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         We had rung Lise to see if she wanted to come up to us. It doesn’t hurt to be nice to her you know girls, my mother said, and I nodded even though I could see my sister’s scowl.

         And it was me that had to be goody-two-shoes now when we went shopping. Holding the car door open for Mum and all that. My sister had begun to sit in the front. So she had her own door. But I had to wait till Mum flipped the driver’s seat forward to let me out on her side. And coz I’m standing there anyway, she says, I may as well hold the door open while she gets the shopping bags out. The bags were next to me, in the place where my sister used to sit.

         Lise had moved in with her family that spring. Nobody had a clue where they’d come from or why they had to move here. Maybe they needed more room, Mum said, coz they had four kids and that was a load more than most families.

         We were actually sitting on the low wall with the others when their moving van came around the corner. I had plucked a bunch of forget-me-nots from the common near us, but threw them away when my sister asked what I was doing with them. Mum had baked a cake in the big baking tray. WELCOME TO VIOLET LANE, it said on top in thick brown chocolate icing, but TO and LANE were in yellow. The yellow looked mad against the brown, and we followed them out to their garden and sat on the grass all full of daisies, after Lise’s Mum asked us if we wanted to. Then she went and got some rugs and blankets and lemonade.

         Before we headed off on our summer holidays, we let Lise in on our secret games and, probably, we should never have done that. That’s what Carsten said anyway. Afterwards. We never played them in or near front gardens, or out on the street. Only on the common, where the grass grew to our knees. All the parents and adults told us to keep away from there, coz it was somebody's property or something, though there’s never been a building there.

         But we went anyway. As soon as we could after school. Sometimes we’d take turns squatting down, closing our eyes, then seriously breathing in and out through our mouths. First twenty times really deep and slowly, then twenty really-really quick. Then jumping up fast and seriously holding our breath. You fell backwards then, into the arms of the one standing ready behind you who squeezed you really tight with their arms around you and then put their fists hard into your breast cage. Just there where your ribs meet. The place that’s hard to find in girls that have started to get breasts. But it was usually the boys who stood behind them. Then you were let slump to the ground very carefully and slowly.

         If you were lucky, you disappeared for a minute. It was a bit like dying, said Carsten, who stole smokes and sweets over at the little shop. Porno mags as well. None of us asked him how he knew.

         Sometimes nothing happened. So we just lay there looking up at the sky and cracking up laughing at the weight in our chests. Like when you’ve run too fast or for too long. But without a stitch in your side or anything, and loads better.

         When our parents got home we were back in the street. Mostly, the adults were in the backyards looking after the youngest kids. If we were playing tennis, we tied a rope to the handlebars of two standing bicycles on either side of the road to make a net. If a car came, one of the kids from the classes below us at school had to run and put the bicycles down, so the car could pass.

         Last year it was me that had to put the cycles down. And it was me that had to go home earlier in the evenings as well. But when I had my pyjamas on, I was allowed to nip out again for a bit. So I’d slip through the gap in the hedge, so the others wouldn’t see me, and down to Helle’s to get a goodnight story at her place. Even though Helle was a bit too young to be my friend, and I was too big. Because I can read myself, no problem.

         In Helle’s house they got coffee in the morning, plus toast and jam. Then coffee again in the evenings with cupcakes and biscuits. Her Mum stayed at home all day, and if she'd known what we got up to on the common she would have said something. Definitely.

         I didn’t know what she did during the winter. But in summer she’d lie on a sunbed in the garden. It had big orange and white flowers on it. Just sunbathing. She was brown by the time we got to May and black by August. And every morning she'd listen to Elvis while she made lunches and got everyone packed off good and early.

         But one morning there was no music. Elvis was dead. He was only forty-two and it was terrible. A tragedy, Helle’s Mum said, and she pulled me into a hug. She whispered that Elvis had the same birthday as me and that was how she could always remember it. And then she cried.

         She cried in the afternoon, too, when we got home from school. And then Helle ran down to the back garden shed for her Dad. He was always in there fixing something or other. But we knew very well he wouldn’t do much, coz he just sat in there on an upturned bucket drinking beer.

         It was us that found the bottles and got money back on the empties. Helle’s Dad never said a thing. We got sweets on the money from them. Down at the newspaper shop where the owner was missing two fingers. His sweets were the cheapest. They were sort of stale and hard and sat in your teeth and Mum said it was because they were ancient. Like those chocolate-covered marshmallows she’d bought once, which had stood on display somewhere for years. She told us not to buy sweets there anymore, but even though it was yukky to think the shop owner had touched all the sweets with the fingers he had left, we still went there.

