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            Preface
   

         

         It is a dark, grey winter’s day. It is more than two years ago that my little sister, Margaret, died, and she is never very far away. I am running through the streets of Copenhagen thinking about her, her illness and death are grim, concrete skyscrapers that send long shadows into my life. Now I need to bring order into my life, Dust myself off. Replace all the ruined fittings. Redesign myself. Whatever necessary. Living with grief is like wading through heavy mud, and I refuse to be a person who stomps heavy-footed through my life. 

         My sister Margaret died of leukaemia when she was 35. She was five years younger than me. I run because of Margaret. Not that we ever ran together. We did once, during one of her remissions. But it was a disheartening experience for both of us. She was out of shape and got upset because she held me back. And I was frustrated because we couldn’t run together, and because her illness had taken such a toll on her. Now I run, because for a long period, right after her death, I needed help. Everything was chaos and anger and misery, along with sleepless nights because I had my son, Simon, nine months before Margaret died. And stress, because we had just moved to an old house with rotten floor boards that had been pulled up, so we could only move around the house on walkways. Besides, it is exhausting to watch someone you love die. A small piece is carved out of your heart, every day. So after her death, I saw a counsellor, and after some months she said: "Either you start taking anti-depressants, or you begin exercising. If you don’t, you’ll end up with depression.” I thought I felt bad enough already, but I could see that depression was even worse in some way. Depression was a threat. So, I chose exercise. And when I run, my sister runs beside me. In my mind's eye I see her just behind me, a little to the left. She smiles down at me. She was taller than me, so she always smiled down at me when we were standing. She had curves and skin the exact same colour as coffee with cream. I am small and thin and have skin the colour of skimmed milk. But we both had big brown eyes, and sometimes people said that they could see we were sisters, because we had the same eyes. It must have been well meant ignorance that made them say so. My parentsadoptedmy sisterwhen shewas two months old. She was the cutest chubby little babywith softblackcurls. Themost lovablebabyin the world. And we becamea family of five. My parents, mybrotherPauland I, andthen,Margaret.

         	Margaretwas a vivacious person. She wasalso a lot of other things. Demanding, private, conscientious, creative, courageous, determined,sometimesangry andirritable. Butshewas a happy baby and a smilingand a cheerfuladult.Drinks had to be pinkcosmopolitans. Shoes had to have high heels, parties had to be fabulous. Foodhad to be delicious, andthere had to be a lot of it.Andshe wasfond of music. Classical andpop, but mostlypop. She wasa pop-chick. Eversince she wastwo years old anddancedin her diaperto the pop hit "Where's Your MamaGone?", and when she learned to playpercussion andpiano,andlater went to Pet Shop Boys concerts with me, and right up to the day shelay dyingin her hospital bed with heriPod beside her, pop music was part ofher life. Butshewas only half a pop-chick. She wassteely, too. She metthe worldwith whata friendonce called laid-back dignity. I coulddo withsome of that.Maybe that is the direction Ishould runin. SoI runandrunwithmy sister’spop music in my earsinan attempt tocatch up withjusta little bitofwhat washer.

         We all experience a narrowed vision when we go through grief or anxiety. Tunnel vision, perhaps. When we suffer, we lose compassion for the suffering of others. We don’t connect to others through loss, and grief does not bring out the best in anyone. Grief only has positive consequences in melodramatic movies and other banalities. But losing Margaret shook my universe in a way that never comes up in everyday conversations. And the result is this book about my sister. The book I have written is my book about my sister and my life with her. Anyone else would write a different book. And I want to tell my version. I want to broaden my tunnel vision, and Margaret would hate to be forgotten. Margaret would want to be remembered. Not as the person who was ill, but for everything else she was. First of all, I think she would want to be remembered as strong and active and as a person who was in charge of her own life. She died of cancer, but who wants to be remembered as a victim? If there is one thing Margaret was not, it was a victim. For her entire life, she rejected the role of victim.

