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My grandmother was a novelist without knowing it. She knew nothing about how to become a novelist and, if she had, it would never have occurred to her as feasible. The alternative path she took is now well-known.

This is a collection of papers and memories: my grandmother's diaries, an account of a crime and a transcript of a trial, letters and documents and the things I remember. It is a double detective story, a quest for an identity and a quest for a lost child. At the same time it is a voyage of discovery and a witness to the triumph of chance.

At first I thought I must include the diaries in their entirety. It was impossible; I would have had a volume of a million words. Besides, most of my readers, if the sales figures are anything to go by, will already have read Asta. It seems to me sometimes that the whole world has read it. You may possess Parts I to IV and have them on your shelves, at least in the paperback editions. You will know that the passages I include are extracts only and if you want to put them in context have simply to consult your own copies. I have been obliged to choose the relevant passages – relevant, that is, to Swanny's story and to Edith's.

As to those few who have only heard of the diaries, heard them read on audio cassettes or seen the television adaptations, I would remind them that the notebooks themselves span sixty-two years, that those from 1905 to 1944 have already filled four fat volumes and that there are more to come.

It is the fashion to make films about how a film was made and television documentaries about producing documentaries. This book is about discovering a diary and about the long arm, nearly a century long, of artfulness and well-intentioned deceit.

Ann Eastbrook

Hampstead

1991
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June 26th, 1905


Idag til Formiddag da jeg gik i Byen var der en Kone, som spurgte mig om der gik Isbjørne paa Gaderne i København.


When I went out this morning a woman asked me if there were polar bears in the streets of Copenhagen. She is one of our neighbours and she stands behind her gate waiting for people to go by so that she can catch them, and gossip. She thinks I must be a savage and half-witted too because I'm not English and I don't speak English well and stumble over words.

Most people here feel like that about us. It is not that there are no foreigners (as they see us), they are used to people from all over Europe, but they don't like us, any of us. They say we live like animals and take away their jobs. What must it be like for little Mogens at school? He doesn't tell me and I haven't asked, I don't want to know. I'd rather not know any more bad things. I'd like to know some good things but it's a puzzle to find them, as hard as finding a flower in these long grey streets. I close my eyes and remember Hortensiavej, the birch trees and the snowberries.

This morning, in the great heat and sun – sunshine is never nice in a city – I went to the stationers at the corner of Richmond Road and bought this notebook. I practised what I would say, the words I'd use, and I must have got it right because instead of grinning and leaning over me with his hand cupping his ear, the man in the shop just nodded and offered me two kinds, a thick one with a stiff black cover for sixpence and a cheaper one with a paper cover and lined pages. I had to take the cheap one for I daren't spend money on things like this. When Rasmus comes he will expect me to account for every penny I have spent, in spite of being the worst man in the world with money himself.

I haven't kept a diary since I was married, though I did when I was a girl. The last words in the last one I wrote two days before my wedding and then, the next day, I came to a decision and burnt all my diaries. This was because I had made up my mind there would be no place for writing in my new life. A good wife must devote herself to her husband and to making his home. That's what everyone told me and what I suppose I thought myself. I even thought there would be some pleasure about it. I was only seventeen and that's my excuse.

Eight years have gone by and I feel differently about a lot of things. There's no use moaning and no one to hear me if I do, still less to care, so what complaining I do I shall have to do in these pages. The funny thing is that once I had bought the notebook I felt a lot better. For no reason at all I felt hopeful. I was still all by myself in Lavender Grove with no one to talk to but Hansine – for what that's worth – with two little boys and a dead one to think about and another coming. That wasn't changed. Nor was the fact that I haven't seen my husband for five months and haven't heard from him for two. The notebook couldn't take away the heavy weight of this child I carry, swinging on the front of me like a great sack of flour. It was my loneliness it changed, which is one of the worst things I have to bear in this horrible foreign country. In a strange sort of way it seemed to take the edge off my loneliness. I thought, I'll have something to do this evening when Mogens and Knud are asleep. I'll have someone to talk to. Instead of brooding about Rasmus, about how you can dislike someone and not want him yet be jealous of him, instead of worrying about the boys and what's happening with this baby inside me, I'll be able to write again. I'll be able to write it all down.

