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         The train moved in a straight line out through the Copenhagen suburbs. Scrubbed clean this morning, practically silent, with stops at all stations. With a diverted fart—as when you grab your buttocks and ease them apart—the doors slid open whenever someone took hold of the shiny, little handles and gave them a nudge.

         	Outside the windows the same atmosphere prevailed. It felt like being caught inside a soap bubble, gliding along. The advertisements on the posters between the compartments encouraged you to drink beer, Be Jolly with your Jolly Cola, fry your food in Lurpak. A few hours earlier everything had been different. I had rumbled along deep down beneath London in a dirty, noisy overcrowded tin box. Down there you had to bow your head to get in and out, and you would constantly reach for something solid. Now that was a recollection from a previous life. Now I was home again. Everything I had experienced over the last year was fading into the background, transforming into a dream full of foreign smells. Could I have fallen asleep somewhere between Hillerød and Holte and dreamt it all? That seemed the most plausible explanation for my frame of mind. Still, it was only now, after I had supposedly woken up again that I really felt like a sleepwalker.

         	There was a sound of rattling bottles a little behind me to the right, and a female voice said, ‘Cheers Inger.’

         	I half-turned in my seat and saw two women, each clutching a bottle of Carlsberg Gold. One of them looked to be in her early twenties, the other in her mid-forties. I gathered from their conversation that they were mother- and daughter-in-law. They each took a swig and dried their lips and exhaled.

         	‘Ah!’

         	A couple of seats from them sat a man of around thirty, dressed in a heavy buttoned-up overcoat. He was shorter than me, with newly washed hair and a beard. I thought he looked like one of the staff members at a school where I had once worked as a supply teacher. But it wasn’t the same man. This one stared hard at the two women. Then he raised his black umbrella and slammed it into the seat in front of him.

         	‘Kusse!’ he shouted, using the most widespread local vaginym.

         	The women laughed. ‘Looking for something?’

         	He half-rose, his fist clenched around the umbrella handle. Then he slammed it four times into the seat in front of him with double strength.

         	‘Ku-u-u-sse!’

         	‘You’re getting off at Glostrup,’ said the younger woman. ‘Bus 141 goes straight to the back entrance of Nordvang.’ This was the famous mental hospital. She looked at the older woman. ‘Am I right or am I right? Cheers, Inger.’

         	She was right. The umbrella man got off in Glostrup. The rest of us continued. I got off in Albertslund. Went down the stairs, out through the tunnel, then up again.

         	‘Long time no see,’ Leif said. ‘How may I help you?’

         	‘Two fried ones,’ I said. ‘No, make it three.’

         	‘Three fried sausages. You’re hungry.’

         	‘Yes, it’s been a long time. I’ve been away more than a year.’

         	‘Good lord,’ he said. ‘Has it been that long? So you’ve been travelling around or something?’

         	‘In a way, yes.’

         	‘I see. Out taking a look at the big world. Any buns?’

         	‘Two buns, Leif.’

         	‘You haven’t missed much. I’m fed up with people, you know. They come here and all they do is moan. If it isn’t the weather, it’s something else. If it isn’t too hot, it’s too cold. I tell them, “For God’s sake, calm down. One day you’ll get cancer or a stroke or something. Then you’ll be looking back on this and thinking, Christ, those were the days. A bit of the French stuff?’

         	‘Please. And a drop of the strong stuff too.’

         	‘Sure.’

         	‘Just a drop. And a chilled Jolly Cola. ‘

         	‘Sorry, no chilled Jollys at the moment. He’s only just been here. They’re still lukewarm.’

         	‘Then give me a lukewarm one.’

         	I received my three toasted sausages and the rolls. I washed them down with Jolly Cola. It all tasted like dust in my throat. Everything felt unreal.

         	‘Jolly,’ I whispered.

         	‘What?’

         	‘Nothing.’

         	I put my bottle back on the counter and looked to the right, out through the plexiglass window. The street streamed towards me like a river, with the railway on one side and the long, yellow prison wall on the other. It slipped under the tall bridge, made a sharp turn to the left and continued in a soft curve around the parking lot and the filling station to meet the main road at the point where the bridge began. If you were driving along that street and forgot to turn left, you would crash straight into the taxi rank. It formed a kind of lay-by off the street.

