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   //

   No one at home ever said they loved me. If I’d asked, I know they would have said yes, Mamma and Pappa, of course they loved me. Only I didn’t ask, part of the reason being that I didn’t want Pappa getting angry. And of course it was such an unquestionable thing. Like God loving mankind. It’s something you know. Why couldn’t I feel it?

   They never touched each other, caresses, there was no tenderness between them. Mamma thought Pappa was sentimental, pathetic, pitiful, and at the same time she was afraid of him, afraid to death, there’d been that business with the axe out in the fields in the snow, in the middle of the night, Pappa had been drinking home-made vodka (so Mamma said), he went mad, ran wild and jumped over the stone wall, I can see it in my mind’s eye, over the wall in one leap, in the snow, so young and strong and lithe he must have been then, Pappa, younger than M is now, thirty-three or thirty-four, but now Pappa tells me it wasn’t like that at all, he hadn’t touched a drop, and he hadn’t gone mad either, the axe part had been misunderstood, he hadn’t been going for anyone but had taken the axe with him to use as a gavel, like in court, to emphasise something, a standpoint, most likely they’d been talking politics, your father’s gone mad, he’s gone running after people with an axe, and it all ended with the vet injecting him with a sedative, it took several men to bring him down and keep him there. But the thing with the axe is such a long time ago now, Mamma was pregnant with me when it happened, and it was only the once. It wasn’t Pappa with an axe we were afraid of. We were just afraid. What was it we were so afraid of?

   It had to do with love, with the word being taken so much for granted I couldn’t feel anything. The only thing I could feel was afraid, afraid was real, the whole time. I can’t remember how it would happen, that Pappa would get angry. It just did. You could knock a glass over or be late for dinner. Your boot could have chafed your ankle while you were up on the fell, so you needed a plaster. You could get a fishing lure stuck after a cast. Perhaps you’d scribbled on the pad by the telephone. Or a school friend might come and ring the doorbell while we were having our dinner. It wasn’t these things in themselves, it was what they stood for: not being thoughtful enough, not being heedful. It wasn’t leaving the milk out, it was being that sort of person. The sort who’s negligent, thoughtless, who never pays heed. It seems like such a small thing when I write it down. But it wasn’t small, it was everything. The world was hard. Wrong was wrong. When it could have been right. Afraid was a state of being. I don’t know when it started. All I know is that I was afraid, afraid was a skin beneath my skin that couldn’t be shed.

   It’s strange to be writing this. That we were afraid. It makes me cry, I’m crying now as I write, I’m saying out loud to myself: afraid was all we were. We were afraid the whole time. Now I’m nearly fifty-three years old.

   And I ask myself – what were we supposed to have been if we hadn’t been afraid? It’s almost as if there’s something missing, something else to have been instead. That too seems strange as I write it down, but it’s what I’m thinking: if we hadn’t been scared, if being scared had suddenly stopped, what would we have been instead?

   When fear has become one’s inner layer, the part of you that’s real. If that’s then taken away: what’s left is like an enormous crater. Fear is total. Fear is water coming in everywhere, in every nook and cranny, under every bed. The girl I was, when she was ten for instance, if the fear she knew, if the reason for that fear, the most obvious reason, Pappa, hadn’t been there any more, if Pappa had died or Mamma had left him and taken me with her, would I not have been afraid any more? What would I have been then? Who am I, when I’m not afraid?

   There’s something more. There’s something that can’t be traced back to a single point – it’s not like that. It’s something else, and I don’t know what it is.

   I just didn’t understand. You can see it in the photos from when I was little. We were at the photographer’s in Vadsø when I was two, black and white, shades of grey, I’m sitting on Pappa’s knee, in a dark pleated skirt and white tights, my brother a year older on Mamma’s knee beside us. The others are smiling, but not me, I look scrutinous. It’s like I’m struggling to understand, the whole time. What are we doing? What are we doing here? I think I just didn’t get the point of anything the whole time I was growing up. Why live, if there’s no joy? If life isn’t good, if there’s no softness to it, if there’s no – love?

