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Аннотация
Stig Dagerman (1923�1954) is regarded as the most talented young writer of the Swedish post-war generation. By the 1940s, his fiction, plays, and journalism had catapulted him to the forefront of Swedish letters, with critics comparing him to William Faulkner, Franz Kafka, and Albert Camus. His suicide at the age of thirty-one was a national tragedy. This selection, containing a number of new translations of Dagerman's stories never before published in English, is unified by the theme of the loss of innocence. Often narrated from a child's perspective, the stories give voice to childhood's tender state of receptiveness and joy tinged with longing and loneliness.


Stig Dagerman
Sleet: Selected Stories


Preface

I was introduced to the work of Stig Dagerman by his daughter, Lo, nearly twenty-five years ago. At the time we were both mothers of preschool sons, and in the way of mothers overseeing playdates, we had begun to exchange brief biographies as we sat together on Lo�s back deck while our boys played their imaginary games in her yard. I learned that Lo�s father had been a Swedish writer of much renown, a novelist, a short story writer, a poet, and a playwright. He was also a journalist. In 1946, he had been sent on assignment to postwar Germany to record the devastation there, one of the first independent journalists to do so. His second wife, Lo�s mother, Anita Bj�rk, was an actress. He committed suicide in 1954, at thirty-one, when Lo was younger than our sons were when we met.
Of course, I asked if her father�s work was available in English. Lo had a British edition of German Autumn, her father�s collected articles about the German people after the fall of the Third Reich; a book of short stories called The Games of Night; and a novel, A Burnt Child. She hoped eventually, she said, to find some time (as working mothers of preschool children, we were well familiar with that how to find the time refrain) to seek out an American translator for her father�s work.
Our four-year-olds were running and calling in the yard. A suburban autumn, as I recall. It so happened, I told her, that among my graduate students that semester there was a very bright and talented young fiction writer named Steven Hartman, who was also fluent in Swedish.

It�s inevitable, perhaps, that while reading Steven Hartman�s translations of Stig Dagerman�s stories collected here in Sleet, I find myself recalling something of the substance of those days when Lo and I were young mothers standing watchful on the periphery of our small sons� games. Young boys, after all, imaginative young boys, appear often enough in these stories: large-eyed, as one thinks of them, tentative, observant, loving, lonely. And I suppose it could be argued that the various autobiographical settings of the stories, from the small farms and villages � Dagerman himself spent his first six years living on his grandparents� farm in �lvkarleby � to the working class flats of Stockholm � where he later lived with his father and stepmother � have a kind of parallel in the urban/rural convergence that is a secluded backyard in a busy American suburb. But personal experience and its attendant associations seem insufficient to explain the depth of feeling that these stories achieve. For me, there is something at work here that calls to mind much more than the circumstances of my own introduction to Stig Dagerman�s writing. It is, I think, a tremendous generosity of heart, an overwhelming empathy expressed in tandem with a keen awareness of the inevitable suffering, the loneliness and pain, the pettiness and cruelty, that make up the human experience. There is a compassion to Stig Dagerman�s clear-eyed vision of the world that causes me to recall as I read these stories not merely the circumstances that brought me to his work, but the less tangible experience of being a young mother watching over a young child�s play: that heady mix of caution, joy, pride, fear, helplessness, and love.
I confess that this was not what I expected to find from this tragic Swedish writer when I opened German Autumn, the first of his works that I borrowed from his daughter. I expected darkness. Angst. The void. Hopelessness. But what I found instead was an account of human suffering unbiased by politics or nationalism, hatred or revenge. An account of human suffering given with both a novelist�s eye (�A big bare room with a cement floor and a window that has been almost entirely bricked up. A solitary bulb hangs from the ceiling and shines unmercifully on three air-raid-shelter beds, a stove reeking with sour wood, a small woman with a chalk-white face stirring a pot on the stove, a small boy lying on the bed and staring up apathetically at the light,�) and a moral vision that managed to maintain, �respect for the individual even when the individual has forfeited our sympathy and compassion � the capacity to react in the face of suffering whether that suffering may be deserved or undeserved.� Dagerman writes:

People hear voices saying that things were better before [Hitler�s defeat], but they isolate these voices from the circumstances in which their owners find themselves and they listen to them in the same way as we listen to voices on the radio. They call this objectivity because they lack the imagination to visualize these circumstances and indeed, on the grounds of moral decency, they would reject such an imagination because it would appeal to an unreasonable degree of sympathy. People analyze: in fact it is a kind of blackmail to analyze the political leanings of the hungry without at the same time analyzing hunger.
An imagination that appeals to an unreasonable degree of sympathy is precisely what makes Dagerman�s fiction so evocative. Evocative not, as one might expect, of despair, or bleakness, or existential angst, but of compassion, fellow-feeling, even love. The brief story �To Kill a Child,� as unsparing as it is � �Because life is constructed in such a merciless fashion, even one minute before a cheerful man kills a child he can still feel entirely at ease� � ends up being a lament, not a shrug; a lament for all of us at the mercy of merciless time, unwitting victims of life�s circumstances. Dagerman rivals Joyce in his ability to depict the intractable loneliness of childhood, but time and again, in stories like �The Surprise,� �The Games of Night,� and the marvelous �Sleet,� he tempers this loneliness with brief gestures of hope, connectedness: the poem on the phonograph record, the bright coins from his father�s drinking companions, the warm hand of the aunt from America. There are tears in these stories, for sure, cruelties, eruptions of violence, but none of this is offered without pity and even in his stories in which irony reigns � �Men of Character,� �Bon Soir� � Dagerman never turns a cold eye on his creations.
Greta in �Bon Soir,� a ship�s dishwasher with teeth that �look like they�re covered in cement, sweating cement,� has propositioned Sune, the story�s fifteen-year-old protaganist. He is repulsed by her but also charmed by the thought of a woman waiting for him in one of the ship�s cabins. And then, while the boat is docked, he sees her being led away by two detectives; he later learns she has been spreading venereal disease in the port.

As he approaches the gangplank Sune notices something peculiar and disquieting. Paul and the drunken first mate and several others are just standing around on the foredeck, idly waiting for something. And now the door swings open and out steps the small, slender man in the trench coat. He turns and holds the door for Greta, as the large, heavy-set man with the cigar clenched between his teeth walks directly behind her with a small, shabby suitcase in his right hand. In single file they walk up the foredeck gangplank and suddenly Greta spots him there. She looks up at him hastily, and later he will think back on that look many times � something impossible to forget.
�Bon soir,� she says and almost drops her handbag. �Bon soir.� And that�s when he notices she is crying.
Life may be merciless, but the creator of this scene � who notes Greta�s shabby suitcase, her hasty look, her pitiful �Bon soir,� her fumbled handbag, her tears � is not.
The long last story collected here, �Where�s My Icelandic Sweater?� is both a comic masterpiece and a heartbreaking depiction of degradation and loneliness. Knut is a bore, a drunk, a braggart, and yet even as the reader is absorbed into his careening and very funny interior monologue of self-righteousness, self-pity, and self-delusion, we are given the opportunity to recognize, too, the very human longing at the heart of his nature. Like the cheerful man in �To Kill A Child,� what Knut wants is a simple impossibility: to gain back a single minute of his life.

Here on the old man�s couch, stripped pretty much naked, blubbering � And this is where we sat, me and him, the last time we ever saw each other � this is right where the old man put his arm around me and gave me a big squeeze. And then he got up and went over to that dresser there and rummaged around in the drawer for something. After a while he got his hands on what he was after and he laid it out right here on the table. A little sweater.
��Member this, Knut?� he said to me. ��Member this Icelandic sweater? I picked it up for you one Christmas in the city. And you, well, I ain�t never seen a kid so goddamned pleased with anything in my life ��
I could do with that Icelandic sweater right about now. The old man, he had it in his hands the last time I was here. I sure could do with it, alright, to hold under the blanket whiles I think about the old man.
There is much tenderness in this moment, as there is in every Stig Dagerman story, a tenderness that does not seek to distract the reader from what is terrible about human experience, but manages instead to confirm it. Were it not for such tenderness, after all, cruelty would be of no matter. Were it not for those fleeting moments of connection, loneliness would not sting. Without an imagination that appeals to an unreasonable degree of sympathy, human suffering � the suffering of the likes of Knut and Greta, or of the people of Germany after the Second World War � would be met with no more than the skimming indifference we afford the inevitable, or dismissed as no less than what such characters deserve.
Stig Dagerman possessed just such an imagination. No doubt it caused him much pain. But as the stories collected here prove, there is redemption in such an unreasonable degree of sympathy: by its grace, by the grace of the artist who wields it, tenderness survives, fellow-feeling, the mercy that merciless life itself does not provide, but that we might still offer to one another, in joy and fear and helplessness and love.
ALICE MCDERMOTT

Translator�s Note

While covering postwar Germany as a foreign correspondent for the Swedish newspaper Expressen in the fall of 1946, Stig Dagerman was advised by a fellow correspondent in the Allied Press Corps �with the best of intentions and for the sake of objectivity to read German newspapers instead of looking at German dwellings or sniffing in German cooking-pots.� The implicit criticism stemmed from Dagerman�s ambition to chronicle the supposedly �indescribable� realities of life for ordinary Germans in a land left in ruins at a time when world sympathies for the German people were at an all-time low and the need to judge and punish the guilty was at an all-time high, when the Press Corps and all the world were focused on the drama and expiation of the Nuremburg war crimes trials.
Dagerman sought instead to chronicle as nakedly as possible the suffering of all the remaining victims of the war and its ravages with an eye unaffected by the collective need to assign guilt for the atrocities of a horrendous Nazi Regime. What followed were a series of articles, later collected in the book German Autumn, that examined the very nature of human suffering and the moral complexities of justice.
As he came to understand just how much his own motivations were at odds with those of the international press corps, Dagerman wrote in frustration to fellow Swedish writer Karl Werner Aspenstr�m in the midst of his assignment in Germany:

A journalist I have not yet become, and it doesn�t look as if I�ll ever be one. I have no wish to acquire all the deplorable attributes that go to make up a perfect journalist. I find it hard to meet the people I meet at the Allied Press hotel � they think that a small hunger-strike is more interesting than the hunger of multitudes. While hunger-riots are sensational, hunger itself is not sensational, and what poverty-stricken and bitter people here think becomes interesting only when poverty and bitterness break out in a catastrophe. Journalism is the art of coming too late as early as possible. I�ll never master that.
If journalism was the art of coming too late as early as possible, then in short fiction Dagerman sought its antithesis, the art of coming in time. In his focus on fragile human subjects, particularly young people swept up in or swept aside by circumstances and forces much greater than themselves, Dagerman sought to trigger links of identification and empathy that could give his readers an understanding of the tragedies of human suffering before they became faits accomplis.
His classic short story �To Kill a Child� is a fine example. For a meager fee of seventy-five kronor Dagerman was commissioned by the National Society for Road Safety to write a cautionary tale as part of a campaign designed to get Swedish motorists to slow down on highways when speeding was becoming an increasingly difficult social issue with serious consequences for public safety.
What could have been an ephemeral and gimmicky work of public service fiction became perhaps the greatest short short story in the history of Swedish letters, for in this tale Dagerman took the simple redressing of a particular social problem as the starting point rather than as an end in itself and out of these mundane materials created a poignant tale of choice, chance, and human loss that rises to the highest levels of art, literary balance, and philosophical concision.
What makes this particular story gripping, like so many of Dagerman�s tales, is his earnest investment in short fiction as a vehicle of moral agency and insight, with a capacity to generate human empathy, identification, and understanding � a commitment, in short, to the art of coming in time.
STEVEN HARTMAN

Stockholm, Sweden

September 4, 2012

Sleet


To Kill a Child

It�s a peaceful day as sunlight settles onto the fields of the plain. Soon bells will be ringing, because today is Sunday. Between fields of rye, two children have just come upon a footpath that they have never taken before, and in the three villages along the plain, window panes glisten in the sun. Men shave before mirrors propped on kitchen tables, women hum as they slice up cinnamon bread for the morning meal, and children sit on kitchen floors, buttoning the fronts of their shirts. This is the pleasant morning of an evil day, because on this day a child will be killed in the third village by a cheerful man. Yet the child still sits on the kitchen floor, buttoning his shirt. And the man who is still shaving talks of the day ahead, of their rowing trip down the creek. And still humming, the woman places the freshly cut bread on a blue plate.
No shadows pass over the kitchen, and yet even now the man who will kill the child stands near a red gas pump in the first village. He�s a cheerful man, looking through the viewfinder of his camera, framing a shot of a small blue car and a young woman who stands beside it, laughing. As the woman laughs and the man snaps the charming picture, the attendant screws their gas cap on tightly. He tells them it looks like a good day for a drive. The woman gets into the car, and the man who will kill the child pulls out his wallet. He tells the attendant they�re driving to the sea. He says when they reach the sea they�ll rent a boat and row far, far out. Through her open window, the woman in the front seat hears his words. She settles back and closes her eyes. And with her eyes closed she sees the sea and the man sitting beside her in a boat. He�s not an evil man. He�s carefree and cheerful. Before he climbs into the car, he stands for a moment in front of the grille, which gleams in the sun, and he enjoys the mixed aroma of gasoline and lilacs. No shadows fall over the car, and its shiny bumper has no dents, nor is it red with blood.
But as the man in the first village climbs into his car and slams the door shut, just as he is reaching down to pull out the choke, the woman in the third village opens her kitchen cupboard and finds that she has no sugar. The child, who has finished buttoning his shirt and has tied his shoes, kneels on a couch and sees the stream winding between the alders, pictures the black rowboat pulled up into the tall grass of the bank. The man who will lose his child has finished shaving and is just now closing his portable mirror. Coffee cups, cinnamon bread, cream, and flies each have a place on the table. Only the sugar is missing. And so the mother tells her child to run over to the Larssons� to borrow a little. As the child opens the door, the man calls after him, urging him to hurry, because the boat lies waiting for them on the bank of the creek, and today they will row much, much further than they ever have before. Running through the yard, the child can think of nothing else but the stream and the boat and the fish that jump from the water. And no one whispers to the child that he has only eight minutes to live and that the boat will lie where it is today and for many days to come.
It isn�t far to the Larssons�. It�s only across the road. And just as the child is crossing that road, the small blue car is speeding through the second village. It�s a tiny village, with humble red houses and newly awakened people who sit in their kitchens with raised coffee cups. They look out over their hedges and see the car rush past, a large cloud of dust rising behind it. The car moves fast, and from behind the steering wheel the man catches glimpses of apple trees and newly tarred telephone poles slipping past like gray shadows. Summer breathes through their open windows, and as they rush out of the second village their car hugs the road, riding safely, surely, in the middle. They are alone on this road � so far. It�s a peaceful thing, to drive completely alone on a broad road. And as they move out onto the open plain, that feeling of peace settles deeper. The man is strong and contented, and with his right elbow he can feel the woman�s body. He�s not a bad man. He�s in a hurry to get to the sea. He wouldn�t hurt even the simplest creature, and yet, still, he will soon kill a child. As they rush on towards the third village, the woman again shuts her eyes, pretending those eyes will not open again until they can look on the sea. In time with the car�s gentle swaying, she dreams about the calm, lapping tide, the peaceful, mirrored surface of the water.
Because life is constructed in such a merciless fashion, even one minute before a cheerful man kills a child he can still feel entirely at ease, and only one minute before a woman screams out in horror she can close her eyes and dream of the sea, and during the last minute of that child�s life his parents can sit in a kitchen waiting for sugar, talking casually about the child�s white teeth and the rowing trip they have planned, and that child himself can close a gate and begin to cross a road, holding in his right hand a few cubes of sugar wrapped up in white paper, and for the whole of that minute he can see nothing but a clear stream with big fish and a wide-bottomed boat with silent oars.
Afterward everything is too late. Afterward there is a blue car stopped sideways in the road, and a screaming woman takes her hand from her mouth, and it�s red with blood. Afterward a man opens a car door and tries to stand on his legs, even though he has a pit of horror within him. Afterward a few sugar cubes are strewn meaninglessly about in the blood and gravel, and a child lies motionless on its stomach, its face pressed heavily against the road. Afterward two pale people, who have not yet had their coffee, come running through a gate to see a sight in the road they will never forget. Because it�s not true that time heals all wounds. Time does not heal the wounds of a dead child, and it heals very poorly the pain of a mother who forgot to buy sugar and who sent her child across the road to borrow some. And it heals just as poorly the anguish of a once cheerful man who has killed a child.
Because the man who has killed a child does not go to the sea. The man who has killed a child drives home slowly, in silence. And beside him sits a mute woman with a bandaged hand. And as they drive back through the villages, they do not see even one friendly face � all shadows, everywhere, are very dark. And when they part, it is in the deepest silence. And the man who has killed a child knows that this silence is his enemy, and that he will need years of his life to conquer it by crying out that it wasn�t his fault. But he also knows that this is a lie. And in the fitful dreams of his nights he will try instead to gain back just a single minute of his life, to somehow make that single minute different.
But life is so merciless to the man who has killed a child that everything afterward is too late.

In Grandmother�s House

It was quiet in Grandmother�s house. The little boy slipped from room to room. He was searching for the quiet. It had to be somewhere. Perhaps it sat rocking in a chair somewhere, reading from a big book. The boy pushed open door after door, and he listened. They were heavy doors. Their thresholds were high and shod with gold. The boy himself was small and very anxious. His heart ticked in his breast like a clock going much too fast. Now he found himself standing on the very last threshold, where he had to shut his eyes. For who could say what quietness looked like? He turned his ear towards the room to see if this was where it lived.
And then he heard so much. He heard a big boat rolling over the sea as a storm howled and raged. And he heard a little girl who could not be seen, because she was buried under flowers. And she was crying because she was dead. He could even hear grandfather�s boots wandering back and forth over the wide creaking floorboards. But the quiet itself he did not hear. So he opened his eyes and entered the last room.
The room was small. Just a tiny bedroom really. But in the middle, on the bright floor, was a big square patch of sunlight. The boy stepped into the square and stood there for a long time, listening. It was so quiet in Grandmother�s house. Nothing stirred but his own restless heart. The boat in the picture was still again and the dead girl on the bureau had finished crying. On the stool in the corner, between the tiled stove and the high window, stood Grandfather�s black boots. And they remained silent. Grandfather himself was on the sun now. And when the sun shined, Grandfather was glad and looked down on him with happy eyes. But whenever the clouds came Grandfather was sorrowful, and he would shut himself up in his house. �When it rains,� thought the boy, �it must be hard to be dead.�
It was now late in the afternoon, and the sun-square was shrinking and shrinking. But the boy did not notice this. Instead, he closed his eyes again, whereupon an odd thing happened. The brightness grew stronger and stronger, until he himself was filled with light. Suddenly he heard a voice whisper: �Now you should do it. Now. Now!� A clock struck. Backwards he crept out of the small radiant strip. When he opened his eyes he was standing there with one of Grandfather�s heavy boots in his arms. He put it down carefully on the floor. And the whole world remained silent.
For a thousand years the boots had stood together side by side. They were as old as the earth and the sun and a path in the forest. But now, when they were suddenly separated, an inaudible sound arose, a lament, which seemed to shake the whole room. Trembling in every limb, the boy stepped up onto the stool and quickly fulfilled his longest-held dream. With both legs he stepped down into the boot, sinking and sinking into the leg, until he finally touched bottom.
And so the boy stood in the boot. What more?
Nothing more.
He just stood there, and the sun died out. Twilight crept into the chamber as softly as a cat. The boy closed his eyes, and as always when he closed his eyes something peculiar happened. Now the boot began to walk around with the boy crouching down in its leg. It went right through the wall and out to the garden. It went through the garden and across the road. It stepped into the barren fields, out over rocks and moss and marshland until at last it came to the forest. And wherever it stepped all sounds died out. The birds in the trees fell silent. In the meadows moose stood frozen with balls of leaves in their mouths. In the heather snakes stiffened to black sticks.
�Where are we going?� whispered the boy to the boot.
And it whispered back, �We�re going to the quiet.�
Suddenly the black wall of a mountain reared up before them, and the boot whispered to the boy, �This is where we go in.�
But they never went in, because now the sound of a cry tore the boy�s eyes open. It was Grandmother. In a kind of daze, he looked around the tiny bedroom. He was back, and Grandmother was calling out to him. It was already dusk, and the boot clung to its silence. Grandmother called out again and the boy struggled to get out of the boot. But to his horror, he found he couldn�t. He was stuck. His feet rubbed against each other in the narrow boot leg as it closed itself around his hips like a skin of stone. He wanted to scream. But it was only his feet that screamed from somewhere deep below as they fought like animals against something in the dark. And then, at that moment, a very terrible and unexpected thing happened. The boot leg split and the boy tumbled out on the floor. And while he lay there, sprawling and terror-stricken, Grandmother called out to him for the third time.
With quiet, frozen movements he freed himself. And then he simply stood there for a while with the torn boot in his arms. He shut his eyes as tight as he could, but nothing happened. On the inside of his eyelids there was only a big quiet darkness. But on the other side the boot was shrieking without a sound. It was quiet in Grandmother�s house, but it was an evil and dangerous quiet. A quiet like a wild and savage animal lurking in the dark. He had to get away. But to do that he would have to commit the final degrading act. And so he bent over and shoved Grandfather�s boot deep into the evil darkness beneath Grandmother�s bed. Then he cautiously opened the door and crept into the other room on feet that moved like paws.
Grandmother sat reclining in a chair with a high, high back. It was dim and the flowers had no luster. Grandmother hadn�t lit even the tiniest little lamp. The boy stepped lightly over the carpet until he stood by her side. She had not yet noticed that he was even standing there. With curious cruelty he scrutinized her white face. Her eyes were closed and he wondered where she was. Perhaps on her way � on her way into the bedroom! He grabbed hold of her arm. He had to get her away from there. Grandmother cried out, her eyes sprang open, and at once the boy could tell that she had been somewhere else altogether. She shook herself like a dog and smiled at him.
�What are you doing, my boy?�
�Grandmother,� said the boy. �Where is quietness?�
On the little table in front of them lay a white seashell. He had listened to it many, many times. Now Grandmother picked it up. She pressed it against his ear. It was cold and hard and he wanted to run away.
�What do you hear?� asked Grandmother.
�The sea,� answered the boy.
Strange enough, he was lying. In fact, he heard nothing. He didn�t hear even the slightest surge, and he knew that the shell was dead. He himself had killed it. Devastated and defiant, he put the shell back on the table.
�No,� said Grandmother. �There�s no such thing as quietness. Everything can be heard. That thing that we call silence � it�s not really silence. It�s only our own deafness. If we weren�t so deaf the world wouldn�t be such a wicked place. But lucky for us there are some people who can still hear. They�re the ones who can stand on the plains � do you understand what I�m saying to you?�
Grandmother came from a place that had plains.
�Yes,� answered the boy. �Plains � they�re like fields.�
�There are those,� Grandmother continued. �� those who can stand on the plains and hear how the hills sing. But not only that. They can hear what�s happening on the other side of those hills. They can hear the people who live in the valleys, and even more. They can hear how people struggle and fight in the cities. They can hear all the way to the sea. They hear boats sailing in the night, and buoy-bells sounding their warnings. And even that�s not all. They can even hear people screaming on the other side of the ocean, when war comes. Do you understand what I�m saying?�
�War,� answered the boy. �That�s soldiers.�
Grandmother remained silent. But her words hovered around the boy like a thick smoke. He bent over the table. On top, beside the seashell, was a big, yellow apple.
�Grandmother,� he asked. �Can you hear apples, too?�
�You can hear whatever you want,� said Grandmother.
The apple was cold and bitter. He pressed it to his ear.
�What do you hear?� asked Grandmother.
�I hear when the wind blows,� said the boy.
But it was a bottomless lie. In reality, he heard nothing, and would probably never hear anything again.
�Do you hear everything?� he asked her.
She didn�t sense his hatred. Nor did she answer him. Instead, she rose up youthfully, lightly, and took him by the hand. He thought she wanted to go into the bedroom, and he struggled against her. But instead they went outside. They stood together on the porch and looked out on the garden with its frozen dahlias, its apple trees beaming with fruit. There was no breeze, and no one was coming down the road. No birds were crying out and no dog was barking in the village. It was quiet, and the sky above spread itself out, steep and dark blue. Stars bloomed in the clear quietness. And further below, a red wall rose up from the earth � the town�s quiet lights reflecting on the sky.
The boy listened with all his might. He sent his hearing out all over the world, but each time it came back with nothing to show for the effort. And yet, as they stood on the porch amidst this sparkling quiet, an apple loosened from a nearby tree. It fell to the hard ground with a small, clear thud.
�Did you hear that?� asked Grandmother as she put her arm around his shoulder, preparing herself for a speech.
�Yes,� answered the boy. �It must have been a dog.�
He hadn�t heard a thing. Grandmother�s arm suddenly began to tremble, and at first he didn�t know why.
�Yes,� the boy went on. �First a dog walks on the road. And then � then come the soldiers.�
�Soldiers,� he had said triumphantly. Because in that moment he knew why she was shaking. She was afraid. She was afraid because she couldn�t hear what he heard. She didn�t hear the dog. Perhaps she was even more frightened than him. Somehow he sensed his only chance for escape might come from this one advantage, and so he went on with his betrayal.
Grandmother whispered to him, �And what comes after the soldiers?�
The boy listened out into the darkness. But still he heard nothing, not even the hot, staggered breath of his own fright.
�After the soldiers,� he whispered back. �After the soldiers is a heavy wagon.�
�How do you know it�s heavy?�
�Because its wheels are squeaking.�
Grandmother was finding it difficult to breathe. The wind drew reluctantly through the trees, but neither of them heard it.
�And what comes after the wagon?�
�After the wagon there�s a man beating a drum.�
�Why can�t I hear the drum?� panted Grandmother.
�He�s beating it softly,� answered the boy. �Because it�s dark out.�
Now a long moment passed. Frightened and cold, the boy thought: �Maybe � maybe she�ll never go back inside. And if she never goes back inside then she�ll never notice the boot is missing.� Grandmother shivered. If there was anyone in the world who wasn�t deaf, then they would have heard Grandmother�s bones rattling in her body like a rickety old cart. But in this world there were only the deaf. And out on the road, the endless procession dragged past in the thickening darkness.
Grandmother whispered, �And what comes after the drum?�
�After the drum,� said the boy, �� there are two horses.�
�Why don�t I hear them?� complained Grandmother.
�Their hooves are padded,� replied the boy. �Because it�s dark out.�
He could feel the evil growing within him like a tree of stone.
�And after the horses?�
�After the horses there is someone crying.�
And in that instant a bird cried out from the hedge. The boy heard nothing, but Grandmother heard it. She said, �I hear, I hear. I�m freezing. Let�s go in.�
And she hurried in to lock the door against the evil. But when she looked for the boy he wasn�t there. He realized now that everything was lost, and so he shouted back as he rushed down into the garden:
�I just want to get my ball!�
There was no ball there. There was nothing there. But he quickly threw himself down below a tree, and he began to pray out loud.
�Dear God, please fix the boot. Dear, dear God, please let me hear again.�
But God did not hear his prayers. Instead God allowed the quiet to spread itself out over the boy like a giant black wing.
And yet the creek was there. It flowed steadily on the other side of the road, throwing itself from stone to stone with an anxious whisper. He had to go there and listen. So he shot up and rushed to the gate. But he never made it through the gate, because a man was coming down the road.
The man came forward in the darkness. And clearly, things were not altogether right with him. First of all, he walked so strangely, staggering from ditch to ditch. And even though he walked forward most of the time, sometimes he would step back, too. And then, of course, he sounded funny. One moment he�d quarrel with someone who wasn�t even there, and then the next second he�d sing a snatch from a tune. Then, once he�d finished singing, he�d begin to quarrel all over again. With a pounding heart the boy followed the man�s peculiar wandering from behind the hedge. He followed him as far as he could, until the man disappeared into the night and could no longer be heard.
Be heard? Yes, the boy had heard him. But he was only a person, and people can always be heard, because they�re there. The boy needed to hear something that wasn�t there. But he couldn�t. So because of this, and because he was cold, he sneaked back inside.
As he slipped into the kitchen Grandmother was standing just outside the bedroom door. And the moment he saw her face, he knew. It was sunken in, as if someone had dug into it with a spade. And her eyes clung to him, rigid and huge. He knew now that she had learned everything. Suddenly, before he could stop himself, he yelled out to her.
�Grandmother! There�s a man lying in the road!�
Fascinated by his own lie, he watched her come towards him, trembling and weak. Her mouth moved a few times, but no words came out. As if in a dream, he watched her poor shivering arms reach out for her sweater on the hook. A moment later they were outside again in the dark. They made their way through the mute garden each trembling. Hand in hand, they stepped out onto the black road. It was cold and quiet and above them a haze of stars was wavering in the sky. All at once, Grandmother stopped by the hedge and whispered:
�Where?�
�Not here,� said the boy in a low voice. �Farther down.�
They walked along in the shadow of the hedge, and it protected them. But then the hedge ended, and Grandmother stopped. She would not go any further. Nor did the boy dare to � but he had to. Step by step he forced himself out into the black unknown. Just a little ways off, he stopped on the side of the road and bent over.
�Here!� he cried softly to Grandmother.
She would not come closer, but he heard her call out:
�How does he look?�
The boy looked down into the gravel. He grasped a couple of small stones in his hand and answered:
�He�s tall. He�s awfully big. And there�s a hat over his face.�
�Take away the hat,� said Grandmother.
The boy lifted his hand from the road.
�Is he breathing?� asked Grandmother.
The boy turned his head and lowered his ear to the gravel. With tearless eyes he stared out into the depths of night, desperate and lost. It was quiet all over the world. Some black trees stood out on the meadow, like darkness over darkness. It seemed as though they were walking towards him. He closed his eyes and lowered his ear even more. And then, just then, a very remarkable thing happened. A warm stream of air rushed into the boy�s ear. From the gravel below rose the calm, steady breath of a sleeper.
�Grandmother!� he shouted, excitedly. �He�s sleeping! He�s just sleeping!�
From the end of the hedge came a deep sigh.
�Wake him up,� said Grandmother. �He can�t lay out in the cold like this.�
The boy shook his empty hand in the air. Then he closed his eyes and lowered his ear. From the gravel came a grunt and a hoarse whisper.
�What�s he saying?� asked Grandmother.
�He says to go inside. He says he�s not sleeping, just resting. He�ll move on in a minute.�
With a quick leap the boy was back beside the hedge. He found Grandmother�s hand tucked inside the sweater, and taking it, he led her back along the safe black shadow. Suddenly the wind picked up from out of the darkness, and all of the branches began to sway, their leaves rustling. On the other side of the road was the creek, holding the stones awake with its whispers. And in reply, the forest of clouds above them let out a strong, calm murmur.
�Grandmother,� said the boy. �You don�t have to be scared anymore. He wasn�t dead.�
And with his hand he could feel how she stopped shaking altogether. They walked through the garden. The grass rustled. An apple fell. And each of them heard it.
�Grandmother,� whispered the boy. �One of Grandfather�s boots is broken.�
And Grandmother said, �Oh, honey, that doesn�t matter. We can fix it.�
So in silence they continued on to the bright, quiet house, and to a new and good night.

The Surprise

There are some people who never do anything to be loved and yet still are. And then there are those who do everything to be loved, but never are. The very poor, it could be said, often find it hard to be loved. When H�kan�s mother had been a widow for five years, her father-in-law turned seventy. They were invited to his birthday celebration in the form of a short, curt letter some eight lines long; it read:

Of course you�re free to come if you want to, Elsa, but you got to bring your own bedding �cause its cold in the back room. Besides, some people�s probably gonna have to sleep in the hallway. You ain�t the only ones coming. There�s the bank clerk and the store manager Mr. Jonsson. Both of them�s been invited and they�ll probably sleep in the living room. If you can come up a day ahead of time, then that would be nice. We�ll need some help with the cleaning and the tables and the cooking.
Best,
Irma
p.�s. I�m sure there�s a few other things, like the dishes and such, that�ll have to be taken care of afterwards, and maybe H�kan can chop some firewood.
H�kan�s mother read the letter out loud one night under the lamp. She was tired and she gripped the edge of the writing table with both hands as she read. For the whole day she had been cleaning the ceiling of a large, lush apartment in �stermalm, and she had a terrible headache from all the hours spent with her head crooked upwards. After she finished reading, both she and H�kan sat quietly for a while without looking at one another. H�kan began flipping through his geography book: the waterfalls at Trollh�ttan have a natural beauty � the Dutch are a cleanly folk who scrub their pavements daily � under Mussolini�s harsh but effective rule, these unsanitary swamps were nonetheless drained � from Chile comes a fertilizer we call guano �
H�kan�s mother stared out into the room. Her hands were completely alone as they crumpled the letter into a rough ball. As he looked at those hands, H�kan could see that they were ashamed. The hands of the poor are always ashamed. They worked to smooth out the letter again, but it kept its wrinkles, like the face of an old woman.
That night the light burned long over the small desk, and H�kan went to sleep quite late. For a while he thought his mother had fallen asleep with the light on. But when he raised himself up carefully on his elbows, he could see that her eyes were still open. And he could see her hands on top of the blanket, at first crumpling up and then smoothing back out a small invisible letter.

The next night the light burned even longer. Fully dressed, his mother sat at his father�s old desk, writing. It was a letter that never seemed to be finished. By the time H�kan went to sleep, the desk top was littered with wadded balls of inkstained paper. When he awoke in the middle of the night, it was cold, and his mother was sitting on the edge of his bed. She was holding her hand on his forehead, as if he were running a fever. She waited until he was fully awake and then looked him in the eyes.
�It�s only twelve o�clock,� she said. �How do you spell �century�? With a �c� or an �s�?�
The alarm clock said quarter past one. �C,� he whispered. He heard her tiptoe quietly back to the small desk and begin scratching with her pen. Then he fell back to sleep and slept the deep sleep of a child until morning.

The next day she was standing outside the school gate, waiting for him. Like all children with poor mothers he was ashamed at first and pretended that he didn�t know her. He crossed the street with his friends, parted company, and then timidly made his way back. His mother sensed his anxiety, and she did not take his hand until they were completely alone on the street. They rode the trolley down towards the city, sitting opposite one another, looking at each other�s hands. When they got off the car, she took him again by the hand and led him through the rush-hour crowd along the bustling rows of shops on Drottninggatan. They stopped in front of a big, fancy store with a window full of flashing lights. H�kan�s mother stood there for a minute, pretending to read the signs in the window. There were several English phonograph records on display, and she read their titles without understanding them. When at last they went inside, she pushed H�kan out in front of her like a shield.
In fancy stores the salesgirls are always your enemies. When you talk to them you suddenly feel embarrassed and stammer. �What can I do for you?� they say, so arrogant, as if they�re speaking to you in some foreign language. And immediately you translate � �Can you really afford it?�
�We want to talk into a record,� said H�kan�s mother. �You see, his grandfather�s turning seventy, and he wrote this poem that he wants to say into the record.�
They had to sit and wait a while until the recording booth was free. The bench was made of metal, and they sat vulnerably out on its edge, whispering. H�kan�s mother gave him a note. It was the poem she had written the night before. He read it, but understood nothing. While he was reading he could not keep his mind off the salesgirls in their pure white work blouses. It seemed to H�kan that they were staring at him from behind the counter, and his face flushed red from shame and dismay. His mother looked around.
�Don�t forget the rhymes,� she whispered. �And make sure you talk loud.�
H�kan�s eyes struggled with the words on the page to the point of tearing, and he stared at the rhymes until they echoed inside him: seventy years old � young and bold; your loving wife � the stream of life; hard at work � no duties shirked; sewed your seeds � dropped their leaves; horses and plows � feeding the cows; to make things nice � your sacrifice; on this glad day � happy birthday.
When they entered the hot, cramped booth, the air was still thick from the heavy perfume of a woman who had just finished singing in there, and H�kan�s throat suddenly seized up, locking his voice within. He opened his mouth, but couldn�t get a single sound to come out. His mother stood behind him, holding him by the shoulders. To H�kan, it felt as though she was about to strangle him. The sweat ran down his back in large, hot drops. But when everything was set and the recorder began to hiss and rasp, he found that he still did have a voice after all. The words came loose and filled his voice � big words, solemn impressive words � and he read the first line like a priest. When he was finished, there was still some room left on the record, so his mother bent forward and sang into the microphone in her mild Christmas Eve voice: �Happy Birthday to you � Happy Birthday to you ��

That whole evening she could not stop talking about what a good job he�d done, about what a surprise it was going to be for Grampa and the other farmers in the village, for the relatives from Uppsala and G�vle, and for the bank clerk and the store manager. What a surprise they�d all get when she wound up the phonograph and put the record on. Many times that night she simply sat and looked at H�kan, her eyes alive with pride. Sometimes she would fold her hands beneath the light and sit there quietly for a while. But then, sooner or later, she�d begin it all over again.

