
   

The Room by Kristina Stoltz (published in Danish at Forlaget Korridor 2011. Translated by Mark 
Kline) 

Outside the room is the city. It is always there. The city. Each day and each night. The man says that 
it's killing him that the city is there, its very existence. He says that he longs for the forest, that his 
lungs will soon collapse if he doesn't go out there again. Out in the forest, where the honey buzzard 
has built its nest. Close to the house. Near the wasp nest under the rafters in the barn. The wasps are 
already there, he says. They're building their nest for the summer. The man is afraid of the wasps,  
like he fears bees and bot flies and the rest of the flying scum, as he calls them. But he's not afraid 
of the forest. The forest never frightens him. Not at night either.   

                 It is a white room. The walls are white. And the ceiling. The ceiling is also  
                                                                    white. 

When the man cries, they both become much more alert. The man and the woman, both of them. It 
rarely happens, and it disturbs them. Makes them nervous. The man and the woman both get 
nervous when the man cries. The woman cries regularly. At times every day, but it doesn't upset 
them too much. Neither of them let the woman's crying get them down. With the man's, it is 
different. 

                 Once there were many things inside there. Far too many things in the room. 

The man cries. There is no sound. Only from the street outside the room. The noise from the cars 
like a constant buzz outside the windows. It is never silent in the room as it is in the forest. In the 
forest the night is silent. There are no sounds at all. The man says that the silence brings the world 
closer. He asks if they could go out there together. Out in the forest. A siren from the street drowns 
out the man's words. He pauses. Cries again. The woman says nothing. 

  
                                   The room is radiant. Radiant white like a skin burn. 

Outside the room, in another room, the man's and woman's children lie sleeping. They sleep in 
separate beds. The woman thinks about the children. While the man is crying she thinks about the 
children. She thinks about their hands. The size of their hands. The girl's are already very tanned 
though the summer has just begun. While she's thinking about their hands she looks over at the 



man. The man, who is crying. A streak of transparent snot runs down his beard, down his lip. He 
raises his eyes and looks at her. Dries the snot off on his sleeve. He apologizes. Apologizes to the 
woman for crying. She shakes her head while the image of a sail on a small ship, a sail full of wind, 
breaks off her thoughts. Thoughts about the man's crying and the children's hands. She thinks of 
how the sail strains at its seams in the storm, tries to rip itself free of the mast. While thinking about 
the sail she tells the man it's all right. She says she understands him, understands that he is unhappy. 

           Everything in there is white. The walls, the ceiling, and the floor. The floor in the room  
                                                                  is also white. 

When the woman says she understands the man, his crying becomes more intense. He slumps over 
onto the table and buries his face in his arms. The woman knows she will never forget this image: 
the image of the man with his face buried in his arms. She lays her hands on the table. Lays the 
palms of her hands on the table. The man's hair brushes against her skin. His bushy hair. The 
woman loves the man's hair. She loves how it is so bushy and wild. While he's crying, that's what 
she thinks about. She thinks about all that hair he has on his head, how thick and bushy it is, how 
she loves to let her fingers glide through it, push through the thick strands down to the scalp, down 
to the floor of his hair, the forest floor, the forest floor he loves, she tells herself, and then 
remembers the boxes of books and all the clothes she has folded by now.         

   Like a blank sheet of paper or a freshly-washed bedsheet. That is how it can be thought of. The     
                        room. Or as a sudden, piercing spotlight in the middle of the dark. 

The man waits for the woman to run her fingers through his hair. He awaits the feel of her hand and 
the cool skin of her palm against his neck. He thinks about her hands. He is thinking that he always 
looks at them while they make love. The woman's hands. They are what he looks at. He stops his 
crying. Behind his eyelids are the trees. The light-green leaves shimmer, glitter like small colored 
lamps in the dark. He can still smell the forest floor – the characteristic smell of fresh earth and 
decay. He thinks about the children. That he hasn't seen them for several weeks. He has asked if 
they miss him. He asked the woman, but she hasn't answered. If it wasn't for the children he would 
suggest that they get in the car and drive to the forest. If it wasn't for the children he would drive the 
woman to the forest and lay her down in the forest bottom. There he would make love to her.   

        As if someone has cut a hole in the dark. This is how the room can be thought of, like an              
                                                            entrance into the night. 

The man is sitting up again. He's no longer crying, instead he turns to the window to open it. The 



sky outside is glowing. Although it is nighttime, the sky is glowing. The woman thinks about the 
man's thoughts. She thinks about the words. The words he doesn't say. She's relieved that he has 
stopped crying. She feels the relief, when a door slams. The man apologizes and says it's because he 
opened the window, that it must have caused a draft somewhere. He hopes it didn't wake up the 
children, he says. The woman says it could be that a storm is brewing, it might be a thunderstorm, 
the weather has been so humid. He asks her if she'd like anything. A glass of wine. She nods and 
accepts the cigarette he has lit for her. The man has always lit the woman's cigarettes. This is how 
it's been since the first time they met. It isn't because she can't light a cigarette. When she is alone 
she lights her own, but when she's with the man she prefers that he does it. 

