be at some sort of crazy New Year’s party with tons of fireworks. Do you think money grows on trees? my dad had said. We didn’t even have party poppers, just paper streamers, which I blew in all directions.

         Mikala swung the bag with her wet swimsuit. It bumped against her leg, made her walk funny. She tugged at my sleeve, then lunged away. She wanted us to race. 15

         ‘You’re such a child!’ I groaned when I reached the pavement at the top of the steps.

         Times like those I really felt the two-year age gap. That’s a lot when you’re fourteen and a half and your best friend’s only twelve. I had shot up overnight. Like a beanstalk. Or so Mum used to say. Like something out of a fairy tale. I’d packed my dolls and teddy bears into a cardboard box and almost threw the whole thing out, but my mother thought I’d better put them in the attic. I might miss them.

         Mikala and I had known each other forever. We knew each other by heart, like a song with lots of verses you can reel off even in your sleep. But nowadays we didn’t read the same kind of books, and it was hard choosing films we both wanted to see at the cinema. Plus, we lived far away, her in Copenhagen and me out in the Swedish woods, so we only saw each other in the holidays.

         ‘I’m starving,’ said Mikala.

         ‘There might be pretzel sticks and soda, if we’re lucky.’

         We were walking through the little park outside the exhibition hall.

         ‘Bet I get there first!’ Mikala yelled, bounding up the steps outside the building three at a time. I sprinted in her wake, but I didn’t stand a chance against that head start, and my bag was heavy.

         
             

         

         I hung my jacket in the cloakroom, the smell of swimming pool rising from my body underneath my clothes. I took out the camera, my dad’s old SLR. He didn’t use it any more, so I pretended it was mine, and since discovering the darkroom in the school basement I’d been obsessed with taking pictures. Ström, our art teacher, had shown me how. There, now you can be my assistant when we get to photography, he’d said when he saw I was good at following the procedure in the darkroom. 16

         Ström knew who my father was, and he always asked me to say hello. Occasionally he’d ask what my dad was working on these days. Just the usual, I’d say, sculptures and stuff, exhibitions, you know.

         It was like magic, watching the pictures emerge in the developing fluid. I didn’t understand how it was possible, but I loved measuring out the chemicals and timing the exposures in the dim red light. Already I had a whole box of photographs I’d developed myself, but how many pictures do you really need of your cat or of a flowerpot, or of the cat and flowerpot together? Mikala would pull funny faces when I asked her to look into the camera and act natural. Natural, what’s that? she teased, puffing out her cheeks and crossing her eyes, even when I tried to take a photo on the S-train, and there were other people in the carriage.

         
             

         

         ‘Ah, there you are!’ Mum was in the foyer. There were lots of people. ‘You’ve not been running around with wet hair in this cold, have you?’

         ‘No, I had a hat on,’ I lied. ‘Have you seen Mikala?’

         ‘You were supposed to be together.’ A trace of something reproachful in her voice.

         Mikala could look after herself just fine. She did karate and she had a big-city mouth on her sometimes. I was the shy one, blushing over nothing.

         ‘She ran on ahead,’ I said.

         ‘Well, then she’s probably inside. I’d better go and find Dad, he’s not feeling so hot. Are you coming in?’

         It was a group exhibition. Dad’s contribution was some huge linocuts. Everything he made was huge, but you could hardly see the pieces for the crowd. Some of them said hi, but most took no notice of me at all. 17

         Dad was leaning against the wall at the far end of the room, chatting to a woman with long hair that hung loose down her back. He didn’t look particularly out of sorts. They were sharing some sort of joke. The woman tilted her head back slightly, laughed and brushed her hair away from her face. Dad touched her upper arm, then drew back his hand.

         I thought about taking a picture, but they were far away, and there were so many people between us. Still, I raised the camera and looked through the viewfinder. Perhaps I could catch Mikala in an unguarded moment—except there was always somebody walking in front of me. I didn’t actually have much film left anyway, but through the viewfinder everything felt more manageable. I could choose a section and crop the rest out.

         
             

         

         ‘Have you seen Blow-Up?’

         The voice belonged to someone standing behind me. I lowered the camera and turned around. Mum was standing next to a man I hadn’t seen before.