The next night she disappeared from the apartment with a mysterious smile on her lips. She came back shortly afterward with a portable phonograph she had borrowed from the neighbors. She set it down in the middle of the table and put the record on, handling it as if it were a relic, something that shouldn�t be touched. She wound the crank and lowered the needle tenderly onto the spinning disk.
They sat beneath the lamp and listened.
It began with a harsh scratching noise, and at first H�kan�s mother stiffened, her eyes tense and watchful. But then a soft panting arose from the speaker, and immediately H�kan was embarrassed because he knew it was his. However, he didn�t recognize the voice that followed. He thought about saying that the store must�ve cheated them. But when he turned towards his mother, she looked back at him with such delight in her face that he understood at once � the voice was his after all. At the end, when her song came on, H�kan�s mother tried to look away. But he smiled at her over the phonograph, until at last she smiled back.
A moment later, when the record was over, she turned to H�kan.
�I�m sure it wouldn�t hurt if we played it one more time. I�m sure it could stand that much.�
They listened to it another time. And later on, when they took off their clothes for the evening, she put it on yet another time, somewhat unknowingly, as if it had happened on accident. In the middle of the night H�kan awoke from a rainbow dream. The room was empty, but from the kitchen he could hear his own unfamiliar voice. He fell back to sleep with her song in his ears. The next night they heard the record four more times, and each time somewhat unintentionally.

One Friday in March they stepped off a train in the village. It smelled of smoke and melting snow. No one met them at the station, but H�kan�s mother told him that was only natural, considering all the preparations they had to make for the party. It was slippery on the road, and they had to walk a very long way. H�kan wanted to carry the suitcase, but she wouldn�t let him. However, along the way she began to feel palpitations and was no longer able to manage it on her own. From there on he would have to carry it � but only if he was very, very careful. Inside was the record, wrapped up in thick layers of newspaper, like a poor man�s only eggs.
No one was standing on the porch when they got there. They had always done that when his father was alive. H�kan and his mother stepped right into the kitchen. At the table sat his grandfather with a newspaper spread out in front of him. His aunt was standing by the stove, stirring a big pot. His grandfather looked up from the paper and his aunt let the ladle slip from her hand.
�If it ain�t the widow,� said H�kan�s grandfather. �What you got in the bag? Not a present, I�ll bet.�
He went back to his reading, as if he had already forgotten they were there. H�kan�s aunt nodded to them and then took up the ladle again. They stood abandoned in the middle of the room. H�kan watched his mother�s eyes wander nervously about the kitchen, from the potted plants to the copper pots and pans. It was the fifth year she looked like a widow, dressed in black, thin and alone. Suddenly she looked down at H�kan with a conspiratory pleasure in her eyes.
�It�s a surprise,� she said.
But only H�kan heard her.
�You can start with the floor in the living room,� said his aunt. �And H�kan, he can go out to the woodshed.�

Late in the evening H�kan�s mother came out to him in the woodshed. She put her hand on the axe, sat down on the chopping block, and ran her fingers through his hair. She said nothing. She was dressed like a scrubwoman. She brushed the wood chips off his shirt.
That night they slept on the same couch in the tiny back room. When they were finally alone, late in the evening, she unpacked the suitcase and stood for a while under the lamp, holding the record tenderly in her hands.

They were up early the next morning, stringing garlands from the living room ceiling. A little while later the church organist stopped by with a few of the local farmers, and they presented H�kan�s grandfather with a silver-handled cane. They sat in the living room, drinking coffee and brandy. As they were getting ready to leave at ten o�clock, a few of the men helped H�kan�s grandfather over to the couch. Just then H�kan�s aunt turned to his mother.
�And what about your surprise?� she asked bluntly.
�We�ll wait till tonight,� his mother replied. She gave H�kan a quick wink.

That night the relatives arrived in cars from Uppsala and G�vle. The farmers who lived a long ways off came in yellow horse-drawn wagons. The bank clerk came and the store manager came, and in a short time the house was filled with laughter, talk, and the smell of food. H�kan stayed out in the kitchen, peeling potatoes and drying glasses. His mother ran between the living room and the kitchen with warm food and china. At one point, the store manager made a speech which tempted them out of the kitchen. They stood in the doorway, listening and watching. The store manager was already a little drunk and his voice seemed to lose itself in his throat. With a little trouble he pulled out a gold pocket watch from his vest pocket and presented it to the septuagenarian. H�kan�s grandfather wept in silence, a few small tears dropping stealthily into his brandy snifter. Next one of the tenant farmers talked, and then the bank clerk and the relatives from Uppsala and G�vle. H�kan�s mother nudged him in the side suggestively; soon it would be their turn.
The store manager had brought along a phonograph. It was sitting on the dresser next to the radio. Without drawing any attention to himself, H�kan smuggled the record over there. When they met in the dark, empty hallway, his mother whispered to him.
�Wait till after the coffee,� she said. �I�ll give you a nod.�
They drank their coffee with brandy, and spirits were high. H�kan�s mother cleared the table while he walked around the living room, passing out cigars and cigarettes. When he saw his mother step into the doorway a couple minutes later, H�kan caught the look in her eyes and made his way carefully over to the dresser. Meanwhile, his aunt was busy setting up the card table. The bank clerk, the store manager, and the organist dragged their chairs to the green card table and sat down. H�kan began to wind up the phonograph. The bank clerk dealt. H�kan�s mother nodded to him from the doorway. The four players picked up their cards, their faces glowing from liquor and laughter. H�kan�s grandfather was dealt a possible straight flush in spades, and he had the first bid. He was so beside himself with excitement that he dropped his cigar on the floor. Then he heard the radio come on, loud and irritating, from the corner of the room. It sounded like a lecture. He whirled around on H�kan.
�Will you turn that goddamn thing off!� he screamed. ��Two spades.�
H�kan turned it off. It no doubt put a big scratch in the record, but that made no difference. The pain ran through him, cold as an eel. A fine mist settled over his eyes and the red drunken faces in the room took on a dull metallic cast. Someone from Uppsala or G�vle laughed. And it was that laugh which drove him from the room, out through the hallway and into the darkness of the small back room. He came to a stop in the middle of the room with the record still in his hands. And it seemed to grow and grow, until at last it was as heavy as his own life. The door creaked open, and from the stream of light his mother stepped quietly towards him. He slipped into her arms with his pain, and her warm wet whispers caressed his cheek.
�Don�t cry, my boy,� she whispered. �Don�t you cry.�
But she herself was shaking and in tears.

Sleet

No, there will never be another afternoon like this. It simply couldn�t happen. Because it�s only once in the world that you�re nine years old, chopping the heads off carrots with your new Mora knife, having sleet in the middle of October, and with an aunt � or should I say your mother�s aunt � coming from America at seven-thirty. So here we are, sitting in the barn, cutting the tops off big muddy carrots. If you want to, it�s easy to pretend other things, like how it�s not really carrots that are losing their heads, but something totally different, like kids at school that you don�t like, or even vicious animals. Most of the time we don�t talk. We just cut, the green tops tumbling down between our feet, the headless carrots tossed out in long looping arcs to disappear in the bushel basket.
It smells good from all the freshly dug carrots. The tops are wet and when you get really dirty you can even wash yourself with them. Just like what Alvar does to Sigrid when she�s not watching out � how he jumps up from the upside-down pail, grabs her around the neck and rubs her face with the wet carrot tops till she screams and laughs. But this just makes Grampa lose his temper and start pointing his finger at Mama, who�s sitting next to me on the stool that Alvar uses when he shoes the horses.
�You keep an eye on little brother there �,� he says. �And make sure he don�t try no funny stuff with the girl.�
This makes Sigrid�s face flush red. But Mama, she doesn�t answer Grampa. Nobody answers him most of the time. Maybe because he�s so old. I�m just about the only one that ever does. And then all he does is holler at me. But Mama, she always sticks up for me.
Alvar�s sitting back down on the pail again.
�You just set there on the cutter and mind your own business,� he says to Grampa. �You mind yours and I�ll mind mine.�
Nobody dares to look right now, because sometimes Grampa gets so mad that his face turns beet-red. And that�s when he knocks over his chair and all the other chairs in the kitchen. That�s when he yanks his work shirt down from the hook, throws it to the floor, and starts stomping up and down on it. You only dare to look a little bit. But this time there isn�t much to see, except of course that Grampa�s sitting there on the chaff-cutter. �Why can�t you just sit on a pail like the rest of us,� Alvar said to him when we were getting ready to chop. But Grampa said if he couldn�t sit on the chaff-cutter, then we could go ahead and do it without him. So Mama and Alvar helped him up onto the machine. Sigrid was laughing so hard she had to run into one of the stalls and shut the door behind her. And Mama got mad, because she doesn�t like it when Sigrid laughs at Grampa, and she started scolding him about walking around and making a damn fool of himself in front of other people with his ridiculous carrying-on. But Grampa, he just shrugged and said if he couldn�t sit there on the chaff-cutter, then we could do it without him, and that�s all there was to it.
So that�s where he is now, sitting on the chaff-cutter, after all that fuss. Alvar went and dumped a whole bunch of carrots into the shoot and put a pail underneath so all Grampa has to do is drop the headless carrots into it. But Grampa, he almost never hits the pail. He almost always drops them right beside it. Just like when he eats. Mama�s forever laying into him about that.
�You could at least stop spilling it all over yourself!� she says. �Maybe we should buy you a bib.�
At times like this it�s hard to keep from laughing, but if you laugh you�ve got to leave the table. So it�s not easy. The worst is when we eat oatmeal, because the oatmeal gets stuck in his beard and then it�s pretty much hopeless trying to get it out, says Mama. It sets just like cement.
But sometimes Grampa grins at the supper table and tells Mama how she ought to be thankful she�s even got a father.
�It�s not every child that�s got one,� he says, grinning at me. �Is it?�
And then Mama jumps up so quick that her chair hits the floor with a bang, and she runs into the bedroom and bolts the door. At times like this it�s impossible to do anything with her.

It�s nice to sit out here in the stable. The pile of carrot tops is growing and growing. Rain fingers the roof�s shingles, and Sigrid says how it sounds so homelike.
�Yeah, if we only had a home,� says Mama. �Then it sure would be real homelike.�
The cat is jumping around up in the hayloft. All of a sudden he comes ripping down. He crawls into the chaff underneath the cutter and just lays there. I thrashed a kitten to death once. But I don�t think it hurt, because it happened so fast. Back in the stalls, the horses are gnawing away on the manger.
�Alvar, go and quiet them horses,� Grampa says. �They�re good and hungry now, I can tell.�
�Those old nags have been standing there idle the whole week long,� says Alvar. �What have they got to be hungry about? Besides, they�re yours. If you want �em fed, then do it yourself.�
Sigrid looks at Grampa with her jaw hanging wide open to see if he�s going to turn purple and start yelling again. And Mama, she looks too. But there�s no call for it this time. Grampa just sits there in the cutter, chopping away. But Alvar, he hasn�t been chopping for a long time. So I stop, too, to take a look at what he�s doing. Sigrid, she�s not chopping. She�s just sitting there gawking at Alvar.
But Mama, she keeps on chopping away, her knife flashing back and forth through the carrots like a streak of lightning in her lap. She must be good and mad, because that�s when she works the best and doesn�t say a word to the rest of us. She�s almost always mad, and with all of us at the same time. She says if it wasn�t for us, she wouldn�t be wearing her fingers to the bone out in the boondocks. If it wasn�t for us, she�d be working a good job in the city somewhere, in some fine store maybe. Mama�s almost always mad at me in the daytime. But at night, when she thinks I�m asleep, she sits there on the edge of my bed and twirls my hair around in her fingers. God, I�m afraid one of these days I�m going to get curls.
Alvar�s got a big carrot in his hand, one that he already scrubbed clean and scraped the dirt off of. He�s been carving something into it with the tip of his knife and now he�s showing it to Sigrid with a big grin. I want to go over and take a look, too, but Mama pulls me back by the seat of my pants and tells me to keep my nose out of their business. But then Alvar tells me anyway, �cause Alvar�s nice to me. Not like Sigrid, who just pinches and curses me all the time. Mama finally lets me go and see the carrot. What he did, he went and carved his and Sigrid�s names in it, and the date too. It says:
ALVAR BERG SIGRID JANSSON 10-18-1937
I ask him to write my name on it too, so he does.
ARNE BERG
And then he throws it in the basket. But I don�t think Sigrid likes it that I got to be on the carrot with them, because now she�s glaring at me. But Alvar, he just tickles her under the chin with a carrot top.
�Just think,� he says. �The fall�s gonna come and go, and come winter we�ll need to go down in the cellar to get some carrots for the animals. Then one day we�ll find that one and we can go out in the snow and eat it up.�
So they probably didn�t mean for me to be on the carrot with them, but that doesn�t matter. I�m already on a whole bunch of other places. I�m on the barn wall, I�m up in the haylofts, I�m over on one of the stall doors, and I�m even right here in this part of stable. We�re all here, for that matter. Even Grampa and Gramma are here, on the stable wall, but their names are so old you can barely read them. Gustav and Augusta Berg 8-10-1897. In 1914 came Mama for the first time, and then in 1918 came Alvar. I�m here for the first time in 1933 and then came Sigrid in 1936. And right here in the stable it even says Palestine on one of the beams. It happened last year, just before Gramma died. A tramp slept in the stable one night, but he left before anybody woke up. While the rest of us were having our coffee, Gramma went out to get the eggs like she did every morning. And then suddenly she came running in, all out of breath, and said: �You won�t believe who slept under our barn roof last night! Jesus! That�s who! None other than the Lord God, Jesus Christ Himself!� But then another tramp stopped off that night and I was out in the stable with him, showing him where the horse blankets were, so he wouldn�t have to freeze to death. He wanted to shake my hand and thank me, but I was afraid he was full of lice, so I kept my distance. And then he got a look at Palestine on the wall and said: �Oh, Christ! Has that old scumbag Palestine been here? If that�s the case, you can bet them blankets is just crawling with lice.� So Jesus was just another bum after all, and full of lice at that. When I told Gramma the truth at supper that night, she just sat there and cried. She told me I was too little to understand. But Mama stood up for me and said I certainly was not, and just because some lousy tramp came along who felt like calling himself Palestine or Jerusalem or the Holy Land, then that didn�t necessarily mean he was Christ or the Apostle Paul, Mama said.

My carrots are just about done now, so I�m taking it easy. Mama�s are almost done, too, and the same with Alvar and Sigrid. Only Grampa�s got a whole heap left. Right now, Mama�s over by the chaff-cutter trying to get her hands on some of them. But this is only making Grampa really mad. He�s telling her to leave his carrots alone, he�s gonna chop them himself, damn it, and that�s all there is to it!
�So, you�re just going to go on chopping carrots when your sister gets here!� says Mama. �Is that it?�
She makes a grab at a bunch of them, and Grampa stabs at her with his knife. She�s got one of Alvar�s shirts on and the sleeve gets ripped. So now she�s just standing there, looking at Grampa like he�s not all there in the head.
�You just watch your step, Daddy!� she says. �Or else you�ll go and do something real crazy, something you�ll regret the rest of your life.�
This makes Grampa pretty sheepish for a while. And now all of a sudden it�s real quiet in here. There�s only the rain dancing on the roof, and the knives cutting away at carrot tops. Finally, I can�t keep quiet any longer.
I say, �Alvar, tell what it�s like on the Atlantic.�
And suddenly Alvar looks all deep in thought.
�On the Atlantic,� he says. �On the Atlantic, the waves are as big as houses.�
And I�m thinking to myself, �What kind of houses? Little red ones like ours? Or big yellow ones like the school teacher�s?� Because when I think about waves being as big as houses, then I guess they must look like houses, too. The whole Atlantic is just one big county with waves of two-story houses and little red shacks. And over the waves, here comes Mama�s aunt, just riding along. But actually, she�s not riding anymore. We got a letter from her the first day she came ashore, and for the next four days Grampa was out on the bridge about ten times an hour to check and see if she wasn�t out there, coming down the road. But no, we didn�t see or hear from any Aunt Maja.
But then one day another letter came that said we should expect her inside a week. Her brother-in-law was going to drive her up here in his car. Mama read the letter out loud after supper, since Grampa went into the bedroom to lay down for a bit. When she finished reading she got so angry that she ripped it up into little pieces, screaming �Of course, since we�re the poorest in the family, we�ve got to wait to be the last!� And her, she�d be damned if she was going to lift a single finger to make this house nice for when that old bitch got here.
So nothing�s been done to make it nice for Aunt Maja. Which is kind of funny when you think about it, seeing we practically haven�t talked about anything else since we first got her letter last spring, the one that said she�d be coming in the fall.
Me, I figured we�d have a real party, the kind of party that would make all the people in the village just stand around with their mouths hanging wide open. But now I guess it�s nothing but a big flop. It makes you feel like cutting your thumb off and throwing it in with the carrots so that Sigrid and Alvar will find it in the spring and say �Do you remember when Arne cut his thumb off? It was the same day Aunt Maja came from America.�

�In three hours that sister of yours is coming,� Mama is saying to Grampa right now, and boy, does she sound hot. �Three hours, and you just sit there on the chaff-cutter acting like it�s neither here nor there. You�d think since you haven�t seen each other in twenty years you�d at least go and have a shave.�
�If I can�t set on the chaff-cutter, then the hell with it!� he says. �Both here and there! If you got a sister that�s so high and mighty that she can�t come and see her only brother �cept but in a car, and that can�t bear to see him if he�s setting on a chaff-cutter, then the fucking hell with it! That�s what I say. Both here and there!�
Now Sigrid�s laughing so hard that she has to get up and go into one of the stalls again. And Grampa�s so upset that he drops his knife, and now Mama�s taking all his carrots and chopping them in a flash. I stick my knife in its sheath and head out to the yard. I look out on the road to see if the car�s coming, but it�s still way too early. Next I go over to the gate and carve my name in the wood. I�ll never forget this day when we were chopping carrots, when it was raining and the rain turned to sleet, and when the aunt from America was coming here to stay.

I go and sit on the daybed in the kitchen, looking at the Atlantic in the atlas. But there�s not much to see. I don�t see even one single wave. So I can�t be sure whether Alvar was lying or not. Anyway, now I hear a big ruckus outside and when I look out the window I can see Alvar and Mama coming through the yard with Grampa between them. He�s struggling against them, but it�s not doing him a bit of good. They get him through the gate and then up on the porch. In the doorway he braces himself against the frame and then kicks the door. But they manage to get him into the kitchen, anyway, before they finally let him go.
�Now we�re going to wash you,� says Mama. �And I mean right now!�
Alvar goes and stands by the door so that Grampa can�t bolt out, and Mama runs water into a washbowl from the big tank. Then Alvar goes over and pulls the work-shirt off Grampa. Beneath it, he�s only got on an old t-shirt which comes right off, too, because he�s so sweaty from the fight. Underneath that, he�s all yellow and skinny-looking. He struggles against them some more, but they get him over to the sink, anyway.
�Arne, come here!� Mama yells. And it�s such an angry voice that I know I don�t have much choice.
�Soap his back!� she says.
And I don�t have much choice but to do that, either, even though it�s not very nice, because Grampa really doesn�t smell too good. I soap his back so that you can�t even see it through the lather. Then Mama scrubs it off with a rag. Alvar�s just holding him, and Sigrid�s sitting over on the daybed, grinning. Next Mama takes the soap and scrubs his neck and face and ears, and he just keeps on huffing and snorting, but he still can�t break loose. Finally, Alvar dips his head down into the washbowl so that Grampa gets water in his throat and starts coughing like he�s about to choke to death.
�Alright Daddy, now all you need is a shave,� says Alvar, as he rubs Grampa dry with a towel. Mama comes over with a clean shirt and slips it over his head. Then Alvar leads him over to the table and sits him down on a stool. He grabs the shaving mirror off the dresser, takes out the straight edge from the drawer, strops it, takes a mug of hot water from the tank, and sets it on the table. He puts an old newspaper on the table, too, just in front of Grampa, and ties a towel around his neck to keep that new shirt from getting soiled.
�And I want you to be on your best behavior,� says Mama as she chases a moth through the kitchen. �No spitting on the floor while she�s here.�
Alvar soaps Grampa�s face, then takes the razor and starts scraping.
�Hold still,� he barks. �Or you can do it yourself!�
Grampa just sits there, looking at himself in the shaving mirror. And at last I guess he must figure he looks pretty horrible, because then he starts to sob a little.
�I ain�t seen her for twenty years,� he says. And his face gets so scrunched up from all the sobbing that Alvar cuts his cheek.
�Didn�t I tell you to sit still!� he barks again.
�Not for twenty years,� Grampa goes on. �I was fifty-three then, and she was thirty-three. Me and the woman went down to the station with her. We gave her lilacs and a dozen eggs. The three of us cried so much the train pretty near left without her.�
I can�t bear to sit here anymore, watching Grampa like this, so I run outside and start walking along the edge of the creek, throwing stones at the frogs and scaring off a trespasser that�s fishing from a boat he�s got hidden in our reeds. It�s dark so I can�t see his face, and he makes real sure to turn it away from me while he�s rowing out of there.
After a while I feel like carving, so I take my knife and run up through the yard to the stable. But when I pull open the door, I see Sigrid lying on her back in the middle of the carrot-top heap. And right there on top of her � sitting right there on top of her!�� is Alvar, biting her hand. He jumps up and curses at me. I slam the door and run.

I don�t run inside the house. What I�m feeling is too strange to go inside � so strange that I need to be alone with it for a while. So I run around to that room at the back of the barn where we usually shoot the pigs. I sit down on a milk pail and put my head in my hands. I�m trying to get that picture of Alvar and Sigrid out of my head, but I can�t seem to do it. And at last, I figure the only way I can get rid of it is if I do something really different, something so dangerous and exciting that it�s bound to make everything else seem like nothing. So I sneak into the hen house and scare away a hen that�s sitting on her eggs. Then I feel around under the hay with my hands. I once got a cigarette from one of the neighbor kids and that�s where I hid it, along with a pack of matches. But I�m nervous, so when I go to light it, I accidently drop the burning match and it starts a little fire in the straw on the hen house floor. Real quick I pour a bowl of milk over it, and it dies out. But it still smells like smoke in here.

I go and sit down again on the milk pail in the slaughtering room. It�s totally dark in here, and the little bits of light coming through the cracks in the barn wall make the threshing machine, with all its wheels and belts, look like some kind of giant ghost animal that just creeped into its dark cave. The rain�s knocking lightly against the splintered roof and the cows are chewing in their stalls � actually, that kind of sounds like rain, too. All of a sudden Sigrid comes walking in with a lantern and a couple of milk pails. When she catches sight of me, she puts them down on the floor and comes right up to me. And with the light coming up from underneath, her face gets all these terrible shadows all over it, and it�s pretty scary. I scream out, but she grabs hold of my arm and pinches, long and hard.
�You tell Tora or the old man �,� she says, �and I�ll pinch you in the throat so bad you�ll never say another word again.�
Then she lets go of me, picks up the pails and the lantern and heads into the stall. When they see her, the cows stand up, grunting softly, chains rattling like a gang of prisoners.

When I go inside Grampa is sitting on the daybed, looking totally different. Mama must�ve made him get into his best suit of clothes. He hasn�t wore it since last year at Gramma�s funeral. He looks way too white in all those black funeral clothes, like all the blood has run clear out of him. There�s a red scratch on his cheek that sticks out like a thin mouth, but the rest of him is pure white. He looks tired, too. Doesn�t seem to know what�s going on around him. I wonder if he even knows his only sister that he hasn�t seen in twenty years is coming in about a half an hour.
Mama�s standing there combing her hair in front of the dresser with the mirror on it. She went and put on her best dress. And the wristwatch that�s broken, the one she got from my daddy, she even put that on. I go and turn on the radio. It�s in the middle of the weather: Eastern Svealand and the coast of Southern Norrland, a bit chilly for this time of year � and in the northern parts of the district, sleet.
�What did they say?� says Grampa in a weak voice. �What are we getting?�
�Sleet,� I say.
Alvar comes in and picks up the bootjack. He pulls off his boots with a groan and then puts on his shoes. I look at the thermometer outside the window, the one I bought for Grampa when he turned seventy. He always wanted a thermometer outside the window. But when he finally got one, his eyes were so bad that he couldn�t read it anyway.
�You bought one with too small numbers, boy. Little shit numbers!�
It�s thirty-five degrees out. The wind�s blowing more and more, whipping through the lilac hedge, and the rain�s hitting hard against the windows. A lantern comes floating over the yard from the barn. It�s Sigrid on her way in with the pails. I�ve got a big bruise on my arm. I pull down the shade so I don�t have to think about her.

When the clock strikes we�re all sitting around, waiting. All except Sigrid. She�s standing in the corner of the room separating the milk from the cream. Sigh-sigh-sigh goes the separator � that�s just what it sounds like. Normally Alvar helps her out with that, but not today. He�s sitting here at the table, giving me this creepy look. Maybe he wants to pinch me, too.
�Did anybody hear the weather?� he says. �What are we getting?�
He puts his hands up on the table, like giant sandwiches.
�Sleet,� I say for the second time.
And it sounds so strange, so crazy. It doesn�t sound the least bit normal. But it goes so well with all the other unnormal things that have been going on around here today: Grampa sitting on the chaff-cutter, Mama and Alvar dragging Grampa across the yard, the trespasser I scared off, Sigrid lying in the carrot tops with Alvar on top of her, Sigrid pinching me, the fire I started in the hen house, Grampa sitting speechless and pale on the daybed.
Mama�s sitting next to Alvar. She puts her hands up on the table next to his. She looks at them and sighs. The separator sighs, too � sigh-sigh-sigh. Suddenly Mama looks at me to see if I need washing. She wrinkles her forehead. My beautiful mother. She leans across the table.
�Who gave you that ugly bruise?� she says.
The separator slows down, Alvar glares at me, and all of a sudden I�m scared again. Nothing scares me more than a licking. I look away from Mama. I look behind me and see Grampa sitting on the daybed, still so white, just staring ahead with quiet, unmoving eyes.
�Grampa,� I whisper, as I look Mama in the eyes.
Mama bites her lip. Alvar coughs. The separator speeds up again, sighing and sighing. I look at Grampa, but there�s no reaction. I�m sure he didn�t hear a thing. The time goes. The clock strikes another time. The separator sighs on, and I guess that�s why we don�t hear anything until the knock comes on the outside door.
�Was that a knock?� says Mama.
She looks at Grampa.
�Daddy, it�s her,� she says. �She�s here. Shouldn�t you go out and meet her?�
And everybody looks at Grampa, but he doesn�t move from the daybed. He just keeps on looking straight ahead into the empty air. But the thing is, none of us can bring ourselves to go out and open the door either. I pull up the window shade a little and peek out. There�s a car rolling out through the gate, picking up speed, rushing off toward the village. Next we hear some footsteps in the hallway, moving slowly toward the kitchen door. Another knock.
�Daddy!� says Mama, almost pleading with him.
Then the door opens. And all of a sudden, there stands the aunt from America, right on the threshold. A strange woman with thick lines of makeup on her face. She�s got tired eyes, and her mouth is all sunken-in, like she doesn�t have any teeth left.
�Good evening,� she says in a strange accent and then blinks from all the light.
She steps into the kitchen. The separator stands still from pure surprise. And now all of us are looking at Grampa. We want to see him jump up and throw his arms around this strange lady that none of us knows because we�re too young. We want to hear him call her sister. But he just sits there. And all of a sudden the aunt from America�s eyes fix on him, and she jerks back like she�s suddenly afraid of something. Then she moves forward and stops right in front of him with empty outstretched hands.
�Gustav,� she says. �Is that you?� And none of us can figure out why she�d have to go and ask such a silly question.
But Grampa doesn�t answer. Grampa doesn�t change his expression one single bit. It�s like he hasn�t even noticed anything yet. Then the aunt from America sinks down on her knees in front of him. Imagine, she gets right down on the floor in her pretty clothes and everything. She puts her arms around Grampa�s neck and tries to pull his head towards her. But she doesn�t have the strength.
�Gustav,� she whispers. �It�s me. Me, Maja. You must remember me.�
And then, without looking at her the littlest bit, Grampa says, �Take care of yourself. We�re getting sleet.�
Then the aunt from America lets go of Grampa�s neck and stands up. She pulls a long necklace out from under her coat and fingers it helplessly while her face twitches all over, trying to hold back the tears. She kind of looks like one of those dolls that you move around with strings. Finally, she turns away and rushes out of the kitchen.
�Excuse me a minute,� she says, just before the sobs begin to smother her.
* * *
I grab the stable lantern and run out after her. I figure I better light the way so she doesn�t go and fall in the creek. Outside, she�s standing just beyond the edge of the porch, out in the sleet, crying. When I get there with the lantern, she takes me under the arm and pulls me along with her. She talks pretty weird, and I don�t really understand everything.
�Are you the little boy without a father?� she says, among other things, while she looks me in the face for a good long time.
I close my eyes and clench my teeth together. I mean, I can understand how they know at school that I don�t have a daddy � but Lord, to think that they know it all over America � I�m not sure if I�ll ever get over that. Anyways. We walk and walk until we�re finally standing outside the stable door. And since we�re suddenly there, I open the door and we go in. It�s warm inside. Nice and homelike. It smells just like a stable, hay and carrots. I hang the lantern from the big key in the stable door. And then the aunt from America � this is the amazing part � then she steps right over the carrot tops to the far corner of the stable and climbs right up on the chaff-cutter, exactly where Grampa was sitting.
�So this old guy�s still here,� she says, and runs her hand along it.
I climb up and sit next to her. Then she starts to cry again. She takes hold of my hand, caresses it, and cries the whole time in American, sometimes saying things in Swedish that don�t make a bit of sense. Below us are all the carrot tops, green and glistening, and over in their baskets the red carrots are shining, too.
�We were in here all day, chopping and chopping,� I say, mostly for something to say. �The whole day we were just sitting in here, chopping and chopping. But now we�re all done chopping � now we are, mostly.�
The aunt from America puts her arm around me, and it doesn�t hurt like when Mama does it. It feels soft and warm.
�Poor little boy without a father,� she says. And when I think of how they know all over America � all over that incredibly big America on the other side of the Atlantic � how Arne Berg in Mjuksund, Sweden, hasn�t ever seen his daddy, then I can�t help it. Suddenly I don�t see the green carrot tops anymore and the tears drop slowly down on the chaff-cutter.
�It wasn�t so bad when Gramma was alive,� I say. �At least then I had two mothers. But she died last year. Every morning she went out and looked for eggs. And then one day in April she didn�t come back. We were having our coffee, and then afterwards we went out and looked for her. And that�s when we found her, on her knees, right here by the chaff-cutter.�
�Por liddel boi,�* says the aunt from America, whatever that means, as she pulls me up tight against her.
�But if the Aunt wants to sleep out here,� I say. �Then don�t be scared �cause it says Palestine on the wall. It wasn�t Jesus. Do you want me to carve your name on the wall?�
�No, not yet,� she says. �Maybe in a little while.�
She strokes her little soft hand across my face.
�Are you crying?� she says.
�No,� I say, and I dry and dry till the carrot-tops glisten green again, all freshly cut in the lamplight. �� It�s just a little sleet.�

* Swedish-American English phonetic rendering from the original.

