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            Often I am happy and yet I want to cry;

            For no heart fully shares my joy.

            Often I am sorrowful yet have to laugh,

            That no one shall my fearful tear behold.

         

         
            —B. S. INGEMANN

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         NOW YOUR HUSBAND is also dead, Anna. Your husband, our husband. I would have liked him to lie next to you, but you have neighbors, a lawyer and a lady who was buried a couple of years ago. The lawyer had been around for a long time when you joined them. I found a vacant plot for Georg on the next row; the back of his stone is visible from your grave. I opted for limestone, although the stonemason said it wouldn’t be weatherproof. So what? I don’t like granite. The twins would have liked granite—on this point they agreed for once. Granite is too heavy, and our Georg had been complaining about this weight on his chest. We should have taken it more seriously, but he shrugged it off. At first he moaned, and when you wanted to share his concern you were brushed aside. Georg was like that.

         He collapsed in the shower. I knew right away that something was wrong, or only now I think I knew it. He groaned and it felt anomalous to maneuver his heavy, wet body. He was still conscious as I got him to bed. When the ambulance came, it was all over. He looked like himself, older but still nice enough. His belly was less protruding when he was lying on his back. You never saw him that way, but seventy-eight is nothing, really, don’t you agree? Or seventy, for that matter. It could have been you who found him on the tiles under the jet of hot water. Normally, it would have been you. Can you say that? He always stayed out there for so long. He might easily have remained standing if his coronary artery had not burst. It could have been your life continuing just like that. Where would I have been, in your life? Where would I have been in mine? I caressed him as we were waiting for the ambulance to come, but I don’t know if he felt anything. At some point as I sat with him, there was no longer anything to feel. I realized it later. He could not feel my touch, as if I were the one who was suddenly absent. His absence felt like a lump growing inside me, making me suffocate. I never felt so alone. One is used to reality responding or just resounding with whatever one thinks or feels. Death shuts up the living; the real is our enemy in the long run.

         The day after the funeral, I biked to the cemetery again. I took a couple of the sprays and put them in front of your headstone. Otherwise, I have brought you flowers only when it was your birthday. The first years I came quite often, mostly alone. Georg didn’t like to come along, and in the end I’d stopped telling him that I had been at your grave. At that time, it had been ages since I’d stopped asking him why he wouldn’t come. I don’t think he ever forgave you completely, but even that he probably wouldn’t have wanted to admit, had I asked him. I might have construed his answer in the sense that I had not been fully capable of filling your place. He was so considerate, and I think he had come to be really fond of me. The years passed, mind you, and in the end we belonged together, simply because we lived side by side. We underestimate the power of habit while we’re young, and we underestimate the grace of it. Strange word, but there it is.

         For me it was never a question of forgiveness once you were gone. It doesn’t make sense to stand there forgiving or not forgiving a stone, be it limestone or granite. Your life, any life, is reduced to a handful of facts when it ends. It was. This and that happened, and we can make of it what we like. You went to bed with your best friend’s husband and allowed him to drag you to your death. Of course, none of you had counted on that. To begin with, I asked myself what you had expected. Would you have suggested that we simply swap? Those things happen.

         At the time, when I was still pondering my unanswered questions, I reached the conclusion that you probably had not expected anything at all. It can be difficult, if one is not in love oneself, to imagine the extent to which lovers are oblivious of the future or other people. They are immersed in their bliss, and it spreads around them in all directions. Its moment will not let itself be replaced by the next or yet another. They are amply occupied with the face and body of the other, and with the strange jealousy that even I remember vaguely, although it is a long time since I fell in love. You are jealous of  neither rivals nor the thought of rivals—before that kind of jealousy comes another, and only the man you love is concerned. You are jealous of his body, because it is closer than you will ever get to his thoughts.

         No, you hadn’t thought of anything in particular concerning me or Georg, and certainly not that I would one day stand at your grave together with your husband and your twin boys. You see, there was just one grave to stand at. Throughout the years, I have been haunted from time to time by the same misplaced whim of mine. What if Henning is still alive somewhere? One’s head cannot grasp the idea that people may just disappear; it is like eternity. Impossible to imagine. But there we were, Georg, the twins, and I. Of course I didn’t want him at all for the first long stretch of time.

