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I.
Grandma came to live with us when I was only little. I can’t remember her 
not  being there. She never cared for  me and I  hated her. She demanded 
total  control  over our apartment and over all  of us and a favourite game 
of my childhood was to disobey and break all of her rules without getting 
caught and punished.

From  the moment  when I  first  could  walk  I  would  follow  the 
morning routine that we children had. Each morning we would march one 
by one into the WC which was right  next to grandma’s room, flush and 
then run down the corridor  and into  the safety of  the kitchen. The WC 
had an old cistern toilet  and the racket it  made was deafening. You did 
not want to get caught out in the corridor  when grandma came storming 
out of her room and you did not want to meet her in the doorway after 
just having pulled the string. It  was in and out. The regular business had 
to wait  until  later. Grandma would come after us into the kitchen and yell  
and mother would say that she couldn’t  very well  keep us from going if  
we had to and dad would mumble good morning sunshine into the paper 
and we kids would  look  down into  the serial and giggle. And grandma 
would  yell  and curse and shout that  hadn’t  she given strict  instructions 
not to be disturbed before ten o’clock? That was one of her absolute rules, 
absolute silence before ten o’clock,  which of  cause was the very reason 
why we did this in the first place, knowing well  that she would now not  
go to bed again and that breakfast would be a dogfight. She lashed out at 
everyone and everything. We kids got scraped for  coughing or for  having 
our elbows on the table. The next morning we would do it  all again, and 
we would  hear it  all  again. We would  hear all  about how miserable we 
made her life, how stupid we all  were, how uncultured and vulgar. Dad 
would not say anything to this and mom couldn’t  very well  say anything 
but did her best to calm grandma down. I was used to being yelled at for  
nothing and didn’t  care because I knew I had done nothing wrong.

Grandma was an old lady and had once been a fine lady. She had 
lived in a large apartment down town with my grandfather, whom I don’t  
remember because he died when I was only three years old. He was killed 
in a car crash and it  was later discovered that he had lost all of his money 



and then some on illadviced speculations. As an effect grandma suddenly 
found herself  to  be poor.  She had lost  her independent future together 
with losing her husband, with nothing to look forward to but a miniscule 
pension. And that would not pay for  the apartment. Besides, it  had to be 
sold anyway to pay of the creditors. Now,  suddenly homeless as well  as 
poor and without  her husband, the only solution to her predicament was 
that  she had to  move in  with  us. An  old  peoples home was out  of  the 
question. She would not even hear it  mentioned and consequently we kids 
used that term a lot.  So she came to spend her few remaining years with  
her daughter’s family,  as she would  put  it.  Indulge me in  the few years 
that I  have left,  she would  say and that was not negotiable. That was a 
direct order.

Mom had been given our apartment as a wedding gift. If  was an old  
and enormous place, with  a lot  of  rooms but  they were all  rather small 
and not very many were suitable to live in. They were tied together by a 
corridor  that  slung and coiled itself  like an old  mace. It  had once been 
situated in a promising part  of town that later had not turned out to be 
the new high society hot  spot after all.  Dad was unemployed and broke 
when he married mom and grandma never tried to hide the fact that the 
marriage was not  a welcome one. Mom  had broken off  with  the high 
society set in her late teens, said goodbye to all of her friends and met my 
father at a socialist seminar as a student of political science, leading first  
to a pregnancy and only later to an engagement, all  for  which grandma 
never forgave her. She could not understand why mom hadn’t stayed or at 
least come back to the life in the easy lane and why she married someone 
so far below her on the social rank. She had never loved my grandfather, 
she would inform us with  pride in her voice, and they had had the most 
happy marriage imaginable. Dad never said anything to  this either. He 
very seldom said anything to grandma at all.

Even later, when he made good money and finally  could afford all  
the bills for  our draughty, old apartment, grandma wasn’t  satisfied with  
his efforts or  career opportunities. She would  begin a speech about  the 
superior  possibilities of  working  in  the city,  interrupted by  dad,  who 
would  turn  to  mom and inform  her that  since it  seemed that  he didn’t  
earn enough to pay for  all  of us, we needed to take in a paying lodger in 
one of the rooms to help things out. A room at an old peoples home out  
in  the suburbs could  easily be arranged, he would  tell  mom. Grandma 
would then be silent, gnarling, because she knew he would kick her out if  
she pushed things too far.  Dad was not  a speaker of  empty threats and 
grandma knew where the line went that  she could not  cross. She would 
test it  from time to time, as to assure herself that it  was still  there but she 
never did or said anything that brought her too close to it.  She knew how 
far  she could go and no further to maintain her place in the apartment.  
She knew mom would not be able to stop him if he one day said enough is 
enough. Now and then she would make hints at the convenience for us all  
with  an apartment  of  her own  but  the ones she had in  mind  was far  