   And, at the same time, feeling left out. Love was something others were doing. I saw it in films and could imitate it. But it wouldn’t let me in. I had no idea how to do it, felt ashamed of myself for the same reason. I tried to hide it. It just wouldn’t happen for me.

   So when my husband, the father of our daughter, said, after twelve years, that there were other ways of living with a person, ways that were more loving, I knew he was right. I couldn’t do it. We got divorced. Because knowing never helped. I’ve known it all along. I’ve just never known what to do about it.

   Ten years ago I met L, a publisher, and with L being close to someone became something good. What do I mean by that? I mean that slowly – sometimes yes, sometimes not – I began to loosen up and accept the presence in my life of another person. He was so kind. Gentle. His soft olive skin. The way his goodness shimmered in him, the way it could be seen in his face, his eyes, his little tremble. His hand, dry and warm. He asked nothing of me that I didn’t have. He made me feel, again and again, that I was good enough, better than I often thought. That I was welcome, and that he wanted me the way I was.

   Four years it lasted, during the last two L was ill, and then he died. That’s two years ago now. A year later I met M. But even before L died, I knew I was going to write this novel. I’ve known it was there, I just never got started, I’ve waited and waited for it to open itself out to me and take me in, I’ve waited like mad for it to start happening.

  

 
  
   //

   The first thing I wrote, even before L died, was this:

   She kneels and looks down into the water. A floating jetty extends some distance, it could have been a bridge, only it stops. Where it stops is where she kneels.

   She looks down into the water, as if the water was a membrane and there was another world underneath.

   As if what’s there, in that other world, is bits of her, bits that aren’t visible to her, or to anyone.

   And so she kneels and looks down into the water, and it’s not that she’s waiting, she’s just being.

   For a couple of years, only that image. I got no further. And it’s true, she wasn’t waiting. She was being. Being there on the jetty, being that image inside me, a state of being. It’s me who’s been waiting. Going around with that image, standing on the shore, walking all the way out along the jetty behind her, sitting down next to her, trying to see what she sees. Only I’ve never been able to reach her, have seen nothing.

   And then one day it becomes possible to write:

   She has remained there. She came with Myrto who was conducting at the concert hall, only then he died.

   They’d been married just over a year, known each other five. She buried his ashes under the tree in front of the house, the one she sees from the window when she looks out. Last week his daughter told her she wanted some of his ashes too, to spread them somewhere (Papà). Judith scraped the grit aside with a trowel and there underneath lay the ashes still, as if a whole autumn of rain and a winter of snow had not passed since she buried them there, piles of snow that froze and later melted, over and over, and she tipped some of the ashes into a small container made of metal and sent them by post across the sea.

   The images are so still. Unmoving. As if they’ve simply stopped. She being is all there is. But what is she? She is this body that exists through the days. When night comes she lies down in the big bed, on the mattress that’s too soft, she turns off the light and the night is then all around her until it’s morning again.

   A short time he was with her. In the mornings when they woke, he would look at her from his pillow and his grey eyes were so soft upon her.

   Afterwards, in the beginning, she cried from the pit of her stomach, a weeping that was heavy and felt endless, that she could go in and out of, that was there with her the whole time.

   How long does the beginning last. When does the beginning melt into something else, and become a person’s days. And when do those days change, and become something else still.

   And what is there now? It’s as if she has emerged from what was dark and oppressive and hung over her, into something wide open and empty.

   It’s not possible to know more about her than this. We see what we see. She knows no more about herself.

   There are no eyes any more that see her as he saw her. That see in such a way that she could feel waves surging from a point in her middle, the heart presumably, as if her heart was a pink and opening bud agitating the surface of a bright green lake, bringing its waters into motion.

   She had never been there before, to it lasting. To the softness in her chest enduring. To it not being cut off, the goodness in his eyes, that made it happen. To it not suddenly being gone. She started to believe in it, to bend, and become without thought.

   And then it was he who was gone.