         I wanted to write a book about a very special person and a very strange fate. This is it.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter I
   

            Baby
   

         

          
   

         In 1968my parents boughta housein Hørsholm, north ofCopenhagen. The town they movedto wasamuddylandscape ofnew constructions. Close to the church, there were a handful ofolderhouses,butendlessneighbourhoodswithone-storey houses and raw, naked gardensfilled therest of the town. Residential streets crisscrossed anddivided thelandscape into square blocks where the middle classes could live and enjoy the fresh air. The sixties were wealthy years, baby-boomer years, the oil crisiswasan unknown future threat, and there was money to pay for the dream ofa homewith a utility room, agarden and a carport.
	Hørsholmwasred tulipsplantedin a straightrow in the driveways. The snick-snick-snick sound of hedge trimmers, manicured lawns framed by flowering shrubs and washing lines. Golden retrievers, two children per family and a covered patio which the adults could decorate with wine bottles wrapped in straw, inspired by package holidays to the Mediterranean.

         	Hørsholm was central heating and prawn cocktails on Saturday night. The fathers worked as engineers and managers and had jobs in the city of Copenhagen. The mothers took care of the homes or worked as dental hygienists or in banks, preferably close by. And everybody was Danish as rye bread and Lurpak butter. My British parents tumbled into this optimistic expansion in their search for fresh air and green surroundings. With their imperfect Danish, their bohemian leanings and their two, then three children. We lived in a one-story yellow brick house, well hidden at the end of a residential cul-de-sac called Hejrevej. The house was a slightly rickety DIY project built by a man who had stolen most of the building materials. He ended up in prison, and my parents bought the house at foreclosure. 

         	The house resembled all the others in the neighbourhood, but the DIY builder had lacked building skills. The roof over the covered veranda always leaked, the guest lavatory was ice cold and damp, and the house was positioned in a strange way on the ground, so guests always entered through the utility room and got tangled up in the laundry, as the front door was almost hidden behind bushes. 

         	The DIY builder had stolen the bathroom sanitation from the construction work on the new wing of the local hospital. This meant that our toilet flushed with suction strong enough for an entire hospital ward. This was at a time when the rest of Denmark chose mocha and avocado for the bathrooms in their bungalows, so our white functionality was a little bit unsettling and different. And my parents never joined the norm and became like the other residents of Hørsholm. 

         	My mother listened to radio programs on BBC Radio 3 and we grew up to the sound of British pop music of the sixties and early seventies. My favourite was The Scaffolds’ “Lily the Pink”, my brother’s was “Puff the Magic Dragon” with Peter, Paul and Mary. Every morning we were bathed in the English voices from the radio while my mother served hot breakfasts to the family. On the gas stove my parents had imported from Great Britain themselves, my mother cooked porridge which was eaten with golden syrup and a pat of butter. Or we ate poached eggs on toast, baked beans or French toast with cinnamon and sugar. Stuffed and obedient, my brother and I were bundled into the back seat of the VW Beetle and driven to the International Rygaard School in the suburb of Hellerup, where my mother was a teacher and we were pupils. In the sixties, my mother had a touch of sophistication. In her black fake fur with white trim, with her short dark hair and large sunglasses, she almost resembled Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. In the mornings, my father rode his bicycle to the station and caught the train to Greenland’s Geological Survey in Copenhagen and for most of his life resembled a mad scientist, which was what he was. Not really mad, but he had a beard, wore an anorak and talked to himself when he was engrossed in something. Absent minded but loving, and totally different than the other suburban fathers with their well-pressed slacks and clean nails.

         	When I was a child, I knew the world was round. But I thought that the sphere was divided lengthwise, like an orange split into two halves: one half was England, the other was Denmark, and the two countries were separated by a strip of ocean. I knew there was an ocean between the two countries, because every summer my parents packed the whole family into the VW Beetle and drove to Esbjerg where we took the ferry to England. Every summer, the whole family left home, and every summer the family returned without my father. During the summer he travelled from England to Greenland, where he, as a geologist, found the rocks that he spent the rest of the year studying. While he slept in tents and sailed the coast of Greenland in rubber dinghies, my mother transported the rest of us around England, visiting her relatives. At my mother’s parents’ house outside Southampton, my brother and I spent hours lying on our stomachs on the floor playing scratched and crackly old shellac records on an old-fashioned gramophone with a hand crank, or we sat on the carpet in the small, upholstered parlour and watched Wimbledon with my grandfather. My father’s mother had had dreams of becoming an actress, and at her house we dressed up in her old costumes and were spoilt with cake and rainbow coloured sweets. At my aunt and uncle’s house we were allowed to run around in the sprawling garden with our cousins while the adults drank sherry and played backgammon. I existed in a universe full of games and freedom, and if my oldest cousin had to go to London for an abortion, or if my grandmother’s soft cheeks and generous chest concealed an icy condemnation of the rest of the world, these things had no impact on my life. 

