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Adagio
 
Are you sleeping, 
are you sleepingBrother John, 
Brother JohnMorning bells are ringing, 
morning bells are ringing
Ding-dang-dong, ding-dang-dong
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His finger moved over the window leaving a smiley face with long, uneven braids on the steam-gray surface. The boy sat back down in the tub with his yellow rubber ducky and the good ship “Mary,” looking up at the sketch. He knew he wasn’t supposed to, but sometimes you could even though you’re not supposed to – that’s the way it was out here in the country with Grandma and Grandpa.
Sounds came from the kitchen and the door was pushed half open. Grandma edged her way in, carrying more warm water. Her gray-brown braids bound loosely together on top of her head. The boy pointed laughing with one arm up on the window, the other folded in toward his body to protect him against an expected tickling. Posing with hands on her hips, Grandma frowned over squinty eyes asking who had smudged the window. The boy slid giddy with laughter down in the tub so only his head remained above water, shouting eagerly, “it’s you Grandma, it’s you!” Grandma bent forward preparing to tickle, but instead lifted the boy out of the tub, up to her bosom. The boy loosened her braids while he squirmed in Grandma’s embrace. “Can’t you see it’s you, Grandma...can’t you see,” he squealed as tears of contentment ran from his eyes. The boy cuddled up close to Grandma all the way to that secret space where no others came, near the throat where Grandma’s music emanated and where her scent dwelled. It was his place.
The shampoo didn’t irritate his eyes, but he squished them closed all the same. When the warm water had filled him with a delightfully fuzzy tingle on its way from the bucket down over his head to the tub for the third time, he stood up with closed eyes and outstretched hands full of anticipation. The soft white towel dried his already soap-free eyes before being wrapped around his head like some kind of turban. He curled up in Grandpa’s bathrobe and nearly disappeared. With the sleeves rolled all the way up to the shoulder, his soft hands just barely stuck out. The bathrobe dragged behind him as he walked – heavy, so heavy. But it was Grandpa’s and everything that was Grandpa’s, worked.
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His finger moved over the window, and the steam transformed itself; materializing again into water. Water through which the outside world could be seen. Blurry no doubt, but absolute.
Turning his head away from the steamy window, he fixed his attention on the medicine cabinet and its contents. There, the old shaving soap inside a small porcelain jar with a dull metal lid locked over the edge. Stuck in the middle, the shaving brush carved from wood with pigs-hair bristles. He brushed the soap around his face and on his neck. Stubbles still moist after a hot shower, easy to scrape off. The steam on the mirror in front of him started to recede. He did not need a mirror, he shaved often. One cheek marred by a large beardless area – a scar that ran up to his ear.
He again grabbed the shaving brush and lathered the top of his head. His free hand obediently followed the razor’s path from forehead to cranium and down toward the neck. The eyebrows also went. A thin stream of bluish skin tonic shot down into his cup-shaped hand and was evenly spread. He did not use aftershave. Inspecting his dark armpits in the mirror, he covered them in white soap. He let the razor draw up and down. After a few strokes he was bare there too. Scalding water from the faucet forced the razor’s foam down into the sink and it vanished. He repeated the process further down over his chest.
Back in the bathtub the little strip leading from navel to crotch was removed.
He led the razor around his penis and testicles until not a hair remained. It continued down over thinly haired legs. The discarded shavings marred the white bottom of the bathtub where he stood. He rinsed himself in a cold deluge, enjoying the rush of water over his body, then got out.
Still wet. Dripping on the stool the man clipped his nails down and checked each one with a nail file. No loose flakes. A bit of hard skin on his left heel was grated down.
Standing, self-absorbed, for a brief second his gaze fixed on the eyelashes. He let them be. His hand glided gently over the top of his head. A vague sense of satisfaction swelled in the corner of his mouth. Everything superficial, disorderly had been removed. He was the minimal self. Much easier to handle now that he had been condensed.