   They were picked up at the airport by the concert hall’s factotum. They had two big suitcases each, Myrto’s two red ones and hers, a black and a blue. Her hand luggage included her laptop, the old heavy one, and a few books she hadn’t been able to leave behind. There’d been no logic to her choice, she’d simply taken the ones that had stood out to her as she scanned the bookshelves back home in Milan. Besides his sheet music, Myrto had with him a collection of Chekhov’s short stories and two books in French about music and meaning, as well as the notebook in which he wrote things down in tiny handwriting. It had always bemused her how a hand that could write so small could also make so much sound happen – how his body, so soft and gentle next to hers, could contain the same man who would burst into such life in front of an orchestra. So wild he appeared then, so unfamiliar and unexplored. The way she often thought of him when he came inside her, that every thrust was him, straining for the very limits, for insecurity and frailty too, straining for where there was no longer any distance between what was inside him and what was outside, in the music. And she had her first dress with her too, the one she’d sewn in secondary school, the fabric was brown, cotton, she’d sat in the kitchen with the sewing machine on the wobbly table, the evenings grew lighter with each day and when at last she was finished she’d worn it one day at school, only it hadn’t been at all like she’d imagined, that something about her would be made visible, that the dress would open something, draw the others closer to her, instead it was the opposite that happened, it was as if they moved still further away, she saw how they tried to hide their sniggers, no one understood, and yet the dress had survived, she took it with her every time she moved somewhere new.

   In the car on their way from the airport Myrto engaged in chat with Hardy, as the driver was called, while Judith looked out of the window, and even then: the feeling of everything being too big. That she’d ended up in a world where everything was oversized, the streets were extra wide, the buildings extra tall. As if everything was so big she could see the curvature of the earth, like on a beach where the whole horizon stretches out in front of you, the way it tilts away at the edges.

   And the way she’d felt immediately that the green timber house in front of which Hardy pulled up was a place to be glad for, a home. It was a semi, theirs was on the right, two floors, red and yellow around the windows, it made her think of Pippi Longstocking. The other half, identical, was empty when they arrived, and still is now. The house belongs to the philharmonic and the concert hall. Hardy gave them the keys and wished them welcome, turned and waved as he went back to the car, and they stood a moment on the porch with their suitcases before unlocking the door and going inside.

   Myrto holds the front door open for her as she steps through into the big hallway where the first thing she notices is the staircase, its brown hemp runner secured by a polished brass rod on every stair. He follows her in and pauses, his fawn-coloured coat hanging open, his tousled hair swept back from his face as if he’s been standing in a strong wind, and he smiles, yes, he smiles at her.

   And in that image of him smiling there, in the hallway of the house in which they’re going to live, she sees glimpses of so many other moments, she sees him in the music room in Milan, where the piano was, and the keyboard with the headphones, the big iMac on the desk beside it where he wrote his music, and in those moments he is so very far inside himself, or what he is listening to, or doing, standing shaking his arms that are held out at his sides, his eyes closed, or else he’s seated at the piano and looks so small, as if the piano is enormous and he’s just a little boy sitting on the stool, stretching up to reach, his back quite straight and his nose as pointed as a bird’s beak, stretching towards the sheet music higher up.

   The way she’s closest to him when he’s not thinking that she’s there too, when he’s doing what he does and is not only immersed but consumed, it’s the intensity in him then that opens him to her, something opens to show her the place inside him that is so alive, and when he smiles at her in the hallway in the green house, she sees that place inside his smile.

   Further inside, everything is so big, the worktop in the kitchen, like the ones she’s seen in films, in the middle of the floor, The Bridges of Madison County, Meryl Streep a fifties housewife, Clint Eastwood constantly pulling up outside in his pickup, he’s a photographer and from the Midwest, from Bellingham, Minnesota, not far from where they are now, and Francesca, as Meryl’s character is called, is Italian, and now she and Myrto coming straight from Milan, as if there’s a connection, Judith thinks, standing there in the kitchen, but says nothing, simply watches Myrto as if he was Clint and she was Streep, and now it’s all about them, the two of them together, in the kitchen, where the sink stands in front of a wide bay window. Now we’re in America, she thinks as she opens the extra-wide fridge. The 2.5-litre plastic bottle of milk, the brown paper bags on the worktop with the groceries someone’s bought for them at the supermarket. The big sofa, also green, in front of the fireplace, a blanket with stars and stripes draped over the armrest.