         	The yearIwasfive, we travelledto England in April, a few months earlierthan usual. We were going to fetch my little sister. I cannotremember ifI knew I was going to have a baby sister, but I had probably been told about her. Myonlymemory is of looking through a window into the conservatory one day and seeing my father, who was sitting talking to a strange lady. I askedmy motherwhat theywere doing.The answer was thatthe ladyhad come to findout ifmy parents were good parentsand were capable of taking care of a third child.

         	The ideawas soabstractthat Imentallyfiledthe answerin the drawer withstrangeparental goings-on. As an adult I can comprehend thatmy parents wereinthe process of beingapproved to adopt a child. But I was not interested inyoung children, and I was not expecting more siblings. My worldwas complete as it was.

         	Late one nightmy parentscame in the door of my grandparents’ house, where mybrother and Iwere waiting. They had gone by car to Nottingham and had met a barely two-month oldlight-brown baby girl at her foster mother’s home. Then they hadbeento court to complete the paperwork, and finally they were allowed totake mysister back with them.

         	Her onlypossessionswerea yellowrubberrabbitand a rattlemade ​​of plasticspoons. On the way backtomy grandparents' housemy parents hadbought a carry cot for the baby and presents formy brotherandme. Igotaporcelainmug withPeterRabbit on it. My brother gota plate with the same motive. Inmy memorymysister'sarrival is indivisibly associated withthemug,as ifthe giftwas a kind of consolation prize, though I did not feel thatI needed to be comforted. Now our family was bigger than before. We were a motherand a fatherwithtwo childrenandan adoptedinfant.

         As a young woman, my mother had worked as a teacher at a children’s home in London. The children in the home were the leftovers, the unwanted ones with no future. Abortion became legal in England in 1967, but a lot of unwanted children were still being born in 1970. 

         	In particular,childrenofmixed racewerefrowned upon, andmysister was one of them. Shewas halfblack, half white. Herbirth mother was a15-year-old whitegirl namedPamela. She had been datinganolder boy, Stedroy, whose family camefrom the islandofMontserratinthe Caribbean. The two of them took the samebusto schooland back, and sometimes, on the bus rides home, Stedroy alighted at her stop and wentinside with her.

         	And so Pamela fell pregnant. Her parents were of solid working-class stock, and Pamela waited too long to tell them about her pregnancy. A coloured child was unthinkable in her home. The child had to be put up for adoption. Stedroy’s family was large and wide spread and favourably disposed towards Stedroy’s mistake. But it was Pamela’s parents who settled the matter: Pamela was not of age, and her parents decided that their offspring was not going to grow up in a black family. The baby had to be sent as far away as possible. So the baby girl ended up in Denmark. And the only thing she brought with her from her birth parents was her mother's middle name, Margaret.

      

   


  
   
    
     
      Chapter II
     

     
      Early Years
     

    

    
    

    
     
      For many years,
     
     
      my brother, sister and I were three
     
     
      egg yolks
     
     
      in the same egg shell, separate
     inhabitants of the
     
      same
     
     
      safe
     ,
     
      bubble
     
     
      But
     then the
     
      idyll
     
     
      ended
     
     
      We
     
     
      had spent a year living in Canada
     
     
      where my father
     
     
      was
     doing research.
     
      In the Canadian winter,
     the
     
      snowdrifts
     
     
      came up to my chest, and in the spring
     the river
     
      at the end
     
     
      of the road
     was swollen with
     
      melted snow and
     
     
      burst its banks. And in the summer
     
     
      it was so hot that
     
     
      a friend and I
     
     
      fried eggs
     
     
      in
     
     
      the sunshine on our porch
     
     
      The family
     
     
      in the next door townhouse were two
     
     
      single mothers
     
     
      with
     
     
      a throng of
     
     
      children; we had maple syrup for breakfast and
     could choose between 31 varieties of ice cream at the ice cream shop.
    

    
     Then
     
      we moved
     
     
      back to
     
     
      Hørsholm.
     
     
      Here, temperatures of 25 degrees
     were considered
     
      a heat wave
     
     
      and
     
     
      ice cream only existed in the varieties white, brown
     
     
      pink
     
     
      or
     
     
      mixed.
     