         That day, when Elvis died, Helle’s Dad went up into the house to comfort her Mum. But the next time she cried, he couldn’t do that, coz he was dead as well. He’d hung himself in the shed. I wanted to ask if he’d stood on that upturned bucket to reach the loop. Carsten said they found him hanging from a noose. And also. How could you manage to kick it away yourself and you hanging there?

         But we didn’t talk about things like that. I was waiting for my Mum to ask me if I missed Helle’s Dad, seeing as it was him that read bedtime stories to us. But she never did. Then they flitted, Helle and her Mum and her little brother who was called Peter. And that’s when Lise and her family moved in. No one was sure if they really knew about the shed.

          
      

         It was me that rang Lise. She answered right away. She was really happy and said she’d love to come over, but she couldn’t budge until tomorrow.

         I put the receiver down and looked over at my sister. She turned away from me and went out into the garden and I followed her. Down behind the rabbit hutch there was a load of wooden pins. They weren’t sharp, but were quite long and had rubber foam at the end, held on by tape. I couldn’t remember what we'd used them for, but my sister lifted them and said she was going down to Carsten.

         When she came back for her tea, she told me the plan. I said I wasn’t sure if I wanted in on it, but she said not to be a total dunce. All I had to do was go down to number sixteen and she would bring the pins. The boys would do the rest. It was Carsten’s idea and he’d decided that if she started blubbering she was out.

         I didn’t like it but I knew it was just the way things were. I’d been the permanent server in rounders for the whole of last summer, while the others switched between batting and fielding. So I was always left out. coz I wasn’t on a team. And if you’re not on a team, you can’t win. You can’t even die when you’re a permanent server. At least if you die, something‘s happened.

         This year it was Lone that was the permanent server and I got on a team, even though I was the last to be picked. My hair had grown so long that it blew across my face when I ran, but it was still too short for putting up properly. And my sister was still mad that she'd been grounded and that Mum had freaked so much after I’d agreed to let Big Sis fix it.

          
      

         The day after, I went down to number sixteen and stood there. Then Lise appeared. Running down the road with her two long thick braids banging at her back. She had two packages in her hands. She handed them over to me. She had brought presents for us back from her holidays. They’d been camping near Lake Garda. Even though I hadn’t realised we'd become such good friends before the holidays, I was very pleased. I could see she was dying to show us what she'd got for us and I was dying to see them, but then my sister jumped in and started hitting Lise with those long pins, like we'd agreed. We didn’t hit hard. And not in the face. She just needed to get that this was serious and she went with us with no fuss down to the common where the worms had eaten almost all the raspberries. But the elderberries were fully ripe and hung in big clusters.

         The boys had got everything together and Carsten was already there, waiting. He didn’t normally let his little brother tag along, but he was here today. He’d been given a fiver to take part and keep his mouth shut, my sister said afterwards. They’d tied him to a chair and blindfolded him. He was sat like a statue. Everyone was in on what was going to happen. But not him. And Lise didn’t have a clue either. Needless to say.

         Carsten had a knife in his hand. He’d stolen it off his Dad who was in the civil defence forces. He’d also stolen some of those small ration packs they got for going on manoeuvres—or if it got really serious and the Russians came. He only ever shared these with the really big kids. My sister knew what they tasted like. But she wasn’t sure if Carsten’s Dad had a pistol as well, like some people said.

         We handed Lise over to the boys, and they tied her to a tree so that she was directly facing Carsten’s little brother. She dropped the holiday presents when they bound her hands behind her back. Carsten’s little brother had a pair of long trousers on. They were far too big for him. They had taped big tight bags of crushed berries and cordial in the inside legs with sheets of polystyrene against the skin to protect him.

         Carsten lifted the knife and looked at Lise. The only thing you could hear was the wind in the leaves of the weeping willow. Then a berry that fell down and hit the grass. She didn’t look like Lise anymore. She had shut her eyes, but he told her to keep them open and she’d get ten times worse if she blabbed.

         She did as he said. Both then and afterwards. And that’s the way it was for all of us. Then he turned and stuck the knife into his little brother’s leg. Rammed it into first one leg then the other, and a deep red liquid spurted out in a thick jet that could easily have been blood if you didn’t know better.

         Lise screamed and screamed and she closed her eyes again and maybe she fainted as well. She went white as a milk bottle anyway. But my sister said afterwards that you can’t faint if you’re still stood up. If you faint properly, you collapse and she was still standing against the tree trunk when we ran off from the common. I knew this coz I turned a bit and looked over my shoulder before I got round the corner.