He noticed the coolness with which the green deodorant chilled his body. Discomfort from the warm heated water left him slowly. He turned off the light, remained standing in the dark completely still for several minutes, then left the bathroom and pulled the door half shut.
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Sitting on the edge of the chair at the end of the table in the kitchen, he had a clear view of Grandpa’s seat. Warmth emanated from the wood stove and before long, the kettle whistled with the message that the water couldn’t take much more. Grandma poured the boiling water into the filter over the fresh coffee grounds, making sure the white wholemeal bread was getting the proper light-brown color on the red hot toaster. The pan on the back stove sizzled as the warm, sweet smell of cloves from the black sausage snuck through the kitchen. Whole milk splashed into the glass and Grandpa was called. In his casual morning clothes – the brown-and-black-striped slippers, stumpy pants hiked up too far with wide suspenders hooked on by buttons to the hem of the pants, the red and green checkered soft shirt – Grandpa rumpled the boy’s wet hair as he sat down.
Grandma lifted the chair with the boy in it, moved them close to the table and put the toasty wholemeal bread on his plate. The bread was generously warm. The cold, still hard butter wouldn’t come off the wide knife, his strokes staggering over the slightly crunchy bread. The boy’s eyes sparkled proudly up toward Grandpa, finally ready for the first mouthful of the self-made piece of toast. He balanced a bite of the bread into his mouth. Excess lakes of now melted butter ran from the corner of his mouth and cheeks, trickling down his neck. The boy shivered and pulled the bathrobe closer to his throat in short circular movements in order to stop the delightful sensation he got from the sticky butter. Grandpa winked at him right before Grandma intervened with a warm rag.
Grandma distributed the warm aromatic black sausage – the largest pieces for Grandpa. The sausage was sprinkled with granulated sugar that melted immediately, turning into a kind of thick sweet water. Granulated sugar was a Grandma-word for sugar. 
Even though he had cooled the black sausage down by blowing on it, it was still warm. A sip of the white cold whole milk felt good in his mouth. Everything turned into a wonderfully sweet substance slipping all too quickly into his stomach. Grandpa stood up, put his plate, cup, knife, and fork into the sink and disappeared into the living room. 
Grandpa didn’t say much – he was close to being silent – and now he was going to read the newspaper in peace and quiet. But afterwards it was time, the boy knew. Time to do something.
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Sitting on the edge of the chair at the end of the table in the kitchen, he let his cool fingertips run over the rough edge of the table. Exploring and examining as if it was the first time he had sat here. Struck by thoughts again, he virtually ordered his hand back. Enough now.
His eyes shut. Without making a sound he sounded his mantra in a brief cadence. A controlled rhythm and the coolness of the room minimized the uneasiness caused by the residual heat from the bath. Little by little he was lightened. Thoughts circulated like high-voltage currents around his now empty mind. All attempts of intrusion were prevented by the mantra and its echo, like white blood cells fighting against a threatening infection. Without knowing it, he fell in sync with the ticking of the clock on the wall. Mantra and ticking, ticking and mantra became one. He was the hand on the clock trapped in time, trapped in himself. 
He opened his eyes. The freedom had lasted nearly forty minutes. Relieved, for now, his arms and thighs were cold. He was comfortable.
The pan was placed on the gas stove and after a short while the butter was sizzling. From the top shelf of the fridge he retrieved the blood sausage kept in place by a semi-transparent pig intestine. Three slices were cut off. The warm sweet smell of cloves spread through the kitchen. He turned the stove down. A small column of smoke arose from the toaster. The wholemeal bread was flipped one last time. After scraping off the black edges of the bread, he cut slices of butter with his knife, covering the now golden- brown bread with the pale-yellow butter and ate it with his head over the kitchen table. 
The granulated sugar poured down over the blood sausage and resumed its usual liquid form. He cut up the bites with the side of his fork and washed them down with ice-cold unhomogenized whole milk. 
