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  Part One

Autumn 2024









  
  Chapter one
The Order


The coffee was ready before Hanne was. She had set the pot the night before, as she did every night, measuring the grounds into the filter with the same small brass scoop she had used for thirty years, filling the reservoir to the second line, which made exactly two cups, and pressing the timer so that at six forty-five the machine would begin its work in the dark kitchen while she was still in bed, not yet asleep but no longer trying to be, listening to the pipes and the radiators and the footsteps on the floor above. 
She got up at seven. Bathroom, face, teeth. She did not look at herself in the mirror for longer than the task required. She put on the grey wool cardigan that hung on the hook behind the bedroom door and walked down the hallway in her slippers, past the bookshelves with their spines facing her in the narrow light. She did not look at them either. She knew what was there.
In the kitchen she poured the first cup and stood at the window. The window faced the courtyard, not the harbor, and the light that came through it in the morning was reflected light, softer than what she would find in the living room later. The courtyard below was paved and bare. A bicycle was chained to the drainpipe. Someone on the floor above had put a pot of geraniums on their windowsill, red ones, and the red was the only color in the grey square of the yard. She noticed the geraniums every morning and every morning she thought the same thing, which was that geraniums were the flower of people who wanted something alive outside their window and did not want to think too carefully about what.
She drank her coffee standing. She ate a piece of dark bread with cheese, cutting it at the counter with a knife she washed immediately afterward. She wiped the counter. She rinsed the knife and set it in the rack. These were the first tasks of the day and she did them without variation because variation, at this point in her life, would have required a decision, and she had arranged her mornings so that no decisions were needed before nine.
She carried the second cup down the hallway to the living room.
The harbor was there. It was always there, visible through the three tall windows that faced west across the water, but it was different every morning, and this was the thing about the apartment that had never become ordinary in forty-eight years. She stood at the middle window and looked. The water was dark, not yet touched by the sun, which at this time of year came late and from a low angle and would not reach the surface of the Inderhavn for another hour. A harbor bus was crossing from the far side, its lights on. Beyond the water, the colored facades of Nyhavn were still in shadow. A crane was working somewhere near the Playhouse, its arm moving slowly against the sky.
She sat down in the chair by the window. It was a low chair with a worn linen cover that she had reupholstered once, fifteen years ago, and would not reupholster again. The chair had been in this position, angled toward the middle window, for as long as she had lived here. Mikkel’s chair had been the other one, against the inner wall, closer to the music room. His chair was still there. No one sat in it. She had not moved it and she had not covered it, and visitors who came to the apartment, which meant Bodil on Thursdays and occasionally Erik’s delivery person with the books, understood without being told that the chair was not available.
She opened the book on the side table. It was a new translation of Mandelstam’s late poems, published in London three months ago, sent to her by a former colleague who thought she would want to see it. She had been reading it for four days, slowly, with a pencil in her hand, making small marks in the margins. The translation was competent. The translator, a younger woman whose earlier work Hanne had read and respected, had a good ear for Mandelstam’s rhythms but had made choices in several of the Voronezh poems that Hanne found difficult to forgive. There was a particular poem, the one that began I am still far from a patriarch, where the translator had smoothed a line that Mandelstam had left deliberately rough, and the smoothing had cost the line its strangeness. Hanne had written in the margin, in her small precise hand: he meant it to catch.
She read for an hour. The light changed across the room as she read, the sun finding the water and then the windows and then the floor near her feet. She did not notice the change except as a kind of warmth arriving. At eight forty-five she put the pencil down and closed the book and sat for a moment looking at the harbor, which was now bright and busy with morning traffic.
At nine she went to the kitchen and called the bookshop.
Erik answered on the third ring. She could hear the shop behind him, the particular quiet of a bookshop before customers have arrived, and she could picture him at the counter with the phone to his ear and his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead, which is where they lived when he was not using them.
“Hanne,” he said. He always said her name when she called, as though confirming a fact.
“Good morning, Erik. I have an order.”
“Go ahead.”