Salted Meat and Cucumber

When I was nine years old and supposedly small for my age, the way to school passed by a creek with yellow, muddy water. In the winter you could stand there on the bank and throw stones until the golden ice cracked. But in summer, spring, and fall the creek became a race course for matchsticks, corks, and matchboxes � the matchsticks always won because the corks and matchboxes would get stuck between the rocks. Once my friend Inge and I found two fat, ugly lampreys squirming around on the bottom. We stuffed them in a sandwich bag and took them home. But nobody wanted them. So we had to throw them back in the river. I hope they lived. In those days our knees were always scraped, the scabs forever fresh and soft. And just when they had begun to heal, a brewery truck would almost always come down the road that you just had to tow behind, or a new log jam would form in the river that you just had to run across.
Yes, the road to school was filled with adventures � not so much on the way there, but on the way home. The rich old farmer had an apple orchard with bitter, green fruit. And there was an old abandoned house that eventually became a chapel. Birds flew around in the dark under its broken roof, shingles had fallen in and covered the floor, and everything � the steps, the doors, the warped window frames � everything was rotten in a way that equally frightened, tickled, and enchanted.
And then, of course, there were the old women of the district, always dressed in black, whom you could usually see walking through the trees toward some old roadside shack. To us, people were never as old as they were in those days � a couple hundred years was just barely middle-aged.
And there were other things, too, forbidden things which we could never really know for sure, simply because they were forbidden. And yet the unawareness was but a myth, for if ever there was a time when life was filled with sticky symbolism, it was then. Almost everything we did had double meanings. If you threw a stone at a girl out of pure mischief, the act would certainly be interpreted as something else altogether.
One time on the hillside by the river we found an old deck of left-behind cards half-destroyed by the rain. Only the queen of spades was still in fairly good shape, and I remember very well the many different ways this could be interpreted by those of us who were more experienced.
When the washtubs simmered on the bank of the river, we would steal matches from the wood pile and light them up in the dark behind some barn wall. This gave us a gruesome pleasure which somehow made life even more doubly complex than it already was. I remember my friend Inge once took a single match to an entire box of stolen matches. When it burst into a hissing flame he flung it out through the air and into the creek. And I remember thinking what a terrible sin it was to waste something you had just stolen. No, we were never as moral as we were in those days.
To us, the most important bits of knowledge often came in whispers. In the hallway at school, terror had a way of sinking its claws into you, because that�s where you were often pointed out by some secret whisper that could be followed from mouth to mouth. And the strangest thing about it was that you never got to know what your own secret was all about. It could be whispered of someone that his house was infested with lice, or of someone else that she had peed in her pants in class and had to stay in during recess to clean it up. But of my own supposed offences I was never once allowed to hear.
By inscrutable means, everything that required quiet talk found its way to our ears. One boy in the fourth grade was known to have tormented animals. It was common knowledge that he had once lured a tomcat into a cage full of hens, with disastrous results, and that afterwards the teacher had gone to his house to lecture him about it. Even though he was only in the fourth grade, he was already wearing a grown-up�s long trousers. He was tall, with shoulders that hunched forward. And during recess he would walk around kicking stones, and always by himself, because the judge that was somewhere inside all of us had long ago condemned him to a life of exile.
At recess we would lie in the green grass and bite pine cones to the core, or we would take turns trying to kick a broken tennis ball through a small hole in the school fence � one time I even managed to get it through, even though I was from Stockholm. The girls, on the other hand, would stand in small groups by the schoolhouse wall. The line between us was hard and fixed, like nothing else.
Speaking of the judge within us, it happened during one recess that the boy who abused animals � his name was Sivert � got yelled at by the teacher for scuffing up his shoes on some rocks in the school yard. They were actually the county�s shoes, because his family was too poor to buy him a pair on their own. When the teacher turned his back, Sivert twisted his face into a wild grimace. And then another boy ran to the teacher�s side. We called this other boy the Thief because it was well known that he had once stolen the janitor�s glasses during gym.
�Mr. Andersson,� the Thief cried out. �Sivert just stuck his tongue out at you!�
Suddenly the teacher whirled around and with one hand he grabbed Sivert by both cheeks, palming his face and pulling him up to the tips of his toes. He leaned forward so that his and Sivert�s eyes were just a few inches apart. And that�s how they stayed for a long minute, silently staring at each other. But at last he lowered Sivert back to the ground. Releasing his grip, he turned abruptly and headed up towards the school. But then to everyone�s shock Sivert stuck out his tongue again, his expression much uglier this time. Yet before the Thief had a chance to yell anything out, one of us grabbed him by the mouth and forced it shut. Something told us the whole thing had gone far enough.
We had our own system of justice, a code for measuring the seriousness of a crime, and the punishments were carefully chosen. Stealing was nothing compared with torturing animals. Once when the Thief was standing at the blackboard the teacher reached down into the Thief�s pocket and found that it was full of chalk. He had to stay behind when we went out for recess, so we waited for him at the bottom of the steps, gripped with fear, restless with admiration. When he finally came out, we had a feeling that something about him was different. A smell? His way of walking? Of spitting? And hostile as always when encountering the unfamiliar, we remained coldly silent. But the Thief jumped towards us, excitedly.
�I got to keep the chalk!� he said. �He only pulled my hair, the bastard! He said to me, �It starts with a piece of thread and ends with your neighbor�s bread.� But I got to keep the chalk!�
That was the first of probably four hundred times we would come to hear the �theft verse� in school. But you could tell the Thief was scared because he looked like he was ready to fight. He turned and started walking out in front of our enormous group towards the back of the large red schoolhouse, and the space between him and the rest of us was filled with our contempt. In back of the building a ladder hung down from the roof, and it swayed back and forth in the wind.
�I bet you I can climb up there and draw a cross on the roof,� he said, spitting the words out at us. And some of us spat back: �The hell you can!� But by the time the challenge had left our mouths he was already several steps up.
So we sat down in the grass and followed his steep ascent. Like little angry dogs his hands clamped their teeth onto the ladder�s rungs with more and more fury the higher he went. We understood of course that he was very scared, and the closer he got to the top the more he began to slow down in hope that the school bell would ring. The wind was blowing much harder now, ripping into the ladder. We let him climb three-quarters of the way up before we finally shouted that the teacher was coming. That was his sentence for stealing.
But then everything else went as usual. He got to sit on our bench in the hallway during lunch, eating sandwiches like the rest of us. The girls sat on a different bench, towards which we all threw our crumpled sandwich wrappers. Only Sivert had nowhere to sit. Most of the time he just stood by the window, drawing pictures of queer little people on the white sill with his pencil. Sometimes he would go outside and throw stones at the birch trees, and then we would get up and go to the window to see what he had drawn, filled with a strange sort of resentment. We always hoped the teacher would come along and get a look at what Sivert had drawn.
During lunch my friend Inge and I always sat together. His father owned a vegetable stand, and maybe that�s why he always had cucumber on his sandwiches. He detested cucumbers, but he was too timid to say anything at home. Sometimes I got salted meat in my sandwiches. At home they thought I liked salted meat because that�s what I had always been given when I lived in Stockholm. But what they didn�t know was that back then I was in the habit of dropping my salted meat into one of the empty desks at school. Naturally, Inge and I could have exchanged sandwiches, but he didn�t like salted meat either. For that matter I didn�t like cucumber. So one day it occurred to us that we could take the thin slices of salted meat and cucumber and drop them discreetly behind our lunch bench, which stood against the wall and extended all the way to the floor. That entire fall and throughout the winter we dropped salted meat and cucumber behind the bench, and on our way home from school we fantasized about how a flood of salted meat and cucumber would flow out over the floor and drown the whole school if we ever moved that bench. But we never dared to move it. Instead, we continually searched for new places behind the bench to drop our toppings so that the load would be distributed as evenly as possible.
But it so happened that one week it was my turn to stay behind after school to air out the classroom, clean the chalkboard, and clap the erasers. And just as I was finishing up I was gripped by a sudden terrible desire to see what it looked like behind our bench. I was nearly overcome by disgust as I thought about the sight that awaited me, and several times I walked out into the hallway, whistling and turning around. To delay the decisive moment a little longer, I began to throw chalk, first trying to hit the teacher�s desk and then the fat Gustavus Adolphus who hung on the wall right behind it. Then I went around the room, lifting up the girls� desktops and looking through their things. I was very curious, but also a little proud of myself, because I didn�t feel the need to steal anything.
At last I knew it was time to get going, and even then I couldn�t resist the temptation. I practically threw the bench out from the wall and then stopped to listen for the dull groan of the landslide. But there wasn�t a single sound in that whole dark building. I got down on my knees and felt along the wall from one end of the bench to the other, at any moment expecting my hand to slide through something dark and horrible. But all I could feel was the naked wood. Not one single piece of our sandwiches was back there.
Next morning at home I secretly filled another small bag full of salted meat. There were at least a dozen pieces, and during lunch I dropped them one at a time down behind the bench at different spots along the wall. Later on, after all the students had left, I was alone in the school. I was sitting in the classroom at the teacher�s desk, pretending it was the last day of class. I had already turned off the ceiling lights and was now just sitting there, smelling the graduation flowers that Inge and I usually picked in the woods in the spring.
Then suddenly I heard quick footsteps in the hallway. At first I went stiff from fear because I thought I was doing something forbidden by sitting there in the teacher�s chair. But the steps ended outside the door, there in the hallway. Relieved, I got up and acted like I was erasing the blackboard, just in case someone walked in. That�s when I heard the lunch bench being moved, first scraping against the floor and then creaking as it was pushed back against the wall. I heard a few more steps, and then they stopped again � in front of the window, it seemed. But I could still hear the snowboots squeaking against the floor.
I turned on the lights and ran to the door. A slice of light fell out into the hallway�s darkness, and directly in that small path of light I could see Sivert standing there. He was bent forward, greedily eating the salted meat and cucumber from his hands, with wild movements of his head, like when dogs tear at a piece of meat. And suddenly everything which had gathered up inside me during the winter � secret desires, suppressed thoughts, powerless knowledge, envy of experience, half-conscious guilt � all of it pressed violently against my core until I could not stop myself from crying out: �You goddamn thief! You goddamn thief! You goddamn thief!�
I chased Sivert through the darkness of the hallway and out onto the steps, where he slipped and tumbled down into the snow. I was on top of him at once, driving my knees into his shoulders. Some of the boys who were still outside throwing snowballs against the school�s basement windows came trudging towards us.
�He�s been stealing,� I shouted wildly. �He�s been stealing from me and Inge!�
Together we turned his long, weak body onto its back. One boy sat firmly on his legs. He pulled the laces out of Sivert�s boots and tossed them in the snow. Another stretched back Sivert�s arms and sprinkled the powdery new-fallen snow onto his skin. Yet another dug in hard with his hands all over Sivert�s bare chest. As for myself, I unbuttoned his shirt and shoved snow down his back as far as I could get it. In no time his eyes were cemented shut by the snow and even his mouth was filled with it. But then suddenly, as if reacting to some secret signal, we all jumped up and left him alone. Excited, I ran back into the school, freezing but also hot. Scattered on the floor of the hallway were little pieces of salted meat and cucumber. As I jerked open one of the windows I could feel them in my hand, cold and froglike. With indescribable disgust, I flung them out in the snow.
Then I went into the classroom, still hot, but still cold, too. There was some sort of earlier unknown tension still working inside me, and it made me feel as though I was slowly being torn apart. I roamed around the room, banging on all the desktops with my fist, wishing that I knew what to do next. But nothing more occurred to me than to sit at the biggest girl�s desk and write a dirty word on its underside with a piece of chalk.
However, the judge within me must have been more than nine years old, because at last it told me what a coward I had been. Was it really stealing to take something we had rejected? Still defiant, but slowly coming undone, I turned off the lights and left. Outside, I saw Sivert�s shoelaces lying in a snowdrift. I put them in my pocket. I hurried on my way home so that I would not have to be alone with my judge for too long.
A few minutes later I saw Sivert on the road ahead of me. He was kicking a piece of ice from one side of the road to the other. I hurried towards him.
�Hi,� I said, tapping him on the shoulder.
He crossed over to the left side of the road, looking down into the ditch as he walked along it. But I wanted to make things all right again, so I crossed over too and walked right beside him.
�Would you like a sandwich, Sivert?� I asked him.
Then he crossed over to the right side again, acting as if I wasn�t even there.
�Would you like a sandwich?� I asked him again, even louder. But he wouldn�t answer me.
He was the only one who could save me from the shame of what I had done � a shame which, at the time, I believed would last forever. And in despair that he would not help me, when he was the only one who could, I hung onto him heavily, pouring everything that was in me out over him, hoping somehow that he would finally push me away and scream �Go to hell!� � so that in the end I might at least have the chance to say to myself, �Well, I wanted to set things right. But he told me to go to hell.�
But Sivert did nothing. He simply let me hang there on him, spitting out all the abuses I could think of. So then I threw him down in the snow at the edge of the road, hoping that I might be able to say, �Well, I wanted to square things with him. But then he hit me!� But Sivert willingly let himself be thrown down into the snow drift. I jumped on him, pounding and hitting him wherever I could, panting above his closed eyes.
�You lousy thief! You goddamn animal killer! You lousy goddamn thief-animal killer!
And yet, all of this seemed to be happening to somebody else. I was so nearly out of my mind with tense despair that I just left Sivert lying there, and I ran and ran. In front of the church I suddenly began to cry. And I must have cried the whole way home, because I couldn�t see anything. I could tell the farmers were driving their manure sleds out into the fields from the smell and from the clanging of the bells, which flew like blue birds out over the expansive plains of twilight. And because it was that time of year, I also knew that the woods were releasing their small clouds of white winter mist. Yet the very next day the miller�s children told me how they had been standing next to father�s big maple tree, and how they had asked me to go home with them to play �people drowning� in the giant wheat bin. But then they said I just walked right on by, as if I didn�t even see them. And the simple truth was, I did not.

The Games of Night

Sometimes at night as his mother cries in her room, and only a clattering of unfamiliar footsteps echoes in the stairwell, H�kan plays a little game to keep from crying himself. He pretends he�s invisible and that he can wish himself wherever he wants merely by thinking about it. On these nights there�s really only one place to wish himself to, and so suddenly he�s there. He�s not sure how it all happens. He knows only that he�s standing in a room. Just what the room looks like, it�s hard to say, because he doesn�t have eyes for those things. But the air is filled with cigarette and pipe smoke, and men laugh out abruptly, horribly, for no reason at all. Women also sit there at the table, speaking words that make no sense. Sometimes they lean forward and break into fits of laughter which are every bit as terrifying. These things cut through H�kan like knives, but he�s glad to be here just the same. All of these people are sitting around a table with too many bottles spread out in front of them, and as soon as a glass is emptied, a hand unscrews the cap of another bottle and fills that glass again.
Still invisible, H�kan gets down on his hands and knees and crawls beneath the table without drawing anyone�s attention. In his hand he holds an invisible drill. Without wasting a second, he places the drill bit against the wood and begins to bore up through the bottom of the table. In no time at all he has drilled straight through the table top. But he does not stop at this. He continues to drill, right through the bottom of a bottle, and then he watches as a nice, steady stream of vodka runs out through the hole. Beneath the table he recognizes his father�s shoes, and for a moment he cannot bear to think what might happen if he should suddenly became visible again. But then, with a rush of delight, he hears his father�s voice.
�There�s no more booze!�
Another voice joins in: �I�ll be damned, you�re right!�
And then they all get up to leave.
H�kan follows his father down the stairs. And when they reach the street, he leads him � although H�kan�s father doesn�t know it � straight to a taxi stand. H�kan whispers their address to the driver and for the whole trip he stands outside on the running board, holding tight to the door, making sure they actually go in the right direction. When they are only a few blocks from home H�kan wishes himself back. Again he�s in the kitchen, lying on the daybed, listening to the sound of the car as it pulls to a stop on the street below. But then only when he hears it start up again and drive off does he realize it wasn�t the right car. This one had stopped in front of the building next door, not at his. And so the right car must still be on its way. Maybe it got held up in a traffic jam at a nearby intersection. Maybe it stopped to help someone who got knocked off their bike. Yes, of course, there are a good many things that can happen to a car.
Yet at last along comes a car which appears to be the right one. A few buildings down from H�kan�s it begins to slow down, rolling past the building next door, stopping with a little squeak at exactly the right entrance. A door opens. It slams shut again. Someone whistles as he jingles the change in his pocket. H�kan�s father usually never whistles. But you can never be too sure about these kinds of things. Why shouldn�t he suddenly take up whistling? The car starts up, it turns at the corner, and then it�s very quiet again on the street. H�kan strains with his ears, listening intently for the familiar sounds in the stairwell. But he never hears the door slam the way it does after someone has entered the hall, he never hears the little clicking sound from the light switch when it�s flipped on, he never hears the dull muffled thud of footfalls growing steadily louder on the steps.
And so H�kan thinks: Why did I leave him so early? I could have stayed with him all the way to the door since we were so close, anyway. Now he�s just standing down there, of course. He�s lost his keys and can�t get in. Maybe he�ll get angry now. Maybe he�ll just leave and not come back till early tomorrow morning, when the door is open. And of course he can�t whistle. Because if he could, he�d certainly whistle up to me or mom to throw down the key.
As quietly as possible H�kan clambers over the edge of the ever-creaking daybed. And in the darkness he stumbles into the kitchen table. Every muscle stiffens as he stands completely still on the cold linoleum floor. But his mother�s sobbing is loud and steady, like the breath of a sleeper, so she hasn�t heard a thing. He moves on toward the window and gently pulls the shade to the side, peeking out. No life stirs on the street, but across the way, just above the doorway of another building, a light suddenly comes on. And at the same time a light appears in the stairwell. Yes, the light above H�kan�s door works exactly the same way.
After a while H�kan begins to get cold and so he silently creeps back to his bed. To make sure he doesn�t knock against the table again, he stretches his hands out in front of him, running them along the edge of the counter. His fingertips suddenly feel something cold, something sharp. For a moment he allows his fingers to run up and down the object, searching, until they grasp around a wooden handle. It�s a carving knife. When he climbs back into bed, he is still holding the knife. He slips under the blanket, pressing it close to his side. And then he is invisible again.
Immediately H�kan is back in that same room, standing in the doorway. He looks on at the men and women who hold his father captive. And he now realizes the only way his father can get free is if he, himself, rescues him � just like the Vikings did it when they rescued missionaries who were tied to stakes, about to be cooked by cannibals.
And so H�kan sneaks forward with his invisible knife and sinks it deep into the back of the fat man sitting next to his father. The fat man dies and H�kan starts to make his way around the table. One by one his victims slide down out of their chairs without ever really having the chance to know what hit them. When his father is free H�kan leads him down the long stairs, walking slowly, cautiously. Since there are no cars in sight, they walk across the street and board a trolley. H�kan arranges it so that his father can get a seat. But he�s worried the conductor might notice how his father has been drinking a little. And he hopes his father doesn�t use bad language around the conductor, or suddenly laugh out loud when there�s nothing there to laugh at.
As the distant wheels of the last trolley round a faraway corner, they carry a relentless song to H�kan in his kitchen bedroom. He has left the trolley and is now lying again on the daybed. His mother has stopped crying since he left, and this is the first thing he notices. Suddenly the shade in her room flies up to the ceiling with a dreadful bang, and when the echo from that bang trails off his mother opens the window. H�kan wishes that he could hop out of bed, run into her room, and cry out to her. If he could, he�d tell her to close the window, pull down the shade and go back to bed in peace, because now he�s finally coming.
�He�s on the trolley,� he�d say. �I put him there myself!�
But H�kan knows it wouldn�t do any good. She wouldn�t believe him. She has no idea what he does for her when they�re alone at night, when she thinks he�s sleeping. She doesn�t know a thing about the trips he sets out on, the adventures he throws himself into for her sake.
When the trolley stops around the corner, H�kan is up again, standing by the window, peeking out through the space between the shade and the window frame. The first people who come around the corner are two young men who must have jumped off while the trolley was still moving. They are joking around, boxing with each other playfully. H�kan recognizes them as the boys who live in the new house up the street. He can hear the distant chatter from some of the other people who have gotten off the car. When the trolley rattles across H�kan�s street, the headlights clear a path of darkness before it, and small groups of people briefly appear and then scatter back into the darkness in various directions. A man with unsteady steps walks directly toward the entrance to H�kan�s building. With his hat in his hand, he looks like a beggar. But this man is not H�kan�s father. It�s just the janitor who lives in their building.
Yet still H�kan stands and waits. He knows there are enough things around the corner that can hold up a trolley passenger. There are many different shop windows, for instance, like the one at the shoe store. His father may be standing there right now, perhaps picking out a new pair of shoes for himself before he goes home. And the fruit store has a big window, too, with interesting hand-painted signs. Folks usually stop there to look at these signs, because they have such funny little people drawn on them. The fruit store also has a vending machine that�s always stealing people�s money. It�s very likely H�kan�s father has just put a coin in it to buy him some cough drops, and now he can�t get the slot open, of course.
While H�kan stands by the window waiting for his father to tear himself away from the vending machine, his mother suddenly comes out of her room and passes the kitchen. Since she is barefoot, H�kan hadn�t heard anything at first. But she couldn�t have seen him because she moves right on toward the doorway. As his mother looks for something among the coats, H�kan lets go of the shade and stands absolutely still in the total darkness. It must have been a handkerchief she was looking for, because after a short while she blows her nose and heads back to her room. Although she�s barefoot, H�kan notices how she walks very softly, so as not to wake him. When she enters the room she immediately shuts the window and draws the shade with a quick, hard pull. Then she throws herself down on the bed, and the sobbing starts all over again. It�s as if she can�t sob when she�s not in a lying position � either that or she has to start sobbing the moment she lies down.
H�kan looks out at the street one more time and sees that it�s entirely empty except for a woman allowing herself to be caressed by a sailor in the doorway just across the street. So he creeps back to his bed. The sound of the linoleum squeaking under his feet startles him, and he wonders, just for a moment, whether he might have dropped something. He is terribly tired now, and sleep begins to rush over him like a fine mist. As he moves through this mist he catches the sound of steps lumbering on the stairs. But they go in the wrong direction, starting upstairs and then heading downward. As soon as he gets under the blanket, he�s pulled down reluctantly, but swiftly, into the waters of sleep. And as the last waves break over his head, they are as soft as sobs.
At night, all waking thoughts revolve around one thing, one moment. And even H�kan�s deepest sleep is much too fragile to block that one thing out. True, he hasn�t heard the car pull up out front. He hasn�t heard the click of the light switch or the steps in the stairwell. But the key that slides into the keyhole also pokes a hole in H�kan�s sleep. In an instant he�s awake, stricken deep by a flash of delight tingling hot from his toes to his scalp. But the delight disappears nearly as fast as it comes, withdrawing into a cloud of uncertainties.
And so now H�kan plays a little game, another game, that begins every time he wakes up like this. He pretends that his father has hustled through the hallway, that he has come to a halt right between the kitchen and the bedroom, so that both H�kan and his mother will hear him as he speaks up loudly: �There was a guy at work that fell off a scaffold, and I had to take him to the hospital. I�ve been sitting there all night and I couldn�t call because they didn�t have a telephone,� or: �Can you believe it? We just won the lottery! And I�ve been holding out all night just to keep you in suspense!� or: �You�ll never guess what happened! The boss gave me a speedboat today! Can you believe it? I�ve been testing her out, and tomorrow morning we�ll be going for a spin, all three of us. What do you think of that?�
But in reality everything goes much slower. And what�s more, there are never any surprises. His father can�t find the light switch in the hall. Finally he gives up and hits a hanger, knocking it to the floor. He swears at the hanger and tries to pick it up. But instead he tips over a bag that had been leaning against the wall. Eventually he gives up on that, too, and tries to find a hook for his coat. But the coat slips off anyway and falls to the floor with a soft thud. Then he props himself against the wall and stumbles into the bathroom, just a few feet away. He opens the door and lets it stay open. He turns on the light. And as he�s done so many times before, H�kan lies completely motionless on his daybed, listening to the splashes on the floor. His father then turns off the light, bangs into the door and swears. As he walks into the bedroom the drawn curtain makes a rattling noise, as if it wanted to bite.
Then all is completely silent. His father stands there in the room without saying a word. There is a weak squeaking that comes from his shoes, and his breath is heavy, irregular. But these things make it all seem even more unbearably silent. And in this silence another flash strikes H�kan, hatred burning through him. He grabs the knife handle so tight that the palm of his hand hurts, and yet he does not feel the pain.
But the silence lasts only a moment.
His father begins to undress himself � jacket, vest. He throws his clothes on a chair. Leaning back against a cabinet, he lets his shoes fall to the floor. His tie flutters. Then he takes a few steps further into the room, towards the bed, and stands there completely still as he winds up the alarm clock. Then all is silent again, as terribly silent as before. Only the ticking of the clock gnaws at the silence like a rat. The drunken, gnawing tick of the clock.
And then it happens � that thing which silence merely awaits. His mother makes a desperate move on the bed and screams flow from her mouth like blood.
�You bastard! You bastard! You bastard! Bastard-bastard-bastard!� she screams until her voice dies out and all is quiet again. Only the clock gnaws and gnaws, and the hand gripping the knife is absolutely drenched in sweat. The anguish in the kitchen is so intense that it cannot be endured without a weapon. But then at last H�kan�s terrible fear exhausts him so thoroughly that he races head-first back into sleep without the slightest resistance. Far into the night he wakes for a moment. Through the open door he hears how the bed creaks, how a soft murmur fills the room. He doesn�t know exactly what these sounds mean. He knows only that they are two safe sounds, sounds that tell him the pain has ended for the night. Yet the knife is still clenched in his hand, and so now, only now, does he loosen his grip and push it away, filled with a heated desire for himself. And as he crosses the threshold of sleep one last time, H�kan plays the last game of the night, the one that gives him final peace.

Final � and yet here there is still no end. As the hands of the clock approach six in the afternoon, H�kan�s mother comes into the kitchen where he sits at the table doing his homework. She takes his book away from him and pulls him up from the bench with one hand.
�Go to your father,� she says as she drags him through the hallway. She places herself behind him to block a retreat. �Go to your father and tell him I said he�s to give you the money.�
The days are worse than the nights. The games of the night are much better than those of the day. At night you can become invisible and dash across rooftops to where you are needed. In daylight you cannot become invisible. In daylight things do not happen so fast. In daylight the games are not so fun. H�kan comes out of the doorway and he�s not even the least bit invisible. The janitor�s boy tugs at his coat. He wants H�kan to play marbles. But H�kan knows that his mother is standing above in the window. And he knows that she will keep her eye on him until he disappears around the corner. So this is why he tears himself away without saying a word and then runs off as if someone were chasing him. But as soon as he has rounded the corner he walks as slowly as he can, first counting the concrete slabs of the sidewalk and then the drops of spit that mark them. The janitor�s boy catches up with him. But H�kan will not answer him, because you cannot say you�re out looking for your father because he hasn�t come home yet with the paycheck. At last the janitor�s boy gives up and with each slow step H�kan finds himself getting even nearer to that place where he dreads to go. He pretends he�s getting further and further away from it. Yet still, this isn�t true.
At first he passes right by the bar, brushing so close to the bouncer that the man mutters something after him. He turns off into a little side street and stands across from the building where his father�s workshop is. After a while he goes through a gate and into the storage yard, pretending his father is still there. He pretends his father has hidden himself somewhere behind the barrels or sacks, waiting for H�kan to come and seek him out. H�kan lifts the lids of the paint barrels one by one, and each time he is equally surprised that his father is not sitting inside, all scrunched up. When he has searched the yard for half an hour he is finally convinced that his father has not hidden himself there after all, and so he returns.
Next to the bar is a china store and watchmaker�s shop. H�kan stands for a while and peeks in through the window. He tries to count the dogs, first the ceramic ones in the window and then the ones he can barely make out if he shades his eyes and searches along the shelves and counters farther inside. The watchmaker comes up and pulls down the bars of the window. Yet through the small slits H�kan can still see the watches that lie inside, ticking. He can also see the correct time on the clock, and he decides that the second hand will go around ten times before he finally goes in.
As the bouncer stands there arguing with a fellow who is trying to show him something in a magazine, H�kan steals into the bar. Without wasting a moment he runs up to the right table, not wanting too many people to notice him. His father doesn�t see him at first, but one of the other painters nods to H�kan and says:
�Hey, your kid�s here!�
H�kan�s father pulls him up onto his knee. He brushes his razor stubble against the boy�s cheek. H�kan tries to avoid looking directly at him. But still, he�s fascinated with the red streaks that permeate his eyes.
�What do you want, boy?� his father asks him. But the tongue is soft and flabby in his mouth and he must say the same thing over a couple of times before he�s finally satisfied with it.
�I came for the money.�
H�kan�s father slowly places him on the floor and then leans back, laughing so loudly that his friends have to quiet him down. As he laughs he takes the change purse from his pocket, fumbling with the rubber band around it. For a long time he searches in the bottom until he finds his shiniest one crown piece.
�Here you go, H�kan,� he says. �Go on, boy. Go and buy yourself some candy.�
The other workers will not be outdone, and so H�kan also gets a crown from each of them. Overwhelmed by shame and confusion, he holds the money in his hand while he makes his way out through the tables. As he dashes out past the bouncer, he�s terribly afraid that someone will see him and talk about him at school, saying, �I saw H�kan coming out of a bar last night.� But he pauses anyway, just outside the watchmaker�s window, and while the second hand nibbles its way around the clock ten more times he stands there pressed against the bars, knowing that he will have to play his games again tonight. And of the two people he plays these games for, he cannot decide whom he hates the most.
Later, as he slowly turns the corner, H�kan meets his mother�s gaze from ten yards above. And so he walks as slowly as he dares up to the building�s entrance. Next to the entrance is a wood shop and for a moment he musters the courage to pause and kneel there, staring down at an old man who is picking up coal in a black bucket. By the time the old man has finished, his mother is standing behind him. She pulls him up and takes hold of his chin in order to fix on his eyes.
�What did he say?� she asks. �Or did you lose your nerve again?�
�He said he�ll come at once,� H�kan whispers back.
�And what about the money?�
�Close your eyes,� H�kan says, and here he plays the last game of the day.
When his mother closes her eyes, H�kan slowly reaches out and slips the four crowns into her outstretched hand, and then he turns and sprints down the street on feet that slip on the stones because they�re so afraid. A growing cry follows him along the walls of the houses, but it doesn�t stop him. On the contrary, it makes him run even faster.

Men of Character

Foresters wear puttees, green or gray. This one never went anywhere without his rifle, just as he never went anywhere without being in a great hurry. When he came through the village he was always in a half-sprint, the dust stirring up above his ankles. Everyone greeted him, but he greeted none, perhaps because he was always in such a desperate rush that he had no time to notice those who slowed down and stepped out of the way when they saw him coming. Sometimes they would move right to the edge of the ditch by the side of the road and follow him with their eyes. To these bystanders it looked as though he was being led by a dog on a long leash, a big invisible dog to which he secretly whistled through his ever-pursed lips, against which he set his own hurried pace. And his attention appeared to be so thoroughly engaged by the movement of this phantom hound that it could not be distracted by anything else. When he passed them, the villagers never laughed, nor even smiled, but they would nudge one another from time to time, as if to remind themselves of the association they all shared in the shape of that strange invisible dog.
As he sprang up the concrete front steps of Cederblom�s Grocery, the forester startled a small group of women who stood at the top, offering each other snuff. In their sudden alarm, they jumped out of his way as he entered the store. Inside he unslung his rifle and stood there firmly with his feet spread wide on the newly scrubbed floorboards, weighing the weapon by the shoulder strap until he found its perfect point of balance. Only then did he step forward to the counter, and all of the eyes staring at him in curious bewilderment now slunk hastily off in other directions. The rifle butt came to rest firmly on the floor, the barrel sticking up an inch or two above the counter�s edge, and the two girls attending to customers suddenly looked nervous, even frightened, as they filled their customers� paper bags and cartons at the counter.
When the forester�s turn came, he handed one of the girls a typewritten list. Not even when he was told that something or other was out of stock would he bother to speak. He would simply shake his head in displeasure and shrug his shoulders, as if to free himself of the annoyance. The forester always bought the same things, provisions for his excursions into the woods � canned goods, hard bread, goat�s cheese, oranges, coffee, condensed cream � and other essentially masculine things normally associated with strength, solitude and superiority � puttees, boot-grease of a particular brand, expensive pipe tobacco, the finest pipe cleaners, flasks for field use, and flints for his cigarette lighter.
When at last his goods were set before him on the counter, he would shove them down into his pack himself, the very abruptness of his movements making any assistance from the shopgirl impossible. No one in the village had ever heard him ask for help, just as no one had ever heard him say thank you. No one had ever seen his match blow out in the wind when he stopped to light his pipe, nor had anyone ever heard him swear because a stone had crept into his shoe. The forester was plagued by none of those things that made other people feel ridiculous, nothing that could be laughed or even smiled at. But the villagers were patient.
One day the forester came into the store and bought a woman�s head-scarf. On this day he left his rifle and backpack at home. Nor was he wearing his gloves as usual. The villagers were rather surprised to see how small his hands were � so small and white, almost like a woman�s. The cigarette that he was smoking also looked ridiculously small in the middle of his big, red face. From the moment he entered Cederblom�s, he was acting out of the ordinary. Instead of immediately approaching the counter he went over to a little glass case just to the left of the entrance. Inside were the sorts of things that people usually paused and snickered at, but never bought: cheap necklaces, gaudy bathing caps, imitation gold bracelets, trinkets, brilliantly colored silk bath robes, cigarette holders, earrings. What good would any of these things be to him out in the middle of the woods? Leaning over this museum of urban vanity, the forester stood for a good while ardently puffing on his cigarette, without ever taking it from his mouth. Finally it occurred to one of the shopgirls that she should go over and offer her assistance.
He asked in a friendly but somewhat embarrassed tone if he could see some cloths, and the girl, misunderstanding him, began to spread embroidered table cloths and linens out over the lid of the case.
�Not like that,� the forester said, spitting out his cigarette and crushing it under the toe of his boot. �The kind that goes on your head.�
The girl obviously didn�t realize that the �cloth� was intended for a woman.
�To keep warm?� she asked him. She could vaguely remember having seen people with toothaches wearing white cloths tied around their heads.
The forester looked down into the glass case as if into an aquarium until at last he saw what he was looking for. He walked around the case, which extended far out into the room, and pulled out a drawer filled with scarves. He picked up the first one he saw and after holding it up to look through the blotchy red transparent silk he asked the girl in rapid low syllables to wrap it up for him.
Afterwards he stood for a few moments on the steps outside trying to light a cigarette in the rain. Through the display window the girl saw him hurry past with his lips closed around the cigarette like a vice. Just before the bend in the road he stopped suddenly, took one of his delicate hands from his pocket and held it out in the rain, as if he were about to taste it. But he continued on again presently and was soon out of sight, even from the farthest of the store windows. It was odd, though. Very odd.
That night nearly everyone in the village knew about the forester�s scarf. Many were still discussing it long after the lights had been turned down and they lay awaiting sleep in their kitchen beds with a cat curled up on the blankets, the low tones of their conversation interrupted only occasionally by the sound of a car passing out on the road.

The next morning, as usual, the schoolteacher�s wife rode up to Cederblom�s on her bicycle. Her name was Alice. Though raised in the city, she was the daughter of a farmer from a neighboring parish. It was a clear day, the weather was warming up after the rain, and the door of the store stood wide open. As she was stepping across the threshold, Alice suddenly turned and ran back to her bike, as if she had forgotten to do something. She fiddled with the lock for a moment and then stuffed something into her handbag. When she came back up the steps her head was bare, but by the time she approached the counter she realized it was too late. A small group of women stood nearby fingering a roll of fabric, and they followed her all the way across the room with their eyes. She knew then that they had probably seen her wearing the forester�s scarf, had seen and understood the weakness that compelled her to hide it in her handbag. And because of this, the bag grew so heavy in her hands that she was barely able to lift it up. The shopgirl�s expression made it heavier yet. When it came time for her to place her order, Alice�s face flushed a deep red. Suddenly she couldn�t remember a single thing she meant to buy. But since she did not wish to acknowledge her alarm, not even to herself, she asked for a number of unnecessary things, whatever happened to pop into her head at the moment, including a pair of cuff links.
�That was stupid,� she thought to herself as soon as she asked for them, doubly stupid with all of these other women standing right there. And when the shopkeeper opened her bag to help her with the items, she hated him, for there in front of everyone he pulled out the scarf, set it on the counter, and remarked with poison in his mouth: �It would be a shame to put all of these heavy things on top of such a pretty little scarf.�

The forester rented an upstairs corner room in the teacher�s house. By midday he and the teacher�s wife were entangled in a net of speculation and suspicion. It was a wide net, still set at a distance, but with so many hands eagerly clutching it, their chances for escape were growing slim.
Of course, the talk of children is never worth heeding. Even so, children can be dangerous since they don�t have the tact to hold back the truth. The next day during lunch break the teacher was sitting at his desk in the classroom. Through the half-open door he could hear one girl chasing another through the hallway and he was just about to go out and tell them to stop it when the first girl was overtaken. Apparently unaware that he was still inside, the girls stopped abruptly just outside the classroom door.
�Who?� cried the second girl in a voice of raw excitement. �Who? Who? Who-who-who?�
�The forester!� panted the other.
The two girls ran off giggling, leaving the teacher alone with his shame. Heated misgivings began to tickle his mind like a sweet itching pain. When the children returned from recess he sat there at his desk, red in the face. At least it felt that way to him. And he had to look down to reassure himself that he wasn�t naked. Though the air of the schoolroom was rife with a midsummer heat, he buttoned his jacket and pulled the zipper on his sports shirt up all the way to his Adam�s apple. For the rest of the day he was not himself. He asked the students short, nervous questions, which he answered himself if the silence began to drag on too long. And he avoided the two girls from recess altogether, not even daring to look towards the window near their seats.
When he came home that afternoon he could hear the forester walking back and forth up in his room. Even though he felt like making a scene, he acted as if nothing was wrong, going out of his way to be friendly, nonchalant. But from this time on � perhaps without even realizing it � he began to collect evidence for his case. There is no detective so imaginative, no bloodhound or hunter so ruthless as a jealous husband.
The next day at recess he borrowed a bike from one of his colleagues. He told his class he had to take a very urgent telegram to the station and that perhaps he would be returning a few minutes late. When he left he actually rode off in the direction of the station, but once he was alone on the road a short while later, he carefully turned off and rode down a little path through the woods. He rode quickly, the bicycle rattling over stones and roots. He would approach the house from the rear and take them by surprise. A few hundred yards from the back gate he slowed down, got off the bike, and leaned it against a tree. He would walk the rest of the way.
At one point he stepped behind a bush and lit a cigarette to bolster his dignity in an otherwise undignified situation. The back gate was freshly oiled, so it didn�t creak. He stepped lightly through the yard, and above the sounds of the birds chirping and the rope repeatedly slapping against the flagpole, he could hear low voices coming from the bower. He drew in thick clouds of smoke from his cigarette as he peeked through the newly clipped bower entrance.
They were lying there in the grass, even though there was a table they could just as well have been using. Granted, they were only drinking coffee and they lay on opposite sides of a large tray filled with coffee cups, plates, and a basket of cookies, but his wife was wearing a pretty scarf which he had never seen before. She was also smoking, which she never did. The tone of their conversation was so low that he couldn�t make out much of what they were saying, just bits and pieces really, though he was trying very hard.
Recess, however, was short, much shorter than he had expected. So even before the teacher finished his cigarette he made his way around to the front of the house, threw open the door so that it could easily be heard, and stamped his feet on the floor as if he had snow on them. Then he moved over to the mirror in the hallway and blew smoke at his own flat reflection to impress it. A few seconds later he heard his wife�s footsteps on the porch steps. As soon as she came in and saw him, she stopped in her tracks. The scarf was no longer on her head.
�Oh, it�s you,� she said. �I thought I heard a sound in here.�
�So you did,� he said, flicking his cigarette on the floor and leaving it there for her to stamp out. Then he went back through the door and brusquely down the steps. He whistled as he passed the bower, which was completely silent now in the midday heat. But no � before he reached the gate he did hear the forester clear his throat and set his cup on a plate.
While the teacher was riding back through the woods, he came unexpectedly upon a small woman whose clothes were drenched in sweat. Right where the path suddenly curved, she was collecting pine cones and putting them in a sack. Her name was Mrs. Mattsson, the mother of one of the two girls he�d overheard in the hallway. As he pedaled past her, he could tell from the expression on her face that she would come to ponder a great deal over this strange midday meeting in the middle of the woods when he was supposed to be at the school, teaching. Stupid, he thought. Stupid, but unavoidable.