And that's what I'm doing now. Hansine has been in and brought me the newspaper. I told her I was writing letters and not to turn down the gas, which is what she usually does, all in the great cause of saving his money. It would still be light in Copenhagen at ten but it gets dark half an hour earlier here. Hansine has pointed this out three times since Midsummer Day, just as she tells me with peasant regularity that the days have started getting shorter. She asked me if I had heard from ‘Mr Westerby’. She always asks, though she knows the postman comes next door on both sides but never here. Why does she care? I believe she feels worse about him than I do, if possible. Probably she thinks that if he doesn't come back we three will end in the workhouse and she will lose her place.

The second time she came she wanted to make tea for me but I told her to go to bed. Soon, if no money comes, we shall all have to eat less and perhaps she will get thinner. Poor thing, she's so fat and getting fatter. I wonder if it's due to the white bread. None of us had ever tasted white bread before we came to England. The boys loved it and ate so much of it that they were sick. Now we have put the ryebread cutter Tante Frederikke gave me for a wedding present away in a cupboard. I don't think we'll ever use it again. Yesterday I opened the cupboard and looked at it, it has become a symbol to me of our old life and I felt my eyes burn with tears. But I won't cry. That was the last time I cried, when Mads died, and I never will again.

This room where I'm sitting, the ‘drawing room’, would be tiny if I didn't keep the folding doors to the dining room open. All the landlord's furniture is ugly but for the mirror which is just a little bit less ugly than the rest of it, an oblong glass in a mahogany frame with carved mahogany leaves and flowers twining about the top of it. A branch with carved leaves on it actually comes across the glass, something I expect the carver thought very clever. I can see myself in this mirror, sitting at the circular table with its marble top and iron legs. It is like the tables I see in public houses when I pass their open doors. I am sitting in a chair that is covered up with a bit of brown and red tapestry to hide the worn patches where the horsehair is coming through.

The curtains are not drawn. Sometimes a carriage goes by, or more likely a cart in this dreary place, and sometimes I hear a horse stumble on the pitted road. If I look to the right I can see the garden outside the french windows, a tiny yard with bushes covered with blackish-green leaves that are the same winter and summer. This house is very small but the same number of rooms are crowded into it as in a proper size house. It's run-down and shabby round here, but pretentious, and that's what makes me angry.

In the mirror, in the pale gaslight, I can see just the upper half of myself, my thin face and my reddish hair that is coming loose from its pins and hanging beside my cheeks in wisps. I have the bluest eyes Rasmus ever saw, he told me before we were married, before I knew about the 5,000 kroner. But perhaps anyway it wasn't a compliment. Blue eyes aren't necessarily beautiful and I'm sure mine aren't. They are too blue, too bright, the kind of colour that is better on a peacock or a kingfisher. In fact, they are exactly the colour of the butterfly's wing in the brooch I had from Tante Frederikke for my sixteenth birthday.

Not that it matters what colour they are. No one looks at an old woman's eyes and I feel like an old woman, though I'm not quite twenty-five. That has reminded me to put the brooch on tomorrow. I like to wear it, not because it's pretty – it isn't – or because it flatters me – it doesn't – but, well, maybe out of what Rasmus calls my perversity and waywardness. I wear it to make people think, does that woman know that brooch is exactly the colour of her eyes? And, that woman ought to know better than to show up the ugly colour of her eyes. I like that. It's the kind of thing I enjoy, speculating about what people think of me.

The intolerable sun went down half an hour ago, dusk has come and it's quite dark outside now and very quiet. The street lamps are lit but it is still warm and close. I haven't recorded much on my first day of writing my new diary and I must record something, so I'll write down what I read in the paper about an awful accident to a Danish cadet training ship. I only read it because the Georg Stage is Danish and the accident happened near Copenhagen. A British steamer rammed into it in the dark and twenty-two young boys on board were killed. They were very young, from fourteen to sixteen. Still, I don't suppose I knew any of them or their parents.


June 28th, 1905

My baby is due on July 31st. Now, whenever she comes, it will be written down that July 31st is the day she was expected. I've put ‘she’. Hansine would say that's tempting Providence. Luckily for me, she can't read. She gossips with people she meets when she goes out shopping, her English is awful but fluent and she doesn't mind making a fool of herself. I do and that's probably why my progress is so slow. But she can't read any language. If she could I wouldn't dare write in Danish which means not writing at all as I'm incapable of producing a line of English. ‘She’ – I want a girl. There's no one I dare tell that to and anyway no one here would care. Imagine saying something like that to the woman who asked me about the polar bears!