         ‘The Antonioni film, Blow-Up, have you seen it?’ The man’s eyes were fixed on me, as though he was waiting for an answer, but I didn’t have time to say anything before Mum interrupted:

         ‘Tanja, this is Eg. You met him once before when you were little, but you won’t remember. Eg is a writer.’ Then she turned to face the man. ‘Tanja is our youngest.’ She laid a hand on his arm. ‘Have you written anything for children? Tanja writes as well, you know, poems and things like that. Don’t you, Tanja?’

         Why would she tell that to a total stranger?

         Mum’s eyes flickered in Dad’s direction. ‘I must just go and have a word with Finn. Get yourself a glass of wine, Eg, and we’ll talk again in a minute. And why don’t you have a fizzy drink, Tanja.’ 18

         Mum sidled her way through the crowd.

         The man whose name was Eg had blue-grey eyes and brown hair with streaks of grey at the temples. A little lopsided smile hung at the corners of his mouth, which made him look mysterious and secretive. He gazed at me as though expecting me to speak. I fiddled with the camera. Conversation hummed around us. Where was Mikala? Now I wished she’d show up.

         ‘Do you spell it with an i or a y? Or with a j, perhaps?’ asked the man.

         ‘Um, spell what?’

         ‘Your name.’

         ‘Oh. With a j.’

         ‘Tanja with a j, with a ja. Ah, yes. Tan-ja!’ The way he articulated my name, the letters were almost spelled out in the air. ‘Tastes like chestnuts, but there’s also a blueness to your name. What is that, I wonder?’

         ‘Blue? I don’t know!’

         He kept looking at me with his crooked little smile. ‘The blueness in your name, it’s like the sky above an African savanna.’

         ‘And Eg means oak!’

         He’d probably heard that one a thousand times, but he still looked pleased. He’d said something weird too, after all. Only, coming out of his mouth, it sounded beautiful.

         ‘My name’s just Tanja.’

         ‘And my name’s just a kind of tree, but I’m no stick-in-the-mud. What colour do you think it is?’

         ‘Erm, green!’

         I was picturing the leaves of an oak tree. Should I have said something else? ‘Gnarled?’ But that’s not a colour, and nor is ‘unshakeable’, although those were the words that came to mind. A gnarled oak in a forest. 19

         ‘Blue and green go well together, don’t you think?’he asked.

         I found myself nodding.

         His eyes still rested on me. It sounded beautiful, what he said, but what did it mean? It was like swimming in a sea with dark shadows at its bed, and I clung to the surface, although there was nothing to hold on to. And where was Mikala?

         ‘Do you like taking photos?’ he asked.

         Finally a question I could answer. I started telling him about the darkroom at school, the pictures that appeared on the paper dipped in liquid, the magic of it, the way that time disappeared, and you were woozy, but in a nice way, like staying up late, even though it was the middle of the day, and how in the end the photographs were hung like laundry on a line, drip-drying.

         His eyes wandered across my face as he listened, and it seemed as though he wanted to hear more.

         ‘I want to be a photographer,’ I said, although I’d never thought about it really, but I launched into a long explanation anyway, about reproducing reality and capturing the moment. A picture is worth a thousand words. It was something I’d heard, and I thought it sounded clever. I talked and talked, until suddenly he cut me off:

         ‘Do you believe it’s possible to capture a moment without the price you pay being death?’

         The smile had vanished from his face, as though this were a crucial question.

         I was about to say something, but then he reached out his arms as though to hug me, and clumsily I found myself lifting mine to return it. He noticed, and the smile reappeared. Then he lifted the strap over my head and hung the camera around his own neck. He raised it to his face, peered through the viewfinder, focused. It was me he was looking at. I smiled automatically. 20

         Click.

         Eg took a picture of me. He handed me back the camera and gave me a kiss on the cheek. ‘There, now I’ve captured your moment. Promise you’ll send me the photo?’

         
             

         

         ‘Why did that man take a picture of you?’ asked Mikala.

         ‘No reason. He’s just a friend of my parents.’

         ‘Yeah, I know, my dad knows him too, but why did he take a picture of you? I mean that’s your camera, isn’t it?’

         ‘It’s my dad’s, but he doesn’t use it any more.’

         ‘You know what I mean.’ Mikala was curious.

         ‘Were you spying on me?’ I said.

         She probably wished she’d been there too.

         ‘Nah, I just walked past while you were all smiley and wiggling around. You didn’t even notice I was looking at you.’

         ‘I wasn’t wiggling!’

         ‘Fine, but why did he take a picture of you?’

         ‘He wanted to try out my camera.’

         ‘You mean your dad’s camera.’