         	At the moment there were four taxis parked there. A tall and skinny bloke with long, greasy hair and stubble on his chin was about to get into the passenger seat of the taxi in front. His overweight girlfriend and their Alsatian were getting in the back.

         	If you turned your eyes somewhat to the left, you could see the flowerbed between Leif’s sausage van and the railway line. It reminded me of the thing that had tugged at me and persuaded me to come home. A book my grandfather had sent me by Martin A. Hansen. The things he wrote about earth, about ploughing the Danish soil and so on. Walking behind your horse in the twilight hour, humming a few verses from the Folk High School Songbook. It was twilight now, and there was actually a bit of soil here between Leif’s sausage van and the railway. There was some soil too between the trees on the slope leading up to the bridge over on the other side of the parking lot, but it was hiding under a thin layer of filthy sleet.

         	‘It’s strange to be home again,’ I said.

         	‘I can imagine. But welcome back anyway.’

         	‘Thanks. It’s mighty nice of you to say so, Leif.’

         	‘Steady on, old boy. No need to get all carried away.’

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         I went over to the other side of the railway station and took the bus bound for Albertslund North. Sat there bouncing down Kongsholm Avenue. The bus rolled along, slaloming between the speed bumps. On my right were rows of identical flat-roofed, one-storied atrium houses. On my left block after three-storied block of council flats, dressed in sheets of black corrugated iron. The windows in the bus were partly steamed up, so it was all shades and shadows to me. Not that it made any difference.
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          I came home to an empty house. My father and Kirsten had finally agreed to get a divorce. I knew that already. Kirsten had sent me a letter. But it surprised me that they had already moved out and put the house up for sale. So the place was empty except for my room, which contained a bed, a desk, my stereo and a couple of chairs. Also, there was my acoustic Levin guitar hanging from a hook on the wall.

         	A few days later my stuff arrived from England. A suitcase full of clothes, a beaten-up Vox Continental organ, three boxes of LPs and singles. I collected it all from the Copenhagen Central Station and had it brought home by a hired van. After I had carried the bits and pieces up into my room, it almost looked inhabited again. But the rest of the house was still empty, apart from a telephone standing on the windowsill in the living room and my piano in the corner. It was an old upright, painted blue. My mum had painted it that colour once during a period in history when a certain kind of people would paint their old pianos blue.

         	It was one of the last things she did. My dad and I pushed the piano out into the middle of the floor and shoved some old newspapers under it. Then she took over and painted it. I remember that she wore a pair of light-blue velvet slacks and a baggy old shirt stained with paint from similar projects in the past. She was barefoot. It may be the most vivid recollection I have of my mother. It was late in the summer, a few weeks before she passed away.

         	Now it was January and dreadful weather. Rain alternated with slushy snow, except for the times when a hailstorm beat on the windows. I sat in the living room on a chair I had taken down from upstairs and glared into the grey mush. The oil heater was turning itself off and on at random. I had slipped inside a sleeping bag with a blanket wrapped around it. All the same, I was freezing.

         	As I sat there an image took shape inside the mush. A silhouette viewed from behind at an angle. I had downed half a bottle of cider, which may have added to the experience.

         	The figure strolled in front of me along a pavement. It was taller than me and tough-looking. Its broad shoulders were moving up and down while its torso swayed from side to side.

         	I realised who it was. It was Alan and me on our way back to his flat in Caldervale Road. We had come out of Clapham South Station, a normal evening in the early winter of last year. Now and again the heavens would open, and we would run for shelter at the nearest shop entrance or bus shelter. I had helped him in his shop all day. Now we were hurrying back to his place, each with a fish supper wrapped in old newspaper.
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         The loudspeaker rattled, ‘No 327 to Room 213, Block B, second floor.’

         	Around the room monitor screens hung down from the low ceiling. They all showed an image of two enlarged fingers placing a numbered ticket stub under the eye of a video camera. Everywhere along the walls people sat on plastic chairs waiting for their turn. Hanging behind and above them were paintings, drawings, prints—a visiting exhibition by artists from Albertslund’s twin town in Norway. But no one looked at the pictures of the Norwegian forests and mountains. At most they glanced sideways towards the screens.

         	I went up to the counter. ‘I think there’s been a mistake,’ I said. ‘My number is only 287, way lower than the one on the screen just now. Shouldn’t you have called me in long ago?’