              The room can be thought of as an entrance. If only it wasn't so white everywhere. 

While the man gets the wine, the woman smokes the cigarette and eyes the flowers in the 
transparent vase on the table. The flowers the man has brought her from the forest. Small yellow 
and purple flowers and even smaller white ones, like sugar sprinkled over green stalks. She doesn't 
know the names of the flowers. Just as she doesn't know the names of the birds in the forest. She 
could look them up in the book the man always pages through after they've been out walking, but 
she rarely does so. There is something about all those Latin names that overpowers and exhausts 
her. Exhausts her so much that sometimes she has to lie down and nap a few minutes after leafing 
through the book with the precise line drawings of flower stalks and a multitude of grasses. 

     The room glows in the dark. Because it is so white, all of it. It glows because everything is     
                                                                     white. 

The man is thinking that it will all pass. He thinks this as he pours the woman a glass of white wine. 
He knows her, and he knows she is always thinking of the children. First and foremost it's the well 
being of the children she is concerned about. He knows this. This is something the man knows 
about the woman. He hands her the glass, which she takes and raises to her lips. What about the 
children? he says. It will take a long time with the children, she says. He nods and lights another 
cigarette. One for himself and one for the woman. It mustn't be too swift a change for them, she 
says. It has to happen gradually, and then we'll have to see how things will be. 

                  The whites of eyes, a glass of milk, clouds when they look like wads of cotton,            
                                    though basically this has nothing to do with the room. 

They'll have to see how things are, the woman says to the man. This is what she says to him while 
they sit in the room watching the sky slowly turn pale in the summer night, erasing every little star 



that during the night might have stood out above the city's glowing signs and buildings. You can 
always see the stars in the forest, the man says. The woman nods and thinks about the sky in the 
forest at night. All the stars, like sugar sprinkled onto the dark vault. The man wants to know what 
exactly it is the woman means when she says that they'll have to see how things will be. He wants 
to know, but instead of asking he speaks of the starry sky in the forest, how radiant it can be – even 
in summer. The woman nods and smiles. It calms him, her smiling. Somehow it makes him happy.    

       If someone turns out the light it becomes something else. Then it's as if the room becomes  
                                                           a totally different room. 

The woman sees that the man does not understand. Understand what she is saying to him. As if he is 
sitting not in this room, but in another room. In the room with the children. Maybe the man is lying 
beside the children, asleep. 

The room is glowing. The walls are glowing. The ceiling is glowing. The floor. The floor is also  
                                                                    glowing white. 

It's silent in the room. For the first time ever it is totally silent. Just before the morning traffic breaks 
loose, the city breathes out, or else it is silent from holding its breath. The city. Maybe the city is 
holding its breath just like the man. The man feels as if he is underwater. He sees the woman's face 
as a shimmering mask above the water's surface. The woman's face as a cast of a face he once knew, 
before he breaks the surface to be met by all of her words as through a megaphone. All the words 
she has spoken. Words she has spoken long ago. They're like an explosion in his ears, and he takes a 
deep breath and ducks under again. The man is crying. Again the man cries. 

                   That's how it can be thought of. As if someone has cut a hole in the dark. 

While the man is crying, the woman thinks of the stack of clothes she has laid on the bed, the 
clothes she wanted to have packed before he came home. The children's clothes, and her own. 
Summer clothes only, for now. The woman thinks about the clothes while she looks at the man's 
contorted face. Summer clothes take up less space than winter clothes. She can have them all in one 
suitcase. She's thinking how strange it is to sit and think about clothes while the man is crying. The 
woman thinks there is something cynical about herself, maybe something warped, she thinks. 

    
     The room glows. In the dark the room resembles a radiant planet. A suspended square in the    



                   universe. A square. An anchor. All the things are gone. Most of the things. 

When the man stops crying, he thinks that he has to stop crying all the time. He rises from the chair 
and walks to the window. Leans out. For a moment the woman is scared he is going to fall. That's 
why she also stands and walks to the window. Close now, she can smell the forest. The smell of the 
forest clings to the man's clothes, his skin, and his hair. The man turns around and looks at the 
woman. Some place far away, in another room, the children are sleeping. He takes hold of her head 
with both hands and lowers his face against hers. The woman closes her eyes and opens her mouth. 
Tree trunks sprout around them, envelop them, the forest's trees erase them or protect them. They 
don't know. The children hear nothing as long as they sleep. They lie in a completely different 
room. The man's and woman's room is severed from the children's; it's like a particle, a single 
particle of dust in the air. It's the wind that leads them away, leads them out over the city, over the 
forest. The forests and the cities.     
 


