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TWENTY-FIVE DAYS AFTER




Just before they arrive, I light all the candles. The ones on the dining table; those on the sideboard and on the shelves. I take great pains with it, really go to town. Apparently wanting to show them something with all these open flames, in spite of the bright June evening. That I’m not afraid, perhaps.

But is that true? The naked candle flames flicker on the table. Behind me, from the living room, I hear the ticking of the grandfather clock, its long, slow sighs. Yes, I think so. I’m excited – I am. A little nervous, maybe. But above all, I am prepared.

Outside, the weather is overcast, foggy. I open the double doors to the hallway, and the burnt smell immediately hits me. It is acrid and unpleasant, an odour of bitter ash and spoiled milk. This is the stench the flames leave in their wake – it’s unlike anything else. It sticks in your nose, a smell you never forget.

On the stairs, the banister is black in places, and the wall’s wooden panelling is damaged. The door to Erling’s study stands half open. Everything in there has been destroyed. I walk past the doorway without looking in.

From the hallway window, I have a view of the road. In fact, you can look out across the neighbourhood and all the way down to the fjord from here. The water, which can usually be glimpsed between the treetops, has vanished in the mist this evening, but no matter. My eyes are fixed on the road, on the lookout for cars. For headlights making their way towards the house.

Their arrival is imminent. They’re on their way, and soon they’ll be here. And I’m not afraid. I’m ready.




FOUR DAYS AFTER




There’s an echoing in my ears, even though there is only silence. As if someone has just turned off a loudspeaker that had been playing at full blast for several hours and the sound still lingers. I sit on the sofa, straining to hear. My hands are shaking. I could do with something to calm my nerves, but I resist. I sit here and listen to the only audible sound in the house: the ticking of the grandfather clock.

The intention is that I’m not left alone. I haven’t been told this in these exact words, or at least I don’t think so, but I must admit that these days I have a tendency to zone out of conversations. The doctor who spoke to us at the hospital That Day asked if she could have a word with me, and I remember precious little of what she said. She was around fifty, perhaps, and she had these lines on either side of her mouth, indentations in the skin that decades upon decades of smiles and laughter and screaming and shouting had rendered permanent. I considered them, and wondered when the ones on my own face had arisen. Was I older or younger than her at the time? I never noticed their arrival. Once they had appeared, it was as if they had always been there. This is what I was thinking about as the doctor spoke to me. She had set aside time in her busy day for our conversation. One has to assume that what she said was important.

It was my children who decided that I can’t be left alone. I overheard my daughters talking about it. One of these past few days – yesterday, or maybe the day before that. They were in Erling’s study, and I was listening from out in the hallway. It was Hanne who spoke, in her insistent voice. Hanne always does most of the talking.

“That’s going to be a hell of a job,” she said. “Pappa must have five boxes full of them.”

Silje didn’t answer. Or maybe I simply didn’t hear her reply. Regardless, Hanne went on and on about all Erling’s things. She felt responsible for them, is what I gathered. She wanted to ensure they were taken care of, or sorted out – even thrown away. This was news to me. Erling’s possessions are scattered through every room, and why shouldn’t they be? It’s our house.

And now it was vital they keep a close eye on me, Hanne said. Silje made an approving sound, and Hanne went on: it must be so hard, Mamma shouldn’t be left alone. Huh, I thought – shouldn’t I? I’ve always liked being alone.

The door was half open, and I peered into the room. They were standing at the desk, sorting through some papers. Erling’s appointment book lay open, presumably full of appointments that would never amount to anything now. My daughters had their backs to the hallway where I stood, and neither of them saw me.

Today it’s Bård’s turn to visit me. He called a little while ago to tell me he was on his way. He said he just had to drop in on a client first, I can’t remember where – was it Drammen? Tønsberg, perhaps? I had another one of those moments, where I simply dropped out of the conversation. It’s happened several times over the past few days. Is it a consequence of what’s happened, a side effect of the shock? I’ve been spared major losses until now, though I lost my father many years ago. And you hear things, of course. About other people, their losses. Has anyone ever mentioned it? This inability to keep the thread of a conversation. The way the attention simply slips away and attaches itself to whatever the eyes happen to fall upon, the first thing they see. As if the mind is no longer able to prioritise effectively.