     
      We were enrolled at the nearest public
     
     
      school
     
     
      Vallerød School: two long
     
     
      low grey
     
     
      concrete blocks
     
     
      packed with
     
     
      over a thousand
     
     
      children from
     
     
      the bulging
     
     
      residential streets
     
     
      My
     brother, sister and
     
      I
     
     
      hesitated
     
     
      nervously, trying to find
     our bearings.
     
      I struggled
     
     
      with
     
     
      the Danish language
     
     
      and could
     
     
      not remember when
     to say “river” and when to say “flood”. We
     
      did
     
     
      not have a television
     
     
      so I could
     
     
      not join the conversation when
     
     
      the other girls
     
     
      got
     
     
      their first
     
     
      voyeuristic and erotic
     
     
      rush
     watching a slightly racy
     
      Swedish television
     
     
      series
     
     
      “The Girl
     
     
      with the
     
     
      Blue
     
     
      Eyes”
     
     
      My friend,
     
     
      Tina,
     
     
      found
     
     
      a book called
     
     
      
       Open Air Lovers
      
     under
     
      her parents’
     
     
      bed
     .
     
      illed with glee and
     
     
      curiosity
     
     
      she showed
     
     
      me the book
     
     
      but
     
     
      only
     for
     
      three minutes until
     
     
      loyalty to
     
     
      parents
     
     
      and
     
     
      fear of discovery prevailed.
     
     
      She
     
     
      slammed the book shut
     
     
      and closed
     
     
      my
     
     
      very first
     
     
      glimpse of
     
     
      porn
     
     
      before I even understood that
     
     
      she had been showing me pornography
     
     
      as I did not even know that pornography existed.
     
    

    
     
      I did not watch popular Danish television, and I did not listen to Danish pop groups. Without
     
     
      these
     
     
      cultural
     references you
     
      were
     
     
      out of the loop in
     Denmark in
     
      the 70s
     
     
      Maybe it was
     
     
      during these years
     
     
      that my
     
     
      little sister
     
     
      learned to
     
     
      tackle
     
     
      the world
     
     
      with
     a
     
      laid-back dignity
     
     
      She was
     
     
      a giraffe
     , calmly gazing at the
     
      orld
     
     
      through
     
     
      a curtain
     
     
      of
     
     
      thick eyelashes
     
     
      My strategy
     
     
      was to
     
     
      be
     
     
      like a
     
     
      fox terrier
     , barking
     
      chasing any balls thrown for me. And
     
     
      my
     
     
      brother
     became an introvert first, and then a hippie.
    

    
     
      Margaret
     
     
      had some
     
     
      carefree
     
     
      childhood years
     
     
      where she played in the snow on the hill
     
     
      behind
     
     
      our
     
     
      house,
     swam in the sea and played with her
     
      friends.
     
     
      But then came
     adolescence
     
      with
     
     
      its social
     
     
      upheavals
     
     
      and
     
     
      Margaret changed
     
    

    
     
      As an adult,
     
     
      she once told
     
     
      me about a fancy-dress party at the home of a girl from school. They were around 11 or 12 years old, too old for dolls
     
     
      but
     
     
      too young
     for
     
      boys
     ,
     
      the party
     
     
      was only for
     
     
      girls
     .
     
      Margaret
     was
     
      not invited
     
     
      but
     
     
      one day
     
     
      she got an invitation
     
     
      and
     
     
      she
     
     
      was
     
     
      happy. My mother
     
     
      helped her to
     
     
      dress up as
     a
     
      Chinese
     girl
     
      in a silk
     
     
      kimono
     
     
      from Singapore
     
     
      and
     
     
      Margaret
     
     
      went
     
     
      to the party
     
     
      She
     
     
      had
     
     
      a good time, but
     
     
      a few days later
     she
     
      overheard a conversation in the girls’ toilets at school. I remember
     
     
      the rectangular grey
     
     
      tiles
     and the constant sour smell of used
     
      paper
     
     
      towels
     
     
      and
     
     
      cheap
     soap in the toilets.
     
      She overheard the girl
     
     
      who
     
     
      had held
     
     
      the party tell a group of girlfriends
     
     
      that she had only
     
     
      invited
     
     
      Margaret
     
     
      because another girl had not been able to come. Margaret
     
     
      said
     
     
      nothing
     ; she gave no reaction at all. She refused to let
     
      he 12-year old girls break her spirit. She simply smiled her sphinx’ smile while an independent
     
     
      and
     
     
      stubborn
     person developed within her.
    