         They’ve been down on me lately, the twins. I am probably being too abrupt, too determined. It is possible that I am a little callous without knowing myself, but on the other hand, I do find them terribly sentimental. I am of course respectful of their mourning; I mourn their father myself. Why do I feel the need to say so? I think I sense a certain doubtfulness in them. I just cannot see why I should sit like some custodian in their childhood home now that Georg is gone. Look at the furniture, watch over the position of chairs and tables in the rooms, hunt the dust. I could of course have waited for a year, let the anniversary of his death pass, and then make my decision, but why? None of them intend to move in, and Georg remains as dead after three weeks as he will be a year from now. I didn’t weep at the funeral; maybe that’s why they question my feelings. I had finished weeping. I wept all night when I came back from the hospital, until I fell asleep on the couch without having lit a single lamp. I couldn’t go to bed, but it wasn’t because of him. It wasn’t that he had just died in the same bed, and the proof is, I didn’t change the sheets for several weeks. I slept in them until I no longer felt his smell. That is one thing I would have liked to talk to you about, Georg’s smell. How can you know someone so well without having words to describe how they smell? His smell is a fact in my remembrance, and it stays there, undescribed. It was, and is no longer but as a speechless recollection.

         But they seem to think that I am tough, your sons. Why can’t they just think that I am in shock? Shouldn’t we just say that I am in shock, Anna? Trouble is, I can’t really say it myself. Who in shock will find the poise to look up the phone number of a real estate agent? Their problem is that I called the agent and put the house on the market before the attorney had gotten around to sending an appraiser. The order of factors, you know, was never my strong point. Isn’t it supposed to be arbitrary? Who loved this or that man first. Love was, that is the bottom line, to use one of Stefan’s favorite expressions. It is strange how different they have become, Stefan and Morten. One wouldn’t think that they are twins.

         Love was. Is it no longer? Yes, it is; it does not die with the man, but for how long will it flutter by itself, reach out in the empty rooms for the grains of dust in a shaft of sunlight? When does it become the memory of a feeling, no longer the feeling itself? I loved you, Anna, and my love was greater than my rage. None of us could have known that. I came to love Georg in your place, and I wouldn’t have thought so, either, but to live on in the silent rooms where he is absent? For some reason it seems unthinkable, and I would like to understand why.

         Until I do, the bottom line is that I attended a meeting yesterday at the executor’s office, and I felt your sons’ pent-up—what should I call it? Indignation? Disappointment? In any case, it was an embarrassing cocktail of emotions seeping through and around the attorney’s long, polished table. A woman in tight slacks and a fitted jacket, about their age, with corporate spectacles before her painted eyes. I think Morten found her sexy. I suspect that he has a weakness, since he never became really bourgeois himself, for exactly that sort of chilled, self-relying femininity. Stefan, for his part, did not let himself be affected; as usual he was transparency and straightness impersonated, every bit the banker. One of your sons became an investment manager, Anna, another thing I don’t believe you would have imagined. The other one is an art historian, which you would probably have found less remote. The vigilant eyes of the executor may have made him think of Girl with a Pearl Earring. I myself was falling into a reverie when I was called to order. I had put the house up for sale? It was the attorney asking, and you know what it’s like when something is ascertained by way of a question. No, of course you don’t know that anymore; you know nothing, and you have no ears to hear any of this. Your pretty ears with rosy earlobes are no longer.

         It is absurd of me to address you, but if I don’t, it will be as if I, too, were just another fact, like a stone, nothing more. As if what I see before my mind’s eye could not resound just a little with what I think and feel. And I have seen you for forty years, Anna. You stopped there, not one day older. You have really fallen behind. But my mouth ran dry, and I already felt guilty before I had been accused of anything. I said I wanted to give them their dues, but I stopped when Stefan sent me a look. He leaned forward, and I saw five small misty spots dwindle and then disappear where his fingertips had rested on the glossy tabletop. He raised one hand, as if to allay the anger that we were not at any price supposed to recognize by his tone. We might have talked about it; of course I could stay in my home for as long as I wished, and if it was a question of money…We could always talk about it, he repeated, and he turned to Morten, who just nodded.