   And there, inside the door, Myrto lifts her up in his unmuscular arms, strong enough nonetheless, and staggers the few steps to the staircase, and they laugh, she buries her nose in his white hair and sniffs in his smell, his hair, thinning now on top, revealing to her the brown flecks on the pink of his scalp, here a strand, there a strand, like stems of trees in a vast forest in which she’s running about – Myrto, she says, and pulls his head to her chest, the globe of the earth and the heavens together, and now she holds the whole world in her hands.

   And then he had to go and DIE? It’s impossible to even imagine then. No one goes around thinking about death like that, Judith tells herself afterwards, by which point she thinks about death all the time, she sees it in her own face, Hello death, she says to the wrinkles around her mouth, to the skin that sags beneath her chin, Hello there, and death is then no longer unfamiliar, death is the inside of her hand as she smooths a length of fabric that will be made into a dress that will be draped upon her body that will one day die, it too, yes, the body inside the dress will die, and this gives everything a strange lightness, Judith thinks, that this is how it is, that everything is dead too.

  

 
  
   //

   The city lies on both sides of a big river, grown together, an amalgamation of two cities, the green house at 297 Dayton Avenue in the part of the city that’s called St. Paul. The river is the Mississippi, there are lakes all around, and further away from the city is the prairie, Native American land, the signage in the city centre is in both American and Ojibwe. Minneapolis. The name apparently means the two settlements by the river, but to Judith’s mind it conjures up Heraklion, Neapolis, towns of long ago submerged now for hundreds of years under the sea, though this is the American Midwest, there’s no sea here, not anywhere.

   She knows what infatuation feels like, an effervescence. But that other thing, fondness, to love another person, is something she doesn’t know where to look for in herself. How could she have known what he meant when he said how much he was fond of her? Would it go on, would it last, would he still be there when day came round again?

   I am Judith, I live in the green house at 297 Dayton Avenue, I am Norwegian and was married in Italy, and when we came to America he died. She says the words in front of the mirror in the hallway, behind her she sees the sturdy banister of the staircase, the wood worn smooth, its grand swirl at the bottom, like a big seashell. I am fifty-two years old. I am a widow, she says, and looks into her own eyes. It makes no impression. It happened the way it happened, and everything has led to this, here, now.

   Now it’s about what isn’t here, she thinks. I am Judith, I live in the green house, I am fifty-two years old and he isn’t coming back. He won’t be coming in through the door this afternoon to rest before the evening’s performance, but when he still did they would sometimes lie on the sofa together, at each end, so they could look at each other, or they would just lie there with their eyes closed and not say anything, but sense and savour there being such fullness and such quietness, as if they were being held by something soft, as if they were lying in a little blue rowing boat that was rocking them both.

   She is surprised by her recollection, the way it’s so together, so restful and reassuring, because she knows it wasn’t like that, not then. Then it was the uncertainty, the whole time, of whether he actually wanted her. Was it real? He could meet someone else, discard her.

   Myrto was angry once. Judith wouldn’t have thought he had such anger in him. But he did.

   It was her birthday, their first after they’d met, and they’d woken up together in his family’s house by the sea, the solid house his father had purchased after Myrto had come of age, and it was where he died, Myrto’s father. It was the only night they ever spent in the house, which was designed by a well-known architect and stood high up on a hillside with vistas of the bay and the small islands off the coast, there they had woken up, and it could have been so nice, it could have been wonderful, only it wasn’t, because Myrto couldn’t stand being in that house and all he wanted was to be somewhere else, to go back home. They woke up and he didn’t mention it, she told herself it wasn’t important, but he did nothing to acknowledge it, he could have bought a little cake from the bakery on the corner when they went to get the bus to the railway station, but there was no present, no card, no nothing. It deflated her. She didn’t mention it all day, not until they got home, when they got in and took off their shoes and were home.