         ‘Look, just mind your own business, okay?’

         It was over as quickly as it had begun. Someone had come up and touched his arm, and he had turned away. And that was all there was.

         
             

         

         If you can’t think of anything else to do, you can always go to the loo, that’s one way to kill a bit of time. Somebody had left a make-up bag on the rim of the sink. We took turns peeing, but then the temptation got too great, and Mikala started taking things out and passing them to me.

         I pulled the top off a tube of lipstick. ‘Ooh, that’s a nice colour, and it’s shiny, like mother-of-pearl.’ I sniffed it, a mix of sweets and 21soap, a scent of something that can’t be said out loud, like reading someone’s diary. Mikala was dabbing red onto her cheeks with a small flat brush.

         ‘Put that on, I bet it’ll suit you,’ she said to me in the mirror.

         ‘She must use it a lot, there’s not much left.’ I twisted the lipstick all the way out and concentrated on following the contours of my lips, rubbed them together and blew air kisses. The taste of lipstick was on my tongue. As though I was the strange woman who had forgotten her make-up bag. I pictured her walking down the street with someone she’d just met: they slipped into a restaurant somewhere, he pulled a chair out for her, there were candles on the tables, he looked deep into her eyes and said her name had a blueness to it.

         Mikala was holding a tampon between two fingers like a cigarette.

         ‘That’s not how you use those,’ I said, patting off the excess lipstick with a piece of loo paper.

         Mikala hadn’t got her period yet, and the truth was I couldn’t get even the smallest size up there. It was like there wasn’t a hole, but blood came out, so there had to be. I’d tried to check with a mirror, but it was hard to find a position that let me get close enough. Some girls have to do it with a man before they can use tampons. Mikala’s mum had said so once. Super embarrassing, but she thought we ought to know that stuff.

         ‘Would you tell me?’ Mikala was looking at me earnestly. ‘If you… you know.’

         ‘Got my period? I did tell you!’

         ‘No, if you slept with a boy.’

         ‘Yeah, and who would that be?’

         ‘You could totally get a boyfriend. What about that guy from the other class, the one you wrote about before Christmas?’ 22

         ‘Robert? He’s so immature!’ I found some eyeliner in the make-up bag, blue with a metallic sheen. The edge of the sink pressed against my stomach as I leaned towards the mirror. ‘He doesn’t even know how to kiss with tongues.’

         Mikala dangled the tampon by its little string. ‘Anne lost her virginity to a swan when she was a kid.’

         ‘No way!’

         ‘Seriously, it came running up to her on the beach and jabbed her between the legs, and then when she did it with a boy for the first time it didn’t hurt, and there wasn’t any blood. That was way before she started dating my dad, obviously.’

         ‘Mm, sounds like a good story. Was it the Ugly Duckling?’

         ‘Stop it! Swans are creepy,’ said Mikala.

         ‘It would have been worse if it was a stork. Then you end up with a baby too.’

         I drew a line along my bottom lids, emphasising the corners of my eyes. I put mascara on.

         Mikala was watching me in the mirror. ‘You’re gorgeous!’

         I did look quite pretty, more grown up somehow, like sixteen or seventeen. I just needed some different clothes. A sweatshirt, corduroys and lace-up boots didn’t look right with the make-up. The boots especially, Duckfeet from Hallgren, Mum had insisted. When you’re eighteen and you’ve left home you can buy whatever boots you like. But you’ll have to pay for them yourself. Always the same refrain, when I wanted something I wasn’t allowed to have. Cowboy boots, for instance, or pierced ears.

         ‘There, we’re ready. Where’s the party?’ Mikala mimed holding a glass in her hand, raised it to me. I lifted my invisible glass as well, clinked it with hers and drank until we burst into spluttering laughter. 23

         We put the make-up back and set the bag on top of the paper-towel dispenser. We’d only borrowed it for a bit, killed some time, but before we left I took it down again, found the lipstick and stuffed it in my pocket. ‘She’ll have to buy a new one soon anyway.’

         ‘My mum has a whole box of lipsticks,’ Mikala said, letting the door close. ‘I bet you can have one of those if you want.’

         ‘I want this one.’

         
             

         

         Mikala had gone home with her dad and Anne. I went off to look for Mum, hoping we’d be leaving soon as well. The door to an office stood open, and glancing in I felt a jolt of shock. There he was, leaning against a table with a wine glass in his hand.