         The attorney said something about undivided possession, and I thought about our bed at home, how unaccustomed I still was, at night, to the undivided stillness. The linen, the pillowcases, the finely woven cotton. It was time to change. For a few endless, lonely seconds it felt again as if I were swelling inside to the point of bursting, compact and breathless, and I had to clutch the armrest. It comes when I least expect it. It would be glossing over to say that I am in mourning when it is mourning that fills me up, that shapeless lump, growing unrestrainedly. It drives me out of myself, making me gasp, and nobody will ever understand before they themselves lose someone dear to them and feel the pressure. The shapeless, rising mass of grief. Yes, it is true that one is no longer oneself.

         I looked stiffly at the attorney and forced myself not to blink as I said that it was no longer relevant. I told them that I had already found myself another place to live, and that I was moving out at the end of the month. I could hear the South Americans on their panpipes down at the city hall square,  playing “El Condor Pasa.” I don’t know how long we just sat, as motionless and silent as in the chapel three weeks ago when we were waiting for the end to commence.

         
            *  *  *

         

         IN THE SUMMER, Georg and I used to take our bikes, if it wasn’t raining, when we were going over to Stefan and Mie’s place. It wasn’t as if he never got any exercise. Their house is on the other side of the bog and the riding school, and you have to get off and wheel part of the way. A shady dip of wild greenery in the midst of the otherwise regular neighborhood. When I was on my own, I liked to stop and look at the horses in the pen. The lines of a horse’s body, and the skin’s way of reflecting the sunlight, have always made me happier than such a sight is likely to add up to.

         Of course, Stefan and Mie’s house is bigger than ours, and theirs is a better street. I am stating it as a matter of course since everyone has always assumed, for as long as I have lived, that things can only move forward and up. An investment manager earns more than an insurance man, and even Georg seemed to find it appropriate. That is one field where the order of factors is not arbitrary. Rich, richer; that makes sense. The reverse hardly does, but Stefan and Mie wouldn’t even consider this, taking their success for granted. Meaning that they take it in their stride. We are different, those of us who were born right after the war. A reminder was sewn with tiny stitches into our frontal lobes: Never again poor. Even so, you are allowed to wonder that the abundance of money, now that they have achieved it, should be the purpose of their lives, and “the market” their religion. Yes, I have become a communist in my old age—I am sorry. I am the last communist in Europe. I cannot comprehend that the rich are unable to free themselves from their wealth. Mind you, Mie has to go to the bakery in their Range Rover, just to make sure that people in their neighborhood know that she has one.

         I could not understand why they would settle at such a short distance from Georg and myself. If I had been in their shoes, I would have bought a house at the opposite end of the city. Georg was overcome with joy, that is, to begin with, since we didn’t get to see them more often for that; and he looked at me in sincere astonishment when I told him what a woman had said to me at the swimming pool. It’s the wife’s family that gets to be in the good books, she said, and they are the ones whom the husband becomes attached to. It held true in Stefan and Mie’s case, and I even think that the house bargain was a semiconscious way, on her part, to compensate in advance. We have been close only in the geographic sense. And I had even decided to be a nice mother-in-law when Stefan came to tell us that she was the one. I have known Mie for seventeen years without ever exchanging anything but truisms. It’s not that I dislike her, and I don’t think that she has anything against me in any direct way, but in her mind she has never left home. Her parents are still king and queen, and she calls them several times a day. She couldn’t even propose a toast to her husband on his fortieth birthday without consulting them first.

         I know, Anna, that I am getting carried away. Anyway, it’s not my business. You would have been better at it, and you wouldn’t have liked to hear what I’m saying, but it can’t be helped. As I was riding over to their place yesterday evening, I was already aware that this would be the last time—apart, of course, from the birthdays and confirmations and Christmas Eves that no one is exempted from. It’s not because Mie submits to her parents in everything, or because they’re being so stuck-up and plebeian. Mind you, I know what I’m talking about, coming from the lower classes myself. But why do you think that Eliot and Franca both stutter? They are your grandchildren; Anna, that’s how they’re called. Stefan has never wanted to listen when I’ve tried to talk to him about it. His children don’t stutter. They just don’t know how to complete a sentence without stumbling over the words for fear of what Mom will say, and Mom has a whole lot to say. She knows best, and they are so intimate, she and the kids. According to her, there is nothing they can’t talk about. Franca was breast-fed until she was four, and at age fourteen she still follows her mother like a shadow. Sometimes you can hear them giggling together in the master bedroom.