Alice got a broom and a dustpan from the kitchen and swept up the tobacco and ashes. Then she drank a few glasses of water and walked around opening windows to keep from suffocating. It was windy out, and she found this a great relief as she leaned out the big living-room window, allowing the breeze to fan the heat of her anxiety. But her relief was short-lived. A burning net with small unmerciful threads was closing around her body. She had to stick her hands inside her dress, dragging fingers across skin, to convince herself it was all just in her head. She wanted to run, but in a direction that did not exist, neither toward the bower nor toward Cederblom�s, nor the road, the school or the woods.
Now it sounded as if someone was coming through the gate. She heard the latch clang as the gate banged shut beyond the bower. A moment later Alice saw the sweaty little woman marching across her lawn, a large sack trailing behind her in the grass. The woman passed very, very close to the bower. As Alice stood there at the window she bit her lip, hoping that the forester would not suddenly call out to her, or come charging out of there, eager to grab and pull her towards him as he often did when they were alone. Alice hurried out and met the woman on the steps of the porch.
The woman stopped, dropped her sack on the stone walk and pulled the hair back from her sweaty forehead. Then she looked Alice in the eyes with an expression that was utterly inscrutable, neither kind not malicious. All the same, Alice found it confusing, and she couldn�t think of a single thing to say. She simply looked down at the sack and then past the sack toward the bower. She noticed then that Mrs. Mattsson was beginning to look off in the same direction, so she had to do something to divert the woman�s attention. She wet her tongue to ask the farmer�s wife what it was she wanted, but the little woman beat her to the punch.
Posing a question that really wasn�t a question, she lifted the sack and said, �Mind if I walk across your yard? This sack, it�s so heavy, and it�s shorter for me this way.�
It sounded all right. If she�d only held her eyes still it might have sounded even better. But they were wandering all over, inside the house and back out again, up to the forester�s bedroom and down to the yard, between the apple trees, hovering for a moment like a hawk, unmoving, over the bower. It was as if she could see down into it, even though she was standing there on the walk beside Alice, breathing heavily from her exertion.
�Naturally, Mrs. Mattsson,� said Alice at last, reaching down to help the woman with the sack.
But Mrs. Mattsson would not accept her help. She became suspicious, in fact, when she saw that Alice was so eager to assist her, and so she found various pretexts for dawdling there in front of the porch. There were invisible cats to lure out of the bushes, flowers to admire and aromas to savor as she let her eyes wander over the yard and the house.
�It�s such a nice place you have,� she said, looking Alice in the eyes one last time. Then, at last, she picked up the sack and began to move off. �Strange folk here,� thought Alice, �never saying hello or good-bye, looking at you with such insolence whenever they feel like dropping by, whenever they feel like leaving.�
Then of course it had to happen � as the woman was trudging away, just as she was opening the front gate � the one thing that Alice most feared. The forester called out to her.
�Alice! Where the hell are you?�
At that moment Alice seemed to be hearing his voice for the very first time. Her entire body went stiff. The gate took an eternity to close and when at last the latch clanged it brought her back to life. She rushed back up the porch steps, in through the hallway, and up the stairs to the second floor. The sitting room door was wide open. Rushing in, she locked it behind her and collapsed in a big chair. A few moments later the forester was knocking at the door. Though she refused to open it at first, she finally gave in and did so, only to find him standing there in the hallway, filling his pipe with tobacco, oblivious to everything.
Thoroughly preoccupied by this task, he glanced up and said, �What the hell�s wrong with you?�
Alice lost control of herself. She couldn�t bear such apathy. The present situation was so foreign to her that she found herself completely incapable of mastering it. All the dread over what had already happened between them, dammed up throughout the spring by new caresses, clandestine pleasures, all of it flowed out from her now in a long shriek, an outburst of shame and fear.
She had already imagined many times before that she knew what her defiance might lead to, but she�d really only toyed with the thought of ultimately getting caught. She had allowed her thoughts to race skywards like rockets, had reveled in their blinding glare as she burrowed her head into his flesh. They often pulled down the shades in his room for a few hours in the middle of the day to pretend it was night. They made one another strong, each by seeking protection in the other. She crept inside him as into a cave, and in the soft warmth of that dim retreat the hostile outer world seemed comically weak, laughable, small. The long periods between their short respites in the forester�s room had been like bridges between small, delightful islands. And it was these bridges that enabled her to understand the sensual bond she was developing with this man, her lover, a bond that grew stronger with the passage of time. They were bridges of memory � memories of a fingertip on a breast, a bite on the shoulder, a kiss on the neck, a long hand gliding down her back.
The fear of discovery had been but a game, for until now she had not been alone for a single moment. But now she realized at last that discovery would strand her, alone � so terribly alone that nothing could possibly help her, least of all this man who stood in her room stuffing his pipe with his short, stunted lover�s movements. She found herself standing on one of those bridges again, but it was a bridge connected to nothing. She was surrounded by water. Whichever way she turned only fog and darkness lay before her. And discovery no longer seemed a game. It was no help that she was once strong. It made no difference that she had once been able to slip into his arms and build a wall of his flesh. Because discovery wasn�t like a flash of light, blinding one moment, gone the next. No. Discovery was a state of monotonous suffering. It was the endless gossip of a few hundred hicks, farmers, lumber workers, local hot-shots, not to mention all of their wives. That�s what frightened Alice the most. The air was filled with Mrs. Mattsson�s eyes. And it was this thought that made her suddenly cry out.
�I�m tired of this! I�m tired of having the whole village peeking around the corner. I�m tired of people grinning whenever I step out the front gate. I�m tired of people clustering together and whispering as soon as they see my bike on the road. I�m tired of being the forester�s whore!�
�Alice, has someone said that?�
�And you! You�re so stupid, you can�t see anything. If you were the least bit concerned about me you wouldn�t let me go through this! But you don�t give me the respect of a scroungy dog � you � you � you!�
By then the forester had wrapped his arms around her head. She had his shirt-sleeve in her mouth and once the words stopped coming she found herself frantically tired. And in that state she allowed herself to be led into his room. She lay on his bed, stroking the flowered bedspread with her fingers. It was raining outside. The running water blurred the windowpanes. Outside in the bower the rain was probably ruining her cakes, overflowing the cups and the cream dish, but she couldn�t bring herself to go down there. Instead she just lay on the bed listening to the forester, who had moved to his desk and sat fiddling with a pocket-knife.
He was telling her that of course he understood everything. He knew very well what it meant in a little hick town like this when people began to gossip about a married woman and another man. But really, it had only been that thing with the scarf that was stupid. He admitted it. Perhaps that could be thought of as proof of something. But otherwise hadn�t they always been careful? Had she ever been in his room when her husband returned from school? Had he ever so much as touched her when someone else was around? Had they ever been seen together on the road or in the park? And hadn�t they been very careful about their meetings? Think how she would mention to her husband that the forester was expected to be out in the woods the whole next day, and then how she would stand there in the kitchen the evening before, preparing his lunch to put all suspicions to rest. Hadn�t he always left the house early on those mornings, biding his time in the woods until he was sure that school had begun? Only then would he make his way back as discreetly as possible, always along the back roads and hidden paths, ready at any moment to dive into a nearby bush at the slightest hint of a sound.
�You seem to forget that Arne came home today,� said Alice. �We could just as well have been in your room then.�
�Arne came home,� he repeated calmly. �Maybe he saw the scarf on the hat shelf, wondered where it came from, drew his own conclusions. It must have put him at ease when he snuck up only to find us having coffee in the bower.�
�And Mrs. Mattsson,� said Alice. �What about her? It never occurred to her to use our yard as a shortcut before, and she�s been passing by here all her life.�
�Mrs. Mattsson,� the forester echoed. He began carving a ruler with his knife. �She probably passed Arne in the woods and got curious.�
�How could you be dumb enough to call out to me like that when you knew she was here!�
�I thought she was gone. Besides, there�s nothing strange about me calling out to you. I�ve been living here quite some time.�
�But you swore at me! And men only do that to their mistresses.�
�Alright, I�ve been a little careless,� said the forester calmly as he tried to look out through the tear-blinded window. �I admit it. Maybe we�ve both been a little careless. You didn�t have to wear my scarf into the store. But listen. There�s nothing that can�t be fixed � not even carelessness. You fix that by being twice as careful as before. We�re going to be so cautious that everyone will feel stupid about their suspicions. If we�ve ever looked at each other when we�re having our coffee at night with Arne, then from now on we�ll never give each other as much as another sidelong glance. Do you think you can control your eyes?�
�If you can, I can,� said Alice. Suddenly she felt very tired. She watched the rain as it ran down the window. A butcher�s shop window, she thought and laughed a little � just a small laugh, barely noticeable. Not that the forester noticed it anyway. He was busy unzipping his tobacco pouch. He took out a small pinch and crumpled it to separate the leaves.
�We�ll be polite to each other,� he said. �But no more. Definitely no more.�
�Definitely not,� she said. �Definitely not. Definitely not.�
The forester was surprised to hear her say it a third time. Sometimes she would tease him with her goddamned superiority by repeating his words in her voice, but with his tone. It was like looking at yourself in a broken mirror. �How long are you going to keep that up?� he would ask her. �As long as I damn well please,� was her usual reply. And she would damn well please for a very long while until at last he threw her violently to the bed, her lips, like charged magnets, dragging his own helplessly toward them.

The rain poured and poured. The forester had just lit his pipe and was drawing smoke in through his childishly rounded lips. On his desk ticked an alarm clock which usually rang at one in the afternoon when the blinds were drawn. �Definitely not,� thought Alice, though she couldn�t remember why. The forester took the pipe from his mouth.
�The trick is simply to wait,� he said, fingering its stem. �Do you think you can learn to wait?�
�For what?�
�For the right moment. Isn�t Arne going on some school trip?�
�June sixth,� said Alice. She was now sitting on the edge of the bed, looking out at the sky, which had begun to clear over the yard. Her eyes were fixed in the middle of a cloud, beyond the forester�s head. He had to stand up to compete for her attention. He paced back and forth in the room, each time stepping barely to the side for her feet, but never touching her.
�Two weeks,� he said, stopping in front of the window. �Can you wait that long?�
She was looking at his back as he said this. �Shake just a little,� she prayed. But the forester�s back was completely still. She rose from the bed and moved across the silent carpet toward the door, looking back over her shoulder to see if the mute back would notice her. But it was blind and noticed nothing.
Yet when her own back brushed against the door, the forester stirred and turned slowly. He sat back on the window sill.
�Alright,� he said. �For two weeks we�ll forget about each other. Do you think you can manage?�
But Alice didn�t exactly respond as he�d expected. Curtseying in the doorway with grace and mockery, she said, �Until we meet again, Herr Forester.�
When he was alone, the forester sat down again at his desk and began to leaf through a book about hunting. He decided to go out on a night hunt, so he wound up the alarm clock and set it for midnight. Then he stole to the door and turned the key. In one of his desk drawers was a small bottle of brandy, something he saved for special occasions, to help stiffen his resolve in difficult times. He took a glass down from the shelf and poured a little, very little, into it. He poured the exact amount that a man of character would pour. Holding the glass up to the light, he was pleased with himself that he had poured such a moderate amount. Then he tossed it back in one painful gulp. He poured out the same amount a few times more, and each time he was equally pleased by the strength of his character.
All at once the sun appeared and struck him in the eyes. As he leaned over the desk to pull the blinds down, he saw Alice coming out of the bower toward the house. She was carrying the remains of their interrupted meal on a red tray, which cast a friendly reflection on the grass where she was walking. Her shoulders looked tired and she appeared to be leaning on the tray for support, bearing her fatigue and the beginnings of despair before her as she kept her eyes desperately fixed on the tray, trying to keep it all from tumbling out of her grasp. As he saw her there, the forester was moved by a sudden feeling of tenderness for the teacher�s wife. Leaning over the desk, following her quiet path to the house with his eyes, he felt the pleasure of this tenderness awaken in his body.
�You dear little woman,� he said through a closed mouth and a still throat. And yet the words seemed to rise out into the room and hover in its thick air, smelling of kindness, the forester�s kindness. He was overcome by an inexpressible sense of relief, and since he had no desire to figure out why it was he felt that way, he convinced himself that it was because of his tactful handling of this business with Alice and the school teacher. After Alice went back into the house he felt himself vaguely deserving of one more snort of brandy, and as a sort of reward he allowed himself perhaps slightly more than would normally befit a man of character.
He locked the bottle in the drawer again and took his rifle out of the closet. He laid it across the top of the desk and wiped away the dust that had collected on the barrel with a piece of blotting paper. Then he detached the breech and closed his eyes as he ran his fingers over its hard polished surface. For a whole week the rifle had been stowed away in the closet, and now, as he set the breech back into place, he did so with tender, gliding movements. He raised the rifle. Pulling the stock tight against his shoulder, he aimed it into the bower. It would have been nice if there were an owl out there to sight it on, or at least a sparrow or a few bottles. He had a pet notion about standing at the window or sitting in his chair, or perhaps even lying on the bed, and firing at bottles suspended from balloons. But there were neither bottles nor owls nor sparrows out there at the moment. Just then, however, the gate leading to the woods let out a loud squeak. And suddenly there was the teacher, coming down the path with a stack of books under one arm. He was smoking a cigarette and sweating profusely. Of course, it was very stupid of the forester, but by the time he realized that he was standing there in plain view aiming his rifle at the teacher, it was too late to do anything about it. Naturally the gun wasn�t loaded, but it was a very stupid thing to do in any case.

The teacher found his wife in the kitchen. She was at the sink, drying some coffee cups and dishes which until very recently must have been sitting on the tray. The tray was not hanging up as usual, but lying on the kitchen table with some spilt coffee still on it. He noticed each of these things before he greeted his wife. Then he sat down on a stool and prepared to drop the bomb.
�You didn�t come home the usual way,� commented his wife, wiping off the tray and hanging it on the wall.
�I went through the woods,� he said as he began weighing the books in his hand one at a time. �I thought it might be quicker. Maybe I was wrong.�
�Mrs. Mattsson came through the yard today. She also thought that was quicker.�
�Well, I won�t be doing that again,� her husband said, staring at her so intently that at last she couldn�t keep her own eyes still.
�Why�s that?� she said, hesitating.
Bang!
The teacher slammed the books down suddenly on the table. Then he allowed the silence to assert itself for a moment before he went on.
�I don�t feel like getting shot through the window,� he said at last with such nonchalance that the effect was doubly unnerving.
Alice sank down into a chair at the other side of the table, and then the two of them sat there looking deep into each other�s eyes for a few moments. This time her wide eyes fled nowhere. But the dumbstruck expression that hung on her face did not result from feelings of dread or a guilty conscience, as her husband imagined, but rather from pure astonishment.
�Shot?� she repeated, cracking a grin. It sounded so absurdly melodramatic.
Her husband rose slowly to his feet, but with his eyes sunk deep into her own, like those of a lion tamer.
�Just a minute ago the forester was standing at his window,� he said in a voice as even and nonchalant as before, �� aiming a rifle at me.�
At once Alice�s face turned a flaming red, and her eyes collapsed. Of course, he couldn�t help noticing this. He turned somewhat dramatically and walked to the window, and Alice could do nothing but helplessly stare at his back. Her first impulse was to jump up, spin him around and hurl everything she could at him in defense of the forester. But then, as her emotions settled, she became calmer, more clear-headed, and by the time she pushed her chair back she had thought of a way to preserve everyone�s dignity, to placate everyone�s conscience, to restore everyone�s damaged feelings.
�Arne,� she said to him, repeating his name insistently until he finally turned around. �Arne, you have to go up there right now and demand an explanation. If not for yourself, then for my sake. Do you think I like the idea of being home alone with some lunatic who goes around aiming guns at people? If you don�t go up there right now I won�t feel safe in this house for another minute. Besides, it�s a crime. People go to jail for things like that! Tell him that!�
They started up the stairs together, Alice leading the way, keeping several steps ahead of her husband. As for the teacher, he followed reluctantly, half-stunned by an unexpected, though gratifying fact � or two facts. �Lunatic,� she had said. And in such an angry tone. And �it�s a crime.� �Besides, it�s a crime. People go to jail for things like that!� And so he went along.
Before he knew it, there they all were. The forester was standing before them in his doorway, his hair mussed. He blinked a few times stupidly, as if he�d been sleeping and was hastily awakened. Alice was abrupt. She didn�t even allow him to catch his breath.
�Sir, my husband said you were pointing your rifle at him when he came through the yard.�
The forester backed a few steps into his room, sat on the edge of his desk and fingered his knees. He let out a nervous, embarrassed chuckle.
�A mistake,� he said, looking at the floor. �I wanted to see if the rifle was clean. So I took it out and was sighting it on something in the yard, and � well, unfortunately Arne happened to come walking down the path just when � but like I said ��
�Yes, yes, of course,� said the teacher. �It was just a little unnerving. You know, to look up and see � well, you understand.�
On their way back down the stairs, the teacher leaned toward his wife and whispered, �Since when have you started calling him �sir�?�
Alice stopped and looked up at him with an almost frantic determination.
�Since today,� she said. �He made a couple of stupid comments about you coming home in the middle of the day. So then I told him I thought he was taking a few too many liberties of that sort around here. And as far as I was concerned it was going to stop. That�s what I told him. Just like that scarf he had the nerve to give me. I�m sure you�ve seen that.�
�No,� her husband lied.
When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Alice took the scarf down from the shelf. Her husband studied her smile, comparing it with others on similar occasions, trying to determine whether it was counterfeit. Alice likewise observed his expression as he turned the scarf over in his hands, and by the exaggerated attention of his eyes she could tell that he had already been aware of it. This worried her a little. She climbed out of herself and stood by, correcting every movement before she made it, so that each small gesture would carry absolute credibility.

That evening the forester did not come down for coffee as usual. For a while they could hear him pacing back and forth in his room. Then he lay down on his bed. The springs creaked. Quite some time passed before they heard another sound from upstairs.
�He�s probably just feeling sorry for himself,� said Alice when her husband commented on the forester�s absence. �First because I snubbed him today, and now because of this business with the gun.�
It all sounded quite on the level. As the teacher spread honey on his roll he scrutinized all the different parts of his wife�s face, but everything held together. Later that night, just after they got into bed, they heard the forester�s heavy footsteps on the stairs. He left the house and headed straight out into the woods. The teacher lay back in bed, calmly and clearly weighing the various pieces of evidence against one another. On one side were all of the things that seemed to indicate guilt, on the other, innocence. His wife crept over into his bed. At first this made him glad, but then he grew suspicious, since he was almost always the one to take the initiative. He lay beside her silently running through two mental lists, first of the incriminating and then the vindicating evidence. But as he sank more and more deeply into the warmth of her body he became ever more convinced of her innocence. Until finally he felt freer and happier than he had in a very long time. He fell asleep quite late with a bit of her hair closed between his teeth.
Alice, on the other hand, lay awake for a long time, the scenes of the day replaying themselves over and over in her mind. Very cautiously she freed her hair from her husband�s mouth and moved away from him. When she lay down again on the cold sheets of her own bed, she wanted to scream from the pain of those fourteen days that separated her from happiness � that sweet, dangerous happiness, the happiness that bites. She did not cry out, but she did lie awake most of the night.

At dawn the forester came home from his night hunt. Alice awoke when she heard some sounds from the porch below, and she sat up quickly in bed. The room was very warm, so she got up and opened a window. She heard a heavy bang on the porch and not long afterwards some hard steps on the stairway. She remembered then how the forester had gone on the night hunt.
She went out to the porch in her bare feet anyway, just to see what had caused the loud noise. A large white bundle was thrown on the floor. Startled, she stopped short before a stiff white wing with blood on its tips, a frozen mangled block of blood and feathers. The dead bird, the raw morning mist creeping through the yard, the threatening silence that hovered over the village, all of it flung her back inside the house, where she stopped before the mirror. She stood there looking into it, massaging the color back into her cheeks and feeling rather sorry for herself, so frightened, so alone.
Suddenly she thought, �I have to talk with him. Right now. He has to help me. He can�t leave me alone like this.�
She took the scarf down from the shelf and wrapped it around her head. Then she listened for a moment, and when she heard no sign of her husband stirring in the bedroom, she ran lightly up the stairs. She barely dared to touch the steps, she was so afraid of getting caught. And she didn�t knock on the forester�s door, because a knock would almost certainly wake her husband if he was still sleeping. So instead she just opened it, very slowly.
She opened it so slowly, in fact, that the forester was caught completely off guard. Standing there on the threshold, Alice felt a chill run through her body. Her first impulse was to turn and run back down the stairs, since what she saw filled her with a disgust so complete that she could not endure it without screaming. Or so she thought at first. There are certain situations we do not wish to see our loved ones in, as the unworthiness of their behavior damages our own pride. Their very pitifulness becomes in every sense our own. And in such situations, it is only by breaking from them that we can salvage some part of our own dignity.
The silence drew out to an exasperating length, but the forester did not yet notice Alice standing there in the doorway. Her eyes filled slowly with warm tears. Offended, abandoned, she absorbed every detail of the scene before her. The glass in the forester�s right hand was nearly full. What indulgence! �When he�s had enough of me,� she thought, �he switches to brandy.� She took in his profile, his swollen, red, drunken, sated profile. How could she have ever loved it? Or had she never really seen it before? And then the left hand. She stared particularly long at what he was doing with that hand, for this was what held her captive and filled her with such disgust.
In his lap rested a dead squirrel, a large splendid creature that he�d shot while out on the hunt. With his left hand he was caressing it, not so much tenderly as amiably, as one might do to a pet. His expression was not at all cruel, but rather pleased. �Just like he looks when women give themselves to him,� thought Alice. �A caresser who can only love with his hands.�
Of course, he was bound to notice her eventually. No one can be the object of such intense thoughts without somehow sensing it. A sharp thought scratched his cheek. He turned slowly toward the door, his caressing hand clenched in defense. The moment he set eyes on Alice he tried to stand up to put his dignity back on its feet, but with a motion of her hand she enjoined him to remain seated.
To be caught sitting! If only he�d been standing then at least he could have looked down at her. He felt himself diminishing before her eyes until his shoulders were little more than a hanger for his forester�s coat to dangle on.
�What are you doing here?� he asked in a dark voice. He tried to get rid of the glass as discreetly as possible.
�You don�t normally ask me that,� replied Alice. She could feel the rough wood of the threshold pressing against her bare feet. It hurt them, but right now that pleased her. It was all right for something to hurt as long as it reminded her of the obligations she had to her hate. Gently she untied the forester�s colored scarf and took it from her hair.
The forester maintained his calm, making no attempt to stop her. He didn�t jump up with a lover�s entreaties: �How could you be so cold? How could you reject something I gave from the heart?� No. And he made no move to charge forward, grasp her in his arms and conquer her, though he recognized this as one possible way of dealing with the situation. Instead he just sat there, calmly formulating his defense. She had caught him sitting down � caught him. And that�s just what he felt like, a captive. It was like being hauled before a judge, though she had accused him of nothing. He sat there devising a defense in any event, and what defense is more effective than that of toppling the very moral base on which your accuser stands?
The forester slowly turned away from her. He looked at his glass. There wasn�t much in it. As befits a man of character, it was almost fully empty. So he lifted it from the desk pad, and holding it up as an argument for his own excellence he turned to her again with vehemence. There was an ominous shine to his eyes. �I!� he thought with an exclamation mark. �I cannot even sit in my rented room and have a few drops of brandy in solitude! And as for my prey, why can�t I take it up to my expensive room without you being scandalized? And that you � you, of all people � should say it!� (though she had, in fact, said nothing). �You! � So attached to hypocrisy that you force others to be hypocritical! Force them to swear to you that they never touch a drop! Coerce promises that they will never kill for pleasure! You�re trying to drag me down, that�s what you�re doing. Down to your own level. Do you think I can�t see that?�
But he was not about to give her the pleasure. Now he would be the one to set the trap, as if he couldn�t figure out why she chose to intrude on him at this time of day. He raised the glass to his lips and took a drink, a little nip to clear his throat.
�Didn�t we agree not to see each other like this for a couple of weeks?�
His voice was thick with suppressed emotion. This sudden attack on his dignity nearly brought tears to his eyes, or at least a misty haze. The steam of the fury boiling within him dampened the windows of his soul.
Then at last it happened. The scene. The Big Scene. Enough to make him want to shade his eyes, something he would gladly have done if decorum did not prohibit it. Alice�s bare white feet now crossed that threshold of pain and stood on the soft rug inside the room. They were trembling, both from a desire to kick him and a longing to run away. And yet, contrary to his expectations, she did not yell. Her voice was a tightly stretched wire onto which her words stepped delicately. If one single word were too heavy the entire wire would snap.
�You have it good,� she said to him. �You have your rifle and your brandy. You don�t have to lie awake all night. No one talks about you in the stores. No one gossips about you in their kitchens. No one thinks you�re ridiculous. No one finds you shameful, because you�re not cheating on anyone � no one but me. Who doesn�t cheer when someone deceives a deceiver? Two weeks is easy for you. A nice little holiday. Imagine, fourteen days that you don�t have to kiss and caress me. How wonderful! Imagine not having to be in love for fourteen whole days. What an enviable position you�re in.�
But her words appeared to have no effect on the forester. And, truth be told, he wasn�t touched by them in the least, for the simple reason that he didn�t understand � or even hear � a single thing that Alice said. He just sat there waiting for her to end so that he could say his line � The Line � the one that would bring him peace of mind and clearly establish who was right and who was wrong. Even a playwright who suddenly discovers that One Irresistible Line in the midst of a frantic dress rehearsal couldn�t have more eagerly awaited the perfect moment to make his voice heard.
Finally Alice was quiet. Her feet no longer shook. They stood firmly planted on the forester�s rug, and they would not move till she heard his lips pray for forgiveness. Not that she felt particularly forgiving � but who can resist wielding the power to answer a prayer? The forester sat up in his chair and it squeaked. He straightened his back. His eyes became steady and his face stiff. His hand firmly closed upon the glass. �Lucky it�s not plastic,� thought Alice. �If it were plastic you�d be lost.�
�I am a man of character,� said the forester. He emphasized the �I� and looked sadly dignified when he said it, as if he were eminently pained by having to remind her of such a self-evident truth. He then finished his drink, and not even the brandy could make a dent in the stiff composure of a face so controlled by that sentiment.
For Alice this marked the end of it. She suddenly found herself standing there staring down into Mrs. Mattsson�s face. Mrs. Mattsson�s eyes stared harshly and judgementally back into her own. �You have no character,� the eyes told her. �You�re an impenitent, lost soul, disgraced in this village.� She wanted to cry out. But the lonely � in the truest sense of that word, lonely � they don�t bother to cry out their despair, since the very act would be meaningless. The deserts don�t hear. But she could do things with her hands that even a desert couldn�t ignore. She could scratch the desert sand until its desert face bled.
Shhhht!
Suddenly two pieces of a brightly-colored scarf were lying in the forester�s lap. And Alice wasn�t standing firmly rooted in front of him any longer. With a sob choked between her teeth she ran out in wild, reckless flight. This of course only strengthened the forester�s conviction that he was in the right. Those capable of maintaining their composure always imagine they�re in the right.
The door slammed behind Alice.
�Hysterical idiot,� he thought to himself, without an ounce of compassion. Then he sank back into an undignified slump. �She�s closed that door for the last time.� At that point a little more brandy seemed like it would do the trick. And so he filled up the glass. A few moments later he took up his rifle and aimed it out at the sky. But no brandy bottle came sailing beneath a balloon through the thin, cold, morning mist.

The teacher had heard voices in his dreams. But the bang of the door shook him from those dreams and brought him sitting up in bed. When his wife slowly turned the doorknob on her way back into the room, he lay back again with the painful assurance that he knew everything now. As he wrapped the blankets around himself, his memory of the night�s pleasures remained as yet in his limbs. It was humiliating for him to think that he had so recently made love with an unfaithful woman. It made him an accomplice of sorts to the infidelity without strengthening the force of his indignation. Nothing can paralyze the will like the memory of pleasure. When she entered the room, he feigned sleep.
She decided to wake him. The tender warmth of her attempts to entice him from sleep convinced him, eventually, that something had happened between her and the forester. Perhaps the affair had come to an end. But the thought was no comfort to him. The most humiliating fact of all remained: while he was asleep she had loosened herself from his embrace and gone up to another man�s room. Betrayal in absentia was possibly forgivable � it was like letting down your own soul. But to betray the warm body of someone there beside you was an unpardonable offence. The teacher�s body stiffened at her touch, but finally he had to go through the motions of waking to keep from giving himself away. He began a long and awkward, theatrical waking scene, stretching his body in every direction, yawning and then mumbling a number of incomprehensible half-phrases from the depth of his throat. Alice ran her hands along the skin beneath his pajamas. With his eyes still closed he grabbed her wrist deliberately and removed it from his body, wishing to demonstrate just how much his subconscious condemned her unfaithfulness. As soon as his eyes were fully opened she crept from the edge of the bed in close to his body.
�Arne,� she said. �Take me with you.�
�Where?� he blurted out suddenly in a voice that sounded much more awake than he wanted it to.
But Alice was so desperately afraid of being stranded again in the desert � so afraid of the desert itself � that she did not pick up on the tell-tale inconsistencies in her husband�s voice.
�On the school trip,� she said, on the verge of sobbing. She searched for her husband�s eyes, for eyes that would love her, that would look at her as they did a few hours before, black and glazed over from lust.
Then he sat bolt upright in bed and looked out the window, into the yard. And there and then any memories of lust that remained disappeared altogether. His body grew heavy and dignified, as if pregnant. �School trip,� he thought. And suddenly images from school appeared in his mind � images at first glance innocent, but put into their proper context, terrible: two girls� heads leaning together, their eyes sweeping over him cursorily, shamefully; one girl shouting out �the forester!� in the corridor; a small group of teachers abruptly ending their conversation as he entered the staff lounge; a whole bus filled with heads drawn together, a host of eyes fixed on them for four hundred miles. No thank you!
�That�s out of the question,� he said curtly. He could now be as awake as he pleased.
�But why?� she pleaded, believing to the very last that there must be some technicality, some matter of policy, placing obstacles before them.
Her husband settled back against the headboard, pulling his shoulders back as if engaged in some gymnastics performance. He folded his hands on his stomach, a man pregnant with his own honor. Because I�m ashamed would sound idiotic. Because I�m afraid would sound cowardly.
�Because I�m a man of character,� he said. This, on the other hand, sounded terrific.
But as soon as the words passed his lips, his wife transformed before his very eyes into a tight bundle of laughter. Shaking in paroxysms of laugher she rolled around on the bed.
Her husband just stared at her. �So hardened,� he thought. �She can�t even cry.� A crying woman is very practical. You can comfort or even forgive a crying woman without losing your dignity. It can even be a somewhat pleasant experience to pour your comfort into the mold of a crying woman. But a laughing woman! A laughing despair! These are simply not legitimate. With a laughing woman there�s nothing you can do � except let her go on laughing � pull the blanket back over your head � turn on your side � go back to sleep.