Full, filled. He opened the cabinet door and used the three-pronged fork to scrape the leftovers – the unconsumed intestines – down into the trash. Plate, silverware, glass, and pan were rinsed and put out to dry on the dish tray. Milk, blood sausage, and butter were put back on the shelf in the fridge. Nothing else in there. The sugar stayed on the white painted table with the lonely stool.
The doorbell, unfamiliar and disturbing, interrupted. Eric halted all movement, standing still as the animal scenting something unknown – that moment when the decision to flee or remain calm must be made. He held his breath hesitantly. The bell rang once again. The restive, persistent knock on the door indicated somebody seriously wanted something from him. He put on yesterday’s t-shirt and wrapped the wet towel around him, edging closer to the door. Rustling through the mail slot, a postal note found its way to the floor. He opened the door out to the stairway. The mailman was on his way to the next floor but stopped, “oh, I didn’t think anyone was home...Jericho Halvor Jacobsen, right? A registered letter; if you could just sign your name here, it’s all yours.” The customary, almost indifferent phrase issued from the red jacket on the landing. A pen protruded outward and a finger pointed to an empty space in a small black book. It was going to happen there. The letter changed hands as a politely feigned smile hastened across Eric’s face. It left no permanent injuries. The instructions that he should just throw out the postal note reached his ears through the closed door.
Through the glass in the kitchen cabinet, he looked at the indistinguishable white envelopes neatly stacked at the bottom. Torn, frayed edges revealed that the bottom two letters had been opened. The rest of the stack was set aside, unopened. The door to the cabinet swung out, led by his hand. He put the latest addition on the top, but then stopped in the act, hesitating in thought. The red label caught his attention. It struck him that he usually did not have to sign for letters arriving during this, the first cold month of the year.
His thumb covered the three linden trees on the waves in the town crest of Holbæk, while his index finger snuck in waiting for the go, before it tore its way into the letter. “Oda Olsen ... The retirement home ... Udby in Holbæk ... only survivor ... tired ... at death’s door ...” Eric inspected the words, reading them again and again like points of orientation for a long voyage he was not yet sure of. His fingertips rested on the small black characters, decoding what was behind them. The anger emerged, peeking out from his limping mind, while a single tear escaped his squinting eyes. Delusion. The security and safety of repression was starting to crumble; fleeing from him and racing that runaway tear down his cheek. He composed himself, loosened the wet towel around his waist, pulled the t-shirt over his head, stood up and forced the letter back in its envelope and up on top of the stack, right as he left the room.
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He stood up on the chair resting his arms loosely on Grandma’s shoulders, lifting first one leg then the other up and down in his romping pants. Short green leather pants with a practical front flap for peeing with no risk of a willy getting stuck in a difficult zipper. A ribbon adorned with a small deer held the suspenders in place, tied on with buttons like everything else. The weather outside was gorgeous, so a white tank-top was more than enough. Sockless feet slipped into a pair of once white sneakers. No sandals today; he was working in the garden with Grandpa. “Scram,” demanded Grandma with a smile, “run out to Grandpa”. 
Grandpa was struggling with the giant hedge cutter in a steady rhythm. It went tchuk, tchuck, tchuck while the small light-green branches of the hawthorn hedge, reaching toward the sunlight, fell silently to the ground. The ground where Grandpa had been was covered in a light-green blanket. He stopped, putting the hedge cutter down and reached into his pocket for the handkerchief, pushing his hat back and wiping the sweat from his brow. He looked at the little boy and declared: “It’s better to work your strength away than to sleep it away – don’t you think, Jericho Halvor Jacobsen?” Grandpa often used his full name when they were alone. Everybody else just called him Jerry – nice and short. Beaming while Grandpa was addressing him, Jerry asked how he could work his strength away. He always felt bigger, almost large and a little bit grown-up when he repeated some of Grandpa’s words. Grandpa nodded toward the light-green blanket by the hawthorn hedge and then at the wheelbarrow, took his leather gloves from the top of the hedge and put them on Jerry’s small fists. They weighed a ton and were naturally way too big. Jerry struggled to keep his hands in the gloves and also the gloves on his hands. By using just the first three finger pockets of the glove – and not putting his hands down by his side – it worked. 
