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         Life sometimes throws you for a loop. One moment I was mentally on my way to Germany with my lover. One phone call later, and I was a concerned family member with a bouquet of tulips in one hand and my husband’s toothbrush in a plastic bag in my work bag next to my computer. The call about my husband’s illness came in the middle of the night. I immediately sent a message to the man I considered my lover, Carl, “Illness in the family. I can’t make it.” I clutched the phone in my hand and stared at the screen, without getting a reply. I wrote again, “I would like to see you soon. Thinking about you.” Then I escaped into the realm of sleep to get away from the terrifying and mysterious reality. The next morning, there was a reply, “What a shame. Hope the family will feel better. Write to you soon. Carl.”

         I was concerned about my husband. However, the concern did not overshadow the frustration boiling inside me. The lingering excitement and anticipation that had kept me going was gone. The new black lingerie I had bought because my lover was going to be looking at me, was placed in the lowest drawer of my clothes cupboard, and I put on a pair of flat shoes to go visit my husband at the hospital. These were the rules of my life: I had an obligation to my husband, Randall. We were parents together. We were public together. We had mutual friends and knew each other’s families. Yet, we both had a lover, and we both pretended as if we didn’t know anything about the other person’s secret life.

         Randall had experienced chest pains while he was away at a seminar and it was his mistress, the skinny and efficient Katrina, who had phoned the ambulance. Now he had been transported to the Copenhagen Central Hospital. I parked my bike, walked through the glass doors, and stood there waiting for a lift. The Central Hospital might have the longest waiting times for lifts in the whole country, and it struck me that it might be on purpose. Anyone wishing to ride on them would be forced to experience a bizarre form of mindfulness to counteract the stress of the hospital staff and the anxiety and sadness of the patients and their families. Then I shook my head to get that thought out of it. Instead, I looked at one of the young men clad in white who was also waiting for the lift. “Nice arse,” I quickly thought.

         Then I shook my head again and scolded myself. “What the hell is wrong with you? You are checking out men’s arses while you are on your way to visit your husband, who might be seriously ill.”

         I knew what was wrong with me. I was trying to distract myself so that the threatening reality did not come too close. Randall’s illness might end up having a whole range of consequences. Even if he was only a little bit ill, I could still not go to Hamburg with my lover. If Randall’s illness was just a little bit serious, he would be out of work for a while, and I would be alone in caring for the kids and tending to our home. And lastly, if Randall was very ill and might end up dying, it would bring about an avalanche of misery. The kids would be devastated. I would miss Randall and I would have a guilty conscience at the same time. I hated myself for having such selfish thoughts. I simply couldn’t help it. But Randall was a comfort to me, just as I was to him. We were accessories that ensured that the other person might have a social life, a bedfellow, and someone sharing responsibility for the children.

         I ground my teeth so hard that my jaw hurt, and a slight snarl escaped from my mouth. The man clad in white turned around to look at me. He was a nurse, and his name tag told me that his name was Jacob. He smiled at me and let me enter the lift before he did. I noticed his white teeth and the necklace with the little piece of coral in a leather strap around his neck. I felt my face beginning to blush, and I looked down at the floor. “Behave,” I told myself, leaning against the rear wall of the lift. The dark stubble on Randall’s face was in contrast with his pale skin. I kissed him on the forehead, sat down on the edge of the bed, and immediately got up again to look for a vase for the tulips. We both found it difficult to look into each other’s eyes. “How are you feeling?” I asked. “I’m alright,” he said. “They’ll be releasing me soon.”

         Our conversation was staccato. He had had a blood clot in his heart while he was at a seminar with his mistress. For that reason, I had to cancel a trip to Hamburg with my lover so that I could assume the role of mother and wife. A sense of injustice was tightening around me like a jumper that was too tight, but I couldn’t tell him. Feelings were welling up inside me, filling my throat and blocking my voice. We talked about his treatment and about how I would bring his overnight bag with clothes and his laptop from work. The practical things took 45 minutes. Then I got up to go home and make dinner for the boys. I might have been imagining it, but I thought I detected relief in Randall’s face when I left. When I reached my bike, I checked the messages on my phone. The boys wanted to eat at their youth club. A co-worker wanted to talk to me about a report. My mum had heard about Randall and wanted an update. No messages from Carl.