I wanted a girl last time, insofar as I wanted a baby at all, and instead it was poor little Mads who came along. He was dead within a month. So there, I have recorded that too. I do want this baby and I do want my daughter. Even if Rasmus never comes back, even if the worst happens and we have to make our way to Korsør and throw ourselves upon the mercy of Tante Frederikke and Farbror Holger, I want my daughter.

But I wish she would move. I know babies don't shift about so much in the last weeks. I should know, I've had three. I wish I could remember how it was with Mads. Did he go on moving about right up to the end? Did the others? Are girls different and might her stillness be a sign she's a girl? Next time and I expect there will be a next time, for that's woman's lot, I'll know. I won't need to remember, I'll have my diary and it makes me feel better to write these things down.


July 2nd, 1905

I don't write in this book every day. This is partly to keep it a secret from Hansine – she would try to guess what I was doing and think of something grotesque, letters to a lover perhaps. Imagine it! – and partly because it's not only a record of what I do but also of what I think. And it's about people. It's stories, too, I've always liked stories, telling them to myself, true and made up, and now of course I tell them to my boys. I tell them to myself as a way of getting to sleep, for instance, and in the daytime to get away from reality, which isn't too pleasant to say the least.

When I was a girl and kept a diary I put the stories in but I always had to be a bit careful about what I wrote in case Mother or Father found it. There is no place to hide anything where you can be absolutely sure it's safe from other people's eyes. But a foreign language makes things safe because it's like a code. It seems funny to call Danish a foreign language but that's what it is to everybody here. Well, not quite everybody. There must be Danes living here, our ambassador and consul and people like that and maybe professors at Oxford, and of course the Queen is Danish, and sometimes I read about Denmark in the papers.

Our Danish prince may become the first King of Norway, for instance, and there's been more about the Georg Stage. They've held an inquiry in Copenhagen but they say the President of the Court was biased and forgot to be impartial. The captain of the British ship broke down but still says he wasn't responsible for the deaths of those twenty-three boys. (Another has died since.) King Edward has sent his sympathies!

A much more important item is about a Russian ship called the Kniaz Potemkin. I wish I could understand better but there are so many long words. The people of Odessa, for some reason, wouldn't let the ship come ashore and take on provisions, or that's what I think happened, and so the ship turned its guns on the city and started shelling it. Those Russians are savages, worse than the Germans!

I saw a Cook's tour to Denmark advertised. If only I could go on it! We buy Danish bacon and there's a Danish firm that makes something to spread on your bread called Butterine. They're called Mønsted and the very name makes me homesick, so Danish, so familiar. But no Dane is likely to come to this house. Hansine can't read, Mogens and Knud haven't learned yet and I don't even know where Rasmus is. I could even put improper stories in only I don't know any.

If it was just a record of what I do this diary would be nothing but repetition. My days are all the same. I get up early because I wake up early and if I lie there all I do is brood about things and worry that the child inside me is sitting too high up. The boys are awake by the time I'm up and I wash their hands and faces and dress them and we go down to the breakfast Hansine has made. Coffee, of course, and the white bread Mr Spenner the baker brings and the boys love. A Dane needs coffee more than food and I drink three cups. I can be careful with money in almost every way but I can't give up a single cup of my coffee.

Hansine has begun talking to the boys in English. Mogens is better at it than she is, children of his age seem to pick up a language very fast, and he laughs at her mistakes which she doesn't mind a bit but laughs with him and clowns about. And then Knud tries to speak it and they all make fools of themselves but seem to think it the best joke in the world. I hate it because I can't join in. I am jealous and that's the truth. I'm jealous because she's a woman and they're men, after all, aren't they? Somehow I know that if I had a girl she'd be with me, she'd be on my side.


July 5th, 1905

I've thought of forbidding Hansine to speak English in the house and I think she'd obey me. She still respects me and is a bit afraid of me, though not half so afraid as she is of Rasmus. But I won't forbid it because I know I have to do the best I can for Mogens and Knud. They have to learn English, because they have to live here and do so perhaps for the rest of their lives.