   She can’t remember what she said, something to the effect maybe that she found it strange that it meant so little, her birthday. That was all. But he hit the roof. His face contracted like it was made of rubber, he coiled his body and yelled, and threw something at her that skidded across the floor, she can’t remember what. He was completely distorted in front of her eyes. He was someone else, he wasn’t Myrto any more, there was something else inside him, a raging rubber beast, he was out of control, and Judith can’t remember herself being afraid, although she thinks she must have been, all she knows is that she remembers it so clearly, so vividly. And that it altered something. It was as if she realised then that he wasn’t whole and strong, the way she’d thought, but that there was something weak in him, there was a point inside him where nothing could hold, and after that day, that birthday, that point was a place she tried to avoid.

   She has avoided it in her thoughts as well, has not dwelled on his anger but has looked the other way, left it there in the edgeland and gone back to everything else, nourishing instead the softness, the mildness, the kindness, the tenderness, that vast place in his eyes from which she would never be turned away.

   Where are you? She’s standing in the hallway and sees him step towards the front door, on the other side of it, outside.

   She looks into the mirror. The big mirror, on top of a console table with curved legs. Everything is so quiet.

   He won’t be coming in again, not ever. She looks into the eyes in the mirror and says the words once more. The woman in the mirror seems not to hear. Judith looks at herself and thinks: So alone you look. If it was someone she knew, she would hold her tight and stroke her hair. But with this one in the mirror she can’t.

  

 
  
   //

   Since Judith buried his ashes under the tree, the birds have been coming there. Perhaps they did before, without her noticing. But she sees them now. She sits on the decking, the covered veranda, it’s as if the house were a great ship, a blanket over her knees, another around her shoulders – there’s a bench there, like the ones they have in parks and other public places, and she’s brought a chair out from inside to rest her legs on. She sits there now that spring has come, and watches the birds.

   She knows nothing about birds, but has dug out a booklet from the bookshelf next to the fireplace, Our Most Common Backyard Birds, a local publication, so now she uses the English names, robin, crow, sometimes cardinal or blue jay. Some others are called chickadees. And of course there are sparrows, lots of small sparrows. They’re the ones that make her think about Myrto the most, the little ones. A squirrel lives close by too, often she’ll see it dart up a tree or busying about among the branches and leaves, doing whatever it does, she has no idea, but its earnest activity makes her smile – imagine a life like that, filled by a single purpose, the body working only in accordance with that, and not a single muscle or thought, not a doubt, to pull you in any other direction or cause you to stop.

   She’s been making things, or rather not things, clothes, or not clothes exactly either, because what are clothes anyway, clothes aren’t ever just clothes, everything’s an expression of something, a choice, or is it? I write this about Judith and think of the Roma boys at the children’s home in Romania where I worked as a volunteer one summer when I was a student, just after the country opened up, the boys there had nothing of their own, no possessions of any sort, nothing that was theirs and theirs alone, save perhaps for their bodies, if they were lucky and none of the men or the older boys availed themselves, and whenever they got dressed they’d have to rummage through the pile on the floor of the laundry room to see if they could find something their size and then put it on as quickly as they could before someone else came and claimed it, a pair of trousers or whatever, and for a few days they were their trousers, until everything got washed again and they’d have to repeat the process, finding something that fitted, in the big pile on the laundry-room floor. So perhaps, like so many other things, like the Roma boys having to make do as best they could in poverty, Judith making clothes, costumes, wasn’t simply a choice, but also a question of money. Judith isn’t poor. She’s not wealthy either, but she is Norwegian and occasionally the recipient of a grant, and for periods at a time she has worked on some large-scale productions. Sometimes she worked at the opera house, in the costume department, it was how she met Myrto, when he was working in Oslo, and she continued living the same way when she went with him to Italy, she rented a workspace in a sewing workshop and had her machine there and would sit in the evenings with her lamp shining on the fabric that spilled over the table like the wake of a fishing boat trailing into the great darkness, the needle whirring without cessation, to release its trawl.

   And all the time, inside everything, underneath everything: the fear that he wasn’t really, not really committed. Committed to her. She would come home late, after working all evening, open the door, enter the living room, and he’d be sitting at one end of the sofa with a book, earphones, and he would turn his head and look up, and smile. But she, always: seconds before his eyes met hers: not knowing: not knowing if it was still there. The whole time expecting it to be gone, that soft place, no longer there for her.