         	‘That’s not how it works,’ said the woman behind the counter.

         	‘Okay. So how does it work?’

         	‘You take a number and when that’s shown on the screen, it’s your turn.’

         	‘Eh … I’m not sure you’re getting my point.’

         	‘I don’t have to. If you go back to your chair and wait a little longer, it will be your turn sooner or later.’

         	‘Okay,’ I said. ‘That’s nice to know.’

         	When I returned to my chair, a bloke my own age had taken it. He had greasy, black hair and a denim vest worn over his leather jacket. A real Danish rocker, a direct descendant of our forefathers who roamed and terrorised most of what we now call Europe. I looked away and walked down a short staircase to a landing with tables and chairs. There was also a soft drinks machine and some brochures and pamphlets for the unemployed. There were plenty of offers, no cause to complain.

         	By the panorama windows a woman was kneeling beside her two young children. She whispered in their ears and pointed to some ducks swimming around on the artificial lake outside. The children were very blond, scrubbed clean, dressed in padded snowsuits and heavy Ecco boots. Along the opposite side of the lake was a long concrete platform. I thought of the scene in A Clockwork Orange, the film version, where Alex cuts his drooges with a knife and kicks them into a similar kind of lake. Behind it was the campus, a row of parallel concrete blocks next to the refuse disposal plant with its two tall chimneys.

         	I remembered what country I was in. Of course, that woman couldn’t be the mother of those children. This was a normal working day around noon. She must be their kindergarten teacher or a day-care assistant.

         	Finally, my number came up.

         	‘No 287 to Room 165 Block C first floor.’

         	My ticket was on the telly! I hurried up stairs and down corridors, past coffee machines, typewriters, people with case files under their arms. In a very small room, a woman in her forties sat behind a very small table. Name? Social security number? What’s this about?

         	‘Finding a place to live,’ I said.

         	‘So you’re living on the street?’

         	‘Well … I do have a place to live at the moment, but it belongs to my dad and his wife. They’re about to sell it and when they do, I’ll have nowhere to go.’

         	‘Where are you studying?’

         	‘I’m not studying at the moment. I’ve only just come back. I’ve been away for more than a year.’

         	‘If you’re not a student, you can’t get a campus room.’

         	‘It doesn’t have to be at a campus.’

         	She smiled. ‘It’s even harder to get in elsewhere.’

         	‘But I can’t live on the street.’

         	‘I’m just telling you how it works,’ she said. ’I’m neutral here. I don’t make the rules. If you don’t like the way things are, you have to talk to the politicians.’ She almost had a tune she could sing it to.

         	I couldn’t help laughing. ‘Sounds like I’m in a bit of a jam here.’

         	‘It sounds like you better start studying something, Thomas.’
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         After my visit to the local council, I came home to a boiler that had gone berserk. Since it was normally almost comatose, I had turned the radiators all the way up. This meant that at least the house was frost-free. But it also meant that when the boiler changed its mind and started working again, a heat storm roared through all the rooms. If it happened during the night, you woke up under your four duvets, eight bath towels and two woolly blankets, sweating like a pig. If you came home and it had happened during the day, it felt as if you stepped into a sauna.

         	I didn’t have the heart to open the windows. Instead, I took off my clothes and dumped them in a pile on the living room floor. Then I sat down to play the piano.

         	It was the first time I even touched the piano since I’d come home. A strange experience. For a start I played some random chords, a few bass lines. The kind of stuff people who play the piano like to mess around with. Then I played a piece by Debussy I learned many years ago, The Girl with the Flaxen Hair. I didn’t even know I could still remember the piece, but these things kind of settle in your fingers. If you stop thinking about it, they carry on automatically.

         	After that I played an old Danish children’s song, Poul let his Chickens fly Around in the Garden. It seemed coincidental, but suddenly my heart starts beating very fast. Now I am scared to go home to my mum, I thought several times, over and over. As far as I know, the last line in the song.

         	I let go of the piano and rested my forehead on the keys. The same images of my mother leafed past my inner eye, again and again in slow order. My mother painting the piano blue. My mother driving the car, seen from the same angle as the image of Alan—behind and a little to one side in silhouette. And particularly (perhaps it was the heat), my mother one day on the beach, with sunshine and a light breeze. She’s wearing a bikini with a stiff, pointy bra. Her short hair is black and thick, her face broad with a little, round chin. Now and again she’s wearing sunglasses, but she takes them off when she’s drawing. Nothing really happens, but if God stuck his hand out of the sky, pointed down towards us and said that everything must stay like this from now until forever, I wouldn’t object. My mother lying on the blanket, the sun above her back. Everything still.