Hansine takes Mogens to the school which is two streets away in Gayhurst Road. He wants to go alone and soon I'll let him, but not quite yet. She grumbles under her breath because when her visitor is in the house she gets fearful pains in her stomach. I stay at home with Knud and take him on my lap and tell him a story. It used to be H. C. Andersen for both the boys but when I left Denmark I left Andersen behind too. I suddenly realized how cruel some of his stories were. ‘The Girl Who Trod on the Loaf’, about Little Inge who had to spend all her life in the Bogwife's kitchen underground just because she was proud of her new shoes, that was my mother's favourite but it revolted me. ‘The Tinderbox’ was horrible too and ‘The Little Match Girl’, so I've started telling the boys stories I make up myself. At the moment it's a serial about a little boy called Jeppe with a magic friend who can do anything. This morning we got to the bit where the magic friend polishes all the green verdigris off the copper roofs in Copenhagen one night and when Jeppe wakes up in the morning they are bright shining red-gold.

When Hansine gets back I go out. I put on my hat and then the smock that covers my great belly and a cape to cover that and hope people can't see I'm expecting but I know they can. Then I walk. I just walk. I walk all the way down Lavender Grove and Wilman Grove to London Fields and over to Victoria Park, sometimes up to Hackney Downs or down to de Beauvoir Town, all these places whose names I can't even pronounce. Along the streets mostly, looking at the houses, the churches, the great buildings, but sometimes I walk on the grass of the marshes or by the canal. It's too hot to wear a cape but if I didn't I'd feel too ashamed of the shape of me to go out at all.

Hansine makes smørrebrød for luncheon but it's not the same without rye bread. I'd as soon not eat but I force myself for her sake, the baby's. If I don't go out walking again in the afternoon, and sometimes I do, I sit in the drawing room by the bay window. Our house in Lavender Grove is one in a row of nine, all joined together. It's not very pretty, in fact it's one of the ugliest I've ever seen, not as tall as it should be and built of grey bricks with clumsy stonework and wooden windows. There's a funny little stone face wearing a crown over the front porch and two more faces just the same over each of the upper windows. I wonder who they are or who they were meant to be, those girls with crowns on. But the house does have this bay window and a bit of garden in front with a hedge. I won't have net curtains, whatever Hansine says, because if I did I couldn't see out when I sit here and do my sewing.

Mother taught me to sew long before I went to school and I hated it. I hated the thimble – I remember I specially hated being given a thimble for a birthday present! – but I hated the needle going into my finger worse. Still, now I'm glad I learned. It's something I'm better at than Hansine who gapes at my tiny stitches and my careful darning of the boys' clothes.

Sometimes she fetches Mogens from school and sometimes I do. It was she who went today, on her way back from Mare Street where she got some thread for me from the drapers. She and Mogens came in talking English together. She had quite a tale to tell. An adventure had happened to her. Walking along by London Fields, she saw an old man ahead of her come out of the public house and stagger from side to side of the pavement. All that was important to her was to avoid cannoning into him but as she stepped to one side he crashed into the wall and fell down unconscious.

It was a great shock for her and she was kneeling there beside him, trying to find his pulse for a sign of life, when a crowd began to gather. Of course there was no policeman or doctor. There never is when you want them. She was sure he was dead. Then a young woman came up and gave a great scream when she saw him. She said she was a servant in the house where he was a lodger. Everyone became very excited, as you'd expect, and some said it was the heat but the young woman said, no, it was the spirits he drank had got to him at last. Hansine said she would stay with her until help came, which she did, making her late getting to the school.

‘I hope you didn't talk about all that to little Mogens,’ I said. ‘Old drunken men falling down in the street.’ ‘Of course not,’ she said, ‘as if I would,’ but I'm not sure I believe her. To women of that class such an incident is the most delightful and exciting in the world and they can't keep a word of it to themselves.

I said I didn't want to hear about it but she went on just the same, coming out with all the details in front of the boys. ‘That's quite enough,’ I said and I put my hands over my ears. ‘It'll be in the newspapers,’ she said, playing into my hands. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘that wouldn't be much use to you, would it, even if it was in Danish?’ She went red as a geranium and held her hands over her stomach which is nearly as big as mine, she hates anybody talking about her illiteracy, but I just turned away. I don't care. I don't care any more about anyone but myself – oh, and my daughter that's coming, of course.