   Like that place was the only thing she needed.

   Her sewing machine is in the front room on the first floor, the one above the bay window, there was an octagonal table already there when they moved in and she’s been sitting at it with an extension lead plugged into the wall. Now, thinking about her sewing machine, sewing, all she sees is Myrto in the open coffin, already diminished, in his dark suit and pink tie, pink with a pattern of yellow circles, he never wore a tie, but she knew that he too would consider the white shirt to be lacking without one, too sorry-looking, pathetic, and then all the polyester by which he was surrounded, a shiny yellow-beige hollow in which he lay as if in a canoe, the same smooth fabric she would see again when his ashes were later delivered to her, a metal container in a bag made of the same fabric, embroidered with the City of Minneapolis emblem and with drawstrings – it was pretending to be silk, only it wasn’t.

   And now it’s the birds that are shiny, Judith thinks to herself as she sits on the bench, like the tail of the blue jay, she sees one perched on a slender branch halfway up the tree, the grey-blue plumage, the tail, that will not be stilled but wags towards the light, a completely different blue, tinged with yellow verging on green, more like the sea, which anyway is its hope, that there will be something else, something more.

   One time in Milan she made him a caftan, a coat, a full-length garment in heavy, bright material with bands of different coloured fabrics running up the middle and down the back, coarse and shiny, with snatches of purple brocade. She helped him put it on, the sleeves were wide and when he held out his arms they looked like wings.

   The way everything is so big and there’s no movement anywhere. As if she’s a little girl in an over-dimensioned house surrounded by streets and trees and enormous skyscrapers, the big river rushing its course, and all around, to all sides, the endless prairie. The path leading across the lawns, and there’s such a long way to the cars and to the outside walls of the house. Space between all things.

  

 
  
   //

   Sitting at a desk in the reading room at the Deichman, the way I’d sit thirty years ago at Blindern when I was a sociology student. I remember where I was then, because of the other students, because of the sounds, I wore earplugs and would always sit at the end of a row, by the window or the wall. But now I’m sitting in the middle, at a long, high desk with tall stools to sit on, green plants on the wall, two girls sitting next to me, they’re listening to music, an earphone each inside their black hijabs, heads together, I can hear the bass and the treble. I always liked working from home the best. Now all I want is not to be there – the living room’s too quiet, the snow’s too quiet, the grey sky. I have with me my laptop and my notebook, and the book I’m reading. The important thing is not how much I get done, but being here. Sitting in the soft light of the work stations, seeing other human bodies and not being on my own any more.

   I’m in Oslo for a week, it’s my publisher’s fiftieth birthday, and nearly every night, as often as I can, I go to see Pappa in the yellow flats at the top of Kirkeveien, I go up the stairs and inside, and there are the pictures he’s painted, hanging on the walls or stacked up against them, still lifes, copies of classics, and other paintings done from photographs for practice, his children too when we were little, the brothers, one of me with the doll I had, I’m holding her in my lap, Victoria. Pappa will be eighty-seven this summer and has trouble with his oesophagus, he has good days, but then bad days, too, when he can barely breathe and coughs up mucus that he spits out into a serviette, sometimes when he coughs like that and wheezes for air it can seem like it’s the end, but that’s the way it’s been for years now and he doesn’t want us to make a fuss, so I sit down next to him on the sofa in front of the TV and pretend not to notice. His hearing isn’t impaired, but he has the sound turned up loud, it comes across as a form of respect, we’re watching the news from Ukraine, the Russian invasion, first we watch NRK, then SVT, then the BBC, we watch the images from the bombed housing blocks, people moving about below the blackened holes where the windows once were, with their suitcases and duvets, the Ukrainian president speaking from a gilded chair in his green T-shirt, It reminds me of the planes, Pappa says, when he was a small boy in Ørsta and the German bombers would come in low from behind the great Sunnmørsalpene mountain range, and he coughs and wheezes, You wouldn’t hear them coming because of the mountains, Pappa says, then all of a sudden they’d be there.
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