         When I got home, my body was trembling with concern. My brain felt jittery, and I was pelted with thoughts. Randall’s illness; Carl’s hotel room in Hamburg with a double bed where I ought to be lying; my twin boys who were on a journey away from me and away from childhood. These thoughts were all poking and prickling at my brain like insects. I called my girlfriend Anne, to tell her about Randall, but I was unable to vent about my trip to Hamburg being cancelled because Carl was a secret. Anne could not understand that I was worried about anything other than Randall. She suggested that I attend yoga classes to calm down a bit.

         For that reason, I found myself at 6:30 pm surrounded by fifteen other women in soft clothes. With my eyes shut I took deep breaths through my nose and exhaled the same way, trying to avoid clenching my jaw. I followed the teacher’s instructions, stretched in the downward facing dog, and opened my hips in the butterfly. When I was on my back during the conclusive stretch, the only feeling in my body was longing. A vibrant longing. It was not even that my longing was an erotic desire aimed at Carl. It was more as if every cell in my body was hungry. The longing was an emptiness in my abdomen and my chest and my head feeling as if it were floating in the clouds. My fingers were on my hips and they could feel how the tight and sensitive skin on my lower body was tight as a sail.

         My fingertips brushed lightly over my stomach, and the slight touch lit the fire deep inside my body beneath my navel. I had the feeling that I might melt. And then I fell asleep. When I woke up, a trickle of drool was oozing down from the corner of my mouth. Around me, the other women were folding up their mats and saying goodbye. I felt groggy and confused when I stood up as the last person in the class. My tongue was sticking to the roof of my mouth, and my hair was a mess. When the boys had fallen asleep, I looked in on them, as I always did. They had both almost kicked off their covers completely, and I had to force myself not to pull up the covers and tuck them in the way I used to do when they were little.

         Underneath my own covers, I spent a long time thinking back to the two nights I had spent with Carl. One night in a hotel in Vejle, the other in a hotel in London. With the back of his index finger, he had explored every hidden indentation of my body. The cavity behind my knees, the dark valley of my armpit, the silky skin behind my ear. He kissed the very edge of the hair on the back of my neck and drew a trail from my ear down to the soft skin underneath my neck with his tongue. My heart was pounding in my chest. I got startled and sat up straight. Cold sweat was trickling down my body, and I shivered.

         The near future was an obscure haze, where I could see the outlines of people and events. But I had no idea what was going to happen to Randall, to our family, my affair, or anything else. My phone hummed, and I reached for it. The message was from Carl, “Write me when you can. I’m in Hamburg without you. Sad.” He finished with an umbrella emoji, which I couldn’t quite decipher. Perhaps it was raining in Hamburg, or perhaps the umbrella was there to let me know that his tears were falling like rain. I thought that the latter idea seemed a bit unlikely. “Alright,” I merely replied. Then I folded myself up into a little ball and hid away in the darkness. Randall was discharged from the hospital after a few days. He was prescribed medicine – beta blockers to keep his blood pressure down – and was terrified.

         His heart had not sustained any permanent damage, but he was off work for a few weeks and walked around the flat like a ghost. The blood clot had given him a fundamental sense of anxiety, and he was afraid to do anything. He refused to eat anything other than a vegetarian diet and multigrain bread, he stopped taking milk in his coffee, and phones were banned from our bedroom. The boys were made to follow the same rules, and they were furious. “What the bloody hell do our phones have to do with anything? It’s not your heart that’s sick, it’s your head!” They then slammed the door to their shared room. Even though I couldn’t see them, I was certain they were lying on their beds with their eyes fixed on their phones.
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