         ‘Next time I’ll tag along,’ he was saying to a woman who was seated on a sofa by the wall. She held a cigarette elegantly between two fingers.

         ‘No, Eg, I don’t think so,’ she laughed. Her eyes sparkled.

         ‘You’re still here!’ I blurted.

         Eg turned his head and sent me a wry little half-smile. ‘I wasn’t going to leave without giving you my address. We had a deal, didn’t we?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Did you forget about me already?’

         ‘No, no! I’ll send it.’

         The woman was looking at me. A frail column of smoke curled upwards from the cigarette and dissipated. When she took a drag, she narrowed her eyes a little. Eg rummaged through his pockets and found a scrap of paper, writing down his address before folding it and handing it to me.

         ‘Thanks,’ I said, putting the note in my pocket. ‘But what if the 24picture doesn’t come out pretty?’ I heard how silly it sounded, but it was too late.

         ‘You don’t have to be beautiful to be loved,’ said Eg with a smile.

         I felt heat rising up my throat and into my armpits. Holding my arms close to my body, I stole a glance at the woman with the sparkling eyes. Why did she keep looking at me? When I felt hot like this it usually meant I was red as a postbox. The make-up? Had I smudged it by accident? If only I could disappear into the air, like smoke from a cigarette.

         ‘Okay, well, bye!’ I turned on my heel and bolted.

         
             

         

         Mum was putting some things into a tote bag. She stopped moving the second she saw me. ‘What do you think you look like?’

         ‘Mikala and I, we––’

         ‘You should go and wash that off,’ she interrupted. ‘Makes you look like a bimbo!’ The crease between her brows was the shape of an exclamation mark. ‘Dad’s waiting in the car, we’d better hurry up.’

         I zipped up my jacket. ‘Are we going all the way back?’

         ‘No, we’re staying in Copenhagen tonight. Dad’s too tired, we’ll go home tomorrow.’

         
             

         

         Dad had started the engine. The smoke from the exhaust was a grey cloud we had to pass through. On the radio they were mid-debate. I squeezed into the back seat among the assortment of peculiar objects Dad was always lugging around, as though he’d forgotten he had a daughter to keep space for too. I slammed the door.

         ‘Are you trying to break something?’ snapped Dad.

         The city lights danced past outside the misty windows, the rocking motion of the car somehow reassuring. When I was little I used to curl up on the back seat and doze. Next time I opened my eyes, the 25moon was there, first in one window, then the other. A cloud might pass, but it would reappear, and I knew it was keeping an eye on me.

         ‘Feeling any better now?’ asked Mum.

         Dad was silent and withdrawn. He got like that when he was feeling poorly, or when he was in a mood. Sometimes it was hard to tell the difference.

         I wished we could drive through the dark for hours, but we were going to stay the night at Grandma’s flat. She’d gone into a nursing home. One time she had cut the cable to the fridge with a pair of scissors. It’s a miracle she didn’t keel over on the spot, Dad said. She looked the same as ever, but her eyes were weirdly blank and frightened. She didn’t recognise anybody, couldn’t find her way back home after she’d been to the supermarket, went outside in slippers, forgot to put her coat on. She’d gone senile.

         Mum’s mum was old and in a nursing home as well. It was like she’d folded up out of the world and into herself. When I visited she brightened up a bit, but she never said anything. Not a word. Mum said she’d made up her mind to die. It might take time.

         
             

         

         Grandma’s flat still had all her furniture and things, so it was always where we spent the night in Copenhagen. Mostly it was Dad who used it, when he had meetings or work in town. Which he often did.

         If I drew my legs up to my stomach, I could just about fit onto the windowsill in the little room behind the kitchen. In the old days that was where the maid had lived: early to rise and late to bed, housework morning till dark, but she had a room of her own, and maybe a secret boyfriend creeping up the back stairs to visit in the night. There was only room for a narrow bed. A small sink, a mirror with a glass shelf underneath, and a window where the moon shone through, every now and then. 26

         It did that night.

         All was quiet. The lights were off in the building across the way.

         I wasn’t tired. It was the note—I’d unfolded it and sat there staring. Maybe it wasn’t just that. It was everything. Everything, and the moonlight that flowed like milk over my hands. I read and reread the address. A street, a number, a postcode, a city. I had no idea where Faaborg was, but he had drawn a heart beside it. Ordinary names and numbers, yet at the same time it was a perplexing message in a bottle, as though from some far corner of the galaxy.