         Mie was in full swing at the kitchen table when I entered. I was allowed to kiss her cheeks as she spread her arms, durum dough between her fingers, making them look webbed. The pizzas must be homemade, of course. Then she remembered that, after all, it was only the third time I’d come alone, and she washed her hands in a hurry. I hesitated a little too long before I surrendered to her hug. She is all skin and bones now; a couple of years ago she looked like the cartoon character Obelix, but then she decided to become thin. Everything is a decision to Mie, a plan. She traverses the municipality every morning in her sneakers, and if Stefan asks her if she’d like a glass of wine, she says that she’d rather save the calories for something else. It was Stefan who came to the door as usual. When her parents arrived she flew out to meet them on the garden walk. Am I being petty? Yes, I am, but it’s the family, Anna. It makes us small if we measure ourselves by its yardstick only. You’ve got to get away. Do you remember how busy we were to get going?

         The first time on my own. It was like playing in a movie, the first time I ran up a new flight of stairs, locked myself in, and stepped through an unfamiliar corridor and through my very own door. I rented a room with a single woman on Søndre Fasanvej. I thought it was classy, and it was, sort of, when you came from Amerikavej. My mother couldn’t understand that I was moving from one single woman to the other just because one of them happened to be my parent. I am eighteen, I answered brusquely, and she said no more. I believe that she hid her relief at no longer having me around in her one-and-a-half-room apartment, but she must also have been worried at the prospect of having to pay the rent and daily expenses all by herself. Pinch and scrape, turn every penny. I worked in a shop and took evening classes. You and I still hadn’t met; I was alone in the world, that’s how it felt, even if it was just a mere fifteen minutes from Frederiksberg to Vesterbro. It was still home but not a place I wished to go more often than I had to. We got along all right, my mother and I, but it was so silent between us once we’d finished telling each other what had happened since last time.

         I didn’t go out much, couldn’t afford it. Anyway, I was happy to spend the evenings in my room, reading or listening to the radio. I turned it down so as not to disturb my landlady. Freedom was never more boundless than in my rented room on Søndre Fasanvej in the autumn of ’63. On Sundays I went to the national museum of art, mostly because I didn’t know what else to do with myself. I had never looked at paintings, but the painters became my friends, especially the ones who painted something I knew, even if it was half a century ago. Fishermen and peasants, people in the streets, or just the forests and furrows out in the country, the view over an undulating meadow or a vegetable garden. I thought I could hear the wind in the treetops and a clock’s gravitating weights as I stood in a museum hall and forgot myself. It never entered my mind if it was cultured or in good taste to look at paintings—I just liked it. I think that was how Morten got on the track, and now there isn’t a thing he can’t tell you about artists, be they Renaissance or Baroque. I remember the first time I took him to Glyptoteket. He stood a long time before Manet’s Absinthe Drinker until he asked if the man’s left leg was made of rubber. He was right to ask, if you look more closely.

         Morten was busy as usual pleasing Mie and being the helpful, familiar guest. He can be quite oily in an unbecoming way, especially when he falls over his feet to submit himself. At times he will even change his mind in the middle of a sentence, just to suit her. And he used to be so critical and quibbling, back home in his left-wing row house. He had been late as usual. He, too, has had to get used to showing up alone with Thea. Franca was visibly relieved at having her cousin’s ear to whisper in. It was Morten’s turn to have her. Before Christmas, he had believed that he was in love with a colleague from his faculty, but when Easter approached she wasn’t ready after all to leave her husband. In the meantime, Morten had been ousted at full blast. Maybe he was truly in love, and maybe this was how it had to be, but it is no longer relevant to ask. There was what was, and there is what is. His ex is called Masja, but what do all these names mean to you? Life went on without you; the years have passed like an express train, its windows full of new faces. I am not even sure that you would recognize your boys. They had only just started in the first grade. Had you even begun to imagine what their adult lives would look like?

