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Madame Nielsen is a novelist, artist, performer, world history enactor, composer, chanteuse – and multi-gendered. In a previous life christened as Claus Beck-Nielsen in 1963 in Tønder, Denmark, she and her ancestors are the authors of numerous literary works. A pioneer of ‘performative biographies’ and ‘Scandinavian auto-fiction’, the artist declared the death of Claus Beck-Nielsen in 2001, published Claus Beck-Nielsen (1963–2001): A Biography, followed by The Suicide Mission, reappeard in 2013 and continues to work as Madame Nielsen. Nielsen has been nominated for the Nordic Council Literature Prize three times. The Endless Summer was her international breakthrough and was a bestseller in Germany. Her work has been translated into nine languages.

Gaye Kynoch is a literary translator whose extensive portfolio spans works of theatre and fiction, plus books, essays and articles across the arts and humanities. A long-term collaborator with Madame Nielsen, Kynoch has translated a wide range of Nielsen’s work, including plays, song lyrics and prose. She approaches these translations with a musician’s ear, treating the text as a complex orchestral score – a process that allows her to navigate the intricate rhythms, literary references and philosophical motifs central to Nielsen’s prose.


Lamento: A Love Story

Madame Nielsen

Translated from the Danish

by Gaye Kynoch


Lamento


When we are laid, are laid in earth, may our wrongs create

no trouble, no trouble in thy breast;

remember us, remember us, but ah! forget our fate.

Remember us, but ah! forget our fate.


I


‘Il n’y a pas d’amour

Il n’y a pas d’amour’

yells the client to the dealer or

perhaps just to nothingness horror darkness

in the very depths of the night out

in the solitude of the cotton fields

‘There is no love

There is no love’

I heard him, grand maître of the gays and the flesh

Patrice Chéreau, he knew what

he was talking about, what he knew

about what he didn’t know he must be silent

‘Il n’y a pas d’amour

Il n’y a pas d’amour’

I heard it, bestial, down there

from the dimmed spotlight on the stage

which wasn’t a stage, but the floor of a big old factory

sprinkled with sand, an inner desert

I heard it, and I saw them dancing synchronously like

blazing puppets on strings

and I held my breath, I’m still holding it

now, more than twenty years later, I know

there exists a love that devours the soul

there exists a love, calm and slow like the mole

that never sees the light of day and is not born until

the fire some call love but which is just

obsession, lunacy, orgasm of the soul

has long since been extinguished

there exists a love that only exists

as imagining, longing, hope

there exists a love that doesn’t exist

until you pass together through the flames of love

and the desert that follows

and then the hatred, which lasts years sometimes decades

and come out on the other side in forbearance

when you no longer hope, believe or know,

only then

can you love

‘Il n’y a pas d’amour

Il n’y a pas d’amour’


We were sitting on the big rocks at the foot of the walls surrounding the Roman theatre in Orange, perhaps we’d been inside, if so I’ve forgotten, it’s more than twenty years ago; the bells in the big grey granite cathedral had just struck one or two o’clock, the town was dozing in the heat, the streets all but deserted, the shutters on the houses in the narrow lanes were closed, the hefty shopfront grilles rolled down, in the shade in front of the café lay a sleeping dog. At sunrise, five or five-thirty, we’d left the house in the little village hanging like a swallow’s nest on the mountainside, windowless and seemingly poor when viewed from the shady side towards the road, which was narrow and unwelcoming, climbing up from the valley in a sharp bend and then passing through a belt of forest into the almost bare mountains; to the other side, however, towards the south-east and the plain, which was flat and fertile and extended – with the occasional village on a rocky outcrop, a church steeple at the top, sticking up as if from a fossilised green sea – for forty kilometres right to the foot of Mont Ventoux, what looked like such unassuming grey stone houses when viewed from the north now opened up as four-storey palaces with terraces and hanging gardens, cascades of yellow forsythia, tumbling like froth down the mountainside.