The Stockholm Car

When you�re the child of a small family farmer, your back grows crooked already at an early age from you trying to bear as much on it as the grown-ups. It�s only fitting that we bear their burdens, seeing as we already wear their outgrown clothes and speak their castoff words. Our haunches burn from the strain of trying to keep pace with their long strides. It�s not easy walking in these grown-up shoes, no sir. But it�s what we�ve got to do, �cause being children is a choice we�ve never really had.
There�s not much room in our lives for child�s play. Like hired help, it�s a luxury our fathers can�t afford. This is why we�re raised right from the cradle to work the farm. Visitors to the house lean in over us, whispering, �Now this little guy�s got some horsepower in him!� or �There�s as fine a pair of milking hands as I ever saw on this girl!� So on those blue moons when we do get to play, we pretty much find ourselves acting out scenes of farm labor, hitching each other up to the wagon, carting endless loads of hay to barn and stable, or just squatting and grunting in quiet obedience � this being the first quality we must learn to master, obedience to the small fields of sandy soil, to the mossy tufts of meadow grass, to the First National Bank. Whoever�s turn it is to drive the team always makes sure to work the whip with a relish, and that�s a lesson we can appreciate, �cause it reminds us of the need to get on with our young lives.
We hurry home from school to a thousand chores awaiting us: potatoes to be scrubbed, stakes to be driven, carrots to be scalped, cows to be led to bull. Every potato harvest sees the outbreak of another two-, three-day illness that unfits us for school, a seasonal ailment that never fails to afflict the children of smallholders that time of year. When we go back to school we run into accusations from the kids whose fathers work in factories or run the large farms, their whispers so overdone the teacher can�t help hearing how they have seen us squatting out in the potato fields as they walked by on the road. But this just isn�t true. We lay down flat between the furrows and hug the ground at the first sign of any of those other kids coming down the road � I mean the ones that actually get to be kids � so there�s no way they could�ve seen us. Otherwise I guess it�s true enough. We can never hide the symptoms of our ailment, as our hands are dirty all fall. No matter how hard we scrub or scour them with a hard-bristled brush, the October soil clings to the folds of our knuckles, staining the roots of our nails.
So no, we�re not like other kids. But that�s not really the idea anyway. The idea is that we should stop being kids as soon as possible. If ever one of the regular kids stops by and asks us to play, we just get red in the face. We might take them out behind the stable for a while, �cause no one can see us back there as we play their childish games. We�re no good at those games, of course. We get tangled up in the jump rope or flick the marbles way too far. So it doesn�t take long for our new friends to grow weary, call us clods or ignoramuses, and then leave us on our own for good. And true enough, that�s just what we are. Or it�s how they make us feel. So we�re relieved to see them leave, even if we understand they�ll never be back.
It�s only when we�re left to ourselves that we can play for real, and then our clumsiness and stupidity just sort of drift away. There�s only one game small farm kids really play, and it helps us deal with pretty much anything and everything without giving in to tears. What we do is play at being grown-ups, and by doing that we sort of forget that we�re expected to be that way anyway. And so we walk and eat and swear just like them. It might not be so nice or proper, but it�s needful. And like all things of use, the sooner we master it the better. The way we play the game is to think of these needful ways not as coarse or hard but as beautiful. And it�s really easier than you might think, especially in the summer when the other kids don�t come around and draw attention to the freedom we lack. We can see them from the fields, of course, riding by on the road in the distance, free as birds on their bikes, or swimming down by the docks like fish flashing free in the river. To our relief it never occurs to them to seek us out and try us with their freedom. Not that they wouldn�t realize from the start just how pointless it would be to try and tempt a dismal crew like us anyway, us with no bikes to ride or money to spend, and dogged by guilt the moment our splintered, dirt-stained fingers let go of a rake.
Still, small farm kids like us aren�t as hobbled as those freer kids might think. We imagine ourselves free and by doing that we become what we imagine. When we rake the roadside embankments we aren�t just out to scrape together some meager piles of straw. No, we�re hunting snakes, the most poisonous breeds of India or Africa. And when we�re out mowing the rye, we hold our breath as we hear the sputtering of the harvester behind us, our hearts pounding harder and harder the closer it gets, like it�s some kind of great beast fast on our heels, fixing to devour us. The final round is always the most exciting one of all, when all the rats left in the field huddle together in the small square of uncut rye, fearing, as we well know, for their miserable lives. As we bind and shock the cut grain with our fingers getting bloody at the nails, in our minds the rats turn into larger and more ferocious beasts, terrible creatures of the dark forest wilds, roaring tigers or mountain lions. But the fantasies we get caught up in the most come later, as the hay swells and swells under our trampling feet in the murky loft, pushing us ever closer to the long and dangerous nails sticking down through the splintered roof bottom. From overhead comes the hay that we must stamp down to make room for more, but we pretend it�s water. Shipwrecked on a stormy sea, we can sense yet another wave about to break over us in the dark, wave after breaking wave. But we always manage to cling to our lives, invincible, if not in the world�s eyes, then at least in our own.
So this is how we small farm kids swap our lean lives for large ones, as heroes in our own private dramas. And why not? The tighter our belts or shackles, the more powerful our dreams are of other lives shaped by freedom and honor. There�s no reason to pity us as long as we can imagine these things. Not until our private dramas stop playing and the dreams lose their hold on us is there any reason to speak of pity. Not until we recognize ourselves for who we really are will pity be a needful thing. And then tears may be all we have left.
Of course, every now and then we can�t help really seeing ourselves for what we are. We hear it whispered back at us in the schoolhouse after October�s potato harvest illness. We sense it during the eternal lunch breaks, as we hide our crude cucumber sandwiches behind our backpacks, or as we trail the rumors from mouth to mouth that our homes are infested with lice. But these are things you meet and move beyond. In the free rein of the hayloft or the barn�s dark and liberating cubby holes, we almost manage to forget them altogether. But then comes a time when forgetting isn�t possible. And I do mean a particular time when no amount of dreaming, not then and maybe not ever, can change how naked and unimportant we become in our own eyes.
It happens one summer afternoon to me and Siri and Sixten. There�s a firestorm raging on the sun this summer, so hot and dry the yellow grass burns underfoot. Still, we�d rather let it burn our soles than wear our wooden shoes. The river is down, the well running dry, and on the horizon the woods are ablaze, a great plume of white smoke forming the one and only cloud in a clear summer sky. The grain withers in the heat and the dusty fields smolder each time there is the littlest breeze. The road is full of cows nuzzling muzzles to the gravel, lowing desperately from thirst. They should be in the woods, but there�s no water there, so they�ve come drifting back homeward in the middle of the day, their bells clanging sorrowful chimes in the heat. That same morning we�d driven them into the woods ourselves with pride, cowboys with birch-switch whips saddled clumsily on oversize bikes we�ve borrowed from the men. We let them back into the yard as we begin hoisting up pails of water from the well.
Just a bit later, as the cows are crowding around the troughs near the well, we look out over the manure heap between the stable and the barn and see a beautiful shiny car making its way down the road in the distance, a long train of dust rising behind it. We love to watch fine cars drive past. So to get a better look we run out to the shoulder of the road and line up just outside the gate, the three of us there step together at attention. The shiny hood gleams. The engine hums. On the roof is a great silver trunk. We once rode in a car. It was to a funeral. As the car gets closer, we can see from the plate that it�s from Stockholm. We�ve never been there, but we�ve heard about it. And then just as the car is practically on top of us we suddenly hear the sound of hooves against gravel. We have forgotten to close the gate and Rosa, that stupid heifer, comes clomping right out into the road. We stand there stunned and petrified, bearing dumb witness to what we can�t keep from happening. The Stockholmer at the wheel probably does all that he can do to avoid it, but then � scratch!�� the cow�s horn scrapes the fine lacquered finish right off the door.
We ought to run now. Our leg muscles clench in anticipation and we want to bolt, but we can�t. It�s like we�re paralyzed, nailed in place, our eyes locked on the car as it skids to a halt right in front of us. The trailing cloud of dust settles, and then there�s nothing left to hide behind. The scratch from Rosa�s horn grows and grows under our gaze. A long moment passes without as much as a squeak. The scratch swells. We�re not doing anything, but we break out in a sweat all the same. Through the car window the Stockholmer is probably staring at us, though we can�t bring ourselves to raise our eyes to his. Our gaze sinks lower and lower, losing itself in the gravel under the car. Then the Stockholmer climbs out. He�s tall and is wearing a white suit. The car door slams. Now he moves out to the middle of the road and just stands there in his white shoes, which is all we can bring ourselves to look at. We have never seen shoes like them before. As they step around the car in the gravel, a wisp of dust whirls up. And suddenly they turn away from us.
It�s not until then that we dare to look up at him. The Stockholmer turns his back to us and crooks his head so that he can get a better look at the scratch. He says nothing, just throws his back to us. That�s what�s so odd, so hard to grasp. It�s like we�re not there. The Stockholmer moves two steps back in our direction, so that he can have a fuller view of the scratch, we figure. And still we�re not there. He nearly steps on us. We have to duck away a bit to the side and scrunch right up along the fence to keep from getting stepped on. We�re terrified as usual that a trashing is coming our way, but what we fear even more, what terrifies us most of all, is the possibility that the Stockholmer won�t even acknowledge us, that somehow we don�t really exist.
And yet that�s just what happens. Still with his back to us, the Stockholmer brushes off his hands, like they�re dirty from taking hold of us. It makes a sound we will never forget. And then we catch sight of something else we will never forget. Sitting up front in the car is a girl, about the same age as us, but otherwise different. She is pale and delicate, the way people probably look when they ride in a car every day. She is wearing a white hat. We notice suddenly that she is looking at us. She�s probably sitting a little higher up than us, but not as high as we think. It feels like we have to crook our heads back a good deal to get a decent look at her, which of course we all need to do. There is a pane of glass between her and us and a great deal of distance. One time we were taken to the market town, and we got to look around in all the storefront windows. There was so much beautiful stuff for us to look at, but we weren�t allowed to go inside. And now it feels sort of like it did then, with us standing there looking on but not really being there. Now, like then, the only thing that really seems to be there is the window.
Then the Stockholmer goes around and climbs in behind the wheel again. He doesn�t look at us � he just turns the engine over and lets it hum for a bit. But before the car starts to pull away, the really white girl rolls down her window. We think maybe she wants to get a better look at us, but we�re wrong about that. Her eyes aren�t focusing on us anymore. She sticks her arm out and empties an ashtray on the road, and then the car pulls away. It�s only then that we notice how badly the sharp ends of the stake fence are biting into our backs. We pull ourselves off them and in the back our shirts are dotted with little pricks of red. In the road a cigar lies smoldering in the gravel. It smells like town and dress clothes, like the parsonage or one of those big houses that�s got its own name. We stand for a while in the road circling around the cigar, as if it was a campfire, letting the smoke tickle our rough, thick noses. And still we�re not really there � only the cigar is there. In the distance we can see another car appear on the road. Before it reaches us, we kill the cigar in turn with our bare feet, me first because I�m the oldest, and Siri last of all because she�s a girl. Then we walk back into the yard. It�s not a Stockholm car, this one. It has an �X� on the plate, so it�s just another car from G�vle.
Rosa is back in the yard now, over next to the hay wagon, rubbing her muzzle against its wooden slats. We get our hands on an old link chain and start to beat her and beat her with it until she bolts off, clomping down toward the row of lilacs. We don�t run after her. We drop the chain, and it slinks into the burnt grass with an empty rattle. We�ve discovered one thing anyway: that we don�t get anything out of beating Rosa like that. And actually we�ve discovered another thing: that there�s no remedy for what we know, that we can only ever be what we are � three, grubby, poor kids in other people�s hand-me-down, cut-off overalls, three dirt-farmer�s kids, the lowest of the low.
Still together, sure enough, we walk back to the barn. Up in the loft we squirrel away in the hay, each of us digging out our own separate caves. And we lie there in the dark, sucking on salty braids of hay as the noon hour passes, as the day passes, as the cows bellow from thirst in the pasture, as one after another the grown-ups fling open every door, scythes at the shoulder, shouting our three miserable names over and over. But to these things we�re insensible. All we can see, all we can hear, is a Stockholm car hurtling down a long straight road, bearing on its roof a great silver trunk that holds all our longing and our shame.

The Midsummer Night�s Chill Is Hard

A boy and a room. The room is hot and small, with a single narrow window facing out on life. Through it the boy sees the sky as a thin margin wedged between the tops of tall buildings and his eyelids. He is young, and in his impatience, he thinks his eyelids keep him from seeing all that he might otherwise. The window opens onto five adjacent courtyards of masonry and asphalt. In one stands a lone poplar. In the other four perennial laundry hangs yellowed and drooping like wilting leaves. At night he cannot sleep. He keeps the lamp lit on his table, even though this is forbidden, so that he can read the books he has borrowed. But they are never the right books. In the mornings, once he has fallen asleep at long last, his father pounds on the door until he answers.
Mornings in the cramped kitchen smell of bedclothes, coffee, and gas. His father drinks from the faucet, making slurping sounds, as his mother stands in front of the mirror combing her long black hair. The boy, H�kan, sits half-dressed, with his back against the firewood rack, sipping scalding-hot coffee. When his father is ready, he lifts the little sack with his Thermos off the firewood rack and leaves with a short, mute nod. When his mother has finished combing her hair she opens the window and cleans out the comb over the courtyard. H�kan goes into his little room and makes the bed, then smokes a cigarette as he pages through a book with clammy fingers. It is a hot, stupid summer, the summer of his failure. Right above his chair hangs his new uniform jacket, with its armband bearing the postal insignia. He thinks it looks like a mourning band.
Sometimes he takes his schoolbooks out of the little sugar crate under the window and sits down on the floor in the middle of the room to look through them. It�s a stupid and pointless exercise, a way of punishing himself. Yet he does it all the same with a kind of merciless gloating, as if he were his own worst enemy. Poor kids often have old schoolbooks their parents have picked up at used bookstores, scarred with the marks and stains of others before them. On the front page just inside the cover the name of the book�s original owner can usually be found sketched out in bold block letters impossible to rub away. Poor kids write their names under this first one in weak lead letters that are easy to erase, so their mothers can get a better price when they sell the books back at the end of the school year. His books are filled with marks and notes from a string of previous owners, and he sometimes thinks that this is why he failed. It�s not alright for poor kids to fail, partly because of the shame and partly because of the cost. On some of these hot stupid June mornings, just before he packs off to the post office, he stands there in the middle of the room flipping painfully through his old schoolbooks. Then he carefully sets them back in their little crate, as if he�d broken some taboo. And maybe he has. They are no longer his. They are forfeit. Each and every book will be sold back again in August, just before the start of the new school year.
The morning of Midsummer�s Eve begins like any other day: it is hot and he is sluggish, his bag heavy with bulk mail. The streets smell faintly of birch bloom and gasoline. His skin prickles in the sun. The bells begin to chime at the Stockholm Community Center. On the corner of G�tgatan and Folkungagatan, his English teacher comes bounding up to the street from the subway, whistling, a leather briefcase swinging from his hand. This is a teacher who inspires fear, always whistling right before he pounces. He sees H�kan and greets him with the kind of forced cheer with which teachers always meet their students during vacations. H�kan is lugging too much bulk mail to shake the teacher�s hand.
�Well, Mr. Bergstr�m,� the teacher says. �Highly commendable � your taking a job during the summer break!�
�It�s not a break,� H�kan answers. �I�m done with school.�
The teacher gets embarrassed then, as if he�d mistaken H�kan for someone else, and hustles along on his way, still whistling. To be a schoolboy and a mail carrier is commendable. But to be just a mail carrier, and nothing more, that�s another story. No one will sing his praises for that. If he gets stuck between floors in an elevator, he�ll likely be chided for not having taken the stairs in the first place. If he delivers a bent-up letter, the disgruntled recipient will probably open the door and yell down the stairwell that it�s the goddamned carrier�s fault. If he rings a doorbell because an envelope can�t fit through the mail slot, he�ll get an earful for making someone get up out of her sick bed, as if he should have known she was sick to begin with. If he forces an oversized envelope in through the slot the next time round, the very same person, now well again, may be outraged over possible damage to the parcel�s valuable contents.
For seasoned mail carriers, buildings become familiar as they do for no one else. Every building has its own distinct smell, whether pleasing or repugnant. There are proud buildings, like those on Folkungagatan, redolent of dining rooms and dusty carpets, and there are those like the ones on S�dermannagatan that are honest and clean, if poor, exuding the sour aroma of mop and scouring brush. And then there are friendless, poorly-lit buildings that reek of squalor and poverty, like the ones on Kocksgatan. There are also buildings where invisible shadows linger in the stairwells and vestibules, where throats seem to close in on themselves as soon as those spaces are entered. On Folkungagatan, for instance, there is a building where a man was trapped inside during a fire and burned to death, and on S�dermannagatan there is a particular doorway H�kan always hurries past apprehensively because a double murder occurred there. On the top floor of a building on Kocksgatan a young couple were asphyxiated by the gas stove. It happened so recently that he still has to deliver mail for them that arrives now and then from Norway. A picture postcard of Oslo Harbor came in the beginning of June, and even though it was in Norwegian he could make out the message: �We�re waiting to hear from you!� Then in the middle of June another card came: �Congratulations on your thirtieth birthday! We do so hope to get a letter from you soon!�
And now on Midsummer�s Eve day, during his second round of deliveries, another thick letter has arrived for them. He stands outside their door holding the letter in his hand, warming it for a long moment, before he lets it fall through the mail slot. He imagines writing a response to the return address in uncertain Norwegian: �Dear Unknown Friends: A letter carrier in the third district of Stockholm regrets to inform you that ��
But nothing comes of it. Nothing ever comes of anything. During his second round he is tired. The soles of his feet burn as though he�s been walking on hot stones and he keeps getting a cramp in his side in those buildings without elevators. A mushroom distributor on his route takes a whole armful of magazines off his hands. There�s only one building on Kocksgatan that smells nice, the one with the specialty store that deals in tropical lumber. Must be all that good foreign wood, he imagines. Today the store receives small oblong envelopes with hard contents. He once delivered a heavy packet there all the way from India. Wouldn�t it be great, he muses, if someday he had to deliver a palm tree there? He pictures a really big palm tree with coconuts hanging from the top and imagines all the letter carriers from Stockholm 4 coming along to help him carry it there. He would be the one to go in and knock on the office door, since it�s his route. Excuse me, he would say, a big package has come for you. A really big package. We�ve left it out on the sidewalk.
During the break between the second and third rounds of the day H�kan stops back home, where his father is sitting in the hot kitchen, shirt unbuttoned, drinking vodka with a couple of his co-workers. H�kan has removed the postal armband and stuffed it into his pocket because he doesn�t want to draw attention to his failure. But somehow it seems to show on him anyway, because all of a sudden his father says: �After five years of the best schooling Stockholm�s got to offer, you can bet your sweet ass H�kan�s more than qualified to lug people�s letters around town.� H�kan�s mother gets up then from the stool near the sink where she has been sitting by herself, listening, just listening. She leaves the kitchen, biting down on her lip as if to stifle an outburst.
H�kan himself goes into his little room and stands at the window. The sky is mostly clear and blue. Three white clouds drift in over the back lots of S�dermalm, riding high in the sky like fugitive summer balloons. A woman is pulling laundry from a clothesline. Another is setting out potted plants in hopeful anticipation of rain. A man just across the way, in rare Midsummer form, whacks his wife on the fingers as they beat a rug together. Someone opens a window, and a gramophone starts to sing to the accompaniment of the drunken carpet-beater. H�kan�s mother enters the room behind him, but he doesn�t turn around. She sets a tray of food on his little table and goes out again. From somewhere in one of the other buildings, a baby begins to wail in a loud red tone that infiltrates every quarter in the chain of apartment houses. Down in one of the courtyards a street musician is playing the accordion, looking up at the apartments� back windows with hopeful eyes, but the buildings are vacant as they can be only at Midsummer, and just a single penny clatters down on the cobblestones at his feet.
By the time he begins his third round of the day, every building he comes to is empty and silent. The stairwells smell of dust and desolation. The shops are all closed, and his clacking footsteps echo over every cobblestone courtyard. The Church of Catherine�s tolling bell chases him every fifteen minutes, hastening him on from doorway to doorway. On each and every mail carrier�s route the tolling bells of some church lash out like a long, harsh whip. The air is now stifling, and there are no shadows on the streets. The weak blue smoke of afternoon hangs over every courtyard. All those who have gone away for the holiday have drawn their blinds, and so all the buildings seem to be in mourning.
When he comes home again, his father is gone. In the big room with the full-length mirror on the doors, his mother sits in front of the clothespress, teasing out her hair. Under her stool is a wadded-up handkerchief. She has been crying. H�kan goes into his room.
He lies on his bed and leafs through his English grammar textbook as far as Should/Would. Then his mother comes in and sits at the foot of the bed, letting the silence between them grow warm before she says anything. The sounds of the city meanwhile needle their way into the room: a steamboat in the harbor sounding a loud whistle, thick with anxiety; a window slamming shut with a bang, panes a-rattle; an ambulance with its morbid music approaching and then disappearing again slowly, leaving behind a trail of disquiet. His mother grabs hold of his ankles with a sudden force that is still somehow feeble.
�You really should go outside,� she whispers. �Go out and have some fun. It�s Midsummer�s Eve. You can�t stay inside on Midsummer�s Eve. I won�t let you.�
The Church of Catherine�s bell sounds a single tone, soft like a piano note. H�kan closes his eyes but says nothing. She leaves him alone. After a little while he hears his father come home, hears his steps faltering as he bumps into things in the kitchen, first opening and then closing cupboard doors, then knocking chairs into one another. Full of regrets he has probably brought home flowers, tulips most likely. As he lumbers back and forth in the large room, H�kan�s mother is silent. After a good while, it seems they have become friends. Words are exchanged in muted tones. His father�s steps now creak in the corridor, approaching H�kan�s door. When he knocks H�kan scrambles out of bed and moves to the window. His father enters the room and approaches H�kan from behind, excruciatingly slow. Then comes the arm hooked round the neck, the murderously suffocating embrace.
�You can�t sit here at home, boy,� he says. �Not on Midsummer�s Eve.�
The father lifts up H�kan�s face, holding it in his hands like a stone.
�OK,� the boy says. �I�ll leave.�
�Take my bike,� the father says to the stone. �It�s out on the street.�
And so he takes the bike and rides down Katarinav�gen. It�s an old bike, with fenders that rattle. The city is quiet. The only noise seems to come from his own clattering fenders. Through the thin blue haze of ferry smoke and dusk he can make out the light-spangled serpent of the amusement park across the water, writhing about in powerless despair. He rides around the wide and meandering harbor shore and then casts himself in among the lights and sounds of the bustling crowds with his fenders clattering. Like a leper, he thinks, since he has read somewhere how lepers fasten warning bells to their clothes. On the winding, shadow-soaked roads of Djurg�rden he startles a hare and more than one amorous couple. No one else is riding a bike. In all of creation�s vast expanse, he is the only one journeying forth on a bicycle. If I wasn�t on this bike, he thinks, I wouldn�t be so alone.
At a clearing along the shore, he lays the bike down on the ground. It is late now but still very light out. Empty white boats glide past with gulls trailing in their smoky plumes. He sits and follows their course with his eyes until they disappear in the dusk with their stern flags drooping. One of them blows its horn as a warning to the Tegelvik ferry, as if crossly scolding a dog. Everywhere he turns the evening is alive with music. Small campfires flicker on nearby islands and distant bluffs, with fires that leap out suddenly and stretch their flaming tongues over the water. From the dark gap where the mouth of Hammarby Canal meets the harbor, a white sail glides out toward him like a letter through a mail slot. In long silhouettes the cranes at the Stockholm shipyards stand out in rows against the skyline like lizards, their heads bent sharply forward as if preparing to drink from the water. Higher in the sky, more or less directly over his territory, hover clouds blackened as if gutted by fire yet radiant around their edges. He has read a book recently in which clouds of this sort were called �sleeping wrecks.� In an apartment deep below these clouds his father has just fallen asleep with his mouth open, hands folded against his chest. And at an open window stands his mother, combing her black hair before bed.
One day a palm tree will arrive from Africa for the specialty lumber dealer on Kocksgatan. It will be hard to get it around that tight corner there at the intersection of �stg�tagatan, but in the end he knows that they�ll manage it nevertheless.
In time he begins to feel the evening chill, and so he takes up his father�s bike and rides again, clattering through the twilit night, off toward the sleeping wrecks.

Bon Soir

He knows precious little about life, the boy who mans the ferry newsstand, this fifteen-year-old who becomes so tongue-tied and ashamed one Sunday when he is startled by the cook�s husband up above the dock. The boy is loitering on the exposed rock between some bushes, poking and jabbing in through the branches with a sharp piece of board he found down near the shoreline. Who knows what rogues might be lurking behind them? And what better way to rout them out? But when the cook�s husband appears out of nowhere, the boy stammers something about there being wasps� nests in those bushes, maybe even rats, then he gathers up his dignity and heads off to the other side of the cove, beyond the sunken barge, to lay in the sun on a shelf of high exposed rock. Nearby a dirty little canal wide enough for a rowboat flows out under an overhanging thicket, extending a small gray finger into the clear water. This is the very spot where he asked Barbro, the kitchen helper, if she�d like to play Adam and Eve one evening when they went for a swim. When she replied, �You show me yours and I�ll show you mine,� he lost his nerve and wished he�d never said it.
It turns out that there�s a good deal he desires but cannot find the nerve to do this summer. The little notebook he always carries in his pocket is littered with scribblings of those desires: he feels like a string that has yet to be played, a taut string fearful of being plucked lest it should break, or like a dynamo spinning and spinning without any outcome.
Now he lies here on the rock shelf in the broiling sun, drawing a small sailboat as it tacks in the sound. His boat isn�t bad, but he can�t say as much for his attempts to catch the water�s reflections shimmering in the midday heat or the flock of gulls that dive continuously into a yellow slick of something a couple sailors have poured out over a gunwale. On another island, just across the sound, two girls in red bathing suits are moving along the shore with small, timid steps, as music plays above them from a gramophone atop a rock cliff. Maybe they are afraid of snakes, which is enough to make anyone�s bare feet dart anxiously from toe to toe as they eye the grass before them. In boots you�re apt to take fearful lumbering steps as you whistle up into the empty air with a bit too much gusto. The strides of fear come in all walks, sure enough.
Maybe he does know a good bit about life after all. He knows almost everything worth knowing about the art of scrounging soda from the hostess of the small steamer�s restaurant. And he knows what sherry tastes like, ever since he and a young college student shared half a bottle in the dining lounge one evening during a blind run. He has smoked eight different brands of cigarettes and discovered just how strong beer can get if you let it stew on the ship�s boiler. If asked, he can reveal the good and the bad about all of Sweden�s weekly magazines. And he can do the same when it comes to that great man of the people and defender of the arts who bought a notorious pornographic magazine off him � for research purposes, of course � and then bawled him out because the back cover had apparently gotten soiled in his tote bag. He also knows that if you want to be treated like a grown-up you should snap your head around and stare at the legs of any girl over a certain age who walks by you on the upper deck. For a week now he�s also known what it feels like to kiss.
He learns this one evening from Barbro after taking a dip alone in the small cove where the water is always warm from the canal. The boat is dark and quiet when he returns from his swim. A hanging kerosene lamp has been lit in the waiting hut by the ferry dock across the sound, where a couple dances silently to a distantly wailing gramophone. As he boards the boat he encounters Barbro in the twilight of the upper deck.
She says, �Would you like me to kiss you, Sune?�
He has yearned so long and so intensely to know what it�s like to kiss that he isn�t sure his lips will be able to endure it. He�s afraid they may suddenly burst and spatter blood on her teeth, her lips and chin. So he says no and tries to step aside to rid her of the temptation. But she pulls him toward her with such force that his soap and towel fall to the floor, and then she kisses him squarely on the mouth. And then? Well, nothing. Nothing bad, anyway. They sit down on a bench nearby and continue, and he learns a great deal that evening. For instance, he learns that his lips can glide apart during a very long kiss so that his teeth actually scrape against hers. Like a boat�s hull when it runs aground, he thinks. He�s done an awful lot of reading this summer. Or he can stretch out his tongue and feel with delight how hers wriggles back. Or he can bite tenderly into her lip. Oh, yes.
But a couple evenings later, when they�re alone again, she asks him if he�d like to take a walk with her on the island. Since he is still the unplayed string afraid of breaking, he says no to her. And then nothing more comes of it. She�s not about to force him. She doesn�t drag him into the woods by the canal, nor out upon the wet meadows, nor onto the naked rocks above the sighing sea. She leaves him alone with his poor body, which should bleed from all the torture he allows it to endure in its loneliness, from all the loathing he heaps on it during those long nights of white sin in the aft saloon. She leaves him there alone in the twilight on the rocky promontory above their little bathing spot, with its partial view of the sound, the sunken barge, the dark blue currents flowing slowly southward between the islands� docks. Across the cove his eyes trail along two hundred yards of green, rocky shoreline to their own white vessel with its lifeboats fastened securely on the roof, its long line of gleaming portholes and windows, its foredeck crowded with yellow barrels of Baltic herring.
From this height it�s even possible to see the black hatch leading into the fo�c�sle where Paul sleeps. He is the only one of the regular crew who doesn�t go home at night because he�s quarrelling with his wife. One evening after his swim, while Sune sits alone shivering on the promontory, he sees Barbro climb down through the hatch. He sits there for a long time after she closes the hatch behind her. Eventually his shivers subside, but she has not come back up. He takes up his notebook and sketches the boat and the dock. He draws the same picture four times, and yet she still has not come back up. A large well-lit motorboat passes by out on the sound, disappearing at last around the point with its muted drone. Not even when its wake finishes slapping against the rocky shore nearby has she come up again. He is anxious. Somewhere inside him something hurts. He undresses and swims out. The bottom disappears beneath him in the shimmering, dusky reflection as warm, sticky water laps into his mouth. But none of it makes any difference: she still has not come out from the fo�c�sle and he lacks the will to drown himself as he had vaguely hoped. After the swim he walks into the empty waiting hut on the dock, leaving the door wide open as he carves his name and the date of this night into a beam. Not even before he has finished doing this does she appear again from the hatch. At some point later he finds himself on the foredeck drawing the distant rock shelf and the old barge half-sunken into the mud, the spiny outline of the woods, and the moon rolling above it all. Essentially this same moon shines over victory and defeat. Later that night as he lies pitifully naked beneath a blanket in the aft saloon, he hears her in the middle of his dream sneaking back across the deck and whimpers like a dog until her steps disappear.
It�s Sunday now and he has just been caught by the cook�s husband make-believe fencing with some bushes up above the dock. So he�s moved off across the cove to lie by himself atop the high exposed shelf of rock. Lying there on his side he sketches and thinks, and for a while at least he believes that he may have things figured out. The boat slumbers, casting its wide black shadow into the depths of the sunlit cove. Only the cook�s spindly husband stirs on the dock in his white shirt, his hands resting together against his lower back as he kicks a stone or two into the water before swinging round.
Then the little dishwasher Greta appears with Alfhild, the pale Sunday waitress. Out for a Sunday stroll, the pair head up the path with their elbows linked. At the shelf of high exposed rock, they stop beside him and look down. He can feel himself starting to sweat intensely under his official newsstand jacket, although nothing in particular is going on.
�Bon soir,� Greta says. �Bon soir, bon soir.� He doesn�t have to look up to know what she looks like right now. She�s almost certainly smiling, with her thin upper lip pulled back taut above her teeth, which look like they�re covered in cement, sweating cement. The deep wrinkles in this young old woman�s face fan out around her eyes, giving birth to an ancient Chinese every time she laughs. He detests those wrinkles, those revolting teeth.
�You, sir, should rub suntan lotion on when you�re out sunning yourself,� says Alfhild, who never misses a chance to remind folks how she usually works as an extra in the movies. She claims the outline of her face from her temple down to her chin is similar to Signe Hasso�s � no, that it is exactly like Signe Hasso�s � and she often traces this outline with her frail index finger when she thinks someone is looking at her, maybe even sometimes when she�s alone.
�Next thing you know,� Paul quipped recently. �Next thing she�ll be showing us how her thighs are just like Marlene Dietrich�s.� And then he added cynically, �And I got no objections there. The hatch is always open.� Sune hadn�t laughed, because at that moment he hated him. The last few nights this week, just before falling asleep, he has fantasized about surprising the two of them with an ice pick. But in his fantasy he never drives the pick into them, he just brandishes it nobly above their smutty, obscene, sweating bodies to make it clear he has the means if not the will to do it.
�What are you drawing?� asks Greta. He slams the notebook shut, embarrassed. But then he is embarrassed to be embarrassed and so he opens it again and shows her everything.
Then they sit there, the three of them, looking out over the sound. Someone has just launched a small flotilla of toy sailboats from a rowboat, and they are soon running gently over the water�s surface southward before the wind like a gaggle of white geese.
�You didn�t get those,� Greta says, pointing to his note pad. Her nails are exceptionally dirty.
�I didn�t get that either,� he says and gestures to a hawk, tracing its small black arc of menace over the sound.
Suddenly Barbro comes out on the front deck in a swimsuit. She stands for a while in the sun and waves up to them, lithe, smiling, and confident. Odd that it doesn�t show on her, he thinks, and yet it doesn�t. There�s nothing there to indicate she�s in the habit of sneaking down to Paul�s quarters in the twilight and then sneaking back across the forward deck in the darkest hours of night. He doesn�t think she should have the right to look so clean. Something should happen to her milky, immaculate body so that anyone who lays eyes on it would know immediately what she�s been up to, but nothing does happen, and life is so unfair. She dives beautifully over the railing. The arc of the dive is so graceful that its ghost seems to hang in the hot air for a moment, quivering, as she disappears beneath the water. When she surfaces again her bathing cap shines, a white float against the blue water. Glimmering droplets cling to the fine hairs on her milky legs as she climbs slowly toward them on the path. Then as she makes her way across the shelf of exposed rock, beginning to remove her bathing cap, she smiles at him, smiles at all of them, and her hair springs forth radiantly. She turns then and walks beyond them ten yards or so, and that�s when he becomes aware of all the tension choking the air. There is thunder in this heated, innocent air, and all at once his smile disappears. His face hardens and he can�t help thinking that it will never soften again.
Go on, he thinks. Go down into the fo�c�sle. Go down there and let him hug you, let him bite you, let him have his way with you in every position imaginable.
Then Greta calls over to Barbro and her voice is so singular � so hard and sharp and icy � that he can�t help looking up at her in surprise.
�Bon soir,� she cries. �Bon soir!�
Then he looks at Alfhild, with her mouth slightly open and tongue peering out of its nest. The contours of her face are hardened, especially around the mouth. And it�s only then that he becomes aware of the strong bond uniting them, the feelings of mutual sympathy flowing among these three on the rock shelf, the one mourning her lost youth, the other her lost beauty, and the third mourning simply the lost, all that is and has been lost. He would like to put his head down on one of their shoulders and cry. He would like one of them to have a good cry on his shoulder.
�Your French is very good, Greta,� he says, caressing her with all six words.
�Bon soir,� says Greta and smiles her smile so full of bad teeth. But he isn�t put off by it so much now. At least it no longer makes him feel like throwing up. �Bon soir. The headmistress, she always said �Our Greta has a real gift for languages!� At the home they always spoke of my gift for languages.�
What home? he wonders. What headmistress? Then, as usual, he can�t help himself. He begins to feel sorry for himself and so he tells them how he normally attends school, during the rest of the year, that is. Yes, normally he�s a student of French, from the fall through the spring. It�s only during summer vacation that he has to take this job. The only way of salvaging his pathetic life is by elevating it above the stench and the filth and the callousness all around him. He commends Greta on her language skills, though she can only say bon soir, and he makes up a story about a Frenchman who visited his school and pronounced it exactly the same way � exactly.
That�s when he notices Alfhild opening her mouth a couple of times to get in a word. And so after extolling Greta for her language aptitude, before moving on to the subject of his own mastery of English, he pauses for a second or two, and Alfhild seizes the moment to lift her pale face toward the clouds and turns toward both of them. He may only be fifteen-years-old, but still he can tell how years of anxiety have deepened the lines in this face, so faintly trembling now.
�Do you see this outline, right here?� she says as her fingers fumble blindly across her face. �This outline is exactly like Signe Hasso�s.�
�Yes,� he lies quickly, and with compassion. �It�s amazing how much you resemble her. You could easily pass as a relative of hers.�
And the sun shines down on the wicked and the good alike, on all the boats that clip along through the sound with their great flags trailing in their wakes, and on the long black barge train bearing roof tiles just like any other Monday, Tuesday, or Wednesday, but not at all like a sunny Sunday in August. They sit there on the rock shelf for another half an hour or so sharing silences, occasionally trading words of little consequence and even less meaning. Close together they sit and smile, some thirty, fifty, seventy feet above their failures.
Soon bicycle tires can be heard on the small road below, sizzling like frying pans, as all the folks heading to the city slowly begin to fill up the dock�s benches on the other side of the cove, awaiting the boat�s departure whistle. A horse-drawn cart filled with overpacked bags and other items signifying the end of someone�s summer comes along the road, and as it wobbles along Greta and Alfhild join arms again and make their way down to the boat to prep the galley. Sune, on the other hand, strolls for a bit along the shoreline, collecting unusual-looking stones. When he has collected enough of them, he throws them all pointlessly into the water. Altogether pointlessly. Then he heads down to the boat, where an old man with white unruly hair sticking out from beneath his sailor�s cap tells him that he wants a copy of For All Tastes, the latest issue of For All Tastes. He has to tell this man that that magazine was discontinued a long time ago, ages ago.
The upper deck is empty. From the galley comes a boisterous laugh and out through a hatch leading down to the engine room clamor the repetitive strokes of hammers and pistons. He makes his way down a dark creaking stair toward the aft saloon where he spends his nights hating his naked body. As he passes the first cabin, the door to the last compartment ahead of him opens and out steps Greta. She suddenly positions herself right in front of him in the narrow passageway and opens her arms wide. Now he has only two choices: turn back and climb up the steps again or walk straight into her embrace. He does not go back up the steps. He allows her to pull him in tight against her body, in turn resting his hands gingerly on her back, mostly out of politeness, sympathy, fear of hurting her feelings. Though he is only fifteen years old and will not be fully grown for some time, she barely comes up to his chin. A bit of her hair gets caught in his mouth until she arches her neck backward to let his eyes take in her little pinscher face, and at that point any desire that might have stirred in him is swept away instantly: those teeth, the tight narrow lips, the wrinkles. He understands that she wants him to kiss her. Can�t she understand that he doesn�t want to?
But they are both startled as someone begins rummaging around in the captain�s quarters and in the confusion they let go of one another.
�Tonight!� she whispers quickly. �Come to my quarters tonight!�
�OK, tonight,� he whispers back, lying with the clean conscience tall liars always feel toward shorter dupes. �I�ll come tonight.�
As always, the aft saloon�s stifling, murky air is laced with the mixed scents of secrecy and somnolence. Sune rests there for a while on the couch that doubles as his bed until he hears the captain step out of his cabin, laboring for breath as he bears his two hundred and fifty pounds up the steep steps. It isn�t long before the departure whistle blows and then right away hurried steps tramp across the deck overhead, as a few women�s voices stand out animated among many others. The engine engages, the propeller rumbling into motion. By the time he makes it up the steps they are already backing out into the sound as some rowers in nearby boats hurry to get out of the way.
Then everything goes just the way it always does, the way it has gone a hundred times before. He lifts his bag out of its locker. At each of their stops new passengers board while well-wishers remain behind on the docks. Some hang around feigning interest in the hawsers and the gangplank, but are more likely interested in seeing whether the first mate, an amiable fellow a bit too fond of the bottle, will fall overboard this Sunday. The boat sweeps narrowly past idly rocking sailboats whose half-naked passengers are defenseless against all the probing gazes. Men with ample bellies and binoculars stand on the foredeck arguing over the names of the islands visible furthest in the distance and young girls going on holiday look out through the portholes giggling at virtually everything they see. Many people buy magazines and newspapers from him, hefty Sunday editions either to peruse or to hide their nudist magazine inside. People often ask him if the bag is heavy, and he always answers �seventy-five pounds� because that makes him sound so robust and self-assured. Then they remark to one another about the coming fall, how �it�s well on its way,� and when he hears this he can�t help thinking to himself how that�s what they always say. The captain, who is so fat that he needs help lacing his boots, stands on the bridge smoking his two hundred and fifty-pound cigar. In the galley they joke about how you can always tell when he ambles over to the port side of the vessel. After an hour or so the day seems to sink gradually into the water behind them, and the islands furthest out turn slowly blue as milk as they wrap themselves in the gathering mist. In the fairway they are joined by three other white boats. One has a large, arrogant, blue and yellow chimney, and it takes the lead, plowing a wide glistening path that the other two vessels veer into, looking something like greyhounds falling in behind the leader. As they approach the port town of Waxholm, all the docks are filled with people who look as though they will never again have a vacation. In the dusky waters below their own boat waits a rowboat laden with all Sune�s evening editions. As usual, the skipper stomps his unlaced boots and curses the oarsman�s clumsy maneuvers. Paul fishes up the bundle with a boat hook and then they glide through the narrow channel separating the port town from its great island fortress offshore. All the boats docked along the Waxholm quay have lit their evening lights and from the roof of the restaurant in port hang strings of lanterns in assorted colors.
Sune comes back inside on the middle deck with his bundle of evening papers, amid a gathering crowd eager to know the latest, or the next to latest, and it�s only then that he notices Greta standing in the doorway to the galley, watching him with a serious and intense absorption that no one has ever shown him before. Still, when the time comes he imagines everything will sort itself out. He begins to make his way through the boat, the magazines with their green and red emblazoned titles weighing him down. Compounded by the warm, stifling air of the ship�s compartments, the heavy bag soon has him perspiring prodigiously, sweat running down his arms and into his hands, down his forehead and onto his face, sweat dripping from everywhere into the bag. He makes his way onto the aft deck, amid all the passengers in their newly starched, freshly pressed tennis whites, through congested clusters of people with their own summer houses and summer tans, with their insistent voices, and he�s ashamed of his sweat and his dingy jacket, ashamed of the tips he receives and the appreciative bows he must give in return. Most of all he�s ashamed of his generally unsavory appearance as he enters the dining salon with its white table linen and sparkling clean glasses, its great gilded mirror and Alfhild�s white blouse, which has to be washed every day. At the very least he tries not to sell any newspapers in here that he may have dripped sweat on. When everyone has received his preferred newspaper � and many have bought the Evening Tribune while precious few have bought the Daily Leader � he makes his way forward again with his lightened bag to the foredeck. Along the way he passes a number of men leaning over their papers with betting-pool tickets in hand, a few of them exclaiming �nine right!� or �eight right!� or �almost got ten!� and he can�t help thinking to himself how they always say that.
To get his sweating under control he walks out onto the foredeck to be in the wind. Like so many others out there, he stands at the railing, listening to the steady pulse of the engines belowdecks and watching the shiny cylindrical oil tanks at H�ggarn slip past. Now even the nearby islands are blue, and a tall silo looming on the horizon gives off a ghostly green hue. The restaurant at the Fj�derholmarna Isles glimmers from afar like a colored lantern atop a rocky perch. A tiny sloop has just docked there, unloading a cargo of festive passengers well on their way to a lost evening. Suddenly the city begins to rise up out of the waters ahead. There are no lights to be seen as yet, just a bluish band hugging the horizon, except for the church spires jutting up like small needles. And now Sune hears the voices of Barbro and Paul somewhere behind him, Barbro saying, �Yes, definitely,� and Paul mentioning that he�ll be alone in the fo�c�sle now for the whole trip back out. He hears him say, �Do you like gin?�
And then all his apprehensions fall away from him, all his disgust and resistance. He is gripped instead by a vigorous, intense feeling of delight. It�s just a matter of opening the door, taking off your clothes and pulling back the blanket, he thinks. And tomorrow you can talk about it as casually as anybody else. Everyone�s always going on about how it doesn�t matter what she looks like. It�s just that one thing that matters. And as he comes back into the light on the middle deck, he almost seems to be gliding along in an oddly charged aura, a feeling intensely good. And it seems to him that others should be able to sense this about him, that somehow they should know how in less than an hour he will lie with a woman in a bunk on this very boat, in a cabin right below this deck, and that when it�s all done he�ll go back into his own space in the aft saloon and lie awake the whole night long in the grips of this feverish delight.
When the boat begins to glide slowly into Nybroviken Harbor, sounding its whistle at an errant ferry that is in the way, he leans out over the railing of the upper deck to take hold of a small sandbag Paul is feeding up to him from a porthole on the lower deck. The sandbag is attached to a long, thin rope, and that rope to the rough hawser astern. The idea is that he will throw the thin line to shore as quickly as possible so that the heavy hawser can be pulled to the quay and fastened to the iron mooring ring. Every Sunday he is filled with dread when it comes time to perform this duty, because one Sunday he threw the sandbag too early, and it didn�t reach the quay. They had to hoist the rope up out of the muck of the harbor and their stern rammed right into another boat, The Ljuster�. But today he is full of confidence because there�s a cabin awaiting him with a willing woman. True enough, she�s nothing to write home about, but the cabin�s not bad. As they draw near the quay he grips the sandbag tightly in his fist like a weapon.
The usual crowd of relatives stands waiting on the quay with handkerchiefs and forced smiles at the ready, but among the rest Sune notices two unusual figures � one short and slender, the other tall and heavy-set � both wearing fully buttoned trench coats even though it�s summer. The heavy man is smoking a cigar and the smaller one stands with his hands brought together at the small of his back. Sune throws the sandbag with such force that it hits an older gentleman in the back of the crowd right in the chest before it tumbles to a halt near a blue car parked alongside the quay with its door wide open. The heavy man in the trench coat collects the sandbag and begins to haul in the stern line with his fat cigar projecting up out of the middle of his mouth like a canon. The smaller man, meanwhile, walks over to the gangplank with his hands still clasped at his back and then inspects each and every person as they disembark. The older man who was just hit in the chest begins to scold Sune for casting the sandbag the way he did, but Sune tells him that�s the only way to do it. The man then scolds him for his impertinence, but Sune is already busy by then double-checking that the gangplank is securely fastened to the upper deck before he darts down it himself, remembering all of a sudden that a girl has asked him to mail a letter for her in town. The whole time he�s off searching for a mailbox he�s nervous that the boat might depart without him before he makes it back there, and this thought is so distracting that he doesn�t spot a mailbox until he is as far away as Stureplan.
By the time he makes it back, the quay is crowded with people, but the boat is empty and waiting. Alfhild has already cleaned the dining salon and is emptying dustpans filled with ash and paper into the harbor. As he approaches the gangplank Sune notices something peculiar and disquieting. Paul and the drunken first mate and several others are just standing around on the foredeck, idly waiting for something. And now the door swings open and out steps the small, slender man in the trench coat. He turns and holds the door for Greta, as the large heavy-set man with the cigar clenched between his teeth walks directly behind her with a small, shabby suitcase in his right hand. In single file they walk up the foredeck gangplank and suddenly Greta spots him there. She looks up at him hastily, and later he will think back on that look many times � something impossible to forget.
�Bon soir,� she says and almost drops her handbag. �Bon soir.� And that�s when he notices she is crying.
Then everything breaks up, the whole scene. The waiting car starts up and pulls away, and no one but Sune looks after it for very long. The skipper, who has been pacing impatiently back and forth on the bridge, rings the bell and the upper deck gangplank is rolled away amid a great deal of clatter, the hawsers are loosened from their rings as iron clangs against stone, and the foredeck gangplank is thrown down on deck. The skipper rings the bell a second time and as the engine starts a throbbing beat begins to pulse belowdecks. The bell rings on the engine order telegraph, and a small, eager boy loosens the bow line and throws it aboard. The bow slowly glides out from the quay. Nothing is lit, and everything is blue: the tall trees in front of Berns Hotel, the cars cruising up toward the wicked club The Atlantic, the residences of Strandv�gen standing like great Diebold safes. Slowly the boat comes round in the harbor until the bow lines up with the Admiralty Shipyard. Several boats with high shining lights enter the harbor, listing appreciably from all the passengers congregating aport.
As Sune opens the door to the inner middle deck, he steps right into the news report. Paul is standing there in front of the bell with his legs spread wide and the palms of his hands pressed flat against the overhead deck. Surrounding him is a small cluster of crew, including Alfhild, the ship�s engineer, the rummy first mate, one of the old salts, the restaurant manager, the cook, and Barbro.
�According to the police,� he explains, pausing to push his hands still harder against the overhead deck. �They said she�s been spreading it around again. Some poor sons of bitches picked it up from her last time in town. Dumb bastards.�
Barbro looks over the shoulder of the restaurant manager and winks at Paul. It isn�t long before the gathering breaks up and then all head their own separate ways in the large, empty vessel, which still seems to echo from the laughter and voices and footsteps of recent passengers. But Sune goes into the men�s head and carefully locks the door behind him. Locked securely inside, he slides down the small window and looks out. They are just passing a large, white steam cruiser, whose passengers cluster at the railing above in dark bunches, looking down at this boat, probably thinking �Hmm, look at that little rust bucket �� The lights have come on in the old folks home at Danvik and a short brightly lit train is making its way over the London viaduct. But before he is able to take in more of the unswept view, the landscape folds in on itself like a map before his eyes as his skinny body doubles over almost to the point of breaking and he begins to vomit.
The next time he looks out the window, they are passing the mill. He can just glimpse the flashing shapes of seagulls through his tear-blinded eyes as they sketch white lines across the dour facade of the great mill. Further along the shoreline, a lone scow lies at anchor alongside a quay, and paper and garbage swirl up out of the vessel�s belly as a gust of wind suddenly sweeps in. Even further along the shore, a small group of girls in light-colored dresses stand at the water�s edge, pointing to the boats, while a man stands nearby folding up a flag in the twilight. Someone yanks impatiently on the locked door, and as Sune slides the window up again he can hear two voices from the middle deck. The first is Alfhild�s and the other voice is Barbro�s. Then the door to the foredeck slams shut behind Barbro, and she doesn�t come back.
�Just how filthy does the whole thing have to be?� he wonders, and flushes the toilet.