Outside, the terrace lies bare. If I close my eyes, I see flashes from That Day: Maria Berger as she comes running up Nordheimbakken, calling out to me. The plastic clip that fastens the strap of the bicycle helmet under Erling’s chin, the white strip of eyeball just visible beneath his upper eyelids. The hand with his wedding ring on one finger, as familiar to me as my own, lying there on the tarmac. The surprisingly uncomfortable chairs in the hospital waiting room, the clicking of Hanne’s heels along the corridor as she came running. The lines around the doctor’s mouth. The song that was playing on the radio when Bård drove me home afterwards, oh, baby, baby, it’s a wild world. Letting myself into this house, alone. The fact that I didn’t take a sleeping pill, because what if Erling came home after all – I’d need to be able to wake up, to go and unlock the door for him. Of course, I knew he wasn’t coming – I hadn’t completely lost my mind. He’s no longer here, and the knowledge rattles my body, crackles all the way down to my fingertips: Erling is dead.

Of course I know this. I knew it then, too. But I lay there all the same, alone in the bed, and thought: If he comes home, I want to be able to hear him.

I catch sight of the tip of the grey paper wrapping of the bouquet of flowers that’s leaning against the dining-room wall. When did I put it there? Could it have been just before I sat down? I’m not sure, I’m uncertain as to how long I’ve been sitting here. The bouquet was left propped against the front door when I got home from the supermarket earlier today. I haven’t done anything with it. I haven’t even opened it to see who it’s from. For a long while I just sat at the dining table, staring at it.

There’s something peculiar about all the demands made of the recipient, I thought as I stared – all these tasks that accompany a bouquet of flowers. First, it has to be unwrapped. The paper has to be thrown away and the stalks cut; a vase has to be dug from the depths of a kitchen cabinet and filled with water and plant food. Then the flowers need constant attention: the water has to be changed, any dead ones need to be taken out and those remaining rearranged. Eventually they all die, of course, and then the whole lot have to be thrown away, the vase washed and dried, the rubbish taken out. What an idea: your husband died, so here you go – now you have twenty individual plants, lopped off at the root and therefore at death’s door, and now it’s your job to take care of them, to do what you can to delay the inevitable, before you finally have to accept your own inadequacy as they wilt and die. On the other hand, it’s just a custom, so perhaps it’s sensible not to think too much about it. Erling was very concerned with common sense. She’s a sensible woman, he might say about someone, or he acted very sensibly. This was the greatest compliment he could bestow. The opposite was his ultimate condemnation.

The grandfather clock strikes the hour. Then the ticking resumes, tick, tock, the very pulse of the house. I sit on the sofa and consider the still-wrapped flowers. A sensible woman would unwrap them. In my mind I leave the bouquet leaning against the living-room wall, get up and turn and saunter upstairs, into the bathroom, and open our little medicine cabinet. Find the box with its brand name, its label with my name printed on it in neat, black letters: EVY KROGH. FOR THE TREATMENT OF SLEEPLESSNESS AND ANXIETY. How long can it be since I last took one?

But what I’m feeling isn’t really anxiety. I don’t know what it is. I just wish I could be spared having to deal with all this.

Earlier today, a young man from the environmental non-profit came to the door. He offered his condolences, and he had brought me a plant. Jesus, it’s just tragic, he said, then he moderated his words: or, I mean, it’s terribly sad. Afterwards, I thought about this downgrading. Erling is sixty-eight. Was. Probably a good deal older than this boy’s parents. I didn’t say anything. At least he brought a pot plant rather than cut flowers.

Synne came yesterday. Olav came over the day after it happened, as did Erling’s sister, who made a brief trip from Bergen. I sit here, trying to keep count, to keep track of them all. Erling and I live a fairly quiet life. We don’t have many visitors. Generally it’s just the two of us here, but over the past few days there’s been a non-stop barrage.

A harsh noise cuts through the room. The doorbell is like an air raid siren – it slashes through the silence, demanding action. It’s been this way ever since we took over the house from Erling’s parents. It was probably my father-in-law who installed it, it would have been just like him. There’s nothing inviting about it, it orders you to stand to attention, and on each and every day of the thirty-odd years I’ve lived in this house, I’ve hated its strictness. Now, though, I find it reassuring. On your feet, it says, and my legs, which I don’t otherwise seem to be entirely able to control, obey.




“Mamma?” Bård calls.

I’m clearly not moving fast enough for him, and he’s let himself in. He hasn’t taken off his shoes. He was like that as a child, too – always forgetting himself and stomping in with his boots on. When I notice this, my heart gives a little squeeze.

Now he’s taller than me. And not really young anymore, either. He hugs me, and I see that his hair is thinning at the back of his head, that his pale brown curls are in the process of disappearing. His hair is the same colour mine was when I was younger, the same as Hanne’s, too, but his curls are beginning to grey. Hanne has retained her colour – presumably with a little help from regular trips to the hairdresser, which cost a fortune. Bård smells of his car and of coffee, and he’s wearing a pale blue shirt with fine stitching. I release him, look at him. The skin around his eyes is grey and twitchy.

“How are you?” he asks, and I refrain from mentioning his shoes.