The house we were staying in was one of the largest in the village, grey, gloomy, granite, four storeys, and far too big for us really; we only used the bedroom, which was also my study and was at the top, an extra fifth floor with French doors and a view across the valley, and the dining room, which was at the bottom and virtually a cavern, cold and gloomy even in the middle of the day, where he would sit deep in the semi-darkness on a white plastic chair at the end of the long darkly-varnished table, staring beyond his papers, out across the terrace and the abyss. It was meant to be a honeymoon trip, the house belonged to a wealthy old doctor from Basel in Switzerland, where neither of us had ever been or would ever go, but during our three-week stay we drifted apart with the speed of light, thought, or, more to the point, of inattentiveness. We came together just the once, in the farthest reaches of the night, the last, when the whole valley, plain and the ‘Bald Mountain’, Petrarch’s Mont Ventoux, were lit up by magnesium-white dazzling flashes of lightning, thunder rolled across the plain and rain fell with ferocity, destructive, the floodgates of heaven opened, tore boulders loose and uprooted trees, which only happens in the South and only occurs every seventh year, when the ground is at its driest and animals – birds, goats, cattle, cats, dogs, even horses – lie strewn across the landscape, carcasses with ribs and shafts of bone jutting out through their stiff skin like thorns – that’s where we conceived you.

‘There is no love

There is no love’

Late in the afternoon, we arose from our drowsy boulder, perhaps it was just a bench in the shade of the wall surrounding the theatre, walked through the slowly awakening town to the station and took the train to Paris Gare de Lyon and then the RER line to Houilles, where he had an old friend, Sabine. She was a technician at the TF1 television station and lived alone in a small apartment in a new building, and for our sake, a kind of wedding gift, she had made up a bed for herself on a mattress in the living room, letting us have the bedroom. We put down our rucksacks and each took a shower, when he came out he threw his towel – it was white, I remember – over a floor lamp that was standing in the corner next to the bed; the lamp was switched on, it was close to midnight, we had been travelling all day and were hungry; we went into the living room, which had a little kitchenette where he put some pans on the hob and started stirring, all the while chatting with her in French, I only understood the odd word, they talked about friends from back in the day, about Frank and Jean-Mari, who I was going to meet the next evening, but never did. There was a sudden smell of burning, but not from the food. I opened the door to the bedroom, it was in flames, the others came over and stood behind me, silent, gazing, intoxicated as fire and destruction intoxicate. Come, he said, took me by the hand for the last time and opened the door to the stairwell and pulled me out backwards onto the landing. We huddled together a couple of steps down, looking through the doorways into the fire, which was roaring like a huge beast; it scorched our faces and dried out our eyeballs, and she, Sabine, a steady young woman, she was only in her early thirties, her hands outstretched, incanting (it sounded like lullaby, prayer) as if in a trance, vanished into the flames, trying to salvage heirlooms, a big heavy bureau and the chest of drawers from her grandparents or great-grandparents in Normandy; soon she was just a slender flickering shadow in the flames, a small voice, now but a whimper, then she was gone.

– I love you, he whispered

 but by then it was too late.

You’re like him. I don’t understand you two. You’re nocturnal, and so fast, without any shift you’re already far ahead, weightless, jittery as a deer or a little flame dashing across the world, a silverfish, I can’t keep up, I blink and you’re already somewhere else, oh, I don’t understand how it’s possible to love someone so intensely, as if I haven’t given birth to you yet, we’re still one flesh, but with many minds of which I am just a single one; you’re a world to which I don’t have access, night, I never see it, but that’s where you live, what do you do? I wake with the sunrise, I so pine for the day, the dawn, the slow shift, the beginning of every-thing, but you two can’t bear it, you seem to fracture with the light. I’d like to help you, liberate you, forgive you, what? You are but innocence, it’s us, him and me, who ought to bear the blame. I’ve always thought night doesn’t exist in the day, it’s not even an option, only in us, we can imagine night, in broad daylight, the morning I’d given birth to you, when he lifted you up to me and I held you in my hands for the first time, something utterly unfamiliar that was still me, and looked into your eyes, which hadn’t seen anything yet, then I saw it, the night, all the darkness in the world, as the light breaks, then night, sorrow, the whole story and all the horror we have begotten, draws together in you.