         You would have no reason to be anything but satisfied if you could see Stefan and Mie’s home. Everything is black and white, and they’ve demolished the walls on the ground floor to make room for the kitchen / living room. It is reminiscent of the control room in a power station, and we may choose between dispersing ourselves along half a mile of dinner table or disappearing into one of the sofas, each the size of a minibus. Between them is a coffee table made of driftwood, with a glass plate on top where photos of the kids with or without their parents are lined up, safely framed in silver. There are pictures of Mie’s parents, too. She is especially proud of the driftwood; she says it has soul, and I bet she’s right. Still, something about the household disgusts me. I couldn’t miss how Eliot and Franca were sprawling on each of their sofas when I arrived, like lethargic seals basking in the sun, while the Filipino au pair laid the table. The children didn’t know how to deal with my widowhood, and Eliot was speaking frenziedly about an upcoming high school trip to Scotland. He will probably return in a kilt. He is a handsome fellow, a bit of a dreamer like his uncle. I don’t think Stefan is quite at ease with his son’s reading poems rather than playing soccer and kissing girls. Mie told her brother-in-law about a sofa she thought that he ought to buy. Everyone must have a sofa; there’s no home without it. She likes to assist him in his new life as a single with joint custody, but I feel how she is seized with panic and compassion because he has had to move into an apartment. Three rooms on the wrong side of the railroad tracks. I’ve heard her console him with the fact that, after all, he hasn’t left the municipality.

         It already felt as if our lives had closed again over the void left by Georg. The cavity was still there, under the surface, but when the others remembered it they became remorseful or polite, or both. Then they would look at me and lower their voices dutifully, and I would sense their expectancy without having any clear idea of what it was they expected. I couldn’t grasp whether it was grief that made them awkward, or shyness when faced with the grief of another, myself in this case, or if it was something completely different that sneaked up on us in Georg’s absence. Stefan made a point of taking it like a man, and he spoke about his father in anything but sloppy terms. What Georg had said or done on this or that occasion. He did say “Dad,” but more as if that happened to be the name Georg had been given as a baby. We could even talk about what he was like, and smile in a healthy, loving way. How he always had to walk back and pull the door handle, although he well knew that he had locked it—that sort of detail from a person’s doings. I thought we talked about him the way one would talk about someone with a handicap, very considerately. It dawned on me how the dead are counted as losers. Too bad Georg couldn’t be here! That was the bottom line, beneath our devoutness.

         I was reminded of something I hadn’t wanted to see for years, and that I had been cowardly enough to deny whenever Georg hinted at it. Eventually, your sons were no longer that attached to their father, Anna. I suppose you can’t expect all sons to be. I think they found him remote, although you and I know that he was just being shy. Suddenly, I felt alienated from your children. Throughout their childhood, I tried to treat them as if they were my own. As I saw them grow, I myself grew into the role. For ten years, nobody was closer to them than I was, apart from Georg, and sometimes I was the one they confided in. I have put iodine on their knees, I have blown up in front of them, and I have put a hand on their slight boy shoulders when they were low. I have taught them to look people in the eyes when they say hello, and I have taught them the zodiac. Love grows from that, while you are engrossed in all manner of things. Shortly after I’d moved in, I asked Georg if he hadn’t had a shock when he learned that there were two rather than just one. Had he not feared being unable to love both of them equally? He smiled and shook his head. “Love just redoubles,” he said. I thought about it for a long time. If he was right, then your boys’ love might also sprout again.

         I had come to love them, and in time they answered my love, but I haven’t always found it that easy to love the grown men who’ve come out of it. I realized as much when I heard them exchange anecdotes about Georg. As I sat there attending their cozy mourning session, I became aware that my love for them is something that was. It is the recollection of a feeling, not the feeling itself. As long as Georg was alive I could repress this knowledge, busy delivering where he had failed because of his shyness. Closeness, involvement, laughter—I had delivered all of that. Now I just sat.