July 6th, 1905

My birthday. I am twenty-five years old today. Not that anyone knows that. You can't expect a servant to know and the boys are too young but I confess I did expect my husband to remember. I ought to know him by now but I don't. Hope is a horrible thing, I don't know why these church people call it a virtue, it is horrible because it's so often disappointed. When you get old I'm sure you expect your birthday to be forgotten, you might not even want it remembered, but it's not like that at twenty-five.

All day I dreamed about how I'd have liked to celebrate my quarter of a century. I dreamed of a husband who'd give me a present, a fur coat or a diamond ring, and a grand dinner in the evening. Reality, as usual, was rather different. Frikadeller for supper again. Meatballs and potatoes have become our staple diet. We have rødkaal sometimes, done with vinegar and sugar, but Hansine has trouble finding red cabbages in the market. I long for rullepølse but we can't find the right kind of beef here and no good fish at all. Sausages are only 9d. a pound, so we have those. At least there is milk for the boys at 2d. a pint and I try not to worry about tuberculosis. Stonor's Dairy invites its customers to come and inspect the lairs where the cows live and Mogens and Knud are dying to go but we haven't been yet.

Hansine puts the boys to bed and then I go up and tell some more about Jeppe and the magic friend. Mogens said, ‘English boys aren't called Jeppe.’ ‘You're not English,’ was all I could think of to say to him. Then he said he would be if we were going to go on living here and could he call himself by another name? ‘What other name?’ I said. ‘All the children laugh at my name,’ he said. ‘I want to be called Jack.’

That made me laugh. Or I pretended it did. Really, I wanted to cry, I was so afraid, but I never do cry. I was afraid of everyone becoming English and slipping away from me and I'd be left alone, the only Dane in England. This evening I've been more homesick than ever I've been since we left Copenhagen. I've been sitting at this table in the fading light but not seeing the room or what's outside the window, only seeing pictures from the past. The green roofs of my city and the twisted spire of the Frelsers Kirke, the beech forests of Sjælland, tea on the lawn at Tante Frederikke's. Why do the English never eat their meals outdoors in their gardens? Their climate is better than ours, a little bit better, yet they shut themselves up indoors while we take every chance we have to be in the sunlight and the open air.

I wonder tonight if I was wrong in what I said to Rasmus. But we have moved about so much, and always I think when I was in the family way, always in quest of some business advantage for him, some opportunity to make his fortune. From Copenhagen to Stockholm, where Knud was born, from Stockholm back to Copenhagen and the best place, my little white house in Hortensiavej. But I had to leave it and come here, London was the place, London was the centre of the world; only when we had been here a month, just one month, he was all for being off again and trying America. That was when I said no, I put my foot down. ‘The worm has turned,’ I said. ‘You've crushed me for the last time.’

Not that I was ever much of a worm. At least, I've always stood up to him wherever I can, I've given back as good as I've got. Except for the children, of course. He can punish me with many children but I can't punish him in the same way, can I? I said if he went to America he'd go alone, I was going home, and he could have the boys if he wanted. Instead, it was he who went home, attending he said to some ‘pressing business need’ and I was left here alone. I knew by then I'd fallen for another baby.

Not a very enjoyable birthday!


July 12th, 1905

I hate it here but somehow I know it's my fate. It will be better when I have my daughter. Not long to wait now, maybe no more than two weeks. I felt a little faint movement tonight, not much but enough to reassure me, though she is still high up and not standing on her head as she should be by this time, ready for escape. I think of it, her escape from me, as a hard swim against great breakers that keep her struggling, pushing her back. And that's how they come out at last, babies, swimming, thrusting against the tide, and opening their lungs to cry with relief when at last they reach the shore.

I must press on, I must be strong, come what may. Sometimes I think of Karoline that my father left on the streets of Copenhagen to find her own way to his house. She told me the story herself, for my mother never would, it was too improper for me to hear, and I am sure my father had forgotten all about it. But Karoline herself could never forget, the experience lurked there always in her mind like a goblin and she dreamed of it.

My father came to Copenhagen from a place near Aarhus in the north of Jutland. He married my mother, who was half-Swedish, and did quite well, owning property and buying and selling furniture, and the time came when he thought my mother should have a maid to help her in the house, so he sent home to the farm for one of his nieces. They were so poor and there were so many children that you can be sure they were delighted to get rid of one of them. Karoline came. She was fifteen and she had to cross the Store Bælt and the Lille Bælt by ferry and take the train and do these things all by herself. She had never been anywhere, she couldn't read or write. She was like an animal, a farm animal.