         The address was written in blue ink with a pen he’d kept in the top pocket of his shirt. His right hand had ducked under his jumper, and when it re-emerged it was holding the pen. I could picture the gesture. Did he always draw hearts next to his address? And he folded the note before he gave it to me. Like a secret message. Squiggly handwriting, but pretty, and not at all difficult to read. If I didn’t know better I’d have sworn it was a woman who had written it.

         He had used the back of a restaurant receipt. On the front was the waiter’s scrawl: ‘2 × coffee’ it said, unmistakably. One for him, one for someone else. The woman with the eyes?

         I jumped down off the sill and looked at myself in the mirror, trying to do something different with my eyes, but I looked the way I always looked, only now I had a throbbing red pimple on my chin and dark shadows under my eyes. It was hard to get the mascara off with cold water and hand soap.

         I had placed the lipstick on the glass shelf. I took off the top and sniffed it. Then I smoothed out the note and placed it in my notebook, slid it under the pillow. For now I just wanted to dream, tomorrow I could write about it. Fancies. The kind of word my mother used, ones she’d got from her mother, probably. Old-fashioned. As though they were butterflies, as though I pinned my fancies to a velvet cushion 27when I wrote. At least then they were decorative. I developed a fancy for someone and then someone else, sometimes several someones at once. In the end, only the words in the notebook remained.

         I lay down in bed and pulled the quilt over my head. It smelled of powder and cheroots, of Grandma. There was a strange muteness to the flat when she wasn’t in it, but her scent was there, it was watching over me. I curled up, stroked my cheek. If I shut my eyes and focused only on the sensations in my cheek, I could almost forget it was my hand stroking.
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         The day after the opening, Mum and I were making lunch in Grandma’s kitchen.

         I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and in the end I had to ask: ‘Do you think blue and green go together?’

         Mum looked at me.

         ‘I mean, would you say blue and green always go well together?’

         ‘Most colours tend to go well together.’ She took some cutlery out of the drawer. ‘Is this homework?’

         ‘Nah. I was just wondering if there are two colours that always go well together,’ I said, putting slices of rye bread in the bread basket. ‘Like how five always comes after four when you’re counting?’

         Mum shook her head, returned to laying the table.

         ‘And how did you decide to call me Tanja? Did it have anything to do with colours?’

         Now she was staring as though there was something wrong with me.

         ‘Because there’s sort of a blueness to my name,’ I persisted. ‘Was that something you considered?’

         ‘Blueness? We thought Tanja was a pretty name. Don’t you think so?’

         ‘But there’s a sort of African blue to it, isn’t there?’

         ‘If your name has a colour, it’s baby pink,’ laughed Mum. ‘Now why don’t you go and tell Dad lunch is ready?’

         ‘Okay,’ I sighed. 29

         Dad was lying on the sofa in Grandma’s front room. The light was dim, there were layers of heavy curtains, oriental rugs on the floor, gold-framed paintings, big bookcases with textured glass in the doors. Once I’d found a delicate little book of poems by Edith Södergran. It was slender, with a pattern of tiny windmills on the cover. The words inside were spelled the old way, but it didn’t matter. I took it. Nobody would miss it, and I fell in love with the poems. I just flipped to a random page and started reading, and it was as though the poems were a reply to something I was thinking. Now it was always in my bag, next to the notebook.

         Dad’s eyes were shut.

         ‘Dad,’ I said.

         He didn’t stir. I said it again, getting a grunt in response. He turned his head towards the back of the sofa, almost as though to protect himself from an attack. Grandma had done the same thing once when I was little. She’d been looking after me, and when Dad came to pick me up they got into an argument. Dad went into the hall, scooped up all the shoes and began to hurl them at Grandma. She didn’t budge, gritting her teeth and turning her face away. When it was time to go, I had to crawl around underneath the coffee table hunting for my shoes. Dad got impatient. One of them had ended up under the radiator. He told me off for being slow, but it was him who’d thrown it, after all.

         ‘Okay, well, it’s lunchtime.’

         I went back into the kitchen. Past the shoes in the hall.

         Mum was peeling hard-boiled eggs. There was a crackle as the shells hit the bottom of the sink. ‘Is he coming?’

         ‘Don’t know, but he’s a real ray of sunshine today.’

         ‘Tanja, he’s not feeling well! Let’s just start.’