         	It faded away, disappeared. But I slept badly that night. I even woke up in another part of the house than where I had gone to bed—in the open door of the storeroom. I don’t know what I’d dreamt immediately before this. But I know I was sweating all over and feeling an apprehension so deep that I have never known anything like it.

         	For a moment I stood and stared into the darkened room. Then I felt a hard blow against my face. It was the door slamming shut. Strange. No windows were open, and there were no burglars, at least not later on when I had recovered and checked the house. Perhaps in my drowsy condition I had grabbed hold of the handle and pulled the door towards myself. A crazy theory, I know, but what else could it be? In any case, the door was now closed—and I was wide awake.

         	The rest of the night I spent lying awake in my bed, listening out for sounds in the dark. In the morning I was feeling calmer. Still, I made sure to keep the storeroom door closed.

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         As I stood in front of the bathroom mirror, rubbing clotted bloodstains from my lips, I remembered that I had always felt peculiar about that room. I knew that before my mother’s death it had been my parents’ bedroom. But why it had changed function, and why I felt deep down that it held some special significance to me, I had no idea. There was a kind of black hole in that part of my memory.

         	Come to think of it, I had quite a few such holes. So many that I had long ago learned to live with them and not worry too much about them. Only at moments like this did I ponder the reason for them—and other related issues. It was strange that I remembered so little about my mother. I had after all been eleven years old when she died.

         	It was strange also that so few material things existed that could remind me of her. No photographs, for example. It was almost as if someone had cleansed my surroundings of anything that could remind me of my dead mother.

         	Then I remembered an old cardboard box I knew was out in one of the wardrobes in the corridor. Before my dad and Kirsten moved out of the house, they had filled it with things related to me. I dried my face with a towel and went looking for the box.

         	It turned out to be full of old school pictures, stuff like that. An orange folder from when I was about eight, with road safety tasks. I spent the morning going through it all, but at first I didn’t find anything that seemed important. In fact, I had started putting it all back again when I discovered something that was inserted at the back of the traffic folder.

         	It was a small notebook with Hans Christian Andersen’s story of the shepherdess and the chimney sweep, copied in adult handwriting. On every page there was an illustration—rather good drawings in a smooth and sensitive style. There were pictures of the table with the porcelain figures, the old Chinaman and the chest with the carved ornaments.

          
   

         
            … but in the middle of the chest a whole man was carved, it made you grin to look at him, and grin he did, you couldn’t call it laughing, he had a goat’s hind legs, little horns on his forehead and a long beard.
   

         

          
   

         Something told me I had been through this before. It wasn’t the first time I tried to dig my way back through my life this way. I felt a strong bewilderment, a curiosity, an urge to find out more about my mother, about myself. About what was hiding deep down in the bottom of the black holes of my memory. But then it was all messed up.

         	The feeling started in my stomach, forced its way up into my chest and settled in my throat. A hard pressure that grew stronger as I tried to penetrate my private mystery.

         	I finally managed to let go of it and immediately felt better.
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         The strangest things tend to bubble up from the silt of my memory. The same coincidental occurrences, again and again. Alan and me on our way back to his flat. Fish supper. January. I have been in London for a month now. We talk about us, the Kitchen Cinq.

         	‘I’ve never played in a better band,’ he says.

         	‘I think it’s good,’ I say. ‘But it’s very different and new to me. I used to be the one who took care of things in the other bands I was with. You know, the one who phones the others … “What the hell, are you still snoozing? We’re all down here waiting for you.” And so on.’

         	‘Actually, Dave has woken me up a few times like that.’

         	‘Exactly. It’s his band, right? So it’s strange for me. That’s all.’

         	Everything in the Kitchen Cinq had Dave’s name stamped on it. He carried the biggest part of the load. He wrote his own songs too. Good songs. He wasn’t a fantastic technician on the guitar, though—no great soloist. And neither was our other guitarist, Brian. But that was all right. There was at the time a widespread feeling that the world had heard enough guitar solos for a long time to come.