My father met her at the railway station. It was a long walk to our house, several miles, and the poor girl was just an animal. When she needed to relieve herself she did what she had done in the country, moved a little aside – in this case to the gutter – lifted up her skirts, and squatted down and made water in the street. My father was so shocked and so angry he took to his heels and ran away from her. He had forgotten or made himself forget that this was how they behaved where he came from, he was nearly a gentleman now, so he ran away home, not looking back, running through the twisting streets and by the back alleys.

Karoline had to get there as best she could. She knew no one. She spoke with a coarse accent many couldn't even understand, she didn't know the address, only that the name was Kastrup, and she had never been in a city before, not even Aarhus. But she found her way, she had to. It took her till midnight but she found our house. I've never known how. ‘I asked a hundred people,’ she said to me. ‘I asked everyone I saw.’ At least when she got there my father didn't turn her away.

She was with us as our maid for many years. When I was sixteen and my mother died, Karoline too died of a monstrous cancer that grew out of her back. She can't have been more than thirty-two or -three. She was already ill when she told me the story and it's been an example to me, something to think of and keep me going when I'm close to despair. I say to myself, Karoline made it and so will I. I'll get through and come out the other side.


July 14th, 1905

I have heard from Rasmus and he has sent me money. Hansine was covered in smiles, her fat face all red and nearly split in two, when she brought me the letter this morning. I've said she can't read but she can recognize his handwriting and a Danish stamp.

‘Dearest Asta’, he calls me, and, later on, ‘my dear wife’, which is not at all the way he speaks to me, I can tell you. (What do I mean ‘you’? Have I begun talking to the diary?) Never mind. There is money, just when we were beginning to think even frikadeller were beyond our means and we'd be reduced to broken biscuits and Butterine.

It was a money order for 700 kroner, which comes out at nearly £40, the most you're allowed to send. I took it to the Post Office in Lansdowne Road and they cashed it, making no trouble, asking no questions and not even smiling at my accent.

Now, at any rate, I shall be able to buy material to make baby clothes and have indeed done so already, white lawn and nun's veiling and white wool to knit from Matthew Rose's big department story in Mare Street. I shall be able to pay the doctor if I have to send for him when the baby comes. But I hope I don't have to. The others came fast, especially poor little Mads, without difficulties though with much pain. We shall call the doctor if there are problems but Hansine will be here to help me, as she did with Mads. She knows about making the afterbirth come out and how to deal with the cord. (It's a good thing I'm writing in Danish. Just think of someone reading that!)

Rasmus is back in Aarhus and has given me an address to write to, though he says he doesn't expect to be there long. I can't imagine what he's doing. He's an engineer, so-called, and I don't know what else to call him. The fact is I don't exactly know what it is he does. He's been a blacksmith, at any rate he can shoe a horse, and he can do anything with animals. He boasts that the most savage dog is quiet when he speaks to it and the funny thing is it's true. He makes animals love him. It's a pity he isn't as good with a wife.

Another thing he can do is make things out of wood. He could earn a living as a cabinet-maker but he won't. He despises that sort of thing. Motors are what he likes. He once told me – he hardly ever tells me things or talks to me much but he did tell me this – that he wanted to ‘bring motor cars to England’. I thought there were motor cars here already, in fact I've often seen them, you see a few every day even in this place, but he means motor cars for everyone. Imagine a day when every man has his own motor car! What would happen to the horses, I said, and the trains and omnibuses come to that, but he didn't answer. He never answers the questions I ask.

One thing is certain and that's that there are no motor cars in Aarhus. I wonder if he's there to try and borrow money? He's supposed to have a rich uncle in Hjørring at the ends of the earth, though I only half-believe in this man's existence. I suppose I should be thankful Rasmus isn't a Mahometan, otherwise I'm sure he'd be finding another wife up there to marry for 5,000 kroner.


July 18th, 1905

This evening Hansine came into the drawing room and stood there twisting her apron in her fingers. It must have been the money making me feel good, or better than I have been, for I told her to sit down for a bit and talk to me. When I was a child I read a book translated into Danish from the English about a man stranded on a desert island, I can't remember what it was called. But this man was very lonely and when another man came along he was so happy to have someone, anyone, to talk to and be with at last that he didn't mind its being a Negro savage. I feel a bit like that with Hansine. I have no one else to talk to except a seven-year-old child and a five-year-old and even the conversation of an illiterate servant is preferable sometimes to their nonsense and their everlasting questions.