“Oh, you know,” I say. “And you?”

He wipes a hand across his forehead, as if to wipe away the exhaustion. Gives a weak smile.

“Oh, you know.”

Bård is my firstborn. He came into the world the year I turned thirty-three, all red-faced and thrashing. He was a sensitive child. Timid, good-humoured, for the most part, but when provoked he could fly into a rage. You shouldn’t rank your children, and I love all mine equally – I do. But I’m closest to Bård. I can read him more easily than I can the girls. I have a special fondness for him, too. Now we’re eating in silence, and I realise that I’ve forgotten to get out the placemats. The old mahogany dining table belonged to Erling’s parents – it scratches if you so much as look at it. And now I’ve just put the greasy tub of chicken stir-fry Bård brought straight onto the bare wood.

Bård stares into space, glassy-eyed – he’s far away. Is he thinking about his father? Is the sudden loss causing him pain? But no, it isn’t that. Or at least, not only that. Part of him is still at work, I think, contemplating his last meeting.

He looks up and sees that I’m watching him. He smiles. He’s handsome, too, my boy. Grew up to be tall and slim, with fine, symmetrical features. “So what have you been up to today, Mamma?” he asks.

“Nothing,” I say. “I’ve just been sitting here.”

This surprises him. He probably can’t remember when he last had a day free of demands on his time. He and his wife live in an old house they’re currently renovating, and they have two boys who participate in all kinds of sports. Every single weekend the family attends a rally or a match or a race; they sell waffles to raise money, they wax skis and cheer on the team. And when they’re not doing that, they’re painting skirting boards or working in the garden.

“All day?”

“What else was I supposed to do?” I ask.

He looks taken aback. Then a small smile breaks across his lips.

“Pfft, who knows.”

As he reaches for the tub of takeaway, lifting it to reveal the puddle of oil on the tabletop’s mirror-like surface, he asks about the package wrapped in grey paper lying on the floor next to the sideboard.

“Some flowers were delivered to the door,” I say. “I didn’t have a chance to unwrap them.”

“You didn’t have a chance?”

He frowns, and his smile disappears.

“I’ll do it,” he says.

The scissors are in the study. The huge desk belonged to Erling’s father – Professor of Law and Supreme Court Justice Krogh. It’s made of solid, dark oak, with elaborately carved ornamentations that collect dust it’s almost impossible to get rid of. I’ve never liked it. We inherited a great deal of furniture when we took over the house, this brown-stained detached property atop a rocky knoll in Montebello. It was part of the deal. All Erling’s books are arranged on the shelves that line the walls. The desktop lies open and empty, ready for work.

But something in here is different. Isn’t it? I can’t quite put my finger on what. The smooth desktop, the high-backed chair tucked under it. I grab the scissors from the desk tidy. In the doorway I turn and look about me. Yes – something in here isn’t right.

But perhaps this is only natural. He’s missing, of course, and maybe it’s just that.

“Here,” Bård says once he’s managed to tear the first layer of paper off the bouquet. He hands me the card.

The envelope is bright white, pristine, unsullied; the note inside written on creamy, textured paper. Dear Evy, it says. I’m so sorry for your loss. Erling was a dear friend to me, as are you. With best wishes, Edvard Weimer.

Beneath the grey paper there’s a layer of plastic. Bård sighs – all this packaging. I say nothing. Read the card again. A dear friend.

“Is it really necessary to wrap so much rubbish around a single bunch of flowers?” Bård mumbles. “Dad would have hit the roof.”

As are you.

Wrapped in the plastic is a bouquet of twenty long-stalked white roses. Mother used to sing a ditty that explained the meaning of various colours of rose. Red is for a lover, yellow for a friend. White is for . . . I don’t remember. It’s decades since I last spoke to Edvard Weimer, but something tells me he’s a man who knows these kinds of things.

“Who are they from?” Bård asks.

“Someone called Edvard,” I say. “He’s an old friend of Pappa’s.”

Bård glances at the card and frowns.

“Never heard of him.”

Once again, I refrain from taking a sleeping pill, so I lie awake, tossing and turning in bed. At around two in the morning I get up and go downstairs.

The hallway is dark, but for the faint light from outside, which streams into Erling’s study through the window and seeps out here through the open door. I stand in shadow. My feet bare, I walk over to the doorway and peer into the room.

Something is wrong in here. Something has been moved. Something that should be here is missing.

But so what? Objects get moved – that kind of thing happens all the time. The night muddles one’s thoughts. The darkness and silence give the surroundings alternate meanings. Make little things into warnings, trifles into sombre premonitions. I should go back upstairs, get back into bed, snatch a few hours’ sleep.

But I stand there all the same. Counting the seconds, looking about me.
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