He squatted down with his butt resting on his calves, spread his arms and with a sweeping movement squeezed the glove-covered hands around the still light-green hawthorn branches and pulled them toward him. Insecurely he stood up; the still soft hawthorns poked him gently in the chest while he staggered over to the wheelbarrow for relief. He often looked over at Grandpa inquiringly and once in a while received a reassuring nod. Jerry worked his way closer to Grandpa, probably because Grandpa let him work close. But it was without significance and ultimately unimportant. When Grandpa for who knows which time, had unloaded the wheelbarrow, after having filled it to the rim, he emptied his pipe in his hand and said “Come, Jericho Halvor Jacobsen...the world isn’t going anywhere, so we’ll allow ourselves a few moments.”
The thermos with steaming black coffee and two coffee cups were resting on the patio table. The Holbæk County Liberal Times, Grandpa’s favorite newspaper, sat there waiting for him. He read it many times a day, every single day. Or maybe he was just looking for peace behind its protective shadow. There was a Jolly Cola poised directly in front of him. Grandpa shook it and carefully let out the carbonation by lifting his thumb a little, acting as a bottle cap. Jerry didn’t like carbonation; he once got it up his nose and could thus never tolerate something like that again. 
After a while, Grandpa peered over the rim of his glasses at Jerry’s legs swinging impatiently back and forth under the chair, “go, run up to the Elder”, he said. Jerry slipped down from the chair, went around the shelter by the garden table and into the dark, moist, and shadowy world under the elderberry trees, whose crowns blocked out the sky. He was told by Grandpa that the Elder – the old Goddess Freya – lived there and that all of the world’s misfortune would come upon those who cut down an elderberry tree without planting a new one. Grandpa also told stories about Thor, Odin, Tyr and Fenrir the Wolf, but only when they were alone. Then Grandpa was talkative, because Grandma disapproved: “you’re scaring the boy”, she would say. The elderberry trees keep the mosquitoes away, Grandma claimed, for they don’t like the smell. That sounded too boring. Grandma insisted everything on the elderberry tree was poisonous except for the dark ripe berries. So in the beginning, when Grandpa had allowed climbing, she kept a watchful eye while knitting. But that was a while ago now. 
The trunk seemed enormous, aided by the fact that Jerry was still a little guy. He edged up the tree trunk; they were one. He stretched out, held on with his hands, pulled his legs up, wrapped them around the trunk, let go with his hands, stretched out and did it all over again. Like a larva on a stalk, he inched forward and upward. A little further up, the trunk branched out and he could now move around more upright and freely. The berries were still green and uneatable. He got comfortable and took a handful of hard berries when suddenly his one foot slid. As he reached out for the nearest branch the berries rolled out of his hand and down toward the table. Grandma, who’d come out from the kitchen, sat under the shelf by the garden table with a bucket full of water on her lap, ready to peel potatoes. The first volley went unnoticed, landing in her hair kept together by a fine mesh hairnet. She leaned a little bit forward as the next volley hit her in the back, right above the zipper of the summer dress and disappeared into the darkness between dress and back. A piercing shriek tore Grandpa away from the safe world of The Holbæk County Liberal Times, looking up just in time first to see the water hit him and then the bucket. Grandma darted up – almost as if she’d been shot like an arrow from Jerry and Grandpa’s homemade bow. Open-mouthed, dripping wet with a drowned sizzling pipe in his mouth and a soaked newspaper in his hand, Grandpa watched the dress being pulled halfway over her head as she danced blindly around unpeeled potatoes, gasping for air and screeching, “spiders, spiders, help me, please!”