She read the list from a piece of paper she had written out the night before in the same small hand. Seven books. Two were new publications she had seen reviewed: a Finnish novel in Danish translation and a collection of essays on Brodsky by an American scholar. Three were replacements for books she had lent out over the years and never gotten back, which happened when you lent books to people who loved them, which was the only kind of person worth lending to. One was a novel by Jenny Erpenbeck that she had read about in a German newspaper and wanted to read in the original. The last was a copy of Grossman’s Everything Flows in the English translation, which she had owned once and given away and now wanted again for reasons she did not explain to Erik and that she had not fully explained to herself.
Erik read the list back. He would have two of them in stock. The others he could order and have within the week. Did she want the usual delivery?
“Yes. Whenever they’re ready. There’s no hurry.”
“Sofie will bring them. The new girl.”
“Fine.”
A pause. Erik’s pauses were part of his conversation. He used them the way a musician uses rests, to let the previous phrase settle before the next one began. Hanne had known him long enough to wait.
“How are you, Hanne?”
“I’m well. How is the shop?”
“Still here.” This was his standard answer and had been for twenty years, offered with the same dry inflection each time, meaning both that the shop continued to exist against the odds and that he was not going to discuss it further.
They said goodbye. Hanne put the phone down and stood in the kitchen for a moment. The geraniums were still there on the windowsill above. She washed her coffee cup and dried it and put it back in the cupboard, in the same spot where it had stood for longer than she cared to calculate. There were four cups in the cupboard. She used one. The others were for guests, and the guests, these days, were Bodil on Thursdays and no one else on any other day, and Bodil brought her own tea.
She went back down the hallway and into the music room. Her desk was against the far wall, facing into the room. Behind her, across the room, the piano sat with its lid closed, the wood dark with age, a thin layer of dust along the music rack that she wiped once a week and that returned within days. She did not play. She had never played. The piano had been Mikkel’s father’s before it was Mikkel’s, and it was Mikkel’s still, because some objects do not change ownership when their owner dies. They simply wait.
On the desk were her working papers: a Russian text, her draft translation, a dictionary she rarely needed anymore but kept open as a habit, and a small notebook with a black cover. She sat down. The courtyard window was to her left, the harbor window behind her. The morning light from the courtyard fell across the desk at an angle she had known for thirty years, and she placed her hands flat on the surface of the wood, which was her mother’s desk, which had been in her mother’s apartment in a different part of the city, which had come here after her mother died and had been her working surface ever since.
She picked up the pencil and began.
The poem she was working on was a late Tsvetaeva, written in Paris in 1934, seven years before Tsvetaeva hanged herself in evacuation in Yelabuga. It was not a poem Hanne had been asked to translate. No one had asked her to translate anything in two years. The poem was for herself, because there were certain poems she had carried for decades without translating, and she had begun to feel, without naming the feeling precisely, that she should not carry them much longer without setting them down in her own English.
She worked for two hours. The work was slow, as it always was, as it should be. She moved between the Russian and her draft, reading a line aloud in the original and then reading her version and listening to the difference. The difference was always there. It was the translator’s permanent companion, the gap between what the poem was and what the translation could be, and the work was not to close the gap, because it could not be closed, but to make the gap as small and as honest as possible.
At eleven she stopped. She put the pencil down. She looked at what she had done, three lines revised, and she was not sure the revision was better than what she had started with, which was where she arrived most days, and which she had learned, across fifty years, to tolerate. Tolerate was not the right word. She had learned to live beside it, the way she lived beside the harbor, attending to its changes without expecting it to resolve into something fixed.
She stood and went to the harbor window in the living room. The morning was bright now, the water catching the light, a few small boats out. She opened the window an inch and the air that came in was cool and smelled of salt and of the particular mineral smell that Copenhagen harbor has in September, when the summer is leaving the water and the water is turning back toward what it will be in winter.
She stood there for some time.
Behind her, in the music room, the piano waited, and the desk waited, and the poem in its two languages waited. In the hallway, the books on their shelves stood closed, thousands of pages, decades of reading, the accumulated life of a woman who had spent her years attending to other people’s words and making them, as well as she could, into her own.
She closed the window. She went to the kitchen. She began to make lunch.






  
  Chapter two
The Delivery


The buzzer ground its flat mechanical note through the apartment while Hanne was in the living room with the Mandelstam. She was not expecting anyone. Erik had said within the week, and it had been five days, which for Erik was prompt. She put the book facedown on the arm of the chair and went to the hall. 