beyond what my father could manage and mom didn’t  want to work  with  
all  of  us children to  take care of.  My  parents liked their  fun and a few 
years after moving in all bedrooms were occupied and the large apartment 
suddenly became crowded. I  don’t  know what she is complaining about, 
my father would say when grandma yelled at all the kids running around 
making noise. The whole place was an incentive for  grandchildren. The 
breeding-farm, he would call it.  I  was their  forth.  There were three more 
to come after me. But then, after me, first came grandma.

She came alone. Of  course all  the servants had to  go when she 
moved in  with  us. There were no room for  them in  the apartment, not  
even for  a personal  maid  and  there were no  money for  one either. 
Grandma’s efforts to make us children into her valets soon faltered, partly  
because all of us did our best to sabotage it  and partly because here mom 
drew the line. But when grandma called the one closest to mom would be 
sent to see what she wanted. No one was particularly eager when the only  
reward  was being yelled at  and called names and from  time to  time 
slapped in the face because the tea was too sweet one day and not sweet 
enough the next  and you were an idiot,  although the number of  sugar 
lumps were the same. 

The first months she lived with us she would have all of her meals in  
her own room, with one of us kids bringing it  to her. I never talked to my 
grandma. She would call and if  I was closest I would have to bring her her 
tea or the food. She would then shout at me and order me about. I  was 
the smallest of the ones that could waiter upon her. I wanted to spite her, 
ignore her, but  I  was too young and too scared as I  stood there in  the 
doorway and could not  make myself do it.  She would  see right  through 
me and nothing escaped her. She would somehow know about things that 
I  hadn’t  even told  mom  about  and  use it  against  me.  It  was pure 
blackmail.  I  was frightened and did  what  she ordered me to  do. But  I  
could not stand being hit and when one day she hit me in the face because 
the toast supposedly was burnt  to crisp, I  hit  myself hard in the face and 
started to bleed from the nose and I went to mom and cried about it  and 
complained  and  lied.  Even mom  gave in  then  and  had  a  talk  with  
grandma and she never hit  me anymore but  started instead to  pull  my 
hair.  Mom  never told dad about grandma hitting me and made me keep 
my mouth shut about it  by bribing me with extra pocket money. After this 
I never did what my grandma ordered me to do. I had grown up. Another 
result of that incident was that from then on grandma had to have all her 
meals in the kitchen with us. To share all her meals with her family in the 
kitchen was another blow for  grandma and she would take it  out on me 
later  in  other  ways and  let  us know  what  she felt  about  this  new 
arrangement and about  us. Each and every day,  at  all  meals. No  one 
listened. One learns to  ignore repetitious noise. No  one listened to  her 
bickering and made a point of it, which only made her more furious.



In the beginning she would be all over the place, but soon she would 
spend more and more time in her room, the last years of her life coming 
out  only  shortly  at meal times. When moving to  us grandma also had 
suddenly been cut of from her part of town, from her social sphere and all  
of her old friends but unlike her daughter, not by choice. In the beginning 
she would  go down town  to her restaurants and salons and to visit  her 
friends but  her husbands death and his bankruptcy was a considerable 
scandal which the others would  not  let her forget and they pretty much 
froze her out  of  their  good company. The result  was that  after a while 
grandma stopped going out  all  together.  Even her  regular  hairdresser 
would come to our apartment, upon which the kitchen would be sealed of 
for  several hours and smell of hair spray and lotions for  days afterwards. 
Together with her luxurious apartment down town she had also had to let 
go of  that  very fashionable part  of  town  were she had lived all  of  her 
married life.  Grandma’s hairdresser was from  one of  the finest salons 
down there and only consented to this long journey across town because 
of the free taxi-ride and because she could charge more for  a home visit. 
According to dad most of grandma’s pension went to pay her hairdresser.