A Game of Pocket Chess

It was an ordinary morning in a winter that would not let go. We were wearing out the gray benches furthest up in the auditorium, just under the balcony, at our backs twelve high windows snowed in by drifts, down below us the grade schoolers� little heads bathed in the light of electric votive candles hanging throughout the auditorium in clusters of eight. A lamp glowed in its green shade atop the lectern down in front, while a gloom redolent of melting snow hovered around us. A snow squall had moved in that morning and its muted sheen settled over us like a gray shadow. The intractable winter had left us gray as well. Everything was gray, except for the pages of our books, which shone forth with surprising brilliance among the desktop rows. We could sense one another�s anxious eyes fleeing over the words like a defeated army crossing hostile territory.
It was an ordinary morning just as everything was ordinary in those days. The organ�s pipes shimmered like dark icicles in the murk of the music loft while down below in the light Mr. Lind, the head lecturer, held forth with a sermon for the general assembly before prayers. A small dark figure, he stood behind his desk, or rather a step or so too far behind it. And it made him seem lonely, like a rider without a horse. And it made us insecure, out of our own fear of loneliness. We couldn�t hear anything. His lips moved, that much we could see, and we could see how intent his eyes were as they bored into the ceiling high above him, perhaps in an effort to drill right through it to the light of day. But his words didn�t reach us, other than as a poorer kind of silence. The sleep and dreams we�d so recently shaken off still hemmed us in like a low ceiling.
It must have happened just before we were about to stand up for prayers. I was sitting there looking at Mr. Lind, thinking to myself: �If there really is a God, I bet Mr. Lind stands there and talks to him.� And then suddenly I felt an elbow nudging mine gently. Just once at first, and then again. So it wasn�t a random thing � it was a signal. I turned my head slowly to the left and looked at Ekman.
He wanted me to see something there in his lap. It didn�t look like much: just a little brown wallet or something resting on his pant leg, no bigger than his two palms opened side by side. Didn�t seem like anything to get excited about. I was about to turn away when I noticed Ekman�s hands starting to quiver just a little, the way they did whenever he was about to do something with them. So I stuck with him and watched his fingers tremble in anticipation as they began to open the little wallet. And what do you know! It wasn�t a wallet after all. It was a little brown and gray chess board, with tiny slots in the squares for the pieces to fit into, miniature painted figurines on little celluloid pegs.
I could tell he was waiting for me to take up the chess set and run my hands over it in admiration. So I lifted it carefully out of his hands as we stood up from our benches. And as the �Our Father� ascended up to the ceiling, if not quite to His heavenly kingdom, I let my fingers play over the pieces, from the kings� wide crowns to the bishops� crosses to the rooks� sturdy battlements. And the whole time I could feel � right through my drowsiness, right through the icy light and the organ tones and the �Our Father� � that I was in the presence of a friend. Like a source of warmth emanating from my left.
Our first subject that morning was history, with Mr. Lind. We spent that year in what they called the Flower Room, an odd-shaped classroom right across from the auditorium. It was narrow like a hallway, with our eight desks lined up side by side along one of the long walls. The teacher�s desk was on a small platform along the opposite wall. Behind it, covering the whole wall, hung a painting depicting a small gathering of girls in long white dresses picking flowers on a meadow in full bloom and fashioning wreaths from the flowers. We always felt a bit sheepish looking at that painting, since it seemed to show a very private scene. They were picking flowers for each other, not for the eight of us going through our first year in the three-year classical studies line. But there they sat before us, tarrying in the tall grass among the flowers, fashioning wreaths for each other�s coffins as they longed for old age.
It was cold that morning, heavy snow swirling outside the windows. The lamp overhead shone like a sun above the meadow scene, but a chill permeated the room. The classroom door was wide open. Students from the writing class were making a lot of noise out under the columns, while the steps of stragglers arriving late to class echoed in the stairwell. The air was thick with the smell of chalk. Our wooden benches were very hard. We were waking up. I hadn�t gotten around to giving the pocket-chess set back to Ekman yet. I set it on my desk and started putting all the chess pieces in their proper positions just for something to do. As I was finishing up Mr. Lind came into the classroom.
As usual, he entered the class quietly and hastily. With a perfunctory nod to the rest of us, he stepped up to the desk and took up the class roster. A few moments later he was down in front again, standing before us with his right hand fingering his chin. He always appeared to be dressed for mourning, his faint smile forever tempered by a look of melancholy, as if he�d recently lost a close relative. That�s how he looked now as he turned to me, with an expression both slightly embarrassed and a little sad.
�Today,� he said. �We�re going to talk a little about the decline of monarchy.�
Talk a little. That was Lind in a nutshell. Where other teachers interrogated or browbeat us, he talked with us. He talked us through the history of the world in a voice that was never raised nor tinged with disbelief at our ignorance. It was as if he considered anything plausible, be it the evils of human history or our own immeasurable stupidity. That�s why we never feared him as we did the other teachers, why instead we respected him as we did no one else. I think he was actually the very first one to teach us that fear and respect were not one and the same but actually each other�s opposite.
Still, even Lind had one person who was afraid of him. And this person feared him because he feared everybody. Everybody and everything. Most of all, he probably feared himself. This person was none other than the kid who sat next to me, my friend Ekman.
But Ekman wasn�t always my friend. He wasn�t now, for instance. He wasn�t a friend of mine before class, and especially not during class. I would watch him from the side, though he never noticed. The only thing he ever noticed was the open book in front of him, today turned to the French Revolution. He always did his homework except when his anxieties got the better of him. He always knew what he was supposed to know, and yet he always doubted himself. I would sit there beside him as I was doing now, witnessing the terror he could work himself into, and the spectacle was enough to make my blood run cold. Suddenly I couldn�t stand him. I felt hurt somehow, betrayed in some strange way. And so the pocket chess set was instantly forgotten, just a dead clump of lead packed away in my pocket.
As he did every morning, Mr. Lind began by strolling around the room. He rarely sat down during our lessons. Instead he would pace back and forth, back and forth, between the door and the window at the far end of the room, taking the least direct path possible. It was curiously soothing, as if he were taking us on a recreational outing. With his hands thrust down deep into his pockets and his sad gaze sweeping over us like an extended wing, he would direct his disconsolate commentary at us like a man preoccupied with a heavy burden, as if consoling the world for its history. At every other turn around the room, he would pause in front of someone�s desk, not for the purpose of testing our attentiveness, but to give us a chance to voice our own views. And without really realizing how, we were drawn out of our holes and into the open air. Emboldened and intoxicated by the rare liberty he offered us, we met him where he wanted us to meet him: in a forest where ideas were to be discovered and prized, like orchids.
There was only one of us he never met there, only one he could never coax out of his hole, for the simple reason that he feared everything, even freedom. That was Ekman, of course, the friend whom I counted as a friend when he was not afraid, and that was seldom.
Mr. Lind always came to Ekman last of all. And I thought I knew why: because Lind was afraid of him. At the end, when the only turn remaining was Ekman�s, Mr. Lind would always go up and sit down behind his desk, as if he were seeking refuge from something. He would sit there in silence for a long moment, looking out the window, before he eventually began a ritual that vaguely resembled a quiz, a few embarrassing little questions that Ekman would answer in a voice trembling with terror, always quoting the text book. He knew it by rote, the way a prisoner knows every inch of his cell. During other lessons with other teachers Ekman was a source of relief for the rest of us. We only needed to look at him to quell our own terror. His handicap was a source of strength for the rest of us. But in Mr. Lind�s class we despised him.
This morning�s lesson reached that inevitable point and as Mr. Lind took his place behind the desk, Ekman�s delicate face turned sheet-white, as always. Mr. Lind sat quietly for a moment, looking down at his hands on the desk before him. Then he turned his head and looked out at the falling snow, finally saying in a low tone:
�Mr. Ekman, can you tell us what the two parties on the left were called?�
With one exception every eye in the room turned to Ekman. He�d grabbed hold of the outer corners of his desktop in a kind of white-knuckled desperation. He swallowed and swallowed again, all the while staring into the middle of his desktop as into another�s eyes. At last he managed to find his voice.
�The Gironde party � and � and ��
Our teacher looked out at the snow. We looked at Ekman, curious, heartless, powerless. But Ekman took no notice of us. He was aware only of himself. His hands were as white now as his face. Finally he managed something like a whisper.
�� and the Montessori party.�
Then we all looked at each other, the other seven of us. And suddenly Larsson, the hockey player, burst out with a laugh, and Wikman, the class monitor, started giggling. Some of us smiled. Ekman had gotten the words mixed up, not realizing that Montessori wasn�t even French. It was funny, but my own laughter got caught in my throat the moment Ekman looked directly at me. He was imploring me for help with his eyes and the only help I could offer was not to laugh in his face. That�s how paltry a person can be. That�s how paltry I was.
Mr. Lind did not turn to us until the room had grown very quiet. Never before had he looked so dejected. Never before had he seemed so small, so dark.
�La Montagne,� he said in a low voice laced with grief.
In that moment I noticed a strange similarity between Ekman and Mr. Lind. Both sat looking down at their desks, with their hands knotted tight in front of them, as if their muscles were cramping. And their anguish wore the same face.
But this anguish was cut short by the bell. All at once shadows began to dart across the frosted glass of the door and a cascade of sound washed down the stairs to drown us out. We rose up, all of us, and went out into the silent snow.

Gym was scheduled at one o�clock that day, and Ekman and I both had exemptions. We used to roam around town during that free hour looking at trains or boats. Or we�d sit on a bench at the cemetery if it was nice out, and I�d read poems out loud that Ekman didn�t really get. But since it was cold and snowing, we stayed inside the classroom. We only had art class left that afternoon, so he didn�t need to read anything, and with nothing left to fear that day he could be my friend.
At first we stood for a while by the window and looked out at the living wall of snowfall. Some piles of wood stacked high, deep inside the swirling snow, reminded me for some reason of ships at sea. At some point Ekman left my side and then I heard keys jingling near the door. To my great surprise I heard a key slide into the door, and so I turned around quickly.
�Why are you locking the door?� I asked him.
Ekman stood there in front of the door. In his meager outstretched hands was the chess set, as if he were presenting a gift.
�I thought we could play a game of pocket chess,� he said timidly. �And just in case somebody came ��
We pushed the desks together, letting the chess set straddle the crack, and then we sat down to play. I was white and opened with my pawn. The door was still locked. What harm would it do? I managed to get both my knights out without losing either, and right away they scared Ekman. The pieces were too small and they kept slipping out of his trembling fingers. I noticed then that he�d mixed up one of his knights with his bishop when he set up his side. I gave in to the impulse to hassle him a little because he was so anxious.
�You don�t have to be afraid of me,� I said sarcastically and switched the pieces back to their right places.
His face flushed red.
�I didn�t do it on purpose,� he whispered. It was his turn now and he needed to do something about my rook, which was blocking his best moves.
But just then we heard something out in the hall, the clatter of someone�s shoes echoing between the walls. Then it fell silent. Whoever it was out there was now standing right outside the door to our homeroom, even taking hold of the door knob. A key slid into the lock with a swiftness that was almost unimaginable and then suddenly there stood Mr. Lind in the doorway blinking at us. I looked right back at him. I hadn�t done anything wrong. There was nothing wrong with playing chess during a free period. In any case, he moved slowly toward us and raised his hand a bit to signal we should stay seated. Then he stopped right beside our desks and looked down at us with an oddly unfamiliar expression.
�What are you doing here?� he asked us in a low tone.
That may have been the first direct question Mr. Lind had asked me that entire term, and it actually caught me a bit off guard, so Ekman answered before I had a chance.
�We � we weren�t doing anything!� he stammered.
�We�re playing chess,� I said.
�Chess?� said Mr. Lind.
And I really couldn�t understand why he sounded so surprised. And I couldn�t grasp why he wasn�t looking at us now. Instead, his eyes settled on our desktops with a kind of perplexed and wounded look.
I felt compelled to look there myself.
The chess set was gone. Ekman must have stashed it away in his pocket before Lind stepped into the room. Suddenly Mr. Lind was gone too, now standing at the window with his back to us. Cutting us off.
�It�s not good for you to sit inside like this,� he said. �It�s better for you to go outside.� And then, after a moment, he thought twice in his Lindian way: �Though it is snowing.�
Then he turned again and passed right by us, leaving without a word, without even a look. Quietly we pulled the desks apart, went down the stairs, pushed open the doors with our shoulders and stepped out into the swirling snow. In the lee of the wood stacks, we continued our game. Just before two o�clock, I brought the game to check and mate with my knights and queen. The snow whistled around us and there in the midst of it we were alone. Something occurred to me then, something I wanted to ask Ekman. But again he got there ahead of me. Standing back further in the lee of the wood stack than me, he suddenly looked frightened again, so he leaned in closer toward me and asked:
�Do you think he saw the chess set?�
�No,� I said. �I don�t think so.�
�OK, then,� he said and breathed out with an obvious look of relief.
Later that evening he called me at home and asked me the same thing again.

There was as much snow the next morning. Cars were knee-deep in it, and balcony doors were impossible to open. The streets were barely recognizable. Otherwise the day began as just another ordinary morning with Lind leading us in prayers. And when he came in to our first class � this time to lecture us on Christianity � everything followed the same fairly typical routine as he meandered through the room and talked to us. At his usual intervals he paused, speaking to each of us in turn, and in a moment or two it would be my turn. My desk was closest to the window, so I was always the last one Mr. Lind would address before Ekman. Today I was looking forward to it because I knew my psalms cold, and I had even made an extra effort to be well prepared. I kind of felt like I had a debt to repay. And Ekman must have felt the same.
So when Lind turned around at the door and slowly walked back along the row of desks, I was already smiling in anticipation of my turn. But I smiled too soon, because then something happened that caught me completely off guard. Lind went right on by me without stopping, and then he paused at the window and stood there for an interminable moment with his back to us � or, rather, with his back to me. Mystified, I turned to Ekman, but he hadn�t even noticed, probably because he was too preoccupied thinking about how it would be his turn next.
But his turn never came either. Mr. Lind went up to his desk and sat down, and that was it. We were asked to open our books and began to talk about the next lesson. I mean the others began to talk about it. Ekman and I didn�t exist. And when that fact dawned on him, Ekman turned as white as I�d ever seen him. As if it had a mind of its own, his hand delved into his pocket and shoved the chess set down as deep as it could possibly go.
It was worse for me. I had nothing to hide. And nothing to hide behind. Not even a pocket chess set to clutch in my hand. I could feel my face flushing red, and my skin seemed to prickle with guilt. There was nothing I could do to stop it. I grew warm and sweaty, and the bell just wouldn�t ring. I kept hoping for a word from Mr. Lind, or even a quick glance in my direction, but neither came. And when the bell finally did ring, I wished that it hadn�t. I didn�t want things to end this way. I don�t think either of us did, because Lind would not be walking past us again today.
And now he was gone.
The rest of the day disappeared down a well of sweltering shame and longing. As the day wore on our guilt only intensified, and with each passing hour Ekman became more and more sure that Lind had seen the chess set sticking up out of his pocket. I told him that was impossible, but this gave him little consolation. In truth, consolation was probably well beyond our reach. Even when we were ready to head home, as we made our way down the main hallway, we hadn�t come close to glimpsing it, but that�s when we saw Mr. Lind at the other end of the hallway coming towards us. He didn�t spot us right away. We stopped and stood on opposite sides of the hallway so that he couldn�t get by without seeing at least one of us. Finally he got so close that he couldn�t possibly avoid seeing us, but his pace never slackened in the least. Carefully I eased myself out from the wall where I�d been leaning. It felt a bit like stepping up onto a railroad track and trying to stop a train with nothing but your body.
But he didn�t run me over. He derailed and veered toward the nearest window, where he stopped and looked out at the damned snow. Desperation breeds its own kind of boldness, and mine was considerable.
�We�d like to speak to you, Mr. Lind,� I managed to blurt out.
�Yes,� Ekman whispered.
Lind pulled out a little black notebook and began to page through it aimlessly, or so it seemed. I got the impression it was just for show. Maybe he just wanted to give his hands something to do, since they were trembling slightly. Finally he put away the book.
�Come to my place at 8 p.m. then,� he said. �OK?�
We didn�t respond, nor did he wait for an answer. In a moment he was gone, somewhere in the late-day gloom. For hours that evening I sat at our kitchen table without as much as turning a page in my book. I was struck by how meaningless it was to read, how impotent reading seemed in the face of real meaning. And there was no one I could talk to about it. I had only one friend, and I couldn�t talk with him. Just before it was time to go he called, though, and I had to speak to him then. He wanted to know for the last time whether I thought Lind had seen the pocket chess set. A mirror hung just over the telephone and as I spoke to him I couldn�t help looking into it. I hated my own reflection, as if it were some shameful disease. And the worst thing was, even if I broke the mirror my reflection would still be there.
�Yes!� I screamed into the receiver desperately. �Of course he saw it! Haven�t you figured that out by now?�
I�d screamed so loud my mother came into the hall, wondering what was going on. I hung up the phone and told her it was nothing. It was nothing. That�s what was so hopeless about the whole thing. Whenever anything real happened, there really wasn�t anything to it. It just felt like there was.

I ran through the streets as the snowfall dwindled to a flurry. I felt as though my reflection remained in the storefront windows even after I passed them by, as though all the people I met on the street could see my guilt like a festering sore. Lind�s street was dark, and that was good. The staircase inside was murky, so I took the elevator. It was so full of mirrors that I had to turn the light off on the way up. When I rang Mr. Lind�s bell, Ekman came to the door and answered it. He had just gotten there himself and was standing in the outer hall waiting. Lind was on the phone behind a white door. I stepped softly up to the door and eavesdropped a bit. �Well, we�ll have to see about that,� I heard him say. Then it got quiet. See about what? Afraid and defiant, I hung up my hat and coat and gloves. Ekman combed his hair in front of the hall mirror. He could look at himself in the mirror. That was odd. It wasn�t right.
Then Lind came out into the hall and nothing turned out the way I�d imagined it would. Be fearless. This is what I had told myself at our kitchen table back home. You�ve done nothing wrong. You�re innocent.
All the same, it was the offender in me who stepped into the large room behind the white door. There were no hiding places in that room. I felt small, overwhelmed by the pure number of books, by the plushness of the carpets, by the crystal chandelier hanging from the middle of the ceiling. I stopped in my tracks to take it all in, feeling as if I�d been ripped asunder. In a distant corner of the room was an ensemble sofa, smoking table, armchair, and floor lamp. I wasn�t entirely aware just how it was I got there, but suddenly I found myself sitting on the sofa next to Ekman. The reading lamp was just above me, cocked in my direction, shining right in my eyes. I would have liked to move it, but I couldn�t bring myself to do it. The light pierced right through my eyes into my head. It was painful, and out of that pain flowed regret. I suddenly regretted everything: that I had come here, that I had made friends with Ekman, that I had learned to play chess. I also regretted that I was alive. The light was blinding me and the sofa was cramped, forcing us to sit right up against each other. Then I began to sweat. A glass was thrust into my hand, and as it seemed to be dissolving before my eyes I had to hurry up and drink it down. When I put it down on the table, with its shiny surface, I noticed that Lind was sitting opposite, looking right at us. He had been looking at us for quite some time.
Now I tried to reposition myself, tried to disconnect from the body that seemed attached to mine, but the sofa was like a vice, so we were stuck together for good. The tones of a piano fell down upon us from a room somewhere above. They sounded so naked somehow. At some point I heard myself say:
�We were playing chess.�
It was like reciting a lesson. Four words that meant nothing. But that also meant everything. However, I wasn�t going to get out of it so easily, and in some strange way that seemed only fair. Getting off the hook shouldn�t be too easy, I thought. So I was actually glad to hear Ekman whisper:
�We weren�t doing anything.�
My face could feel Lind looking at it. But before long it didn�t much matter. One more second and the jaws of the vice would come together inside of me. Again that idiotic phrase from my kitchen table invaded my head. Be fearless. Be fearless! I raised my hands to my eyes to shield them from the light and half-screamed:
�Show him the chess set, Ekman!�
And then, like a skipping record, came Ekman�s response:
�We weren�t doing anything.�
After that we must have sat there a little while longer. I think we may have drunk another glass or two of the sparkling water. Outside the snow continued to fall, swirling in gusts, white as the breath of God. Clear tones resonated from the piano upstairs, as a church bell tolled somewhere in town. It was just the way it should be. Everything was just the way it should be. I was spent, finished. The only piece missing was for me to be carried out and thrown to the vultures.
At some point we were all in the outer hall again, where it was cold. I felt an incredible sense of relief to be free of that sofa in one piece, to be liberated from that foreign body. The cold was restoring some of my vitality. And while I was putting on my coat a thought struck me: the whole time we were in there with him Lind hadn�t said a word to us.
It can�t end this way, I thought. I could sense him standing in the doorframe behind me, but I didn�t dare look that way. I could only manage to squeeze out a thought: that I couldn�t afford to lose him, that none of us could afford that. And then I imagined a way out. The answer was to get him out of his hole. It was my turn to liberate him. But to say something to him was out of the question. Words were just a web that I continually got tangled up in.
I had to move quickly, because Ekman had already opened the door and was waiting for me to follow him out. That�s probably what Lind was expecting too. To the great surprise of all of us I went on the offensive, stepping suddenly forward and taking Lind�s hand in mine, as if snapping it in a hungry beak. He�d have to be blind not to see how desperate I was for his forgiveness, for a chance to shake free of the guilt he�d burdened me with.
But he was blind, and that�s what was so excruciating. His eyes didn�t see me and his hand just sat there in my own, unresponsive, like a heavy stone. I could sense his blindness, and so much more, like how he reviled me for the guilt I bore. The hopelessness of the whole situation made me numb, and so I escaped through the open door, which slammed closed behind me.
Ekman meanwhile had pushed the button for the elevator, and it came gliding up like an animal trapped behind an ironwork fence. The light was on inside the elevator, with all its mirrors, but that didn�t matter anymore. It was better that way, just as it should be. It would be pointless and stupid to try and resist the facts. As the elevator went down, Ekman and I stood back in our own corners, as far from the other as possible. And the whole time Ekman was working up the courage to say something. When the elevator finally reached the ground floor he managed to spit it out:
�Must be he did see the chess set after all,� he said.
I just couldn�t take it anymore. Grabbing hold of his shoulders, I shook him like you would an apple tree. His eyes sank in and all the blood drained from his face like a corpse. I must have shaken loose something inside him, because all the life just seemed to run out of him. All that remained were the hopeless dread of an animal and the ruins of a face, of a friend�s face. I didn�t have the strength to bear it. I had to get outside, out in the snow.
But I didn�t go far. I stopped outside a little grocery store just a ways up the road and waited for Ekman to come out of Lind�s building. When he finally did I followed after him. It was extremely difficult to see him at times through the sheets of swirling snow but I placed my own steps in his footprints. I couldn�t bear to lose everything in one night. After a little while I began to call out his name, but he never stopped to wait for me. We just kept walking, on and on, two trains locked into the same tracks. It wouldn�t be possible to meet without colliding. There were people and voices around us in the snow, but we were still alone in the city, in all cities. As we got closer to his building, we both picked up our pace. But he must have seen someone preparing to come out through the entrance before I did, and so he managed to dart in suddenly past the door as it closed. I was stuck outside, and the entrance was locked for the night.
I walked up the front steps anyway and peered in through the window in the door. It was dark inside the entranceway so I didn�t see him at first. But when my eyes adjusted well enough to spot him, I could see that he was very near me, but with his back turned towards me. I got the impression that he was standing there in the dark, crying. But maybe that was because I felt like crying myself. The wind and swirling snow forced me right up against the glass. Inside he must have sensed my presence, because he turned around abruptly and faced me. And right then I felt like running, but I wasn�t able to. For an awfully long time we stood there facing each other, and there was a great deal more than just a pane of glass separating us.
I could see that he understood. We both understood. We would have a difficult time ahead of us, and it would be a long time before we could look each other in the eye again. And that barrier would always be there, far thicker than any glass. And each of us would carry around our own guilt. It would be our only friend for the rest of that winter.
Without my realizing it at first, the door pushed open just a little crack. Suddenly something was touching my frozen hand. I grabbed hold of it and then the door closed again with a dull thud. Ekman disappeared into the darkness, and I was alone now. I turned and trudged on heavy legs out into the whirling snow. Without even looking at it, I opened the pocket chess set as I made my way down the long street of Hornsgatan. And each time I passed a lamppost I let a piece fall into the snow. And with each piece that fell, I grew lonelier, because in that snow I was burying not only friends but warmth and flowers and music and the promises of summer, all the things that help a young person to endure.
At the top of Katarinav�gen, under the last lamppost on the street, the wind took the final black rook from my hand and carried it down over the harbor at Stadsg�rn. The sky must have cleared a bit by then, because far below me, down at the water�s edge, I recall that I could make out the black smokestacks of some boats swallowing the snow. And that�s when I cocked my arm and threw the case down into the depths of that scene. The wind caught it, and with the driven snow it sailed off toward Slussen. And then the bells began to toll around the city, ten or eleven or something.
I walked home knowing what it was like to lose everything, even a set of pocket chess. But what it might be like to win everything, now that was something I couldn�t yet begin to fathom.

Where�s My Icelandic Sweater?