         ‘He’s your husband,’ I said when we sat down. 30

         ‘But you’re the one who’s related to him, not me.’ Mum winked.

         ‘You married him.’

         ‘Yes, but you’ve got his genes.’

         ‘Not all of them. I’ve got some from you as well, although I’m not sure that’s any better.’

         ‘Tanja! You rascal!’

         ‘And where do I get that from?’

         We couldn’t help laughing.

         I brushed my nails across the strings of the egg slicer, making something that reminded me of Chinese music, before I pressed them down through the egg and caught the slices. They nearly always broke apart.

         ‘What’s his name, that writer from yesterday?’

         ‘Eg, you mean?’

         ‘Yeah, that’s the one. Funny name.’

         ‘It’s his middle name. Well, his pen name. It sounds a bit more interesting.’

         I tried to act casual. ‘So what’s his real name, then?’

         ‘Knud, I think. Knud Eg Nielsen.’

         I could see why he went by Eg.

         ‘What kind of books does he write?’ I took a bite of my sandwich.

         ‘Oh, it’s a type of experimental literature. Bit abstruse, really, even for grown-ups.’

         Then Dad came in. He sat down and started buttering a slice of bread.

         ‘I have an errand to run in town before we set off,’ he said.

         ‘But it’ll get dark.’ Mum looked a little annoyed.

         ‘Well, I can’t help that. I have a meeting.’

         ‘With who?’

         ‘I’m sorry, is this an interrogation?’ 31

         ‘It’s Monday tomorrow, Finn, and Tanja’s got school, so don’t make it too late, all right? Have you taken your medication?’

         ‘Yes. You don’t need to be constantly reminding me about those stupid pills.’

         Mum put her hand on Dad’s, but he pulled his away and reached for the milk.

         
             

         

         Mum looked at the half-eaten sandwich on Dad’s plate.

         ‘Have you packed your things, Tanja, so we’ll be ready to leave when he gets back? And don’t forget to make the bed so that it’s nice and tidy for next time.’

         I wondered if Dad’s meeting had long hair. ‘I won’t.’

         ‘Did you get any good shots yesterday?’

         ‘I don’t know, I haven’t developed the film yet, have I?’

         Mum was starting to relax a bit.

         ‘So where do you know that Eg guy from, anyway?’

         ‘Oh, just some happenings in the sixties. We saw quite a lot of them in those days. Even visited them once.’

         ‘Who’s them?’

         ‘Eg and his wife. Mona, her name is. Spitting image of Audrey Hepburn. Was, anyway.’

         ‘Was I there too?’

         ‘You were, but you were very little. Why?’

         ‘No reason. I was just thinking maybe I’d check out his books.’

         ‘I don’t think they’re your sort of thing.’ Mum gave my arm a little nudge. ‘You liked him, didn’t you?’

         I looked over at the window as though my eye had been caught by a bird darting past, or a fly, a withered leaf carried by the wind. ‘He was quite nice.’ I started clearing the table. ‘So what does his wife do?’ 32

         ‘She’s a teacher, I think, but I heard they got divorced.’

         ‘Do they have children?’

         Mum’s eyes grew distant. Then she said, ‘Eg’s the type of man who’s easy to fall a little bit in love with.’

         I nearly dropped my plate into the sink.

         She was staring into space. ‘Such an exciting man, thoughtful, clever, charming… that air of warmth and calm. He’s so at ease with himself. Yes, he’s a lovely man.’ I don’t think she really heard what she was saying—it was as though she’d vanished, but then she sort of came to. ‘What were you asking? Right, yes, they have children. Peter and Pernille. They must be about your age.’

         She got up, stacked the milk-coated glasses one on top of another and took them to the sink. Then she lifted the washing-up bowl out of the cupboard underneath.
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            Örkelljunga, 1980

         

         A part from the toilets, the darkroom was the only place in the whole school where you were allowed to lock the door from the inside. Maybe that was what I liked best about photography—being alone in the dark while the pictures were developing.

         Ström helped me load the film onto the reel. Just looking at the negative I could tell the picture wasn’t very good. The contrast was fine, it was sharp, well exposed, the composition was excellent, but as the image materialised in the developing fluid my stomach went cold. It was the subject. What had I imagined? Marilyn Monroe? Not that girl, at any rate, the one sloshing in the tray. Her eyes were a frightened animal’s, caught in the headlights’ beam. Her hair a shock of strange curls around a pale face, bottom lip stuck to front teeth, chin jutting like she had an underbite.