Upon  arriving  grandma  immediately  insisted  upon  having  the 
largest bedroom.  This was my mom and dad’s and dad threatened to 
make a scene but she found it  to small anyway and then insisted upon the 
largest of  the two  living  rooms, to  which  my father  refused. She then 
grumpily  settled in  the smallest, from  then on harassing us about  the 
inconvenience of  such a small  room.  It  was three times the size of  the 
second largest bedroom in  the apartment and we did  not  feel sorry  for  
her. Dad had to  arrange for  it  to  be liveable, and installed a sink  and 
redecorated it  completely to suit her taste. He accepted all of her demands 
with  saying that the more time she would spend in her room the less we 
would see of her.  

It  took  four  days to  move all  of  her stuff  from the old apartment 
and  over  to  us and  even then  a  lot  of  it  was sent  straight  to  the 
auctioneers.  Most  of  the  furniture  and  valuable  artwork  from  the 
apartment down town had to be auctioned off,  the money paying of the 
creditors as far as it  would go. But grandma insisted upon keeping a lot of 
stuff and that came to us in boxes and crates that soon filled up every free 
space there was and made our apartment a chaos. Then followed weeks of  
more bickering over what furniture to keep and what was in which boxes 
and china breaking and things that  got  lost,  all  for  which we kids got 
blamed. Finally dad had a fit  and left  us to live in a hotel and through a 
very reluctant  mom sent grandma an ultimatum,  that  what  not  in  her 
room by the end of the day after the next would be sent to the scrap yard. 
Period. Then followed two frantic days of endless complaints over having 
to  separate with  almost  all  of  her  furniture,  the stuff  and things and 
whatnots, clothes and most of  her jewellery, which the creditors struck 
down on like hawks. She would study each and every object, contemplate 
on its origin,  where she bought it  or  whom gave it  to  her, its esthetical 



value and emotional value and the memories connected to it  and thus its 
importance in her life, until  she finally  was left  with  enough to cram her 
room to the brim. The rest was sent of to the auctioneers and grandma sat 
through three days of  auctions to see whom bought what of  her things. 
Because her things they were still  and we got full  reports about it  when 
she came home. We did not  care. We were just happy all  the stuff  was 
finally out of the apartment, which she took as a personal offence. We did  
not care about that either.

For the next twelve years she treated us all,  even mom, as servants 
and we would spend many an hour speculating about how she had treated 
the servants she kept in her down town apartment, how she would beat 
them and torture them in a secret dungeon in  the basement because the 
eggs were overdone. We made up gruesome stories about her, filled with  
horrible malice and cruelty and laughed until  we got cramped. It  was our 
way of getting back at her. That and going to the WC in the morning.

But  the  strange thing  is  that  after  grandma died  I  missed her 
enormously and so did all the others. We kept on going to the WC in the 
mornings just to flush, even though no one was living in the room next  
door anymore. And we still  hurried down the corridor and into the safety 
of  the kitchen even though she would  no longer come running after us. 
She died one afternoon in late July, on an horribly  hot day. That night a 
ferocious thunderstorm broke out  after a summer without  any rain.  We 
all thought it  fitting weather for  her last day on earth. She lived to be 72 
and everyone agreed that that was more than enough and certainly more 
than we deserved. But  she left  a greater void  than anyone could  have 
predicted. No  one came to the funeral except for  us, but  it  was all  very 
moving. Mom cried and even dad seemed sad, but mom’s tears were also 
tears of relief. Having to take care of grandma after she was kicked out  
with  more and more children coming on, was not  what  she had had in 
mind when given the apartment. Grandma had never been co-operative 
and now she could finally get on with her life.

With grandma gone it suddenly meant a vacant room, and what was 
needed was not  a second living room but  a new bedroom. A  room of  
one’s own, for  one lucky person. Or  more space for  the two shearing it.  
We had all though about this and discussed whom should get it  and why. 
I had a pretty good chance, with  two older brothers with  separate rooms 
and shearing my room with  a younger one. I  had even planned what  
posters to  hang on the walls. But then there was an older sister, whom 
also sheared her room. The discussions often went through the roof.  But 
after grandma died the room just stood there and no one came forward to 
claim it.  It  remained vacant. No  one wanted to  move into  a dead old  
lady’s room. It  just wasn’t a room that belonged to the apartment. It  had 
been her room and now  it  wasn’t  anyone else’s room.  Father stopped 
asking us about it  after a while and talked about turning it  into a study 
but that didn’t  come to anything either. The room just stood there, empty, 



with no one living in it.  No one went in there and the room might as well  
have been a forgotten cave with it’s opening covered by rocks.