         	I could see from the start that it wouldn’t be demanding to play organ in Dave’s band either. With two guitarists up front, there wasn’t room for much extra filler. Sometimes it felt as if I was mainly there to make the pun work. But I was new in the group, so it was okay to hide myself a bit. I gladly took on my limited role, played my little riffs and intros. Chopped out chords. Solos were another matter. Vox Organs almost disappear into thin air when you let go of the chord. I spent several days listening to records by the Animals, learning how to play the right mixture of chords and single notes. Alan had a big record collection I could always fall back on, apart from what he kept in his shop. Still, I didn’t have many solos.

         	‘Let’s run the rest of the way,’ Alan said. ‘Before it starts pissing down again.’

         	He set off. I ran one step behind him. The pavement was narrow. If you went along side by side, you would bump into the lampposts. Alan was running slightly bent, with his collar folded up and his shoulders hunched, the wrapped-up package clutched in front of him. He looked like he had stolen it and was trying to hide it, but he just wanted to keep it dry. His cod and chips were already dripping with cooking oil, and there was no need to soak them in water as well.

         	Here and there the flagstones had cracked, and pools had gathered. Alan wore a pair of leather boots. He ploughed through it all. I had on my new suede desert boots and tried to avoid the water. Now and again it looked like he was ducking his head even further to keep it below the edge of the wall to the right of us. Alan had been a year in Belfast with the British Army, and somewhere in his brain he still saw snipers everywhere. On the other side of the wall was a council estate of some kind. Rolled up, rusty barbed wire ran in a spiral along the edge of the wall. It was enough to make my memories of cement-covered suburban Copenhagen resemble a sunny rural landscape.

         	We’re on our way up the path to the house with his flat when the foul weather breaks out again. It pours out of the sky and settles like a mushy layer on flagstones and tarmac. Alan yanks the door handle, but the door is locked. He starts rummaging around in his pocket to find the key. I squeeze myself as far as possible in under the narrow porch roof.

         	On our left, immediately inside the door, two bikes are leaning against the wall. We walk straight past them and up the staircase to the second floor. Then we enter Alan’s rented room, big and damp, with a sloping floor. No kitchen, only a sink and a small table with an electric kettle. We get by on junk food. Sometimes it feels like you’re pissing cooking oil.

         	I occupy the dusty little storeroom that is part of his tenancy. It is roughly three by four metres, and the walls are covered with shelves full of LPs. My bed is a mattress on the floor with a sleeping bag on it. Through the window is a view of chimneys and TV aerials.

         	We eat together in his room, sitting in armchairs balancing our newspaper packages on our knees. In about an hour we will leave the house and head for the practise room. Alan throws his food into his mouth, dries his fingers on his trousers and crumbles up the remains of his dinner while he swallows the final lump. A large boil on his neck glides downwards and disappears under his T-shirt. Then he gets up and snatches a towel from a wardrobe along with some creased underwear.

         	‘I’ll be downstairs,’ he says.

         	Half a floor down on the landing is a toilet and a filthy common bathtub. I go into my room and throw myself on the mattress. My mouth tastes of cooking oil. It always wears me out to work with Alan in his shop. The guy is born with a racing car in his stomach. His limbs are moving all the time, his hands flying up and down. He plays air guitar to a record or jumps up to head an invisible football. His mouth provides the sound effects, mostly shouts and booms. When someone he knows enters the shop, he runs over to them and puts his arm around their shoulders and fists them softly in the stomach.

         	‘Fucking great to see you, mate!’

         	If there’s something he doesn’t like, he holds it up in front of him and kicks it to hell. If by accident he has put on a bad record, he pulls a gun from a holster under his arm and shoots it to pieces.

         	‘Yeaaah! Next!’

         	It was cold in the storeroom. A draft came under the door and another from the window. I sensed a cold coming on, a sore throat too. It had stopped raining, but there was still a strong wind sounding like a low rumble. The hook on the outside of the window slapped against the frame.

         	I closed my eyes and flattened out.
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         ‘Damn it, no,’ my granddad said. ‘I’m not accepting that responsibility.’

         	‘It wasn’t only that book,’ I said. ‘I had grown tired of it all. So I was feeling that way already, and then that packet came from you.’

         	‘I didn’t mean you ought to move back.’

         	‘It was the things he wrote about soil,’ I said.