         That was supposed to be me. I stared at the photograph in the liquid. It was the ugliest picture that had ever been taken of me. Could I really send that to Eg? I looked like a child, I looked even younger than fourteen.

         I hoped the light would come to my rescue. I wanted to look like someone you could like, at least.

         The seconds passed. I fished the image out with tongs, moved it from the stop bath over to the fixing agent and let it slip into the sink under the running tap. Then I switched on the light, but that only made things worse! It was the photo Eg had taken, and 34I’d promised to send it. It never crossed my mind simply to send another one, to tell him something went wrong with the film, or not send anything at all. It was as though Eg had some special claim on that image.

         
             

         

         I sat in my room all afternoon, writing one draft after another, tearing them to shreds and dumping them into the bin. I couldn’t just put the photo in an empty envelope, I had to write a letter too.

         Hi Eg. A few minutes later I changed it to Dear Eg, then second-guessed myself and reverted back to Hi. Dear sounded a bit old-fashioned, like something from a book of poems, and Hey there was a bit too breezy.

         Should I write that I lived in an old Swedish house, red with white windows, deep in the woods? But that was boring. It felt like doing an essay for school, and I took pains to write neatly that I hoped he was well, and here was the photo… I’d like to read some of your books. Do you think I can borrow them at the library? I like writing poems and expressing my innermost thoughts and feelings. I speak Swedish at school, I learned how. I like drawing and I’m taking violin lessons. My brother Tobias had a son on Thursday, so I’m an aunt. It makes me sound like a grumpy old lady, but I’m not, I’m fourteen. My sister Marta has a son as well, his name is Felix and he’s nearly three, so I’ve actually got two nephews. Carlo is my cat, black with white paws… Then I added a few big doodles below my name so the bottom of the paper didn’t look so bare, tucked the photo into the folded sheet, licked the sticky flap and sealed the envelope. The address I’d memorised already, and next to it I drew a heart. On the other side I wrote ‘Tanja Vester’ and my own address, drawing a heart there too. On the outside of the envelope I glued a picture of a forest floor covered in windflowers, and some roses I’d cut out of a magazine. A little collage. Mum often used to do that. That’s 35how you know it’s not from the council, she said. Wish it was spring, I wrote along the edge.

         
             

         

         I rushed up to the postbox by the main road and dropped the letter in, but when I heard it hit the bottom I regretted telling him about the poems. They weren’t proper poems, after all, just thoughts, impulses, secret things I dreamed up. What if he wanted to read them?

         I lifted the flap, but I could only get a bit of my hand into the postbox. It was like a mouth clenching its teeth. Couldn’t it just spit my letter out again? Should I wait until the postbox was emptied, beg for the letter back? But what if the postman didn’t want to give it to me? Perhaps it wasn’t mine any more, because I’d let it go. Now it belonged to the recipient. Or the postal service. Or whoever a letter belongs to when it’s in transit from one person to another.

         Expressing my innermost thoughts and feelings.

         ‘Oh my God!’ I kicked hard at a roadside pile of grimy snow. A bird came flapping out of the undergrowth, cackling madly. It gave me such a shock I almost sobbed.

         I’d be better off walking deep into the forest and not coming back.

         Better off than what?

         Perhaps it would all be forgotten, everything would go on as before. He didn’t really mean it, he’d only asked for the picture to be nice. It was the sort of thing that adults did. It probably didn’t matter, any of it.

         ‘Why is my life so boring?’ I yelled into the trees.

         And a dog set to barking far away.
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         I dumped my school bag on the kitchen floor, halfway out of my jacket.

         ‘There’s a letter come for you.’ Mum nodded towards the table.

         I tore it open on the spot.

         ‘Who’s it from?’ Mum asked.

         ‘It’s from Eg!’

         His wonderful handwriting was radiant on the page, a neat ribbon threading itself through me: Sweet Tanja, today is a gorgeous day. Your flower-filled letter came and I didn’t want to open it straight away. What am I supposed to think, when you send me such a beautiful letter? I folded the page and put it back in the envelope. The blood was rushing in my ears like a conch, the same surging sea: far off, close. I stuffed the letter in my bag, dizzy. I couldn’t let Mum notice.

         ‘You know, that writer.’ I closed the bag.

         ‘I know who Eg is,’ Mum laughed. ‘And I saw it was from him, but why’s he writing to you?’

         ‘Oh, it’s just some stuff about his books.’