What really changed after grandma’s death, was that without her to 
yell  and shout at us we started to yell  and shout at each others instead. 
She had never been one of us and we had stood collected in our defence 
against her but  now we found that in many cases she had been the glue 
that kept us together. We found that perhaps we didn’t  have so much in  
common as we thought,  except grandma, and we started to  drift  apart  
and thus turned against each other. It  is her revenge, my father said when 
things got out of hand. It  is her final curse upon her family.

For years to  come we would  still  stamp hard with  our  feet when 
passing her door, as we did when she lived in there. If  we then heard her 
stir,  we ran to hide. But now all was quiet. And old habits all  die sooner 
or  later,  when their  cause is no longer present and becomes more and 
more distant in time and in the end we only did these things now and then 
to remind ourselves that she was gone.

II.
It  was one late autumn Sunday many years after grandma’s death, that I  
for  the first  time entered her room.  I  was home alone and suddenly it  
struck me that this would be the perfect opportunity  to steal a visit  to a 
room which had been, as an unspoken rule, off limits for all those years.

From old habit  I  first  stomped passed her room a couple of times, 
listening for  sounds from  the room that  I  knew would  not  come. The 
knob was cold in my hand. The door heavy to push open, having not been 
opened for  years. I  sneaked in and hurriedly closed the door behind me, 
afraid  of  being  caught  in  the  act.  I  felt  a  thrilling  sensation,  as if  
committing a dangerous task with  the possibility  of being found out and 
arrested at any moment. We always had to  knock and grandma would  
open and would stand in the doorway and yell at us in with  us trying to  
sneak a peak of  what  was going on in  that  room that  we were never 
allowed to enter. What she did in her room all  day long, we could never 
figure out.  She got  her weekly’s and her monthly’s but  didn’t  read the 
newspaper.  She didn’t  have  a  radio  but  I  knew  she had  an  old 
gramophone, but  there were never any music coming from  her room. 
When we finally  got a TV-set, years after everyone else, she never came 
out to watch with us.

The room still  smelled faintly  of  cigarettes and of  perfume. It  was 
dark  and moist, as rooms will  be when they have not  been lived in  for  
years. It  was so crammed by furniture that  there hardly  was any floor  
space left  to  move around on. A  large bed, the dressing table with  the 
sink, a huge secretary, a whole coffee salon for  six people, a cabinet with  
small  statues made of  fine  porcelain,  a sofa with  a coffee table and 
matching easy chairs and an gigantic, richly ornamented closet for  all her 
clothes. I  had to  curve myself  between all  the furniture  to  get to  the 



windows. I  pulled the heavy velvet, olive curtains open and accidentally  
tore a large rip in the thin under curtain of embroidered silk. Immediately 
I was taken by fear of what she would do to me when she found of. The 
windows were so covered with dirt  and dust that I could not see out. They 
would not be opened, and she probably never had opened them. I turned 
and looked at  the room in  the dusty light  shimmering in  through the 
windows. The soft,  dark  red carpet with  complex patterns making up 
curious and exotic flowers, the tapestry with  twining vines and distant 
landscapes, an enormous crystal  chandelier  under a dirty-yellow  cloth, 
that alone probably would have got her her own apartment had she sold 
it.  On  the dressing table an array of  creams and lotions and make-up 
boxes, bottles with  perfume, cans with  spray, all  lined up in strict  order. 
All  the plants were long since dead and their  leafs crumbled between my 
fingers. The gramophone stood on  a small  table next  to  the sofa, all  
covered with  dust. A record on the turntable of a melody I  knew, a light  
and gay waltz popular in days long since gone by. A record ready to be 
played, in case some friend just happened to pop in. A tray with bottles of  
liqueur  and  sherry,  all  of  them dusted and  unopened. Grandma had 
refused anyone to come in to clean the room, not even mom was allowed 
to do that and she clearly hadn’t done it  herself. It  was all dusty and years 
of endless smoking had given everything a dark and yellowish hue.

The room looked even more crowded in  the dim  light  from  the 
windows. But I don’t  think  grandma moved around much. The only spot 
that clearly showed signs of wear was the left pillow of the sofa. And only 
that left pillow. An ashtray, cigarette-butts still  in it, and a cup of tea, still  
standing in front  of what I  reckon was her fixed place the final  years of  
her life. Nothing in here had been moved since the day she died. Nothing 
looked as if  it  had ever been used. Had she only been sitting here? All  this 
time doing nothing but sitting here meditating in the dusky gloom of her 
room, smoking, day in and day out, for all those years?