         	In my mind I saw myself reading on the mattress in the storeroom next to Alan’s flat. I had spent a few mornings on the book by Martin A. Hansen that my grandfather had sent me. For someone who had grown up on a concrete slab, it was remarkable how the soil of my homeland started pulling at me.

         	‘Anyway,’ my grandfather said. ‘I suppose it shows how powerful literature can be when the author is someone like Martin A.’

         	He nodded to himself, sitting across from me in his armchair with the winged headrest. I sat on the sofa with the dark-green cushions. He never turned the light on in the evening but stayed in his chair, drawing on a cigarette. It felt like a hint that it was time for me to leave. But when I made ready to go, he became embarrassed and assured me that wasn’t the case. I found these quirks had become more pronounced since I’d seen him last. He had grown much older than the one year I had been away. He walked badly, looked tired, his eyes were wet. And he was wheezing like a punctured bellows just from making his way between the kitchen and the living room. Not that it had made him cut down on his tobacco. He was still chain-smoking, and he still hadn’t discovered the advantages of having an ashtray at hand. He kept smoking without knocking off the ashes until he had to hold the cigarette almost vertical and lean his head over backwards as he held it to his lips. Only then did he suddenly look around in the twilight to find a saucer or a plate. The movement alone made the ashes drip all over his shirt and trousers. He brushed them off with his hand, and all the time he kept talking.

         	‘Børge,’ he said. ‘Now he was on to something interesting, you might say.’

         	It was the 1930s author Børge Madsen he meant. He rarely knew anything about artists belonging to the period after 1960. Those from before that time he all seemed to have known in person. At least he was on first-name terms with them.

         	‘Børge, yes, well, he got himself involved in spiritualism or something like that,’ he said. ‘But then it became too much for him. He had an unpleasant experience there as far as I know.’

         	I only knew Børge Madsen because we had read one of his novels in college, so I couldn’t really comment. My grandfather had also known the famous poet Morten Nielsen when he was a student. They had belonged to the same circle of friends and were both in the Resistance during the war, though not in the same group. ‘Morten’ had died in a shooting accident. My granddad had escaped to neutral Sweden where he joined the press unit under Danforce, a brigade of Danes in exile. After the war he had worked as a journalist for a local Copenhagen newspaper. He had now retired and since the death of my grandmother a few years ago, he had lived alone in his flat.

         	‘Then we had a mutual friend,’ he said. ‘I don’t know if the name Janus Olsen means anything to you?’

         	‘Only the name,’ I lied.

         	‘Sure,’ my granddad said. ‘But he was … how can I put it ...’

         	He drew on his cigarette. It had now reached the stage where he had to push out his lower lip to avoid the inevitable as long as possible.

         	‘In any case, he lived at the top of a water tower, believe it or not. Janus at the top of a water tower, that was a good one. I remember that when it had gone four in the morning and we’d all had a drop too much, tradition demanded you take a walk all around the railing. It was a kind of little game we always played when we were there. He was in an assassination group during the war, and later he went and killed himself. Tragic story.’

         	‘Was he a poet?’ I said.

         	‘What … Janus? Yes, he was … he wrote a bit too and so on …’

         	My granddad held his hand up in front of his face, tipping it from side to side. His hand shivered. His face was broad and wrinkled, his hair black and combed back, his teeth remarkably youthful. False, in other words.

         	‘So how will you make a living now?’ he said.

         	‘Supply teaching,’ I said. ‘For a start, anyway. I know the drill.’

         	‘But aren’t you at all happy to be home?’

         	‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘It was strange to come back to a house with no people in it.’

         	‘They never really got along, did they? Your dad and that Kirsten.’

         	‘No.’

         	‘Still, it’s a miserable thing when people split up like that and get divorced. It’s bad. It’s mainly a rather new phenomenon, but you know that.’

         	‘Yes.’

         	‘Did you say soil?’

         	‘Yes.’

         	‘Well, you can get there soon enough … And there’s plenty to go around.’

         	‘There was an atmosphere in those stories I felt I could recognise, and which I thought I was missing. And now I can’t find it. Well, it’s here with you. But outside it’s gone. At least I don’t know where it is.’

         	‘Thanks,’ my granddad said. ‘It’s nice of you to put it that way. You know you’re always welcome here.’