I had the impression Hansine was trying to tell me something. She kept stuttering and turning her head about to avoid looking at me. Our Karoline was stupid and ignorant but I sometimes think she was a genius compared to this one. At last I said, ‘Come on, out with it, what is it you want to tell me?’ I was thinking by this time that she'd broken something, not that we have anything valuable to break, or else it was about the sweetheart she had in Copenhagen, but it was only this old man that fell down in the street.

She is now firm friends with the servant from the lodging house that she calls ‘Miss Fisher’. Apparently, she found out where the house is, in Navarino Road, north of London Fields, and went there, if you please, ‘to ask about the poor old gentleman’. It turned out he was dead on arrival at the German Hospital. I suppose she was interested because he was a foreigner too. ‘Like us’, she said, only he was a Pole called Dzerjinski. What's more likely is that she was just curious.

The people ‘Miss Fisher’ is in service with are a man and his wife and two children, and an old mother-in-law, but no more lodgers now Dzerjinski is gone. Fisher said her master had given her notice but ‘her mistress, Mrs Hyde’ had ‘taken that back as there was plenty for her to do’, minding the baby, cleaning the house and cooking for all of them.

I began to wonder what all this was leading up to, if anything, but it turned out just to be her way of asking if she could have this Fisher for tea here in the kitchen on her afternoon off. I couldn't help thinking how lucky she was to have found a friend while I knew no one, but I said I'd no objection, provided she didn't neglect her own work and remembered it wouldn't be long before I'm confined.

It helps her with her English, having a friend who can't speak anything else. ‘I'll soon be chattering away better than you, ma'am,’ says she with a stupid grin and another blush.

I sent her to bed and then I wrote all this down. The baby sits heavy and unmoving and I have the strange feeling, almost certainly nonsense, that her head is caught up in my ribs. It's time she turned over. But at least I know what will happen next week or the week after when she begins her escape. I knew nothing when I was expecting Mogens, less than nothing. For one thing, I thought he would come out through my navel. I reasoned – not understanding about the afterbirth and how a baby feeds inside you – that the navel must have some use and what use could it have but to open and let the baby out? It was a great shock, I can tell you, when Mogens started coming out the other way. My mother told me Adam had no navel and, more to the point, neither did Eve. They weren't born but made by God. But the strange thing was that I never made the connection.

I'm tired and I'm going to bed.


July 21st, 1905

It has been insufferably hot and it's like this all over Europe and America, according to the papers. (I make myself read the papers every day to help my English.) People are falling down dead from sunstroke in New York and here, which is more to the point, children have been poisoned by ice-cream. I have forbidden Hansine to buy any for the boys.

A tremendous fuss is going on between England and Germany and Denmark and Sweden, all to do with who's going to be the King of Norway, Prince Charles of Denmark or Bernadotte. Or I think so, I could follow it better in Danish. The Emperor William is involved, as might be expected.

I've written a long letter to my husband which is why I haven't felt like writing this diary for three days. I wrote pages and pages of what I think are called ‘home truths’, how horrible it is living here in this dreary street, how hostile everyone is with their stupid questions, the polar-bear woman Mrs Gibbons, for instance, and about the heat and my fear of war. It would be even worse for foreigners here if there was war with Denmark and Sweden was involved. How could he leave us here alone for months and months in a foreign country?

I told him something else I read in the paper, that the Princess of Wales has had a son, born on July 13th. I am not so fortunate. I asked him if he'd forgotten I was expecting his child which may be born any day. Am I to bear it alone here? Suppose I die? Hundreds of women die in childbirth every day, though not Princesses of Wales. Hansine came back from fetching Mogens from school and told me of a woman who died this morning after her twins were born. She got it from another friend of hers, a very low class of person, a slum-dweller in those hovels off Wells Street. There are five other children, all under seven, and the father is sick and out of work. I screamed to her to be quiet, not to tell me these things, is she mad, has she no feelings? But I put the story in the letter to Rasmus. Let him hear it. Why should I bear it alone? It's his child too and his fault it exists.

Of course I don't suppose the letter will ever reach him. He will have moved on somewhere else in search of money or a loan or something to do with motor cars. Anyway, I didn't call him ‘my dearest husband’ or anything like that. I believe in honesty. I wrote ‘Dear Rasmus’ and ended it ‘your Asta’ more to be polite than anything else.