         ‘I don’t think they’re your sort of thing.’

         ‘It’s for school. We have to interview an author about their experience of writing, so I thought I’d ask him. We talked about books and stuff at the exhibition, don’t you remember? Or no, I think you’d gone by then.’ 37

         The words came out of their own accord, running on ahead and building something that was almost real.

         ‘Well, I’m sure Eg would be happy to help.’ She poured boiling water into the teapot. The steam fogged up her glasses. ‘Shall I make you a sandwich?’

         ‘No thanks. There’s so much to do for tomorrow, I’d better get cracking.’ I went into my bedroom, shut the door.

         I knew it! He must have been waiting for my letter—he’d written to me the very same day. I sat on the bed with the letter in my hand, my whole body trembling.

         
            15 January 1980

            Sweet Tanja,

            Today is a beautiful day. Your flower-filled letter came and I didn’t want to open it straight away. What am I supposed to think, when you send me such a beautiful letter? After what felt like weeks I opened it at last, the way an Incan priest opens a heart. I read the whole of it, then went for a walk in the woods. When I saw a deer, I realised that you will bring great joy. And when I slipped and fell head first into a snowdrift, I realised that it’s a good thing you exist. What do you say to me sending you my volume of poetry, The Faaborg Suite? Then you won’t have to borrow it from the library, you can have it from me. I’ve been thinking of you a lot since we met. Then I thought a lot about why I’ve been thinking of you. Next I started thinking about why I was thinking about thinking of you. And after all that, I thought I should feed the cat.

            What are you doing on Saturday at 12.00–12.05? 

            Big hugs and best wishes,

            Your Eg

         

         ‘Eg is the type of man who’s easy to fall a little bit in love with.’

         Now I understood what Mum had meant, and I felt the urge to run into the kitchen and tell her so. But I wanted to keep this for myself. 38

         At the end of the letter, at the very bottom: Your Eg

         I took out a piece of paper. I had to write to him at once.

         
             

         

         A day or two later, his answer came.

         
            21 January 1980

            Dearest Tanja

            This decade we have begun. On the one hand, there’s Russia’s foolish invasion of Afghanistan, and the Americans’ reaction, perhaps more terrifying still. I have no doubt it is connected to the rising price of gold and the country’s financial crisis, since only war or the threat of war can lower the American standard of living, which is necessary if the country wants to preserve its economy and status. I think I’m afraid. All I really want to do is immerse myself in Shakespeare, dream, fall madly in love. On the other hand, there’s you. Sending me gorgeous letters that tell me you write poems too. I’m about thirty years older than you, and on a Monday morning like this I feel there are threats everywhere, I’m petrified, but then your letter comes and fills me with sun.

            At 12.00–12.05 on Saturday I was walking in a forest near Lake Hald. There was a chill among the trees, and apart from the piercing rasp of the ice and the squeak of branches against each other, there was not a sound. I didn’t see a single animal. No bird, not a siskin or a seagull. I walked, wondering if you remembered me. All was still around me. It felt strange, to walk in such utter quiet. But there I was. Was I not walking there, gazing all around me? And wherever I looked, were there not blackbirds and squirrels and kingfishers and the unmistakable sounds of foxes and leaping trout? That was how I knew you were thinking of me.

            With love, 

            Your Eg
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            Frederiksberg, 2020

         

         Each letter weighs next to nothing by itself, it’s the quantity that does it.

         I haul the box awkwardly up the basement steps and set it on the living-room floor.

         There has to be a reason why this box in particular survived the downpour in the summer of 2011, when most of the basements in the area were flooded and large swathes of the city’s infrastructure were paralysed for several days. The box just so happened to be on top of an old table, and was spared direct contact with the water, which gushed down the steps in such volume and at such speed that the drain in the floor couldn’t keep up. I went down there barelegged, bailing water, trying to prevent even worse damage to the building and all the things its residents kept in their basement, my own included.

         
             

         

         I circle the box. Collecting myself, girding. It smells earthen, of mould and forgetting, but the letters have survived. Do I wish they had been lost in that great flood? It would have been a relief, perhaps, to be forced to part with a box full of sodden documents from an unfathomable past.

         I’m slipping down through time, can’t stop myself, it’s out of my control.

         It casts my spirits low, contact with what’s in that box. I must be 40wary, careful not to remember more than I can bear. If only it were my decision.

         Hundreds of letters! I won’t
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