All of a sudden, we’re surrounded by firefighters, and her mother and father, the window panes have been blown out by the heat pressure, there’s a crunching under our feet as we stand on the street in the early-summer night, looking upwards, the rotating amber ambulance light sweeping across our faces. Then gone, the ambulance has driven off, but we’re still standing here alongside her parents, total strangers, they have no idea who we are, where we come from, they’ve never seen us before, not me at least, we don’t know what to say or where to put ourselves with our flushed parchment faces and half-melted rucksacks. The fire-fighters are still working, even though the fire seems to have been put out; up on the third floor, two sooty caves are gaping in the red wall, fumes still seeping upwards as if from smokers’ mouths, not only the bedroom, the living room too, the apartment, her entire life has been extinguished, the early-summer night smells pungently of wet burnt-out building. What should we say? They ought to curse us, scream in our faces, put us down like animals, but they don’t say anything, just stand there alongside us, two respectable elderly Parisian citizens from Maisons-Laffitte, her in a flowery nightdress under a long dark-blue coat and cork sandals on bare feet, him fully dressed, as if ready to go to the office, shirt, jacket, trousers and shiny shoes. Then they do the worst thing possible, for which I can never forgive them. They say, he says, that we should go home with them. Come, he says, and opens the car door and we get into the backseat, two big kids with our rucksacks smelling of melted plastic on our laps. They get into the front seats, as if they were our parents, dad at the wheel, mum at his side, and drive us home.

Why hadn’t they gone with the ambulance, one of them at least? Why had he driven us home and parked under the lilacs in front of a big old detached house, with the lights still on in the kitchen, entrance hall and a room on the first floor, and ushered us indoors, showing us quietly and kindly where we could put our rucksacks and the room with the bed in which we could sleep (sleep, how were we ever going to be able to sleep again), the bathroom, the fridge, ‘in case you get hungry’ (as if he knew we hadn’t got as far as eating the vegetables and rice he’d been stirring, which had undoubtedly simmered gently as it burnt to the bottom of the pan, which had then melted on the cooker, which had exploded and, along with the rest of Sabine’s life, blown out into the darkness), while her mother phoned for a taxi, packed a little bag and went to the hospital. On her own. I can never forgive them for that.

Some mornings I’m already up at four o’clock, just before darkness starts to brighten, to catch the whole overture, the beginning of everything. I wrap myself in the bathrobe, slip into my sandals, creep out into the kitchen and heat up water to make coffee. I pour the coffee into the orange thermos jug that has accompanied me through the years and two marriages and out into the openness, take a mug in my other hand, carry it in here and sit down. No thoughts yet, I’m sheer attentiveness, I listen to the light, I don’t know where it’s coming from, but after a few hours I’m suddenly supremely tired and weightless. Then there it is, if I’m lucky, just a little fragment, a throw, a strange dynamic movement, which hasn’t yet quite found its form, it still needs adjusting, plucking open, to fall into place, but that’s just an extra gift I look forward to tackling, at least it’s there now, the movement, the throw, whatever it might be, another little turn in the grand narrative about us, it is done, and so now I can stand up and go out into the day. And, whatever it might bring, I can bear it, even your darkness, if only you let me.

During the nights in the room at her parents’ place, in the bed where she had surely slept when she was a child still living at home, we lay awake with scorching faces and eyes like dry and rough marbles, unable to weep or love or simply close them, as if the lids were stuck to the coarse globes, we lay side by side looking up at the ceiling and listening to the silence, that merciless peace in the world when the most awful has happened. I have no memory of the days, only the evening meal, ‘le dîner’, sitting at a round table in the middle of the dining room, four silent people each at their point of the compass, the white tablecloth, the white tableware, and on it not pizza picked up from the nearest petrol station or delivered to the door, but rabbit in aspic, home-cooked, which the mother had taken out of the fridge, and boiled new potatoes on the side, and a green salad before the rabbit; did we drink wine? most likely, unforgivable, but we did, white wine, chilled (but without clinking glasses, without speaking a word), we had to, so as not to start screaming.

It was only for a few days, but it’s as if it was a whole life, an extra childhood, when we weren’t simply lovers, but brother and sister too, like in a fairytale, the big house, the tranquil nights, the scent of purple and white and pink lilacs through the open window, like having stepped through the fire into a different world, enchanted; I didn’t understand what the people around me said to one another, the parents and him, too, my brother, who was to be your father, he spoke French with them, and the older sister who dropped in the next morning with her husband and said hello to us as if our presence in her parents’ house was quite natural, a given fact that one would – not from Christian charity, but from good bourgeois French manners and without the least hesitation – take home the people who had just destroyed your life and give them food, a bed, wash their dirty clothes and – for the time being – live with them. She treated me like a little sister, cold, but familiar, the way she looked me in the eye when she shook my hand, as if she knew exactly how I was feeling, as if we shared something, a secret, that the parents, the oldies, didn’t understand.