Well, what do you know? So I see I get the treatment today. Can see that as soon as we pull into the station. Greeted like a town worthy! Ulrik, he�s waiting by the station house in his greased-leather boots and best hat � the one with the widest brim � looking out over the tracks in his usual gloomy way. The grieving band and black bow tie just complete the picture as the horse leans down behind him and grazes in the flower bed. So I get to ride in the buggy, do I? That�s something I haven�t done since I was a kid. Guess I really am getting the full treatment, all on account of the old man dying. Otherwise I�d be hoofing it out to the farm like always, no matter if the mud�s so deep it swallows your feet whole. The only exception being Mamma�s funeral, of course.
That�s good old Ulrik for you! Can�t come over and meet you climbing down off the train, even if he sees you got your arms full with a wreath and a satchel full of br�nnvin. Suppose I could have sent the wreath on ahead of me, but you can never be sure how that�ll turn out. Look what happened to Mamma�s wreath, for Christ�s sake! Goddamn railway folks made such a mess of that there wasn�t any way to set it straight before the funeral. My goddamn eyes got shamed right out of their sockets, I�ll tell you that � me stuck there fussing around with the ribbons just before the service to try and hide the wreck of all them mutilated flowers. Not like it would�ve done me a damn bit of good to take it up with the railway folks. All them bastards do is pass the buck right back to you and leave you standing there like a clod.
So anyways, I finally get a proper nod from Ulrik � or Ultrick, like I used to call him when we was kids. He raises two fingers to the brim of his hat and flashes a mouthful of teeth like a regular hayseed. What do you expect? And then all of a sudden I�ve got the tin knocker at my elbow, three sheets to the wind like always, trying to get me to stop and jaw with him. He can probably make out what�s in my bag from the outlines of the bottles. �Sympathies,� he says. �For the old man. Happened quick, awful quick. Saw him just the day before and he was merry as a man can be.� It wasn�t a secret of the crown or anything that the old man was fond of the bottle in his later years, but that don�t mean you need to declare it to everybody within earshot at the station. Wonder if he�s been invited to the funeral dinner. I�m sure he and the old man polished off their fair share of bottles together, �specially lately, but that don�t mean he should be invited on that account.
Cripes! Now the grieving band�s hanging all crooked on my arm. I already lost my first one, out drunk one Saturday night. Didn�t notice it was gone till I got home. Not really like you grieve with your clothes anyway, but to lose it like that, out on a binge, makes a man feel pretty low, even if it was a month after we buried her. But my woman, she keeps buying them a size too big. Either that or I�m just getting too spindly for them. Who the hell knows? Makes me look like some kind of hick, the way it keeps slipping down like that.
And Ulrik, what�s he do when I come up to him? He don�t put out his hand, even when I set down the bag so I can shake it. And he don�t utter a word, even when I greet him not just once but twice! Always the mule, Ultrick, broody and bound up in himself.
�Why don�t you take the wreath, brother?� I say with a friendly pat on the shoulder.
We�re family, after all, so what�s the point of getting off on the wrong foot when there�s no need. Sure enough, the wreath box fits in nice right under the seat. But the satchel I hold onto myself. Ulrik clicks his tongue and that dumb-ass horse Blenda lumbers around slow and lazy with a bouquet of the stationmaster�s flowers disappearing into her jaws.
�Put the bag away,� Ulrik says, just like you�d expect.
But me, I can�t help thinking of what happened when we buried Mamma. Our little brother Tage wanted to show us all what he was made of. So he grabbed my satchel and then THONK! He whacked it right into the gatepost, breaking two of the bottles. I had to set out in the middle of a scorcher of a Saturday trying to scare up a little replacement br�nnvin for the funeral dinner. This time the bag stays right with me.
It�s warm back here at home. Makes you wonder if they haven�t seen rain. Turns out, sure enough, they haven�t had a drop in a month.
�Hell of a nice October you got out of the bargain,� I can�t help remarking to Ulrik.
�The cards got sent out a bit late,� Ulrik says. �But I figure you must�ve got yours OK.�
The cards. We�re coming up on the bank, and the doctor�s office, and the caf� that�s got its own mini-golf course. That�s where Frida worked. She was a good one, that gal. Used to be I could come in through the back door and get my drinks and food for free, as long as it lasted, anyway. Yesiree, romancing that gal saved me a pretty penny.
�So you got it OK, I figure,� Ulrik asks me. Or says to me is more like it. He�s really just covering his ass.
Yeah, sure. The card. The death notice. �It worked out in the end,� I tell him. �You probably should have sent it sooner, but it worked out all the same, I suppose.� He never was much for words, Ulrik. Wouldn�t put a pencil to paper if there was any way around it.
So last Sunday the notice just arrives out of nowhere. I�ve been in Solvalla all day at the horse track, winning a hundred and fifty crowns in the bargain. And how often does that happen? So I figure I can be forgiven for tipping a few pints in honor of the occasion. But soon as I get in the door at home I can see the letter sitting on top of the electric meter right where my woman put it. And her, she hovers there to see how I�m gonna take the news. Like when Mamma died. Only then we got a real letter first from my little sister Lena, who�s in the sanitorium now, so that didn�t come like such a shock. I open the letter and I read it. Then I read it again. Takes quite a while before it really sinks in. It don�t feel right to get a death notice like that when you ain�t really sober, and of course my woman can�t help pointing that out. But I got a ready-enough answer to that.
�The old man was plenty friendly with the bottle himself,� I tell her. �And how do we know he didn�t have a few in him when he gave up the ghost?�
But still, the whole thing feels kind of low and shifty, like when we buried Mamma. I mean after I went out to borrow some br�nnvin for the funeral dinner. By the time I got back that evening I was pickled pretty in happy sauce, and next day it took everything I had to keep from spilling my breakfast during the funeral.
�Well, you got the clothes you need, all right,� my woman said. �Except the arm band, seeing you lost that out on one of your benders.�
I�m telling you, I�ll never hear the end of that, not till the day I die.
Well, looky there! I can see it now with my own eyes. The part-time sheriff�s deputy had the roof blown clear off his house. That�s what folks say happened anyway. Right now he�s sitting out in his yard puffing away on his pipe as he scours some papers in his hand. Got himself a nice little lounging chair too since last time I was home. Probably reading through the outstanding warrants looking for a likely culprit to pin his roof problems on. Now there�s a bastard thinks his shit don�t stink, believe me. But the town justice, he�s even worse.
A car passes us on the road, a brand-new Chevy. I point out the make and model to my brother, but him, he�s never heard of a Chevy, much less a Chevrolet.
�It�s a shame about Lena,� he says. �I mean that she don�t get to come home or anything for the funeral.�
And he�s right. It is a shame. There�s always been something extra special about our little sister Lena. Nothing like Ultrick, with all his mulish brooding, nor anything like our big sister Lydia, who went and got so high and mighty and stuck-up after she settled down with that radio dealer in town � running around on the weekend in national costume, joining the Women�s Volunteer Defense Corps. My own sister, for Christ�s sake! I know she looks down on me. Can never forget the hell she raised when we buried Mamma on account of my little misstep that morning. �How did I ever end up with such an ass for a brother?� she said right to my face. Far as I�m concerned I�d be just fine not seeing her. Our little sister Lena, though � she�s cut from another cloth. For one, she�s more like me. Not afraid to open her mouth. And there ain�t a stuck-up hair on her body. She would never look down her nose at you. Never! And here she gets hit by TB, working for that son of a bitch Lundbohm, just �cause he�s too cheap to keep a fire in the hearth. Housekeeping for that sorry slob, I wouldn�t wish that on my worst enemies.
The Chevy is heading back our way. Must have gone down to The Tourist�s Haven and turned around. People come here all the way from Stockholm to get bleary-eyed at The Tourist�s Haven. Wonder if I should slip out for a bit tonight. Then again, I don�t want a repeat of the night before Mamma�s funeral. All that got me was a storm of abuse, with nothing but screaming and regrets afterwards. The Chevy slows right down as it gets near us, but not because Blenda is spooked. That horse served in the regiment, hauling cannon for the corporals. Ulrik stops the buggy and the car does the same, idling right next to us for a few seconds. And then who do you think rolls down the window and sticks his head out? Doughboy Holmgren � that�s who! He�s a little balder than he was at Mamma�s funeral, but that happy nose of his is just the same. A little redder maybe, but that might just be from the sun. Might be.
�I�m real sorry about your loss,� Doughboy says, though he don�t look it. �That�s too bad about your old man�. If you got any time on your hands tonight come on over for a little spell. It ain�t every day we get you back this way, Knut, my boy.�
�No, not since my Mamma passed,� I say, trying to look kind of solemn.
It ain�t so damned easy with all the pictures racing through my head of the good times I�ve had with Doughboy over the years. All the br�nnvin I�ve knocked back with him would be enough in a pinch to keep me good and limber for half a year.
�Well, we�ll have to see,� I say. �We�ll just have to see.�
I don�t want to sound too eager with Ulrik right here at my elbow. Him, he lets go with a loud click of his tongue and cracks the buggy whip so hard the horse lurches and jerks us forward at one hell of a clip. But the satchel is sitting tight between my knees, so there�s no worries there. The Chevy meanwhile drops into gear, and Doughboy, he moves on.
�Nice car,� I say and I�m just a little curious to know how he come up with the money for it. Last time I saw him he borrowed a five-crown note off me to buy back his woman�s shoes from the pawnbroker. She hadn�t left the house for three days, that girl, or so he told me then. Who the hell knows? Talks a lot, Doughboy. Otherwise he�s OK.
�First he cleaned up on that football pool,� says Ulrik. �And then he hit the lottery. Figure it�s just a matter of time before he drinks himself to death.�
Sounds jealous to me. Good old Ulrik, the same jealous mule he�s always been. He sits there at my elbow flicking the buggy whip, and Blenda bobs and clops down toward The Tourist�s Haven in her usual lazy way. When we get alongside the pub, there�s some brewery trucks parked out front, unloading their deliveries.
�Got any beer at home?� I ask Ulrik. �If not, let�s pick up a case.�
But him, he just cracks the whip like a wild man when I say that and gives that horse some proper inspiration. In no time flat we�re moving out on the bridge at a good clip.
�Can�t you think of nothing else?� he hollers at me. �With your own dad dead! Beer and br�nnvin. Is that the only thing that fits in your head?�
I could have answered him, alright. Could have helped him recollect who it was that sent the old man money for dipping tobacco for eight long years, or how many of Mamma�s dresses come to her second hand from my woman. So I�d say my head�s got plenty of room for other stuff, and always has, thank you very much! If I wanted to go that way with it, I could bring all this up easy enough. Plus I was only trying to think of all them guests at the funeral dinner. That�s why I thought we should pick up some beer. I�ll never forget how it was after we buried Mamma. How there was nothing left to drink there at the end of the dinner but water. And who had to bear the shame of that? Ulrik and me, of course! I could bring all this up easy enough if I had a mind to.
But it ain�t my style to stir up bad memories like that, even if it didn�t feel right at the time, the way they settled up Mamma�s estate. The water�s running low in the creek bed now, stones lying there naked and dry everywhere you look. We�re up the little hill there in a flash. You can say what you want about Blenda, but that horse can move when she has to. And the old man�s the one spotted that in her and made an offer on her while the getting was good. Funny, I can tell Ulrik is chewing on something he can�t quite get his lips around. But he finally just spits it out like a fish bone.
�So how�s things with your woman there?� He says. �With Elinda?�
A simple question deserves a simple answer.
�She caught a cold,� I say. �And her skirt hem got caught in the back wheel of her bike whiles she was riding it, so she took a good spill and sprained her arm. Other than that, everything�s jim-dandy, I guess.�
That shuts him up. Good old Ultrick! I know just what he was getting at, of course. I�m not a fool, and I never have been. I figure they got some idea about things back here at home. Lydia�s taken care of that, if nobody else has. You can count on that. Or that fella of hers, the tub o� lard who runs around in that van of his all the time, pushing his radio sets on everybody. Of course, nobody can talk about how that fella�s made all his money. We�re not supposed to mention it. I could mention it, though, if I had to. And I don�t mean whisper.
He�s good and quiet now, Ulrik. You never know what he�s thinking. He�s a shrewd one, alright. Always has been. Shrewd and stubborn. Carlsson�s Caf� has big patio umbrellas out in their yard now, and The Cottage on the Green�s got a mini-golf course. I could maybe play a round later this evening. If anybody�s got a problem with that I know just what to say. �Let�s not forget the old man was never one to mope around!� Just look at how he was when we buried Mamma. Or right after we buried her. When he waved me into his room that evening.
�Come on in here, my boy,� he says to me. �Don�t let anybody see you.�
Then he takes two glasses out of his dresser and a bottle of cognac he�s got squirreled away in there. And we sit down next to each other on the couch and drink up the little bit that�s left in the bottle.
�Son, I like you,� he says. �You ain�t hard to get on with nor full of yourself.�
He always was fair, the old man, and he had an eye for character. He wasn�t above lifting a glass with you, either, not even then when he was seventy-two. What will I have to come home to, now that the old man�s dead and gone?
Maybe I should try to cheer Ulrik up. Not like he�s had a whole hell of a lot to sing about himself, all alone on the farm, without the good sense to get himself a woman. The woman that kept house for him, she just picked up and left. Think they said the old man had a hard time keeping his hands off her after Mamma passed, but people, they say all kinds of things. Don�t see why they�d need a woman to tend house anyway after Mamma was gone. She�s the one that needed tending, confined to bed all the time. But the old man, he was up on his feet to the very end, and whipping together a little daily grub was never any problem for him, not even at his age. It�s a good thing the farmhand stayed on, though, �cause Ulrik couldn�t get along without him, don�t care how strong they brag he is.
Down in the village �cinter,� as they say it here at home, there ain�t a soul in sight. OK, maybe one. A tall fella standing there at the edge of the road with a paper bag in his hands, waiting for us to go by. A drifter, I�m sure, �cause as soon as we�re clear he crosses real quick and goes right through the gate at Petterson�s, the grocer�s place. Couldn�t have picked a wronger damn door than that one to visit. Petterson wouldn�t give a bum a plug nickel, a miser just like everybody else around here. The old man was a breed apart when it come to that. If a drifter stopped off at his door you can be sure he�d get some food and rest. The old man was probably just happy to have someone to talk to. He was a happy soul like that. Not like Ulrik, who you couldn�t choke a word out of. When me and the old man was sitting there in his room after Mamma�s funeral, he says to me: �To get a drink in this house a man�s got to go and sneak off.� It ain�t like Ulrik would say anything to him about it, but he sure as hell would glower. Practically till his eyes burned. But to get a word out of him you�d have to make him good and furious.
That was the last time I ever spoke with the old man. So I ain�t gonna forget that in a hurry. And I�ll say this much, them others ought to know � all of them!�� that the old man wasn�t one to look down his nose at the next fella. And all this noise they make about what a capable fellow Ulrik is � that�s all I hear every time I come home to visit, all I�ve heard ever since I moved to the city! How he�s as good as three men and works himself that hard on the farm, whiles I just kick up my feet and have a good time in town! And how he never swears, unless he�s besides himself with anger! How he don�t smoke and hasn�t touched a drop since he was a conscript in the army! Of course, there was that one time on the old man�s seventieth birthday when me and him mixed some br�nnvin into the lemonade and then poured a big glass of it for Ulrik. And him, he was so thirsty he just guzzled down the whole thing, thinking it was plain old lemonade, of course. What a hell of a mess that was � Ulrik out there throwing up all over the front yard and then coming back in and railing at us like a creature possessed. But anyways, he got a few drops in him that time. That�s for sure.
Now we meet the new schoolmaster on the road, and he�s so stuck-up he can barely bring himself to lift his hat. Ulrik tells me old Jacob is dead. He was the schoolmaster in my day.
�Gave up the ghost right there in his yard, sitting in a chair,� he says. �The old ones is going. No question about that. First it was Mamma, then Jonsson, who ran the mill ��
He drowned in the mill creek last fall, I heard. Everybody heard it. It was on the radio: �In Kvarnlunda eighty-two-year-old Elov Jonsson, former mill proprietor, was pronounced dead on Tuesday evening, the apparent victim of a drowning.� That very same week an old woman got run over on the highway, though I can�t say I knew her.
�Then come old Jacob,� Ulrik says, �and Stenlund, who got himself cancer and died in the poorhouse. And now it�s the old man.�
A fella on a bicycle comes up behind us, ringing his bell, and so Ulrik steers us over to the edge of the road and slows down a good bit. He slides his hat back off his forehead and looks around, first straining round to look behind and then glancing to each side. Like we got to be all alone to talk about the old man. Suddenly he�s turning into a regular chatterbox, and that don�t happen much with him, so you note it when it does. When the bull over at Wiklunds busted out of his pen and run a horn into our little brother�s ribs you should have heard him going on and on all night long about damages and what the law had to say about this and that. The rest of us was all pretty much struck dumb, it was such a revelation that he could string together so many words at the same time. Same thing when we was readying Mamma for burial. Once he got going, it seemed to us he wasn�t ever gonna stop.
�He was supposed to go to the nurse that day,� Ulrik says. �You know how the old man didn�t hear too good a lot of the time. So once he was up and around, he says to me: �Ulrik, I�m gonna take that bike and head on down to the nurse in the village �fore I lose the little bit a hearing I got left. I ain�t heard a single world you said the whole week long!� And sure enough, he pulls that bike out and sets right off with it. Me, I�m heading into the smithy anyway that morning to pick up the plow. And while I�m standing there bridling Blenda the old man goes tramping off dragging that old bike alongside him. And so I call out to him through the stable door, I say, �Hold on there, Dad! I�m heading off to the blacksmith�s, and the nurse ain�t much farther.� He hadn�t climbed on that thing in a year, you see. And it was all he could do to get his leg up over that bar on account of his rheumatism. �Hell with that!� the old man says to me. �Don�t tell me I�m so far gone I can�t ride that little ways over to the nurse�s all by myself.� So I let him do it, but I didn�t like it. Later when I get to the smithy, the blacksmith is standing out there in his yard and as I�m pulling in through the gate he yells over to me: �What you thinking, letting your old man ride all that way by himself?� So I say, �All that way? Since when is the nurse�s place a long way off?� �The nurse?� he fires right back at me. �Why, I was over in the market town a while ago. And when I was riding back here with the brewer, we come upon your old man pedaling down the road to Mon! And let me tell you! The way he was wobbling on that bike it won�t take much for there to be a mishap of some kind.� So that�s when it hit me, what he was really up to. The tin knocker, he lives out there at Mon, and we all know he ain�t the kind to shy away from free-flowing booze, nor to lose sleep wondering where it come from. And I�m pretty sure there was a bulge under dad�s coat when he left home � the more I thought back on it, the more I remembered it that way.
�So I take the plow home. When I get there I go straight away into the old man�s room to have a look in his dresser. But it�s locked and I can�t find the key. The old man, he started getting mistrustful in his old age. And I ain�t the kind to go sniffing around in other people�s dressers anyways, so I just stay out in the shed the rest of the day, mending stuff, pitchforks and potato picks � potato harvest being just a week away. I keep the shed doors wide open while I�m in there, leaning out every now and then to run my eyes up and down the road. But midday comes, and then three o�clock coffee comes, and there ain�t no sign of the old man. That boy, our hand, he putters round the woodpile most of the day, trying to keep the smirk off his face, so he knows the shape of things alright.
�Finally I take my bike,� Ulrik says, �and ride up toward the village. No sign of him anywheres. I stop in at the nurse�s place, just to be on the safe side. And when she opens the door she grabs my hand so sudden and hard, I can�t help getting goose bumps. �Yes, your father is here,� she says to me. And my first thought is I�m glad he didn�t make the whole thing up anyway. But then when I step inside, I see the old man is laying there on a bed, his head wrapped in bandages, snoring up a storm. Not a sightly picture. Nurse tells me how she was standing there looking out the window when she saw the old man come along on the bike, wobbling from one side of the road to next. �He�s swerving so bad, I can�t help thinking this probably won�t end well. And just then Doughboy Holmgren comes along in his car, and your dad comes crashing down, bike and all, right in front of him! And Doughboy has just enough time to stop before he runs him over. He was awful lucky there! Doughboy, he helped me carry your father in here. It was a miracle he ever got on that bike to begin with, drunk as he was.��
So says Ulrik. I don�t know why he thinks he�s got to mention all that stuff about the old man being dead drunk and all, not when the whole thing�s still so close. I�m sure all this just stokes the hot white fire of righteousness for Lydia and her fella. I�ll never forget how they acted at Mamma�s funeral, pissing and moaning just �cause I was decent enough to bring along my whole legal ration of liquor for the occasion. It seems Ulrik ain�t done yet, �cause now he brings Blenda to a creeping pace. We must be a sight to behold, hobbling along down the side of the road like we�re on our last leg.
�So I say to the nurse, how�s the old man doing?� Ulrik says. �And she just shakes her head and says he�s gonna need rest. A few days probably. If I can just fix getting him home, she promises to come by in the morning and check up on him. The air was getting awful thick with the smell of br�nnvin in there, and that�s not so nice right in the middle of potato season and all. Me, I go to get on my bike again to ride home and right there�s the old man�s bike lying in the dirt at the foot of the nurse�s stoop, the handlebars bent up a good bit but otherwise looking okay for the most part. Back home I wait till it�s a little darker before I set out. Don�t much feel like being ogled in the village by everybody and his brother on account of the old man. But then finally I hitch Blenda to the buckboard and head back to the nurse�s. Dad�s still out cold when me and the nurse carry him out. When I get him home, we carry him in to the cot in his room, me and that smirking hand of ours. I don�t much feel like taking the old man�s clothes off, so I put a blanket on him and then head out to milk the cows and tend to the horses.
�When folks come round that evening for their milk you can just tell from all the sly smiles that they know all about it. �The old man never was one to turn his back on a drink.� I hear this more than once. �But at his age!� someone else says to me. For the sons there�s no escaping the sins of the father. Later that night something didn�t sound right in his room, so I went in and struck a match over him. And all of a sudden I was scared. I turned the electric light on, but the old man was already dead. I send our hand to go and to fetch the nurse. But she only stays in there with him for a few minutes, and then she comes out to the kitchen and says to us that she never would have thought it possible, him going so quick like that.�
It so happens we pass by the nurse�s place right then. And wouldn�t you know it, there she stands just inside the window, giving us a good long stare just like everybody else around here as we go by. The same window she was standing at when the old man hit the ground and went to sleep for the last time. And that was right here on the road, the spot we�re passing over this very moment in the shadow of Jacob�s hedge. How many times as a kid did I run down this road? How many times did I step right on this spot or push my kicksled over it in winter? And for how long has it been in the cards that my own dad would crash his bike here and knock himself senseless? Ulrik cracks the whip now and sets Blenda into a hell of a trot. And all the way till the road curves there at the boarding house, I stay halfway twisted round, looking back at that little bit of road between the hedge and the Nurse�s white house. It�s like I�m looking at the old man�s grave. And it ain�t till then that I really understand he is dead.
But the churchyard is right here across from the boarding house, and the door to the dead room is open. You couldn�t see that from the road when we buried Mamma. But it was July then, so all the maples was in the way. Just as we come up even with the churchyard wall, Ulrik slows way down and takes his hat off, setting it in his lap till we�ve gone by the church. He�s a funny one, Ulrik, with his old-fashioned ideas. Like it does the old man a damn bit of good now to take off your hat when you go by his dead room. Somebody closes the door right then, shutting the old man in, but it don�t feel the same as it did just a minute ago when I was looking back at that little patch of road. And it�s funny, �cause I don�t feel the same when my thoughts turn to him now. The old man, he was always so full of life, so I can�t help thinking of all the good times me and him had together. For some reason I think of that morning, the day we buried Mamma, when I took my own razor and shaved the old man myself. He was so happy he almost cried. �Wish Ulrik would do this,� he said. �But he don�t give a goddamn if I almost cut my throat shaving! These hands of mine get so shaky.�
And now Ulrik�s sitting there beside me staring at the hat on my head, but if he wants the damn thing off my scalp he can yank it off with his own hands. Out of the corner of my eye I can still see a bit of the boardinghouse we just passed. Used to have one hell of a lady friend working there. Name of Irma. Now that was a gal to hold on to. Used to meet me in the woods out back in the evening and bring me a full dinner from the boardinghouse, all wrapped up in a nice big napkin. A man had everything he could ever want then. But then Mrs. Lund, she got wind of it and put an end to that real quick. And Irma, she run off with this lieutenant that come and stayed at the boardinghouse for four days. �Sure beats a freeloader with a bottomless stomach!� she says to me right to my face, the witch. The grief I�ve had to endure! But I�ve been known to give back just as good as I take. I�ll say that much!
Back on with your hat, Ulrik. There you go, Ultrick. And sure enough, he doffs it again the moment we pass the last grave and then gives Blenda such a whack with the whip that she bolts right down the hill. The blacksmith stands half-hanging over his gate, three sheets to the wind from the look of it. So we�re not far now. First across the little creek that I thought you could fish when I was a cub, then past the parsonage and into the open fields. �Maybe we should�ve dropped off the wreath at the church,� I say to Ulrik. Not like he�d bother to give me an answer. He�s in a surly mood now. You can tell by the way his moustache is drooping. There�s a car in the yard, that I can see right away, and then Lydia�s bloated lout comes out on the steps. He�s wearing a white shirt and is puffing away on a cigar. The place looks pretty tiny to me � it gets smaller every time I come home. Even at Mamma�s burial, it didn�t seem like there was much of it left, and now it�s shrunk down to almost nothing.
I can tell Ulrik�s looking at me off to my side. He�s probably thinking: �Take a good hard look, �cause it�s the last time you get to come here to my home on a free ride.� Lydia�s fat boy comes over and opens the gate for us as we drive in, and of course I can�t get out of saying hello, so I hand him the bag and climb down, then reach my arm out to give him a hearty clap on the back, but then he stiffens up and starts away with the bag like he just got stung by a wasp or something. He thinks I�m stewed, of course. And that shirt of his is too spanking white to get pawed by an honest working man�s hand. Ulrik drives ahead to the trough to let Blenda drink. I�m not about to go chasing after the radio dealer. He can just slow down and wait for me, which he does, but only so he can show off his car.
�Yes, sir � this beauty is brand new!� he says, as if I�d asked him. �And a six seater too! Pontyac. Just the thing for business trips.�
Alright, so business is good, for Christ�s sake. Good for you. At the little gate he manages to remember his manners, though, offering his condolences to me as he opens the gate. Right then Lydia comes running out on the porch. Lord God, has she gotten fat! But at least she ain�t wearing her Women�s Auxiliary Corps uniform, nor that god-awful folk-dress getup. She hugs me so hard my spine feels like it�s about to cave in. Then she lays her head on my shoulder, crying and hiccupping, while that idiot of hers just stands there gawking at us like he�s at the circus.
We finally get around to going inside, and at first it looks just like always. Dad�s clothes hanging there in the hall, his cap sitting there on the shelf, all dented in and dust covered. And when we go into the kitchen I don�t notice anything different there, not at first. Only the longer I stand there listening to Lydia�s hiccups, the emptier it begins to feel. The door to the old man�s room, that don�t open up suddenly. And he don�t amble out with his suspenders dangling at his backside. And the calendar on the wall � nobody�s bothered to change the date since he stopped breathing. It says October 8, so it seems he got around to tearing the old one off on that last day. Lydia�s hiccups just keep coming as Ulrik slams shut the stable doors and that useless radio fellow stands there lost in the middle of the room, holding the bag I gave him like it�s some kind of bomb. When the whole thing gets too unbearable, I mention how empty the place feels. �You can tell something�s missing,� I say.
And that just sets the waterworks going, �cause now Lydia sits down on the kitchen bench and sobs something awful as she rifles through her handbag looking for a handkerchief. The radio dealer says he�ll just put the bag down in the cellar for the time being, and right then I come mighty close to saying I know just how many bottles should be in that bag when I check it again, but I hold my tongue, �cause that would really open up Lydia�s floodgates. And truth be told, it ain�t so easy to keep my own feelings from coming out, �specially when I sit down next to Lydia and she lays her head on my shoulder. But then her tears stop flowing after a while and she starts griping.
�Just as everything was beginning to go so good for us. Just when we got to where we could think of opening our home and having him come live with us, when we could�ve started helping him out with money, Dad has to have his life cut short.�
Yep, she sounds pretty damned inconvenienced that the old man went and died on her before she had a proper chance to do him a good turn. So of course it�s a shame for Lydia, a crying shame. And I tell her so.
�You�ve always had bad luck, Lydia,� I say to her. �When it finally got so you could afford a place in the nursing home for Mamma, she went ahead and died on you. And now at last when you could have taken the old man in, he up and dies. It�s a queer thing, Lydia, how anybody could be so damned unlucky as you! Now when you finally get so goddamn good and comfortable that you can maybe afford to loan your brother some money to pay for your nephew Yngve�s schooling, I imagine I�ll go and die on you too!�
Lydia�s hiccups stop all of a sudden and she glares at me � no mistaking the fury in her eyes. She�s on her feet in a flash and then out through the kitchen door, her rolls of fat quivering with rage. Going out to piss and moan to the radio dealer about what a beast of a brother she has, I�m sure.
I figure it�s best I keep my head low for a while, so I go into the old man�s room and shut the door to be on my own for a bit. Of course, this is where I had my last evening together with him two summers ago. It�s kind of a closed and dusty room. Still, right here on this very couch is where we sat side by side. I remember the window was open at first, and how he got up and shut it so that nobody could eavesdrop on us. The old man did grow more mistrustful the farther he got up there in years. Ulrik�s right about that. Feels funny now, sitting here remembering earlier times like this, �specially when I think how I�ll probably never come back to this place. Laying on the table in front of me is the newspaper, folded back to the page with the old man�s death notice. It�s a big one, alright, so at least Ulrik didn�t try to skimp this time. He must�ve remembered how I lit into him over Mamma�s notice, which was a little piece of nothing. Practically needed a hand lens to make out the itsy-bitsy print in that little square. Ulrik, he just shirked off the blame and said, �How am I supposed to know what it�s gonna look like when the paper comes out?� But it was just plain old stinginess, that�s all.
�Oh, so you�re in here, huh?�
Ulrik has peeked his head inside the door, looking a bit suspicious. Probably thinks I�m hiding out in here so I can steal a few swigs from my pocket flask on the sly. And Lydia is right on his heels, though I don�t get as much as a glance from her. She got more than she bargained for already, I figure. Not like they�re coming in here looking for me anyway. They�re looking for the old man�s clock, the cuckoo clock he carved by hand when he was younger. It�s hanging right here over his sofa bed. He was always so proud of this clock. First-time visitors that stopped by always had to come into this room and admire it. And he always wound it himself. The key he kept locked up in a cupboard so no one else could get their hands on it. It was only �cause he liked me so much that I once got to wind it up when I was little. But he was drunk then, and just before I wound it I remember him saying: �Listen good! You wind that too tight, you little bastard, and believe you me � you�ll be sorry!�
It ain�t like Lydia can brag that she�s ever wound the clock before, nor Ulrik for that matter. And to be honest about it, neither of them is saying anything like that. But Ulrik is telling Lydia � and me too, I suppose, if I care to listen � how that clock stopped the very night the old man died. �If you can believe that. At just the minute he stopped breathing.� All three of us look at the clock. Half-past one. Or twenty-three minutes past one, to be exact.
Lord God! The size of Lydia! I just can�t understand how she could let herself go like that. She�s gotten so fat since Mamma�s burial that she can barely get through the door. But in she comes anyway and plants her legs right in front of the old man�s bed, saying, �If you can�t get the clock going, Ulrik, then we can get Nils to do it. I�m sure he can sort it out. Nils is so good with mechanical instruments.� Nils being her fella, of course. She�s gotten so important she can�t call him Nisse like everybody else. Next time I see her, if I ever do again, he�ll probably be Mr. Johansson. Ulrik and I look at each other. If nothing else we�re in agreement over that: that clock�s gonna stay just the way it is � ain�t no way that clock�s getting wound again, least not till the old man is laid to rest.
I hear someone rustling up food in the kitchen. Turns out the farmer up the road has sent his oldest girl over to help Ulrik out for a few days, and I can see now that she�s a looker. Like Frida when she was at her best. I put my hand on her arm, sort of gently, while she�s standing there at the stove flipping pancakes, but Lydia�s eyes practically burn right out of her skull when I do that. The woman is too much. The girl don�t sit down to eat with us at the table. Instead she looks through a magazine off in the corner. A little br�nnvin wouldn�t be out of place with the meal, but the radio fella, he don�t look much like he�s up for it, so I decide to keep the thought to myself. Nobody says a word while we�re eating. Seems like nobody�s got the nerve. Finally I say it�s a hell of a nice car Nils has got for himself.
And Nils, he lights right up at that. So a little nip might not be out of the question after all. But then that goddamn Lydia pisses all over that fire before it has much chance to catch. She thinks I�m trying to pull his chain or something.
�Not all folks spend every last penny they make on liquor,� she says. �That�s why some people can afford to get nice things now and then.�
That one I just have to take on the chin, even though I haven�t said a single thing about drinking since I set foot in the house. I�ve been shamed before, plenty of times, but never in front of an outsider like that. That�s a hell of a way to treat your own! The girl don�t look up from her magazine, but she took it in alright. You can tell. So here I�m getting an early taste of what kind of hell it�s gonna be to be stuck here a whole evening with this crew. I could fire back at Lydia and ask her who it was that sent the old man money for dipping tobacco for eight long years, who it was that sent Mamma dresses when she was in need. And if anybody feels like taking account, I�m more than ready to draw up the ledger. But it ain�t worth riling things up like that. It would never end.
After dinner I head down to where Ulrik stashed the wreath box in the cellar. There�s a few more of them on the cellar floor. Ulrik�s own and Lydia�s. And Lena, she sent one too. Not like I want to be small about it or anything, but the one Lydia and Nisse bought is a shitty little excuse for a wreath. Couldn�t even spend some money on a decent ribbon, from the looks of it. Ulrik�s is a real farmer�s wreath, but that just goes to show what you can get around the village here compared to the little market town. Lena only sent flowers, but they�re pretty ones. Can�t hold that against her, stuck in a sanitorium for almost half a year now. She�s got no way of paying for a wreath. There�s nothing here from our little brother Tage, but I�m sure he�ll be carrying his with him when he comes on the night train tonight. Then there�s Mamma. I�m probably the only one that�s thought about her. I got her a little bouquet of flowers. I take it out of the box now, �cause I mean to bring it to her at the churchyard this evening. From the bag I grab a three-quarter-pint bottle of br�nnvin, the good stuff, and stick it in my jacket. Not like I�m going to visit Doughboy or anything, but you never know what old friends you might run into when you�re out and about, and it�s nice if you have a little something you can offer them.
When I get back upstairs they�re all sitting there at the table like they�re in church. The poor neighbor girl is washing up with nobody lifting a finger to help her. So I grab a dish towel to help her dry stuff off. �Don�t bother with the charade,� Lydia says. �So many stories about you have made the rounds hereabouts, there ain�t a self-respecting girl in the parish would accept the kind of help you�re ready to offer!� And this girl counts herself among the pure of heart, I guess, �cause her face flushes deep red, and she yanks the towel away from me with a short �No thank you!� And I�m left standing there like an ass. God only knows what they�ve been saying about me while I was in the cellar.
Anyways, I tell them I�m heading off to pay Mamma�s grave a visit with my flowers. But I can see right away this troubles Lydia.
�Well, Knut dear,� she says real quick. �I�m sure Nils can drive us all there.�
