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TWO SUITCASES

 

Joys and Misfortunes of a Single Mum

 

 

Martine Vanderheyden


 

 

To my five favorite Vikings, and to the sweet memory of my older brother Patrick and my cousin Didier, forever with me…


Brest, April 11, 2020

 

 

 

Dear Martine,

 

Life is full of surprises.

As I receive your first message, sent from Norway where you now live, half of the world's population is under lockdown. This time is not the best to discover new horizons. Also, your mail contains the thought of a journey suddenly made possible. A snub at the coronavirus. When we spoke last Thursday, a bit of Norway came with you to my house in Brittany and a bit of Brittany came with me to your house in Norway. You told me about your children, your husband, your parents; about your emotions, your desire to write and your doubts. I told you a little about me too, about a friend, about writing of course, and what it allows, about our right to discuss feminism.

We decided, together, to continue these talks via letter. Like we used to do, before cheap phone calls, before SMS, Skype, WhatsApp or Facebook. You asked me to write the first one. Here it is.

I was happy to do so, enthusiastic, anticipating from these talks’ moments of collaboration full of sharing, of discoveries. Now it's your turn... I know that you have finally settled down, and I know how much you wish to write a sequel to “Une Aventure”, your first novel (you even chose me as your first reader). I am curious to know, among your abundant ideas, which ones you have chosen to start this new piece of writing.

 

With my dearest thoughts.

 

Anne

 


Sandnes, April 16, 2020

 

 

 

Dear Anne,

 

Thank you very much for your letter! Indeed, what a chance and privilege to be able to travel through our letters!

The day before we spoke on the phone, I was delighted to watch the program “Nos terres inconnues”, which took place on the island of Ouessant, in your magnificent Brittany. I can still feel the sea spray, the breathtaking landscapes, and the beautiful souls of its people.

My husband, who doesn't speak a word of French, also let himself be carried along to the last shots of this sublime televisual adventure.

This year, on December 30th to be more accurate, it will have been four years to the day since I settled down my two suitcases in my beloved adopted country, and this is permanently.

 

You see, I'm sure that my move to Norway is permanent. Because, as strange as it may seem, I never really managed to find my place in Belgium, my home country. It must be said that the traumatic events my children and I experienced there during our brief return in 2015 did not help.

 

However, I would be lying if I said that my life and my integration in Norway have been easy. On the contrary! Never have I had to fight so hard to enforce my right, my right to be a human being, unique, and as essential as any of us.

But deep inside, aren’t all these battles, often fought alone - which I'll tell you about later - what made me a true Norwegian by adoption? Anyway, I feel like that today. I feel Norwegian by adoption.

This country has deeply impacted me, you know, from my very first visit1- which lasted nine years after all. When I wanted to return to Belgium almost five years ago, I was not aware of the changes that Norwegian life had brought about in me, - both the woman and the mother I am.

 

However, this does not prevent me from holding on to my francophone roots, and from remaining forever deeply attached to Belgium, especially to my home region, so beautiful, that of the Eastern Cantons. But... I live without regrets!

 

Speak soon,

 

Martine



1  Martine VANDERHEYDEN, Une aventure, Edilivre-Aparis, 2016


Brest, 5 May, 2020

 

 

 

Dear Martine,

 

I really enjoyed watching the little clip about the locked-down “Belgians around the world”. You're right, even if we have chosen to write with “real” ink to each other, that doesn't prevent us from also using other media to communicate! So, thanks to the link you sent me, I was able to discover a little more of your world. I was very touched by Sarah-Patricia playing the Ode to Joy on the violin on her ninth birthday. I found her very touching, just like her little brother William who was conscientiously holding the score.

And then in the aftermath, flashback - what a pleasant surprise! - I found you eight years earlier, with your belly already rounded. You were expecting your second child, Oskar, and you were introducing Adrien Joveneau1 to Preikestolen.

Then I had fun looking at the previous reports and your exiled compatriots. The Belgians are really everywhere! Like the Bretons! Travelers.

 

As I watched you, all smiles, enthusiastically presenting your adopted country to Adrien Joveneau in 2012, I couldn't help but think of the trials you were about to go through. You didn't know yet what anxieties, what disillusions you were going to face. That's life…

 

I was thinking of your book, written in such a short time, and which describes illness, fear, courage and maternal instinct, too.

I don't know where you found the energy to write this story at the time. It must have been one of those motherly feats... you didn't want to take the risk of going away without leaving a testimony to your children, your three treasures.

Time has passed. Today, fortunately, you are full of life again, your belly rounded for the fourth time. How far you've come!

 

I know that these last few years have been challenging for you, that before finding some serenity you had to go through many more trials. What strength has shown you the way? How did you get back on your feet? Would you be willing to tell me about it, to share with me these memories which, although painful, I imagine, now allow you to appreciate twice as much the joys of your new life? You wanted to work on these themes, to write a second time, to send away, to testify.

Be strong.

 

I am waiting to hear from you, and I hope that your pregnancy is not too tiring. Here, our lockdown goes on without any hardship. Spring is colouring the garden more and more every day. We feel particularly lucky.

 

I think fondly of you.

 

Anne

 

 

PS: I also thank you for the photos you regularly send me, photos that speak of what and who move you, photos, without a doubt, of memories that are dear to you (but you will tell me more...).



1  For those who haven’t read “Une Aventure”, Adrien Joveneau is a very popular moderator and producer on the RTBF (Radio Télévision Belge Francophone) **Ibid.
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