         	There was a brief pause.

         	‘I’m up shit creek,’ I said.

         	My granddad cleared his throat. ‘Yes, well, the thing is … I do think you look a bit pale, I must say.’

         	‘I’m freaking out because of something I can’t even figure out what is. It might go back to my mother somehow.’

         	He gave a small start, which made the ash from his cigarette drip all over his front. He brushed them off almost desperately. Then he grabbed the armrests and stood up.

         	‘Damned … the way you can never find an ashtray in this house,’ he mumbled, the cigarette back between his lips.

         	He started staggering around in the dark. I remained sitting down, feeling more and more miserable.
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         I had tried before to cycle around town as a supply teacher. The routine wasn’t exactly new to me. At seven in the morning the LEA would ring you up and tell you which school to go to that day. Then it was on your bike. When you arrived at the school, the secretary handed you a key and a timetable for the lessons you were to cover that day. If you hadn’t been there before, she also gave you a photocopy with an overview of the place.

         	Monday morning I fought my way through the different sections of the Holsager School. All around me little people were hurrying along. Bigger people moved more leisurely. The buildings were unusual in so far as they were made of wooden planks. Still, the floor covering was the same grey needle felt as in most modern public buildings. I reached the classroom of Class 9A, meaning that these students were 15-year- olds.

         	The bell had just sounded and there were about a dozen of them in the room. A group of girls sat over by the window. A couple of boys sat on the long, black table by the back wall, dangling their legs. You could see they were moped owners because they had their crash helmets placed next to them. Other students were sitting at their tables, yawning. Nearest in front of me was a boy with a face full of pimples. He picked his nose for a while and then turned around to speak to his classmate behind him. The classmate leaned over his table and let his hand drop down to one side. He opened his bag and stuck his hand into it. On my schedule it said Christ for Christianity. But the boy pulled out a maths book with an exercise book stuck between its pages.

         	Ten minutes later one of the girls by the window looked in my direction. She mumbled something to her friend, who had her back towards me. The friend turned her head and glanced at me over her shoulder. She giggled and turned back. I took a book from my bag and started reading it.

         	During the next half hour, more and more students turned up. They stepped into the room and looked around.

         	‘Is Uffe ill?’

         	In each case my reply was the same. ‘He’s meek.’

         	No one reacted to this reference to our common ancestor, Uffe the Meek. But then the question hadn’t really been aimed at me in the first place anyway. Eventually, the bell rang and I left the room.

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         In the staff room the coffee machine was gargling. Behind it hung a poster encouraging you to show solidarity with the people of Chile, currently suffering under a Fascist dictatorship.

         	‘Can a poor soul buy himself a cup of coffee around here?’ I said.

         	‘Only if you join the Coffee Club.’

         	‘I’m only a supply.’

         	‘Bad luck, mate. No degree, no coffee.’

         	This reaction didn’t surprise me. Over the last decade there had been a generational change in the school system, and the hippies had very much entered the staff-rooms. There was something odd about their much-proclaimed ‘solidarity’. It reached many far-flung corners of the globe but seemed to drop exponentially as you got closer to them in real life.

         	I went out to look for Class 5C. As far as I could gather, all the C-classes belonged in this section of the school. But I lost my way. A man with a pale-yellow calfskin bag flung over his shoulder came towards me in the corridor.

         	‘Can you help me?’ I said. ‘I’m looking for 5C.’

         	‘Follow the noise,’ he suggested.

         	I followed the noise. 5C was on the brink of a riot, but at least they noticed my presence if only for the way I dressed. Are you really a teacher? Why are you wearing a suit and a tie? Are you a Mormon? Are you getting married today? Are you going to someone’s funeral?

         	‘Is there a message from your teacher about what he wants us to do?’ I asked.

         	No reply. Over by the corner three boys seemed to be murdering a smaller boy, seven or eight years old. Two of them held him by his arms. The third one had his back turned to me. I couldn’t see what exactly he was doing, but it made the little boy scream. I went over and liberated him from the bigger boys. Then I bundled the boys from 5C into the corner, something they didn’t take kindly to.

         	‘Piss off! You have no say over us.’

         	‘I’m your teacher.’

         	‘Don’t make us laugh.’

         	‘I’m standing in for your teacher.’

         	‘We’ll knock the brains out of that little squealer.’