Jerry climbed down and stood completely still, explaining in a trembling voice that he didn’t drop the berries on purpose. He only thought they were poisonous if you ate them. Grandpa could see the bigger picture and with a jolly rumbling from the belly, he helped put Grandma’s dress back in place while he calmly elucidating Jerry’s understanding of the poisonous tree, and that no spiders were present at the moment, neither in the garden shed nor on the back of her dress. Soon after, Jerry was squatting down with Grandma collecting loose potatoes under the garden table. She stroked Jerry on the hair, smiling at him while Grandpa struggled with getting the pipe going. The newspaper was put to dry on top of the newly cut hedge and stretched quite far toward the fence. It’s a good thing the wind died down, Grandpa noted, as he again got the tobacco going.
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He stood up in front of the white curtain shielding the wardrobe from the rest of the room. He was naked still. With a ritual movement he pulled the entire curtain together to the same side. The coolness from the outer wall suppressed by the curtain now engulfed him. He seemed not to notice it; the body did not react. The wardrobe, fashioned from a galvanized metal pipe bolted in both ends, had a plastic-coated thin wire in the middle fastened to the plaster ceiling and attached in a loop around the pipe. Behind the curtain, a simple white lacquered table covered half the length of the wardrobe, shortened lengthwise and held up by two metal sawhorse supports.
At the end of the table were seven neatly stacked sets of undershirts with matching boxers. Behind that another seven sets in sealed plastic bags, yet to be used. A plain woven metal basket contained a dozen thin short white running socks. Under the table on the floor lay unopened boxes with undershirts, shorts and socks. Identical to what was on the table above.
He put on the underwear and a pair of socks. From the other end of the wardrobe he grabbed the outermost pair of dark blue denim jeans hanging from the metal pipe. After releasing them he put the cedar hanger back, furthest back in the line of identical pants. He pulled the pant legs all the way through, as the pants had been washed inside out and hung like that. They fit him – a tight, close fit. On the stool identical to the one in the kitchen he put on a pair of the unstriped white tennis shoes. He tied them tightly.
 The stool was positioned next to the nearly empty laundry basket and the curtain pulled back in place. From the hook on the back of the door to the soon-to-be deserted room, he chose the black version of the five identical – except for the color – windbreakers made of synthetic material. They had protected him for many years.
He reached up toward the shelf by the front door and found a black knitted hat, pulled it down over his forehead and attached his sunglasses, looking briefly and blankly into the mirror. Opening the front door, the mat fell in over the doorstep; he pushed it back into place with his left foot. The stairway smelled like chlorine. He grabbed the recently packed shoulder bag from the nail by the disconnected entry phone and pulled the door shut behind him. On the newly mopped landing downstairs he looked back up at the sign – “Eric Jacobsen” – white letters on a black background behind the glass. The last two letters of his first name had fallen over. His gaze rested briefly on the simplified graphic character before he disembogued continuing downwards.
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He stood teetering on the stone doorstep right outside the door, Grandma knocked on the kitchen window, waving him closer, back inside. Hastily setting the bucket down, it tipped over. He then placed the butterfly net up against the wall in the corner between the pantry and the kitchen, so it wouldn’t fall. Grandma let the potato peeler drop into the water, wiped her wet hands on the apron and put her now slightly moist hands on Jerry’s warm cheeks. Even though the door to the living room where Grandpa was sleeping on the ottoman was pulled shut, Grandma spoke to him in a low voice. Jerry couldn’t remember Grandma ever raising her voice, maybe except for just before at the garden table, but that was probably different. 
“Remember what we talked about. Only catch salamanders from the water well lid, so I can see you at all times from the kitchen window. Don’t run around by the pond or in the reeds. And leave the butterflies alone – their wings can’t handle being caught. They’re delicate, fragile creatures, which are only beautiful if left to fly freely.” Jerry nodded eagerly, he knew this already. “Go on, get outta here,” sent off once again after being turned around, caressed on the hair and pushed in the direction of the pantry door leading out to the midday warmth.