She pressed the intercom. “Yes?”
“Delivery from Thomsen and Sonner.” A young woman’s voice, slightly out of breath from the stairs or from the street or from both.
Hanne buzzed her in and opened the apartment door and stood in the frame, listening to the footsteps on the stone stairs. Three flights. The building had no elevator and never would. The footsteps were quick and even, the footsteps of someone for whom three flights were not a fact that needed to be considered.
The girl came around the last turn of the banister with a canvas bag held against her side, one hand under the bottom. She was tall, or tallish, with light brown hair pulled back from her face and a wool coat that was not quite heavy enough for the day. The coat had been heavy enough a week ago. October was doing what October does in Copenhagen, pulling the temperature down a degree at a time so that the coat you bought in September was wrong by the middle of the month.
“From Erik,” the girl said. She held out the bag with both hands.
“You’re Sofie.”
“Yes.”
Hanne took the bag. It had weight. More than two books. She looked at the girl, who was standing on the landing with her hands now empty at her sides, and who was looking past Hanne into the hallway. At the books. Hanne knew the look. She had seen it in students and in younger colleagues and in anyone who came to the door of this apartment for the first time and caught sight of what was on the walls. The hallway was narrow, and the shelves ran floor to ceiling on both sides, and the effect, if you were not expecting it, was of entering a passage lined with something older and denser than the ordinary walls of an apartment.
Sofie’s eyes moved along the spines. She did not say anything. She did not say what most people said, which was some version of You must love reading or Have you read all of them? Both questions were useless and Hanne had stopped answering them years ago. The girl said nothing. She looked, and then she looked at Hanne, and her face had a quality that Hanne would not have been able to name if someone had asked her, but which she recognized the way she recognized a word in Russian that had no exact English equivalent: by the space it made.
“Thank you,” Hanne said. “Tell Erik I’ll call when I’m ready for the others.”
“He said to tell you the Erpenbeck is the original German, not the translation. He wanted to make sure.”
“Good.”
Sofie turned and went down the stairs. The heavy door at the bottom opened and closed. Hanne stood in the doorway for a moment with the bag in her hands. From somewhere in the courtyard below, a bicycle bell rang twice, the sound small and bright in the cold air.
She carried the bag to the living room and set it on the low table. Three books. Erik had found one more than the two he had promised. She took them out one at a time and laid them on the table.
The Finnish novel in Danish translation. A blue cover, the clean spare design of a Scandinavian press that took itself seriously. She did not know the author. The review she had read in Politiken had praised the prose, and the reviewer had been a woman whose judgment Hanne had trusted for fifteen years, which was the only form of book recommendation she considered reliable.
The Brodsky essays. American, a university press, the cover austere. She turned it over and read the back. The scholar was young, Harvard-affiliated, had published on Brodsky and Mandelstam in several journals Hanne knew. She opened it to the table of contents and ran her finger down the chapter titles and stopped at one: “Brodsky in English: The Problem of Self-Translation.” She turned to the first page of that chapter and read the opening paragraph and closed the book. The prose was adequate. She would read it properly later.
The Erpenbeck, in the original German. She held it for a moment without opening it. She had read Erpenbeck in English and in Danish, both good translations, and she had felt, in the way a translator feels such things, that something was standing behind the translated sentences that she could not quite see. Not a failure of the translators. A quality of the German itself, something in Erpenbeck’s rhythm that could be carried across but not fully brought. She opened to the first page and read the first paragraph aloud, softly, in the empty room. The German was exact and plain and had an undertow she had suspected was there.
She set the book down and looked at the table. Three of the seven. The other four were coming. The Grossman was not among them, and she had not expected it to be. It was out of print in the edition she wanted, the edition she had owned and given to a student in Aarhus twelve years ago, a young man who had been writing his thesis on Soviet literature and who had needed it more than she did at the time. She did not regret giving it away. She regretted wanting it back, which was different.
She went to the kitchen and poured a glass of water and stood at the courtyard window. The afternoon was clouding. The geraniums on the sill above were still red, but the grey behind them made the red look different, more insistent, a last argument against the season. She drank the water and set the glass by the sink.