July 26th, 1905

Today I went out for a long walk. I took it slowly, carrying my great burden before me, and walked for many miles, returning by way of Ritson Road and Dalston Lane. I wanted to have a look at the Lutheran church, though it is German, not Scandinavian, and then I made a little detour to see the house where Hansine's friend lives.

If only Rasmus had taken such a house for us! It's not grand, it couldn't be in this part of London, but it's big, on four floors, and you can see it's seen better days. There are steps up to the front door which has two big pillars holding up a portico, nice railings along the front of a real front garden and lots of trees around. Navarino Road isn't wide like Lavender Grove but narrow and shady and that always gives a better look to a street.

I was standing there looking at it, thinking the rent couldn't be more than £10 more than the £36 a year Rasmus pays for Lavender Grove, when a woman came out with a little girl. She was dressed very showily with a big feathery hat, but I had eyes only for the baby. That was all she was, though she could walk. She was so pretty and fair and dainty, like a fairy. I swear my baby moved when I was thinking this, put out a hand perhaps to greet this other child from inside there.

Fanciful nonsense, I know that. But it cheered me up and saw me safely home, like the great awkward ship that I am, rocking and swaying into harbour. Mogens and Knud were outside on the pavement playing with the hoops I bought them out of the money my dear generous husband sent us. If I don't need to pay a doctor when my daughter comes I shall spend some more and buy little Knud a spinning top. The boy next door has one so why shouldn't my boy?

As I entered the house a strong pain took hold of me and doubled me up. For a little while I thought, this is it. I didn't want Hansine fussing, starting to get water boiling and hanging sheets over my bedroom door, so I went upstairs to take my hat off and stayed there in my bedroom, not sitting but standing and holding on to the bedpost. Another pain came but fainter than the first. I stood there, watching the boys and thinking how Knud too would be starting school in September and riot knowing whether I was glad or sorry.

Then it came to me that I'd have my daughter by that time. She would be more than a month old and I should be glad to have the boys out of the way. Perhaps she'd be born tonight, I thought. But though I stood there and finally sat down on the bed with my hands pressed to the great heavy lump, there were no more pains and I realized the same thing had happened as when I was expecting Mads. These are false pains some women have hours or even days before a real labour begins. Probably there is a scientific name for them but I don't know what it is. Last year, in February, I had them on the Wednesday and Mads was born on the Friday. Poor little boy, I didn't want him and I didn't know how much I loved him till after he was dead.

Suppose this one, my daughter, suppose she… But no, I won't write it. I won't even think it. Or will writing it down be a kind of insurance and make sure it can't happen? I don't believe in things like that. I'm not superstitious and I don't believe in God. I won't give him a capital letter, I'll cross that out, it's ridiculous honouring something you don't believe in. He's just god, a god I know doesn't exist. I think I first knew that when I had a baby coming out of the wrong place that I thought was going to split me into two bits. I shan't be going to the Lutheran church, German or Danish or any other kind. And I won't be churched after the birth, as if there was something dirty about having a baby.

I won't have the doctor unless I must. Hansine can see to things. If there are complications she can run and fetch him. If only there were women doctors! I wouldn't think twice if it was a woman coming into my bedroom in a trim black dress with a stethoscope hanging round her like a smart necklace. But I shake with disgust at having a man there, seeing me so exposed, so vulnerable, my body open and indecent. And I believe men think it funny, doctors or not. You can see that little half-smile on their faces, the way they cover it with a discreet hand. Women are so absurd, they seem to be saying, so weak and foolish, letting this happen to them! How ugly they look and how stupid!

I went downstairs at last. Hansine was calling the boys in for their supper. My appetite had gone and I couldn't eat a mouthful. It was the same with all my babies. A few days beforehand I just stop eating. The boys were on the subject of names again. A friend Mogens has made at school told Knud his name is really Canute like a king who sat on the seashore and commanded the waves to stop or the tide to turn or something. He said he would call Knud Canute and all the others at school would and then the boys in the street would start singing ‘Canute, Canute, like an old boot’. So now, as if it weren't enough Mogens wanting to be Jack, Knud wants to be Kenneth. Apparently, there are four boys in Mogens' class called Kenneth. I said they must ask their father, which is a sure way of postponing things for months.
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