Jerry threw the bucket over the three-foot fence surrounding the village pond and climbed over. He wedged the toe of his tennis shoe securely into the mesh of the fence, tugged with his arms, pulled himself up close to the fence, swung the other leg up high over on the other side and gained his footing. He shifted his weight from one leg to the other, one last swing of the leg and he was on the exciting side, close to the village pond. His small hands found the bamboo stick with the butterfly net placed up against the fence and the bucket too. Sitting down on the grass he took his sneakers off, got up and tiptoed out onto the well lid where he carefully sat down with his bare feet hanging out over the edge in the summer-warm water. The bucket weighed nothing, but had to be filled with water, so he rested it on the surface where it just floated. He held on to the bucket with one hand while the other stretched backwards and gripped on to the back of the well lid. An earlier scare had taught him that the bucket could draw water quite suddenly; if not prepared and ready, you got the sensation the bucket would lure you into the water – it had pulled on his arm that much. His heart had throbbed uncontrollably then and he could barely breathe. Grandpa had saved the bucket, but he failed to see how loudly Jerry’s heart was beating; only that he had turned pale. 
The water flowed slowly into the bucket. When it was a little less than half full, Jerry pulled it closer, let go of the well lid and with both hands pulled it up next to him. He was a little relieved that it was over and turned towards the house and to Grandma, who stood enthroned in the kitchen window. He waved the butterfly net at her and she waved back with both hands. She was good to have at your back: the best. He let the net sink down into the yellow-brown almost mud-colored water, where no one could see the bottom. Slowly he let the bamboo stick slide out between his hands, down to where he could no longer feel the net. Only the bamboo stick was visible as it ran downward into the water. Little by little this too became blurred in the warm muddy water. Jerry sat completely still and waited.
He looked around; three sides of the village pond were covered in a compact forest of green reeds and brown cattails growing in between the large boulders. The only opening was here by the well he was sitting by. Straight across from him on the other side of the pond was a long grey concrete border, descending into the water vertically; he couldn’t go on that side – or was it that he wasn’t allowed to go on that side? 
The pond was surrounded by the pond square and it was here where Jerry played soccer with the older boys at night, but only after they were done helping out on the farms where they lived.
Jerry again directed his attention toward the warm water and the anticipation of all the salamanders he was going to catch. The biggest one he ever caught was three and a half inches from snout to tail, Grandpa had measured it. It had an orange stripe of fire on its belly, a web between its toes and a large wavy jagged ridge on its back – just like a dinosaur. And salamanders could recover too; if they lost their tail or one of their legs, it just grew back. Jerry shivered at the mere thought, but he was fishing now. The trick was to wait until the salamander came up to breathe. They almost glided lazily toward the surface, only to rapidly shoot back toward the bottom as soon as they snatched some air. When the salamander, on its voyage upward, became visible in the opaque water, he carefully pulled the net under it in a long gliding movement and then up over the water. It had taken him some time to learn, but he had now mastered the technique. 
The water in the bucket was soon swarming with life. Lots of tadpoles, “almost-frogs,” and quite a few salamanders, but no big ones. Jerry wondered if the salamanders knew that right here by the well they could get caught. While lost in this thought, he glimpsed in the corner of his eye a giant one shoot toward the bottom. Rings in the water appeared after the air-snatching, rippling toward the middle of the pond. It was the biggest one he’d ever seen; no orange stripe of fire on its belly this time, but instead yellow with black dots. Jerry’s heart pounded out loud as he carefully pulled his feet out of the water, wanting to get more comfortable, perhaps also a bit afraid of the giant with the yellow and black dots, invisible in the deep. He held the butterfly net completely still and vertical in the water alongside the well he was sitting on. Jerry breathed in a different way than the salamander he waited for in nervous anticipation. The warm secretive water seduced him; alluring yellow-brown colors seemed to fill everything. An imagined black dot disappeared from Jerry’s retina only to take form in reality below the water level. Jerry sat there motionless; no dark shades in the water must reveal him to the giant. He shifted his weight imperceptibly onto one hand, tipped the bamboo stick with the butterfly net out from the well and turned it in the direction of the surfacing giant. Time seemed to stop. The white net followed the gliding flight of the giant towards the surface.
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