         Before they ran off, the boys had untied the cord around Carsten’s brother’s hands and removed the blindfold. Carsten was whispering to him about what had happened, but his brother just laughed and said he would set her free when we were all gone.

         My sister went with Carsten, and I went home. I didn’t know what they did when they were alone. I was dying to find out. So I asked her. But she wouldn’t tell me and Mum said it was just what happened when children got older. They stopped telling their parents everything. And their brothers and sisters too, by the way, she added.

         My Mum was sitting in the living room, knitting. I could see this as I opened the garden gate. The bottom of the apple tree was surrounded by rotten apples and most of them were half-eaten by wasps. Nobody ever gathered them up, even though our granny said you could use fallen apples for stewed-fruit desserts and jams. But now here they were in a heap and stinking like those beer bottles we’d found in Helle’s garden. So then I began to think of her Dad and then Lise, who couldn’t be in our gang. Not a chance. And I started to cry.

         I found an apple that wasn’t rotten and went to the hutch and took the rabbit out. I buried my head in its fur as it ate the apple. And I told it everything we’d done. Then I thought of the holiday presents and started wondering what they were. I got an urge to run back and get them.

         But I just put the rabbit back in its hutch and went over to the wasp-trap my Mum had set up over the weekend. She’d taken a used pot of homemade raspberry and elderberry jam, that still had some jam in it, half filled it with water, then put the pot on a low bench near the apple tree. Most of the water had evaporated, and the jam had gone to gunge. The stiff dead wasps looked like they’d been melded into the red goo of jam. Stuck in the remnants of fruit I’d plucked on the common. Where the elderberries were hanging over Lise’s head right now, like tiny dead eyes.

         One of the wasps was still alive. Buzzing like mad. I lifted it out with one of our pins and set it carefully down on the chair. Its legs were totally stiff with sugar. I knew Mum was going to ask how we’d got on with Lise and that I couldn’t tell her a thing. The wasp tried its best to crawl off along the bench. Just before it reached the edge, I lifted my foot and trod down.

      

   


   
      
         
            Having Kittens
      

         

         It was that summer she fell for the doctors. One of them had put her youngest son’s arm back together with nails and screws and encased it in plaster of Paris. The other one checked her ears. And the last one broke the news her husband was going to die.

         She hadn’t said anything to the boys. But they talked about it anyway. They were sat out on the garden terrace and she stayed just inside. She standing there on the cold tiles listening, even though her feet were freezing.

         “Do you think he’s dead?” Tobias asked, as he looked up at the copper beech tree. The lowest branches fanned outwards from the old trunk like a stiff skirt. The leaves brushed against the ground and last summer they’d built a den inside it. They’d slept overnight there as well. But this year Kaare had lost interest, so Tobias did as well.

         The rope ladder was still hanging there. Their dad used it when his back was sore. “I’m going up to hang myself,” he said. This was always just after the exams, when he’d been sat hour after hour marking assignments, and mostly they would laugh.

         From the terrace, they could see his bare feet dangling backwards and forwards when he hung from the rope ladder. Tobias knew they looked like his own feet, and like Kaare’s. The second and third toe had grown together, but only slightly. Just enough to reveal the close family link, even though they didn’t look like each other.

         If their Dad started to give the rope ladder a real swing, they saw his face as well. He did this now, and they could see he had closed his eyes. One day last summer, he noticed they were watching him, so he took one of his hands off the ladder to wave.

         “No he’s not. No way,” Kaare said “What are you on about?”

         “Things die you know,” Tobias replied. He was thinking of their cat. It had been missing for weeks. Its fur was all shiny and it had a belly as round as a full moon when they'd gone off to the summerhouse. Their dad had agreed with the next door neighbour that he’d sort the kittens before they got eyes. If they arrived while they were away. Otherwise he’d do it himself on his return.

         Kaare looked up at his little brother. “If he was dead, he would’ve fallen down. And he’s still hanging there. Okay?”

         Tobias knew this very well. He knew very well that his dad hadn’t hung himself in the beech tree. But he couldn’t help imagining what it would be like if his Dad was dead, even though he never imagined the same thing about his Mum.

         “You stink! Move, will ya?” Kaare said.

         “No way. I was here first,” Tobias said, as he made to hit Kaare with the stick he used to scratch his skin underneath the cast.




OEBPS/images/9788728322802_cover_epub.jpg
Lotte Kirkeby