         I had been sitting like that often when we visited Stefan and his family. They could easily fill up their gigantic house with themselves and whatever occupied them, stories from school and their jobs, plans for new acquisitions or exotic vacations. They always had so much going on among themselves, and I think that Georg sometimes felt the same as I did. It would have been too much to say that we were dispensable, but we somehow overflowed, if you know what I mean. They were brimming with themselves, Stefan, Mie, and the kids, and sometimes they would seem genuinely surprised to discover that we were there, too. As when Stefan suddenly turned to me. I knew right away what he was going to say. I’d had a feeling the whole time that they must have talked about me before I came. “Ellinor, won’t you tell us about your new apartment?” I had asked them myself to keep calling me by my first name, back when it was all new and sensitive, with your old friend in the bed where you should have been. Where you ought to have continued to lie. I haven’t tried to take your place in that sense; I remained Ellinor to them, but we did drop “Auntie.”

         There was an undertow in Stefan’s tone, and I know him almost as well as if he were mine. A touch of something, what should I call it? Of course, sadism is way too strong, I know that. Mie came to my rescue. She said that she could well understand why I wanted to sell the house and make a fresh start. It was too big anyway, even for two. Her little declaration of support was an unintentional admission that they had talked more than a bit; otherwise, she wouldn’t have found it necessary to step between Stefan and me with her conciliatory remark. “Have I said that I don’t understand?” Stefan smiled in the willful way that can make him seem almost intimidating. Georg and I had actually talked of selling and finding an apartment in the city center, but Stefan must have forgotten about it. “We were just a little surprised, Morten and I, I must admit that.” He must have felt how his words were too heavy and sharp. “Right, Morten?” His brother cast a sidelong glance at his sister-in-law before he cleared his throat. “Well, I also understand if you wish to…I mean, life must go on…” I could see that he was embarrassed at the cliché, but I felt warm inside anyway, because he wouldn’t let himself be bullied to enlist just like that.

         “I bought an apartment on Amerikavej,” I said and looked the boys in the eyes for a moment. The boys, I say. Stefan has been bald for the past ten years, and Morten has been wearing multifocal glasses for just as long. They knew already; it was purely pro forma that I was updating them like this at the Sunday dinner. “Bought?” Mie said, eyes wide in a feigned sort of way. “Ellinor has some money that she doesn’t…” I have to admit that I was annoyed by Stefan’s pretentious effort to sound casual. “Which has nothing to do with your father,” I said, hoping he would refrain from elaborating. Fortunately, the others didn’t seem surprised. “Amerikavej, isn’t that in Amager?” Morten asked. He wanted to appear as open-minded as the map of Copenhagen, where all street names are listed in their own right, without prejudice of rank. “Vesterbro,” I corrected him. “You’re from Vesterbro, aren’t you?” Mie’s eyes went even wider, and she was all smiles. She might as well have said Harlem or Hell; exciting, that was the message in her exaggerated, forthcoming grimace. After all, I was proving once more, for God knows which time, that I knew well how to handle knife and fork. “Ellinor grew up on Amerikavej,” Stefan said bitterly. I couldn’t gather if his slightly clenched teeth were his way of lamenting my humble extraction or he wanted to gibe Mie for her haughty ignorance. After all, she and I had known each other for most of her adult life. Perhaps it was just his ownership to the piffling bit of biographical info that made him tighten his kisser in such a self-important manner. I didn’t correct him. He and Morten have grown up knowing that their stepmother is a girl from the gutter.

         “It’s completely beyond me what you want in such a neighborhood,” Stefan said. “It’s no longer what it used to be, apart from the fact that it must have been motley enough as it was when you were a child. Every other day one hears about shootings and gang crime. You can’t leave your house without being surrounded by junkies, prostitutes, and Muslims.” Mie shook her head. I couldn’t help smiling. “I suppose it’s up to Ellinor if she wants to return to the neighborhood of her childhood,” she began. “Of course,” Stefan said, “then we can all come to visit on Amerikavej…” Mie gave him a long look. “It’s not exactly a place we can send the children,” he continued, more calm now. “Are you afraid that they will become kidnapped?” I tried to strike a light note. “What if they are?” Stefan looked me in the eyes. “Besides, you drive them everywhere,” I said.
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