Now and then, when I get up and walk into the kitchen, I catch a glimpse of you through the half-open door, as you are when no one is looking and you’re allowed just to be, sitting on the bed in your room, bare legs crossed, rounded shoulders in a blue T-shirt, computer on your lap, and I recognise myself, toes, hands, chin and eyes, but if I can’t help myself and I stop, and you glance up, then the look on your face is his, the chaos and darkness, the ferociously despairing intelligence that lights up the world and devours you.

There is a moment I have forgotten, but can never forget, in the very depths of the flames, hell, he lets go of my hand and crawls, like a dog at first, then lies down and slides forwards like a snake, centimetre by centimetre, over the threshold, through the entrance hall, another threshold, she doesn’t see him coming, she heeds nothing other than the fire, and the things in it, all her damned things, what use are they, it’s as if the things are us, they own us, without them we are NOBODY, now he’s at her feet, under the fire, it hasn’t quite reached down there, it’s just above his hair, in the things, it consumes them, gorges itself on them, the bedspread, wallpaper, chest of drawers, bureau, the lamp standing behind the bed at the far side like a burning torch, she pays him no heed, she has her hands full of flames, they unfurl from her back like wings, dancing, it’s a party, he stretches his hand over her foot, the points of his fingertips reach the rucksack and he pulls it between her feet across the carpet, like a dead fish, a carcass, ugly and unpleasant, as only something created by humankind can be, centimetre by centimetre, still sidling, backwards now, lithely, as if he were born to this moment, this heroic deed, through the entrance hall, and then he abruptly heaves himself up onto all fours, across the second threshold out into the stairwell and down the first two steps to me; he lets the rucksack roll past us and down some more steps onto the half landing, extinguishing its flames, and he immediately, quivering, from what? heat stress? horror? eager expectation? is it delight? thrusts his hand inside, rummages around and pulls out a little stack of paper, no longer smooth and white pages, but a sort of bulging yellowish pile of parchment with ash crumbling from the edges and into the language, the manuscript he has been working on every day down there at the table in his deathly-cold cave, and which he will not lose for anything in the world.

I don’t want to, but I can’t stop seeing it, this person, at my side on the staircase, doubled up over a stack of half-charred sheets of paper he has salvaged from the flames within which she, now just a slender moaning shadow,is still drifting, while his eyes slide back and forth across the pages, he is utterly engrossed in what he has written,

‘You only kill the ones you love

everyone else is irrelevant

Why else would you kill them?’

Is this a human being, I think: yes, this is the human being I love or thought I loved, but had simply fallen madly in love with; this is the human being, he heeds none other, neither me nor her, his French friend who is still alive, right there in the fire that is booming and roaring and obscuring everything else and now her voice too, it has no sound.

I don’t know why I’m telling you this, it’s the kind of thing no one needs to know, let alone a child; what are we meant to do with that knowledge, it’s hard enough being a human as it is.

In the morning, it must have been the second or third, we drove with the sister and her husband in their car, sitting in the backseat like two kids again, but this time it’s big sister at the wheel, to the hospital in a suburb far out on the other side of the city, where we saw her for the last time. Behind glass. Through a pane of glass, looking from a little triangular room without furniture or a window to any outside, just the door we came in through, which someone had now closed, two white walls and the pane of glass. We didn’t get any closer, neither us nor her parents. The room where she was lying was airtight, sterile. She was lying on a high couch at the far side, her torso and the lower part of her body covered by a white sheet, her hands, arms and head wrapped in gauze. Like a mummy. The only things we could see, in two black cavities, were her eyes. They were open.

We stood like pillars of salt, silent. The brother-in-law couldn’t bear it; you could feel how it made him jittery, he glanced at us, he cleared his throat. Then he said something I couldn’t understand, but I could tell it wasn’t a speech or a prayer
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