    
     It would be wrong to
     
      say that the girls
     
     
      in
     
     
      Margaret's
     
     
      class
     
     
      were
     
     
      racists, if the word
     “
     
      racism”
     
     
      means
     
     
      a hostile
     
     
      attitude towards groups
     
     
      of
     
     
      people
     
     
      because of their ethnic
     
     
      background
     
     
      and atypical
     
     
      appearance.
     
     
      There was one
     
     
      immigrant in Hørsholm
     
     
      He rode
     
     
      a moped
     
     
      and worked as a janitor
     
     
      at my school
     
     
      where he
     
     
      was called
     
     
      “Paki”
     . That was
     
      But
     Margaret did not meet hostility directed at her
     
      ethnicity
     
     
      simply a sceptical attitude to
     
     
      diversity
     
    

    
     
      My little sister
     reached
     
      puberty
     
     
      in the early 80s
     
     
      and no one can claim that the 80s were a
     friendly decade. The news was full of
     
      yuppies
     , the war in
     
      Falklands
     
     
      and
     
     
      Reagan's
     
     
      Star Wars
     
     
      project
     . Fashion was full
     
      Lacoste polo shirts, Dockside shoes and permed hair in greasy clusters like wood shavings
     
    

    
     
      I
     
     
      left home and joined a commune when I was 17, badly adjusted, plump and grumpy
     
     
      and
     
     
      Paul
     
     
      had moved away to the city of Odense
     
     
      to go university. Many years later, Margaret told me that life was quiet and lonely when our rooms in the house were empty
     
     
      She was no longer
     
     
      a chubby, coffee coloured toddler
     
     
      she
     
     
      had become tall and slim, sleek and
     
     
      deeply private. And fiercely
     
     
      perfectionistic about everything.
     
    

    
     In her early teens, she competed in athletics. She ran endless laps on the red surface of the track and swung her long brown legs higher and higher over the high jump bar. Then suddenly she stopped because she had won all the competitions, and athletics was no fun anymore. She got a set of patisserie tools and baked cakes which she decorated like ice palaces in sugar and pastels. And she played music. She performed with a percussion orchestra and got a marimba, an enormous wooden xylophone which lived in the dog’s room.
    

    
     
      While we
     
     
      three children
     stumbled through the process of growing up, my
     
      parents
     had embarked on
     
      transformations of their own
     
     
      My father had got a professorship, and my mother had been to university with the goal of becoming
     
     
      a high school teacher
     
     
      But
     
     
      permanent jobs
     
     
      were hard to find, so
     
     
      she
     
     
      took
     
     
      a supplementary
     
     
      exam
     
     
      and
     
     
      became a minister in the Danish church
     instead. The bungalow was exchanged for a rectory in the suburb of
     
      Vanløse,
     
     
      and
     
     
      my mother
     
     
      dropped
     
     
      the
     
     
      homemade wholefood cookies in favour of
     
     
      frozen pizzas from
     
     
      the supermarket
     
     
      washed down with
     
     
      soda
     
     
      from the
     
     
      Soda
     
     
      Stream
     
     
      machine
     
    

    
     
      Besides this, my parents
     
     
      had
     
     
      capitulated
     
     
      and
     
     
      bought
     
     
      a
     
     
      Bang
     
     
      &
     
     
      Olufsen television,
     
     
      which
     
     
      they watched
     
     
      from their seats
     on a couch
     
      in classical Danish design. The
     
     
      whole family
     
     
      seemed
     
     
      relieved to have turned their backs on Hørsholm. I moved in with my parents while I was waiting to start
     
     
      university
     
     
      and
     
     
      for the first time
     
     
      my sister and I
     began to hang out together, and the paths of our lives merged.
    

    
     
      We swam
     
     
      in
     
     
      the open-air pool nearby, sang along to Prince’s
     
     
      “
     Purple Rain” at the top of our lungs
     
      and waltzed round the room
     
     
      to George Michael’s “
     Careless Whisper”.
     
      In some ways
     ,
     
      baby
     
     
      sister
     had
     
      suddenly become
     
     
      more
     
     
      adult
     
     
      than me
     
     
      I was rudderless
     
     
      but
     
     
      she
     
     
      had become
     
     
      adept at
     
     
      navigating the world.
     
     
      She
     had transformed herself
     
      into a
     
     
      person who hid any cracks in her glaze from
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

   

  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Sister on Borrowed Time.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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