From her place in  the sofa she would  look  straight  up on a wall  
covered with  photographs. Old  photographs, browning  and fading  in  
their  frames, some of  them almost invisible, as a cloud of  yellow mist. I  
could recognize her as a young girl  in  many of  them, with  other young, 
chic people, taken in luxurious places and at grand parties, when skiing in 
some alpine landscape and in front  of  classic cars with  a Mediterranean 
landscape in the background, or on some tropical beach. She happy in all  
of  them, always smiling.  Many  of  the photographs were of  what  must 
have been famous people and they were all  personally  dedicated to her, 
with lots of love and kisses. I recognized some of the names from movies, 
some were writers, some musicians. On a drawing of  her almost in  the 
nude I  recognised the signature of  Matisse. I  suddenly realised that  my 
grandma had been very beautiful  when young. To me she had always been 
the same. An  ice cold old  lady with  hate in  her eyes, in  that  awesome 
armour of anger that grew thicker and more unpenetrable for  each year. 
But  the  grandma  I  had  known  was  not  the  one  I  saw  in  these 



photographs. It  came almost as a shock to me to realize that the yelling 
old  lady that  had been my grandma once was a popular,  pretty  young 
woman,  loved  by  men,  admired,  courted  by  the famous of  her  day, 
travelling around the world in what appeared to be an everlasting party.

On the secretary more photographs. The writing board down. The 
ink  had dried out  and cemented the pen to  the bottle,  the papers had 
turned yellow, the envelopes all had stamps that had gone out of use years 
ago. I  opened the drawers only  to  find  more photographs, bundles of  
letters and postcards, and scrapbooks with  clippings from  the society 
pages. Her name was mentioned often and often in the same sentence as 
more famous names. Her  wedding with  my grandfather had been that 
years big social event, I  read. But the clippings ended shortly  before his 
death and besides the weekly’s and monthly’s on the coffee table, nothing 
in  here carried any information  about  the world  outside, after she had 
come to live with us.

In this dusky, crowded room my grandma had been sitting for  all  
those years, alone, no one ever coming to visit  her, she never going out.  
There I stood looking around, realising that this was not a living room, a 
room meant for living in, this was a shrine to the life she had lived before 
the death of my grandfather. And even though all her friends had turned 
their backs on her after her fall,  she had kept them all, here in this room. 
The rage and anger towards them she had turned against us. We were all  
that she did not want, we were the poor and the ordinary, and to live with  
us was to have her downfall  confirmed every time she opened the door or 
heard one of us flush or stomping pass the door. But in here she had kept 
her friends, the gaiety and all the splendour of her former life. It  was all in  
here, all  in  her memories, all  around her, to  comfort  her and keep her 
company. In here time had not stopped. In here time had never moved at 
all.

And I  suddenly realized how desperately sad and lonely she must 
have felt, sitting in this room with nothing but her memories of a life that 
was irrevocably lost to  her. A  life she had loved so much that  when it  
ended she chose to continue to live in it  instead of accepting the change of  
fortune. She had driven us all  away so that we would not taint  the only  
thing  she had  left  to  her,  that  gave her  new  life  any  meaning,  the 
memories. Nothing was allowed to dull  the memories of that most perfect 
life.

And I  could not help wondering what kind of  grandma she would  
have been, had my grandfather not  lost  all  his money and been killed. 
Would she have been an old, smiling lady, who spoiled us with  presents, 
the same smiling  woman only  older,  that  I  saw in  the photographs? 
Would she have treated us like family and given small parties for us when 
we came over  to  visit? With  surprises for  our  birthdays and glorious 
Christmases?



I realise now that she was not evil but bitter, not a demon but hurt,  
angry, confused. She responded to a life she did not  know how to  deal 
with  by lashing out  on all  of  us. I  did not  see this, I  was too young to 
understand what life can do to the living. It  was not  an act of  intended 
cruelty, it  was a defence against a life she could not and would not accept. 
But this didn’t  excuse anything. I  still  hate her but now I  also feel sorry  
for  her. Because we would  have done anything and everything for  her, 
had she only asked us nicely.

 


