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            Late Spring, 1969
   

         

         The cabin, Sunnyside, by the North Sea had been inherited by Christian and his younger sister, Bella and been kept as shared property. When Christian had been widowed, and since remarried and divorced, and Bella had been widowed at a young age, it had seemed like an excellent solution to combine their living situations. Having a maid in the almost mansion-like villa in Århus had been unavoidable. None of them had time to take care of the house. Christian was an architect, and he was high in demand, and Bella had inherited her husband’s company and chose to run it herself. People swore she would fail, but instead, she had been incredibly successful.

         Their maid, Nook, was probably the reason for the dispute that had recently started. She was such a conscientious creature, and they had been happy with her for 12 years. But now, Nook’s mom had died, and the 33-year-old maid was utterly broken. The doctor called it a ‘nervous breakdown’ and had ordained calm and kindness.

         “Fine,” Bella said for the tenth time at least, “she has to go back to Thailand where she’s from. She probably has a giant family over there who can take care of her.”

         “She and her mother left Thailand when Nook was 14. She doesn’t know anyone there anymore.”

         “She gets letters,” Bella said and drummed her fingers on the table.

         “That’s not the same as knowing,” Christian said quietly.

         “I agree with Christian,” Xenia said. She was visiting with Christian’s stepdaughter, Ingrid.

         Christian discreetly referred to Ingrid and Xenia as housemates, because they shared a cabin, but really, they were much more than that. Christian was happy to see how love shone out of them.

         “I agree too,” Ingrid said.

         “Oh, god! What’s wrong with all of you?” Bella said and stood up quickly and disappeared out of the living room.

         “Nook is a person, not a worn-out shoe,” Christian said to Ingrid and Xenia.

         He felt that they appreciated his humanity, but what he neglected to tell them was that his attitude towards this was not just a reflection of being a kind boss, but rather because he cared greatly for Nook. The entire time she had been in Villa Pac, her face had always been kind and smiling, but otherwise very bland. A few times, he saw a change in her and her features came alive and were full of variation. It fascinated him, and he wanted to keep her out of harm’s way and protect her, so the life he had seen on her face could reappear. He cared more for her than he imagined caring for a daughter, and he wanted to help her in her all-encompassing grief. He was unsure if she would let him, though.

          
   

         The following day he came home from work earlier than usual, and he found Nook in the kitchen. With puffy eyes, she was making dinner for him and Bella. He had brought doughnuts home. He knew Nook loved them, and after a bit of convincing, she sat down with him at the small table in the kitchen, had coffee and ate one of the greasy cakes.

         “Are you feeling better, Nook?” he asked when she was swallowing the last bite.

         “Yes, thank you very much, Mr Dahl,” Nook said and smiled her most bland smile.

         “Tell me about your mother,” Christian said quietly.

         Nook looked frightened at him.

         “I can’t. I can’t bear to think about her anymore.” She tried holding back the tears. “I don’t have anyone anymore.”

         “That’s not true,” Christian said. “There are people who care for you.”

         She looked up. The brown eyes were dim. Just at that moment, the door to the kitchen burst open and Bella entered in an incredibly blue pantsuit.

         “Oh for heaven’s sake, Nook. Haven’t you finished dinner yet?” She yelled after looking sharply at the kitchen table and stove.

         “I’m sorry, Mrs Eriksen,” Nook said and accidentally pushed over her half-empty cup as she stood up.

         “Get a grip!” Bella barked.

         Nook tried cleaning with her apron.

         “I’ll take care of this,” Christian said. “You can go be alone for a while.”

         He gently pushed Nook towards the door.

         “What about the food?” Bella glared from Nook to Christian.

         “I’ll fix it, Bella,” Christian said and spoke louder than usual. He closed the door after the maid.

         “It was my fault she hadn’t finished,” Christian said. “I offered her cake.”

         Bella rolled her eyes.

         “But whose fault is it, that she hasn’t vacuumed the hall properly? Or wiped down the door knocker or the mailbox in weeks?”

         “Her mom just died.”

         “Just. It’s been three months. She needs to get a grip.”

         “Don’t you have any compassion?” Christian said.

         “Not for three months. She’s an adult. And she gets paid to take care of our house, not to go around sobbing.”

         “Stop it. She’s having a nervous breakdown.”

         “Nervous breakdown! Well, if that’s true, she has to leave so we can hire someone else.” Bella’s grey eyes were like stainless steel.

         Christian immediately knew she was right.

         Nook had to leave.

          
   

         “Nook,” he said kindly, when he called her to the living room that evening, “we have to get you out of here so you can start feeling better.”

         “Oh no, Mr Dahl, I’ll try to do everything better, and I’ll stop crying,” Nook said, her lips wobbling. “Please don’t send me away? I can’t even remember how to speak Thai anymore. Please.” Tears overtook her.

         “But Nook, I don’t want to send you to Thailand,” Christian said. “I want to send you to the North Sea.”

         “North Sea? Can I find work there?” She looked up at him.

         “No, you won’t have to work. You have to rest. I want to go with you. We can stay in mine and Bella’s cabin for a few weeks. I have to do some work up there, but I’ll take time off so I can cook for you and so on. You won’t have to do anything.”

         “Will Mrs Eriksen be coming with us?” Nook asked, her face a mask.

         “No, just the two of us.”

         “But where will I be sleeping?” Nook looked down.

         “You’ll have your room, just like here.” He smiled, calmly at her. “Upstairs, while I’ll sleep downstairs.”

         Nook still looked down.

         At that moment, Bella came clacking through the hall in her high heels, fast and impatient. There was a spasm at Nook’s right eyelid.

         “Yes,” she said. “I will go if I can bring my dolls.”

         “Dolls?”

         “Yes. They’re my friends.”

         Two days later, Nook’s collection of well-dressed Barbie’s were boxed up and put in the back of the Citroën DS along with Nook’s little, plaid suitcase, Christian’s bag and the necessary things for his work.

         When they arrived at the cabin, Nook walked silently around in her socks to look at everything. The olive green bench. The glass doors between the two living rooms. She looked at the painting of Christian’s mother, her hair in a fancy up-do and wearing a white, ruffled dress. She carefully touched the curtains with the flowery patterns, the furniture with the blue-white pillows and the Swedish porcelain oven. She walked through the wide doors to the roofed porch and stood for a long time looking over the sand and the blue ocean.

         In the bathroom, she inspected the aisle with the marble top, the sink in the corner, the big ceiling shower and the string by the toilet. In the bedrooms, she looked at the cream-coloured furniture and bay windows with their domed windows. Christian watched her, but he could not figure out what she thought or felt. She reminded him of a bird that had once gotten into their old cabin, whose black eyes mirrored furniture, paintings and carpets, while it confusedly tried to exit through the closed windows. Finally, he let Nook decide which room she wanted. She chose the smallest room and placed her dolls on the windowsill.
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