         	Behind me the little boy was dancing around, laughing at the three older ones standing in the corner before me. He put one hand down his trousers at the front and used the other to zip down. Then he stuck a finger out through the opening and wriggled it.

         	‘Go back to your own class,’ I told him over my shoulder.

         	The teacher I had met out in the corridor stuck his head in through the open door and looked around. For a moment I almost thought he would help me out. Over by the sink a boy was squeezing his thumb against the mouth of the tap, spraying water at some girls a few steps away from him. Two other girls were hitting each other on top of their heads with their atlases. A boy with steel-rimmed glasses was pouring worrying amounts of fish food into an aquarium.

         	The teacher caught sight of the small boy I had saved from the three psychopaths.

         	‘Kim,’ he said. ‘Come with me, you little retard.’

         	‘The bell hasn’t rung yet,’ Kim protested.

         	‘It damned well has,’ the teacher said. ‘You’re just deaf.’

         	Kim shrugged and walked in the direction of the teacher. They disappeared together, the door closing behind them.

         	‘Everyone, sit down!’ I boomed, kicking at a table for effect.

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         For the next lesson I was back with Class 9C. I had some trouble getting into the classroom. Four boys, all at least one head taller than me, were on their way out.

         	‘Where do you think you’re going?’ I asked.

         	‘Mall.’

         	‘Have you got permission?’

         	‘What you on about? We have permanent exeat, man. We’re Ninth Years.’

         	‘That only goes for break times.’

         	Somewhere up in the clouds they stared perplexed at one another.

         	‘I have to report it to Reception if you leave,’ I said. ‘That’ll be the end of your exeat.’

         	‘What’s it to you anyway?’

         	‘You’re my responsibility.’

         	‘You trying to be funny?’

         	‘In you go.’

         	They shrugged and actually went back in. I closed the door and sat down, looking at the boy at the front table.

         	‘Do you know how to get a cock that’s twenty inches long?’ I asked him.

         	He just stared at me.

         	‘You put it next to a measuring tape and cut it off at twenty.’ This I said in such a low voice he couldn’t possibly hear it all.

         	‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Can you repeat that?’

         	‘Do you know the one about Ingolf?’ I said.

         	‘That’s our Science teacher.’

         	‘Is he called Ingolf?’

         	‘Yes.’

         	‘Do you know the one about Ingolf and the lesbian Hare Krishna?’

         	His face lit up as he tilted his chair back.

         	‘Hey … hey … shut your effing gobs back there,’ he shouted with his head bent over backwards. ‘This one’s got some dirty jokes.’

         	His nearest classmates turned around and looked at me expectantly.

         	‘A man goes to see the doctor,’ I said. ‘He’s got a serious problem. It snounds like snis. Speech impediment, in other words. The doctor examines him. “It’s your penis,” he says. “It’s much too big. Jesus, man. It’s pulling down the skin from your abdomen and all the way up to your neck and your jaw. This in turn affects your speech organs, and that’s why you snuffle like that. I’m sorry, but we have to perform a transplant.”‘

         	‘You got a problem?’ said one of the girls.

         	‘Nothing compared to you if you met this guy.’

         	They stared at each other and then giggled.

         	‘Go on,’ said my friend in the first row.

         	‘Okay. The guy then gets a new er … a new penis. A week later he’s back. “It’s both good and bad news, Doc,” he says. “Now I can talk normally, but I’ve lost all my female friends. I need to have the old one back.” The doctor looks at him and shakes his head. “Tnoo nate,” he says.’

         	The class roared with laughter. Only a couple of the girls shook their heads.

         	‘Ingolf, what about Ingolf?’ said the boy in front of me.

         	‘Ingolf and the lesbian Hare Krishna?’

         	‘Yes!’

         	‘Who was chairwoman of the Coffee Club at the Holsager School?’

         	‘YES! YES!’

         	‘Uffe has called from Angel,’ I said. ‘He left a message.’

         	‘Forget Uffe. We want dirty jokes.’

         	‘You will, but only when you’ve finished this stuff he wants you to do. At the end of the lesson. And only if you promise you won’t go home and tell them to your parents. Now get this rubbish over with quickly, and we’ll have more time for jokes.’

         	They found their seats and took out their books. I leaned back in my chair. It felt like I’d had a mild electric shock. It felt like I’d finally woken up.
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