She came back to the living room and sat in her chair and picked up the Mandelstam translation where she had left it. But she did not read. She looked at the three new books on the table, and the two she had been reading already, and she thought about the girl on the landing who had looked at the bookshelves and said nothing.
It was a particular quality, saying nothing when most people spoke. Hanne did not make too much of it. The girl might have been shy, or tired, or in a hurry to finish her deliveries. But there was a difference between a person who said nothing because they had nothing to say and a person who said nothing because what they saw had made them want to look more carefully before speaking. Hanne had spent fifty years with texts written in one language and the space they made when moved into another, and she had learned to read the difference.
She opened the Mandelstam and found the poem she had been working through that morning, the one about the patriarch, and she read the translator’s version again. The line was still smooth where it should have caught. She picked up her pencil.
Outside, the October light was going. The water in the harbor had lost its brightness and was turning the color it would be for the next five months, a grey that was not quite grey, that had blue in it and sometimes green, and that changed with the clouds and the wind and the time of day in a way that no word for it was ever right for long.






  
  Chapter three
The Apartment


Hanne had lived in the apartment for forty-eight years, and she knew it the way a reader knows a book read many times: not by remembering every passage but by knowing where each passage was, so that any sentence could be found without searching. 
The hallway ran from the front door to the living room, straight and narrow, with the kitchen to the right and the bookshelves on both walls. The shelves had been built by a carpenter Mikkel had found in 1979, a man from Bornholm who worked in dark oak and who had come to the apartment three times to measure and once to install and who had never sent a bill. Mikkel had gone to his workshop the following week and paid him in cash and brought home a small wooden box the carpenter had given him, made from the same oak, which sat now on the shelf in the bedroom and held nothing.
The shelves held Russian poetry on the upper reaches, where Hanne needed the small stepladder to reach them, though she rarely needed to reach them because she knew their contents from memory. The middle shelves held poetry in other languages: English, German, French, Swedish, Danish. The lower shelves held fiction, prose, the novels and stories she had read across five decades. There was a logic to the arrangement but it was not alphabetical and not chronological. It was the logic of a mind that had placed each book where it belonged in relation to the books beside it, so that Tsvetaeva stood next to Akhmatova and Akhmatova next to Mandelstam, which was how they had stood in Russian literature and in Hanne’s understanding of it, and below them Brodsky, who came after and carried them forward. On another shelf, Sebald was next to Grossman, because both had written about what remains after what has been destroyed, and next to them Primo Levi, and next to Levi, Borowski, and the shelf carried a weight that had nothing to do with the weight of paper.
She did not rearrange. She had not rearranged in twenty years. When a new book arrived, she found its place, and the place was always clear to her, and she put it there. When she lent a book and did not get it back, the gap stayed for a time, a small absence on the shelf, and then she either replaced it or let the neighboring books shift to close the space, which they did on their own over the months, slowly, the way books do on a shelf when no one is watching.
The remaining four books from Erik’s order had arrived that morning. Not Sofie this time. A man she did not know had rung the buzzer and handed her the package and left without conversation. She had taken the box to the living room and opened it on the table.
The three replacements were there: a Berger, the Szymborska, the Calvino. She held each one and checked the edition and the condition and set it aside. They were clean copies, not new, which meant Erik had found them secondhand, which she preferred. A book that had been read once by someone else came to you with a kind of openness. Its spine gave.
The Grossman was there too. She had not expected it so soon. It was the English translation, the Chandler, the edition with the blue cover that she had owned and given away. She held it and did not open it. She would read it later, or she would not. She had read it three times already in her life, once in the original Russian when she was young and the book was new, once in the English when the Chandler translation came out, and once more in the English after Mikkel died. Each reading had been a different book because she had been a different reader, and she was not sure who she would be this time, or whether she wanted to find out.
She put the Grossman on the side table by her chair, where it would wait.
The rest of the morning she spent at her desk in the music room. The Tsvetaeva was still there, the poem she had been working on for weeks, three stanzas in Russian on the left page of her notebook and her draft in English on the right, the draft crossed out and rewritten and crossed out again. The poem was about leaving. Tsvetaeva had written it in Paris in a rented room, with her family around her and Russia behind her and the return to Russia ahead of her, though she did not know yet what the return would cost. The poem did not say any of this. It said something about a table and a window and the light on a wall, and everything else was underneath, and Hanne’s work was to build the translation so that the reader could feel what was underneath without seeing it.
She read her latest draft of the second stanza aloud. The words were right, or close to right, but the rhythm was wrong. The Russian had a falling cadence at the end of the second line, a catch that the English did not have because English does not fall the way Russian falls. She tried three variations, writing each one below the last, reading each one aloud, listening. The room was warm. The piano behind her reflected the light from the courtyard window, the wood going from dark to a dull amber when the sun was in the right position.
At noon she stopped and went to the kitchen and ate bread and cheese and an apple, standing at the counter. She washed the plate. She wiped the counter. She stood at the courtyard window and looked at the geraniums. They were fading. They would not survive the first frost, which would come within the month, and whoever had put them there would take them in or let them die, and in either case the windowsill would be bare until spring.
She went to the bedroom after lunch. The room was sparse: the bed against the inner wall, the reading lamp, the bedside table with its stack of books. Two windows faced the harbor, the curtains half drawn. She did not nap. She had never been able to nap, not even as a child, when the afternoon rest had been an hour of lying still in bed listening to her mother sing somewhere in the apartment, songs in Danish and in Russian that moved through the rooms the way light moved, arriving without announcement.
She sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the photograph on the far wall.
Mikkel at forty. Concert dress, the violin held loosely in his right hand, his body turned slightly away from the camera, looking at something to the left of the frame that she had never been able to identify. His face was in profile, or nearly, the jaw sharp, the hair dark, the expression neither smiling nor solemn. He looked like a man between two pieces of music, resting. She had looked at this photograph nearly every day for more than thirty years, and it had not become the face she saw when she thought of Mikkel. When she thought of Mikkel she saw him at the kitchen table in the morning with his coffee and the newspaper, his reading glasses on, his hair uncombed, saying nothing because Mikkel in the morning said nothing until he had finished the newspaper, which was a habit she had found annoying for the first ten years and necessary for the next thirty.
Next to his photograph, smaller, in a wooden frame: Ellen. Anders’s mother, Mikkel’s first wife. The photograph was Mikkel’s. He had kept it on the piano when he was alive, and after he died Hanne had moved it to the wall beside his own picture, because the two photographs belonged together and because Ellen had been a part of Mikkel’s life that Hanne had never tried to erase. She did not know what Ellen’s face had looked like in life. She knew it only from the photograph, a woman in her late twenties, dark-haired, caught mid-laugh. Anders had his mother’s mouth.
She left the bedroom and went back down the hallway. The afternoon light was coming through the living room windows at the angle it reached in mid-October, lower than September, more gold than white, falling deeper into the room so that it touched the inner wall and the spines of the books there and the arm of Mikkel’s empty chair. She stood in the doorway and looked.
She went to the shelves and placed the four new books. The Berger on the lower shelf, between a Duras and a Handke. The Szymborska on the middle shelf, beside the Milosz, where the previous copy had been. The Calvino next to the Borges, which was where Calvino belonged, on the shelf of writers who understood that a story could be a structure and still be alive. She held each book for a moment before placing it, pressing the spine gently with her thumb, a small gesture she had been making for decades without thinking about it, the way a person touches the frame of a door when entering a room they know.
The Grossman she did not shelve. She left it on the side table.
The apartment held everything she had. Not the things she owned, which were few, but the things she had accumulated by living: the books, the desk, the piano, the photographs, the letters in the storage room that she had not opened in years, the small notebook on her desk in the music room that she wrote in some evenings and that no one else had read. The walls held the sounds of forty-eight years, Mikkel’s violin practiced in the morning, the particular creak the floorboards made near the kitchen door, the harbor wind against the windows in winter, the quiet of the mornings after he died when the quiet was no longer a pause but a condition.
She went to the chair by the middle window and sat down. The harbor was gold with the afternoon light. A tour boat was passing, the passengers on the upper deck in their coats, and she could hear, faintly, the guide’s voice carried across the water