And damn if she ain�t intent all of a sudden on visiting Mamma�s grave too. But really she just don�t want me to go off on my own �cause she�s worried things might turn out like last time. Not that she�s concerned about me, mind you. She couldn�t give a shit. No, it�s the gossip she�s worried about. I mean, I�m sure there was a fair share of that last time round, with me going off and getting plowed the night before my own Mamma�s burial. But I don�t give a rat�s ass how Nils feels about that and the same goes for Lydia. And right now Nils is out in the shitter, so before he gets back I slip out the door in record time and take the shortcut straight across the near field so I don�t run into him on his way back.
Christ! What a lovely family! Can�t even trust a man to go visit his own mother�s grave. Ulrik just had to spit his poison at me, of course, as I was ducking out the door: �Now don�t forget the rake and the watering can. Oh, that�s right � you can get them right there at the churchyard � if you ever make it there.� If I ever make it there! What the hell they think I�m gonna do with this bouquet, chuck it in the river? Eight crowns I laid out on it! So don�t tell me I ain�t doing right by my folks! If the rest of them showed the same kind of consideration, then maybe I could tolerate their abuse a little more.
It�s pretty nice out for October. I�ll say that. Up near the woods a heap of cast-off potato plants is burning in the field. It looks like the Wiklunds got themselves a harvester. It�s sitting there next to the barn. If Ulrik had a little more gumption he�d go in halves on that harvester to keep from working himself ragged. I suggest stuff like that every time I come home. But if Ulrik wants to slave himself to death, who am I to tell him otherwise? There�s leaves on the road, and it�s getting darker. I pick up my pace so I�ll get to the graveyard before the dark really sets in. In one of the windows of the parsonage I can make out the minister himself, sitting there smoking a pipe. A man of the cloth smoking! I don�t know why, but that just seems funny to me. It�s an easy walk, this one, along the road. But not for the blacksmith. He�s staggering practically from one side of the road to the next, and soon enough he�ll end up in the ditch. That man don�t know how to stay sober. Otherwise he�s a nice enough fella, and he was one of the last to see the old man alive. I should really have a word with the tin knocker, though, before I go back to Stockholm. Hitting the bottle hard together for old time�s sake is one thing, but letting the old man ride off like that by himself, in his condition � well, I�ll have some words for the tin-knocker about that when I see him, that�s for sure.
There�s not many people out. But they�ll have dancing over at the Pavilion tonight, even though it�s the middle of October. Says so on a poster anyway. That�s something I might have gone and done myself if the old man hadn�t just died. Mini-golf? It�s a little too dark for that. What�s the point of paying one fifty if you can�t even see the holes? Anyway, I keep to the right side of the road and head in through the gate at the churchyard. It ain�t hard to find the family plot, and that�s a good thing �cause soon it�ll be too dark to read the names on the stones. Our plot is right near the dead room, just outside the door, actually. At Mamma�s funeral we carried the coffin past the open grave and into the church and then marched back there with it again. I was swimming in my own sweat, but it was the middle of July then. A heat wave.
On top of the grave is a vase with rotten flowers in it. Sure looks like Ulrik ain�t putting himself out much looking after it. Don�t look like the gravel�s been raked in a while. But I�ll have to let it stay that way for now, �cause it�s getting too dark to see good. It looks kind of nice though, with the new flowers I brought. I don�t think anyone would argue with me over that. As late as it is I can hear them hammering down inside the dead room. Crazy ideas start running through my head. Quit your goddamn hammering! I think. You might wake the old man! Crazy stuff like that. It�s the coffin�s trimmings they�re working on now, I�ll bet. The errand boy from the nursery sticks his head out the door for a second, but he don�t recognize me. Just as well. I don�t have a mind to look in there on the old man, not this time of night. Once they get the head stone put up over Mamma�s grave � Mamma�s and the old man�s grave I should say now � I figure it�ll all look pretty decent. Good location too, the best in the place really.
It�s dark now. The wind sifts through the leaves with a hiss, creaks through the church roof. Should I go somewhere? Maybe sit at the caf� for a while? I might run into some folks I know. Probably not a bad idea to show my face for once while I�m back here. Otherwise people talk. Say things like: �That Knut, he�s so goddamn full of himself now that he lives in the city. Can�t bother to spend any time in the village except when he�s passing through on his way to the train.�
Or Doughboy�s place. I could always stop by there. But then it can�t be like when Mamma was buried. That time I dropped by Doughboy�s to borrow some br�nnvin to make up for the bottles my little brother Tage broke. Next thing I know I�m out half the night. Who the hell knows how many places we got around to before I made it home that night? Things can get a little wild over at his place, that�s for sure. I wouldn�t mind hearing about the old man, though. It was Doughboy, after all, that come up behind him in his car and almost ran him over when the old man crashed his bike. So I could head over there just to hear about the old man, whatever he can recall. And if Lydia and Nisse and the rest of them want to get all bent out of shape about it, well, they can go right ahead. What regard did they show the old man when he was alive? Now that he�s lying on the other side of that door over there, they carry on and make a big production of everything. Nobody but me troubled over him when he still drew breath. Sent money every month for eight years. I�d like to see how much small change Lydia squeezed out of her purse for the old man. Yeah, it only makes sense for me to go and get the story from Doughboy the way it really happened. Don�t care if it�s the last thing I ever do for the old man. I don�t plan on letting him down now. I�ll get to the bottom of things. And who better to ask than the fella that helped carry him in from the road? I�ve got to remember to thank him for that. Yes, it�s the right to do, going over and thanking him proper for what he did for the old man. That�s the least a man in my situation can do.
So I shut the gate behind me and fish around in my pocket for a cigarette butt under the streetlight. And as I�m lighting up I can see a car coming my way, almost like it�s looking for somebody, crawling along the road so close to my side that its lights wash out the churchyard wall. When it gets up alongside me the car stops. Then the door opens and what do you know? It�s Doughboy.
�Climb in, friend,� he says. And I do, of course, �cause there ain�t anybody I want to see more than him right now. Him and only him.
�I went by your house,� Doughboy says. �And that sister of yours, she told me you come here to the churchyard. So I say �Maybe I�ll go over and catch up with him there.� And her face looked like it was ready to explode when I said that, so I just got the hell out of there.�
Sitting there in the front seat, I can�t help getting irritated. Everybody knows goddamn well it was Doughboy that helped the old man in to the nurse�s. The least Lydia could�ve done was thank him for the good turn he did. Doughboy turns on the high beams, and the road opens up before us, white like a dance floor, and off we go. He must have put on some aftershave � it smells good, like sitting in a barber�s chair. This is an awful nice car, runs very smooth. That Nisse�s car sure as hell don�t have anything on it. But some folks just have to be better than the rest.
He�s a good driver, Doughboy, no denying that. At the nurse�s place he slows down and sticks out his right hand. But he don�t say a word. Meaning, of course, that some things just don�t need explaining. Looking out the window I think I see somebody lying in the road there for a second, right by Jacob�s hedge. It�s just a fancy, though, my own goddamn mind playing tricks on me.
�What do you say we take ourselves homewise for a while first?� Doughboy says, and then hits the gas so hard the car jumps forward and jerks me back.
Homewise. What kind of goddamn word is that? That�s something he picked up since last time I was home. Probably heard it from some flour salesman. I wonder if I should ask about the old man now. But then again it might be better to wait till we get to his house. Might irk him for me to start talking about something like that when he�s trying to keep his mind on the road. I have that three-quarter-pint bottle in my jacket pocket. I can give that to Doughboy as a thank you gift. Yeah, that�s it. I�ll ask him about the accident and thank him all at the same time when we get to his place.
Neither of us has said a word by the time we pull up outside his gate. Doughboy probably thinks I�m blue on account of the old man and everything, so just before we get out of the car he gives me a friendly pat on the shoulder and says: �Cheer up there, fella.�
I flash him a small smile and get out. Doughboy�s place is looking pretty good now. New armchairs in the living room and there�s new clay tiles on the roof, he says, instead of that cheap shingling you see everywhere. And he picked up a gramophone somewhere in the city. Not from that prick Nisse, in other words. The cushion in the chair is so soft I sink damn near up to my ears when I sit down. Doughboy puts on a record and I figure it�s best to let it finish playing before I say anything. Only there�s a few songs on it, so it takes a while. Meanwhile he puts a couple glasses out on the little table and goes and gets a bottle of whisky from the cabinet. I don�t want to hold back my share, so I pull the little bottle of br�nnvin out of my jacket. His eyes open wide when he sees it�s the good stuff.
�Now, Doughboy,� I say. �Well, you see��
But the words get stuck in my throat. I just can�t blurt things out and start talking about the old man like that. Maybe it�s better if I just sit here for a little bit and build up to it after I let things settle.
Up with your hand! And up it goes as Doughboy unscrews the bottle cap and leans forward to fill the glasses. I give him the sign, clear as day � stop! I did not come here to drink. So if Lydia is sitting around at home with that goddamn radio dealer, not to mention Ulrik and the neighbor girl, all of them clicking their tongues and shaking their heads, pissing and moaning about Knut going off to get liquored up with that whiskey-soaked Doughboy, then they can just think again! They�ve always had a low opinion of me, as if you can�t collect trash for a living and still be a decent person. Let them talk all the shit they want about me. What do I care?
�What?� Doughboy says. �You mean to say you ain�t even gonna have some of your own br�nnvin with me?�
�I�m not in the mood for it,� I say to him.
But then he tells me it�ll be quite a letdown if that�s how I plan to show my appreciation for his hospitality. Last thing I want to do is hurt his feelings, of course, �specially not after all he�s done. I mean, looking after the old man like he did right after the accident. So I go ahead and agree to have a drink with Doughboy and cheer his health. But the glass he pours is awful big. So I won�t be having more than the one. Two at most.
It�s a pretty goddamn nice place he�s got! Done a lot with it since I was here last. Then he only had a heavy iron bed and a few wooden chairs. Wonder if he remembers the ten-crown note he owes me. Maybe I should ask about the old man now. Goddamn gramophone won�t stop blaring, though, so I figure I can hold off a little longer. That woman of his ain�t anywhere to be seen.
So I ask him where she is, just to get things going a bit before I bring up the old man. But Doughboy, he flies off the handle then.
�She left!� he tells me. �Didn�t leave me for nobody else. Went back to live with her folks, up there in Medelpad. Went around telling people all I did was drink after winning the lottery. And then one goddamn day, out of the blue � or one night, actually � I get home here and there ain�t nothing but a note on the kitchen table. Not a scrap of food in the house! Jesus Christ, I get so goddamn mad just thinking about it!�
Doughboy stops for a few seconds and his eyes fill up. �I�m all on my own now,� he says, and then he breaks down. Big as he is, he just looks at his hands and cries.
All of a sudden I feel pretty bad for him. He ain�t a bad fella. So I pour him a new glass. And I take a little for myself, mostly to keep him from getting bluer. All that about what happened to the old man � well, it�s just gonna have to wait. Not like I can trouble him with that right now. He�s got his head buried in his arms on the table. �Cheer up there, fella,� I say. �You and me ain�t seen each other since we buried my Mamma. So come on. Let�s have a drink together.� To comfort him, I take another slug, �cause he really ain�t a bad fella, Doughboy, when you get right down to it.
�She even took the dog with her!� he says. �So who wouldn�t get furious?�
He�s got a point there. It�s a hell of a thing to go and take a man�s dog.
�You,� he says. �You�re lucky. Grieving for somebody who�s dead, that�s alright. But to grieve for somebody that�s alive. That�s about the worst thing I can think of.�
Well, so much for talking to him about the old man, least for the time being. He�s gonna have to settle down first. But that�s looking kind of hopeless right now, the way the tears start streaming down his cheeks.
�I think maybe we should just finish this bottle,� I say, trying to lift his spirits a bit. And then I empty out the rest of the br�nnvin and knock it right back, mostly to console him. It was a big shot, that last one, enough to do the trick for me. Not that I�m drunk or anything. The last thing I�m gonna do is give Lydia and the rest of them more ammo to snipe at me with.
But Doughboy, he just can�t be consoled. So I forget the old man for now and start to talk about Elinda instead.
�Don�t think you�re the only one with wife troubles,� I say. And right away Doughboy�s face lightens up when I mention Elinda like that. Not right away, but soon enough. I figure this means everybody must have heard something about that by now. Doughboy, he wipes his eyes with his hand, and then he pulls the cork out of the whiskey bottle. I tell him to hold off. And right away his face gets dark. So I let him pour me another glass. But pouring and drinking, I think to myself � now that�s two different things.
But Christ, I�ve got to dig deep to get at that whole sorry business with Elinda. It�s worn on me something terrible, but that don�t make it easy to talk about. So when Doughboy raises his glass to me I go right along with him. It ain�t no fun to trip over your own words as you try to get them to come out right. Makes you sound like you�re making it all up. After a good slug the whole thing comes a little more natural. And Doughboy, he�s pretty good at helping ease some of the details out of me, so I figure he knows a thing or two about the whole sorry business already. I�m sure it�s Lydia and Nisse I can thank for that. So if they jump all over my ass when I get home, I�ll have a few things to say to them. That�s for goddamn sure!
The whole thing was a mess from the start. If Elinda had to go and get herself another fella while I was doing my conscript service, how come she couldn�t do better than some fat, pasty turd from a little market town? Turns out this lout went to school with Nisse. After I gave him the treatment he went back to this little burg they come from and spread rumors about me. I�d love to get my hands on that son of a bitch again. God forbid he ever shows his face in my neck of the woods. And Nisse could do with a lesson too. Would serve him right for driving around in his starched white shirts, talking shit for the next six months. So I drain my glass and tell Doughboy what really happened. In case he ain�t heard it right.
�At the time I�d been in the service for eight months,� I told him. �And the whole platoon was getting transferred from J�mtland down to Link�ping. So on the layover in Stockholm, I get the idea to slip away and go home for the night. I figure a night with the wife, that�d be just the thing. So I rent a car and hire a driver. Sixteen crowns it cost me! Well, if you count the ride out there plus the cost of cleaning up afterwards. Still, I figure it�s worth it just to get to sleep on a real couch again. But then finally when I get home and I�m standing there in my kitchen, what do you think I come face to face with? Here sits this bastard in his bare feet, right there on the cushioned bench, and in his lap is my wife! Darning the son of a bitch�s socks! So I don�t exactly need the whole evening to figure out the shape of things. �Get your goddamn socks on!� I say, yanking them out of the wife�s hands. �And get the hell out of here! And you know what, buster? I got a feeling one of them eyes of yours is gonna be black before you hit the door. In fact, you can bet your sorry ass on it!� And I�ll be goddamned if that miserable clown don�t get his socks on in record time. Then he starts scrambling to get his shoes on � only I can see then that they�re my shoes! So out he goes, into the night in his stocking feet!�
Doughboy, he just grins and pulls back on the cork again. But enough is enough, �cause the bottle is starting to wobble a bit and the sweat is pouring right down off me. Just put your hand up and show him you mean to stop here. But him, he just keeps grinning and pours another. But pouring is one thing, of course, and drinking is another. I�ve got character. And that pack of pious pricks shaking their heads back in the kitchen at home � well, what the hell would they know about that?
�Now that�s interesting,� Doughboy says. ��Cause what I heard is it was you that got the licking. Someone said they heard that from Nisse.�
A licking! Me! Well, that�s pretty much what I�d expect from that slimy ass-kissing Nisse. No, if someone deserves a thrashing it�s that prick. I�ll just have to remember to have a good talk with Nisse when I get home � as long as I�m in good shape. Get a couple warm belts in me and I can do my talking just fine. What a bunch of goddamn hypocrites, all of them back there. So I drain my glass in one go and tell Doughboy how things really went.
�So we finally get out of that Lappland shithole,� I say. �You should have been with us on that trip, Doughboy. Ten of us fellas and ten liters of br�nnvin. You really should have been there! We come straight out of that shithole and by the time we get to Stockholm that night we�re feeling mighty fine. And it�s on to Link�ping first thing in the morning. So I go ahead and rent a car and driver to get home from Norra Station. With the cost of cleaning up afterwards it come to pretty much twenty crowns. So it ain�t like I�m counting pennies or nothing when it comes to the wife. I figured she�d be over the moon to see me walk in the door like that as I�m turning the key. But then what do I find when I get in the kitchen? Her sitting there all over this bastard, the tramp. And him, he�s half-naked, so it ain�t like I don�t know what�s been going on. And I�ve always been good to that woman � you know that, don�t you, Doughboy? So I just make sure she�s out of the way, good and safe, and then I yank that son of a bitch up off the bench. �Get your clothes on, buster!� I yell at him. �You and me got some business to take care of!� And I peel my army jacket off and tell him, calm as a cucumber: �I wouldn�t go entering no beauty contests if I was you.� And right out the door I send him packing! And this is right from the horse�s mouth, believe you me! Out he goes reeling, in his bare feet! And you know I ain�t one to pull my punches. So if somebody or another is running around talking shit about me, they�ll get theirs soon enough. There ain�t no question about that, now, is there? I might not have the extra padding in my shoulders that some of these stuffed shirts have, like a certain radio dealer we might know. But if they think that�s where a man�s power comes from, my dear friend Doughboy � well, then, they got another goddamn thing coming to them! I�ll tell you, this soldier right here was stuck up in that Lappland pisshole for eight long months. Ain�t had a woman that whole damn time. Just wait till you get home and see your girl � that�s what I tell myself. And I drop twenty-five crowns in one go on a car and driver, not a penny more or less. You know me, Doughboy. I�ll spare no expense for my woman � she always comes first. You know that.�
And if my eyes tear up on me, well, Doughboy, he ain�t the kind of guy to make you feel foolish about that. He pats me on the shoulder and says �Don�t cry, there, Knutteboy. You got friends that care about you, here at home if nowheres else.�
�You�re somebody a man can count on,� I say to him, even though I�d still like to teach them bastards at home a thing or two, sitting there in the kitchen, dragging my name through the mud.
�Put that woman out of your head, Knut-boy,� Doughboy says.
Not like I�ve been thinking about her, but now when I do it�s hard for me not to wonder what she�s up to tonight. I�m grieving. Come all the way out here to bury my one and only father, and she�s out somewhere getting up to god knows what. Alone is what I am. Ain�t a goddamn soul left to turn to.
�Let�s just polish off this last little bit,� Doughboy says.
She�s not the only one that knows how to go out and have a good time, even if the one she�s promised herself to is off grieving a heavy loss. I can empty a glass too, and so I do.
�Stuck in that goddamn Lappland shithole, I was, for eight long months,� I start to tell him.
�Yeah, yeah, sure,� says Doughboy, like he knows all about it already.
Don�t see why he thinks he can take that tone with me. Bigger dogs than him have had to lower their tails to Knut Lindqvist. You�re on your own now, Knut-boy, and there ain�t a goddamn soul left on this earth you can count on. So is it any wonder your eyes start to sting?
�Get hold of yourself,� Doughboy tells me. �What say we go to the Pavilion, you and me?�
I try to get up, but it�s trickier than you�d think, the way his chairs swallow you up.
�It�s too far,� I say. �We�ll never make it.�
�We�ll take the car,� Doughboy says and grabs my arm to hoist me up. Only the floor moves on me and when I grab the table to catch my balance a glass goes crashing to the floor. What a pain in the ass! Why do folks have to put their glasses so close to the edge like that? The table ain�t so steady either, so I grab hold of the gramophone stand. A vase topples over and smashes to pieces on the floor. It�s that last glass of br�nnvin, I�m sure. Before that one I was steady like an oak. Still, just goes to show. My woman ain�t the only one that knows how to go out and have a good time.
�Forget the vase,� Doughboy says. �Let�s go!�
He turns off the lights and we head out. It got so stifling inside I felt like I might just throw up. But the fresh air outside does me some good. Still, the path is full of rocks that stick right up out of the ground, and I trip over one and land on my knees. Annoying as hell, �cause now Doughboy will probably think I�m drunk. Not like he�s got room to look down his nose at me. He might be bursting with money now, but he sure wasn�t too good to borrow ten crowns from me that last time, and you think he remembers that? So I got a few morsels of truth I can treat folks to tonight. You better believe it. Like that goddamn Nisse. Might just have to learn the hard way, once and for all, that it don�t pay to play fast and loose with my good name. And the tin-knocker. No saying what�ll happen if I run into that son of a bitch at the Pavilion tonight.
Anyway, it�s good to sit in the car. And I guess I can depend on Doughboy after all. He�s at the wheel fiddling around with the dashboard. He can�t find the knob he wants, so we ain�t going nowhere. It�s funny to see him feeling around all tender and slow with his fingers, like he�s groping a woman. He must be pretty stewed himself, and that�s always a hell of a tickle, watching a fella in that kind of shape. So all due apologies, but I can�t keep from starting to chuckle � cackle is more like it. I get caught up in such a belly laugh the door pops open, and I pretty near fall out. Doughboy starts losing his cool. And there ain�t many things funnier than a fuming-mad drunk. I laugh so hard I start to cry. Finally he gets the engine to turn over, but then we jerk backwards right into a telephone pole. He cusses into his jacket and jams it into the right gear. When he hits the gas we fly out into the road like a cannonball. Yep, he�s a pretty good driver, Doughboy. Some bicyclists scream at us and a couple others we pass just stand there at the edge of the road, glaring at us. He�s driving pretty damn good, considering he don�t even have his headlights on. And me, I can�t stop laughing, pretty much the whole way, �cause Doughboy�s drunk as a skunk.
Hurtling along the road at that speed, we pull up outside the Pavilion in no time flat. A lot of folks there. They�re gawking at us �cause I�m laughing so hard. You�d think a man couldn�t have a little fun in this goddamn country. There�s a little hole in the ground near the entrance, and I lose my footing there and end up on my knees. So now the doorman probably thinks I�m drunk. And sure enough I�m getting the stiff arm at the door. We ain�t getting in.
�No entry?� I say, riled up. �We all know what kind of turkey shoot this place is. But that don�t make us the turkeys!�
Takes more than a few brass buttons to make me grovel at the door. But Doughboy, he ain�t standing shoulder to shoulder with me the way I�d expect. Instead he pulls me back and tries to calm me down, and then he says to the doorman, just like he�s a captain of industry or something: �The newspapers might find this an item of some interest, you understand.�
And me, I�m quick on my feet, always have been, so I pick up his meaning straight away.
�I�ll back you up there, Doughboy,� I say. �First thing I�ll do when I get back to the city is write to the papers. I�m sure they�d be very interested to learn how decent folk get treated like shit by these hired goons at the door out here in the sticks. Christ! Any paper worth the ink it�s printed on would jump at that story!�
But the doorman just grins when I say this. So here�s another one for the list. I�ll catch up with him at the right time and give him something to remember me by. But now Doughboy grabs me by the arm and pulls me away. We head up into the woods together around back of the Pavilion. There�s a root sticking up that I can�t help tripping over, and Doughboy, he gets furious all of a sudden and says to me: �If you fall down one more fucking time I�m just gonna leave you there!� He ain�t got no right to talk to me that way. Can I help it if there�s a root sticking up out of the ground there? Nobody�s willing to give me a break.
Round back at the Pavilion there�s just regular farm fencing with some barbed wire strung along the top. So Doughboy helps me up and I go over. I get a bit snagged on the barbed wire, but come away no worse for the wear. He ain�t a bad fella, really, Doughboy. Me and him got the better of that goddamn doorman. That�s the important thing. I throw my arm round his shoulder.
�You know, eight long months I was stuck in that goddamn shithole��
�Yeah, yeah, whatever,� he says and pushes me away, like he knows everything there is to know about it.
Who the hell�s he think he is? That�s what I�d like to know. Treating me like that? But he don�t stop when I call after him. He just keeps going, right up to the open-air dance floor. Don�t take him long to get a girl on his arm, and head out on the floor with her. But me, I just get the cold shoulder when I try to follow suit. So it�s all about the money. That�s all that counts in this goddamn world. Guess I�ll just have to win the lottery. Then I can come back and dance till my heart�s content. I don�t see anybody I know. But what do I care? I was born and bred here. But when you go away and spend twelve years in Stockholm, you learn a thing or two about the world. So I walk around and mix it up with folks. I can be pretty damn entertaining when I want to be. Bashful is something I�ve never been, so I make the rounds and lay on the charm with some of the gals. And I get them to loosen up and enjoy themselves. Some start laughing their asses off. I ain�t no tongue-tied farm boy, wet behind the ears. No siree! I know how to be smooth with the ladies, and that�s a goddamn fact.
And lo and behold! Here�s the tin-knocker, so plowed I can�t figure how he made it past the doorman. But this is good, �cause now I can give him a piece of my mind. I go up and grab him by the collar.
�Listen, buster!� I say. �If you think you can treat the old man any old way you please and get away with it you got another goddamn thing coming!�
�Who the hell are you?� the tin knocker says.
�Knut Lindqvist,� I say. �If that rings a bell. He was a good man, tried and true, and you got him all liquored up and then sent him on his way. And believe me, you�re gonna live to regret that!�
I get more and more furious by the moment. Tomorrow the old man is getting buried. And this no-good tin-knocker�s got so little respect that he�s out getting plastered the night before.
�A mouthful of my knuckles is what you got coming,� I tell him. But somebody�s right there, grabbing my arm before I can let it fly. And then a circle of gawkers closes in around us. Not that I mind. At least now they�ll know what sort of bastard the tin-knocker is. I spin around and there�s the deputy, brass badge pinned to his chest.
�We don�t want no trouble from you, Lindqvist,� he says, the meddling bastard. �Time for you to go home. You got a father to bury in the morning. Try not to forget.�
And I know just what to say back to him, the prick, but now Doughboy comes by with his arm around a woman, saying: �Come on, Knut-boy. Let�s get out of here. I got another eighth at home we can demolish.�
Another eighth!
He must really think I�m plastered, trying to feed me a line like that. Probably trying to save the tin-knocker�s ass. And now the goddamn deputy�s lecturing me for getting soused. What a crock of shit! If I was that gone I�d have jumped at Doughboy�s line. But this deputy�s a strong son of a bitch, old as he is, and now the tin-knocker�s flown the coop. Shitting bricks, I expect. Maybe he�s hiding outside, or hightailing it down the road. I�ll ask Doughboy to get the car and we can chase him down, and then we�ll see who has the last laugh. He�s a good fella, Doughboy, so he�ll do it, I�m sure.
I�m more than happy to leave of my own free will, though the deputy is right behind me giving me his two cents worth. Don�t know who died and made him dictator, for Christ�s sake.
�Can think of some newspapers that would be interested in this situation,� I say to Doughboy and his girl.
�Yeah, yeah, OK,� Doughboy says, like it�s all I been talking about.
Can�t get me out of there fast enough because the goddamn deputy keeps pushing me in the back.
�Let�s go, Lindqvist,� he says, pushing me along.
�That�s spelt with a �qv,� � you just remember that!� I say, in case he thinks he can treat me like trash. The doorman�s eyes open wide as I walk back through the turnstile. Probably thinks he�s seeing things, the dimwit.
�Just wait till newspapers get hold of this story,� I say to him, and I�d say he looks pretty nervous. The thought of getting exposed in the papers � that�ll put the fear of God in these hicks every time.
There�s that goddamn hole again! Now Doughboy�s sweetheart is gonna think I�m drunk. She�s a pretty little thing, that one. I�m walking behind them, giving her the odd pinch here and there. And Doughboy, he tells me to keep my goddamn paws to myself. That�s the problem with him. Can�t handle his liquor. Otherwise he�s OK. He gets into his car with the girl climbing in right after him. Then I squeeze in the front seat right next to her. They probably thought I�d get in the back, but why the hell would I do that? It�s fun to crowd in next to a woman. Who would pass up a chance like that?
Now Doughboy�s looking to show off a bit. He eases out into the road nice and slow and turns the headlights on. But then he starts picking up some real speed, and the girl can�t help bouncing a bit on the seat. She�s a beauty, this one. I�d say it�s still up for grabs who�s gonna bed her tonight. Not like I�m a womanizer, but getting girls is something that�s always come kind of easy to me.
�Eight long months I was stuck in that goddamn Lappland shithole,� I start to tell her, and she just grins.
�Yeah, okay,� Doughboy snaps, cutting me off in the middle. �Okay, okay,� he says again, like it�s the only thing I�ve been talking about all night.
It�s stuffy all of a sudden here inside the car, and the sweat starts running off me in sheets. The noise of the engine is blocking up my ears. I can taste the whiskey making its way back up my throat. Must be something wrong with the exhaust, fumes coming into the car. But Doughboy, he don�t say a word, and the girl just sits there caressing his chin. Each and every second it gets stuffier and hotter, and it feels like someone or something in my gut is pumping whiskey right up into my throat, along with that goddamn pudding I had at home earlier. And the road, it begins to bend and roll around, the wind catching and crumpling it, the roadside fences jerking and heaving. I�m feeling seasick. I try to roll down the window, but I grab the wrong handle and the door flies open instead.
�What the hell?� Doughboy yells and slows down. No need to yell. Don�t know what makes him think I�ll let myself get treated like garbage by the likes of him, a goddamn nobody with a pile of found money that don�t even know how to honor his debts. The fresh air�s nice anyway, and the whiskey bubble in my throat goes away. I can see we�re almost at the nurse�s place, where Doughboy come up behind the old man in his car. I should thank him for that. He did right by the old man. The tin-knocker, on the other hand, I wish we�d see him along this road. I�d tell Doughboy to run him over. But now he�s slowing way down, and I better close the door before he gets furious. I really should thank him, �cause here it is. This is the place.
�Doughboy�� I say, but then it all comes back up in my throat again. Must be the exhaust fumes.
�Get out, you son of a bitch!� Doughboy screams.
The door is open, so that�s easy enough. All of a sudden, I�m laying in the road, and I can hear Doughboy yelling his head off.
�Puking in my car, you fucking pig! In my car!�
The girl pulls the door shut and then they�re gone.
I don�t feel right, laying here like this. Not like I broke anything. And the sickness is gone now. But when I try to get up my legs feel like clay, so I lay back down flat on my back and reach out my hand to grab hold of the hedge. It�s Jacob�s hedge. And I wonder how long it would take for my body to go cold. �Cause it�s dark at the nurse�s place and it�s dark on the road. Not a goddamn star in the sky. And I can�t help thinking: You�re alone. You�ve always been alone. Remember at Mamma�s funeral how everybody kept their distance and wouldn�t look direct at you. Your whole life you�ve been alone like that. The old man was the only one that treated you like a regular person. And now he�s gone. And here you lay on the same spot where the old man took his last fall, and if a car come along now who�s to say if it could stop in time. So no wonder you�re sobbing. And you�re cold. And now it�s starting to rain, so you can just as well lay here and let yourself get soaked through and through.
It�s a hell of a thing, letting yourself get carsick like that. You can bet they�re back there in that goddamn kitchen, the whole pack of them sitting around and talking about how Knut is probably shitfaced right now, like always. Can you help it if you got legs made of clay? Can you help it if you get carsick? And that goddamn pudding � they should have to swallow that themselves. There�s a lot they should be made to swallow. Like the estate inventory after Mamma died, how Nisse took it home and touched it up � it would be good to jam that right down their throats. The old man�s the only one that gave two shits for you, so is it any wonder you lay here bawling in the rain? And you ain�t drunk. �Cause who the hell can think about estate inventories drunk? There�s no way you could do that. But now you�re sharp as a whip again and they better watch out when you get home. Wouldn�t it be nice to catch a couple of them in your crosshairs? Look at them lousy little shit wreaths they bought! And they�re bursting with money. But you, picking up folks� trash for a living, does that make you cheap? Damn straight it don�t! Everybody knows that stingy is something you�ve never been. But the thanks you get is none at all. Who thanks you for going to the churchyard and putting flowers on your Mamma�s grave, flowers that cost you eight crowns of your own hard-earned money? Or who appreciates you for sending the old man money for his dipping tobacco, every month for eight long years? Or the twenty crowns you spent hiring a car and a driver when you got out of that Lappland shithole? The thanks you got when you showed up at your own home was a hard kick in the ass and your own wife helped throw you out. So is it any wonder you�re laying here on your back, crying in the road next to Jacob�s hedge? And now the road is washing out with light, a car coming round the curve. It�s just as well if they run you over. Then we�ll see what that goddamn pack of jackals has to say back in the kitchen at home. We�ll see if they take back some of the knocks they made against you, the shitty things they had to say. At the funeral Lydia and her radio dealer will regret every last thing they�ve done to you, Knutboy. Every last thing they�ve said. To think that this is how you died, �cause there ain�t no way that car�s gonna stop in time, not when it�s this dark out.
But when I�ve been dead for a good long while, somebody shines a light in my face and yells: �Lord Almighty! It�s one of the Lindqvists. Knut. Snot-slinging drunk! Can we get him up on the bike and wheel him home? His old man�s getting buried tomorrow. We can�t just leave him here in the road like this.�
This�ll just stoke their righteous fires, you can be sure of that. They think I�m drunk when really I�ve just got clay in my legs. They plop me down in the trailer cart on top of the newspapers and start pulling me home with the bike. That�s when I set them straight. They hear all about the clay and a few odd things besides. �I was stuck in the asshole of Lappland for eight long months,� I tell them. �So you can be sure I seen a thing or two alright! I hired a driver and car from Norra Station, and that shit-licking excuse for a man goes out through the window faster�n lightning. And just behind him my woman�s sandals come flying, clonking him right in the head. Could�ve thrown her right out on her ass too, but I know how to control myself. Eight long months in that Lappland sewer��
�Yeah, yeah,� says the fella on the bike that�s pulling me. Like that�s all he�s been hearing from me! Think they can look down their noses at me just �cause I�m a little undisposed for the moment. Can I help it if I get carsick? There�s pills you can take for that. Next time I�ll do that so there ain�t no misunderstandings. One of these jack-asses is running behind me pushing me in the back like some kind of goddamn deputy. Probably can�t hear a word I say. So I turn half around as best I can and tell him: �Eight long months I was stuck in that Lappland shithole��
�Shut up!� he says, the dumb bastard. Like he was the one stuck in that shithole for eight months.
It ain�t worth trying to have a proper conversation with these goddamn hayseeds. Till they come to the city and live a while in your shoes, they got no way of understanding what a man can go through.
The road is bumpy, with the trailer cart swaying this way and that behind the bike, so I can�t help dozing off. When I wake up again I�m half slung over a fence post. Christ only knows whose fence this is, though I start to get my bearings after a bit, enough to see that I�m back at home. I fumble along the fence until I get to the gate, where suddenly there�s no more poles running across, and then my legs start turning clay on me again. But I stay up on them all the same. Well, I do trip over the first step when I get to the stoop, �cause it�s so damn dark and all. They could�ve hung a lamp out here for me when they knew I�d be coming home in the dark. But thinking about me, that ain�t something they�re much used to doing. So I crawl up the steps on my hands and knees and take hold of the door handle. Hope nobody heard me fall down on the stoop, or I�ll never hear the end of it till the day I die, how I went out and got so blind drunk the night before we put the old man in the earth that I couldn�t even stand. But I should be OK. Ain�t no way they�d be up at this hour.
Or so I think. But when I open the kitchen door, Christ Jesus! There they all sit, lined up round the table and staring at me like I�m some kind of ghost. Our youngest brother Tage is here now and he�s sitting there with all the rest, sipping a coffee in his uniform. There�s nothing but poison for me here.
�So you�ve been to the grave now, have you?� Ulrik says. �You didn�t happen to fall in, did you?�
And all that does is clear the path for Lydia. She raises the roof with a rant that don�t end. I take a couple steps into the kitchen, but the car sickness still has its claws in me, so maybe I can be excused if I don�t go right over and sit down in the chair I had my sights on. Instead I head right past all the chairs to the draining board by the kitchen sink. That�s where the neighbor girl stands, toweling off some dishes. And lord, is she a sweet little thing! Rough around the edges maybe, like most farm girls, but just right to put your arms around. And all of a sudden she starts yelling at me too. So Christ only knows how much shit they�ve been slinging on my name in front of her while I been off at the graveyard.
�You get your hands off that girl!� says the radio dealer, sticking out his chest like he�s the big man around here.
And Lydia�s ranting so goddamn much there ain�t nothing I can do.
�Look at the state he�s in,� she screams. �Covered in puke and filth from head to toe! A big rip in the rump of his breeches! No hat on his head! So drunk he can barely stand up!�
And Christ almighty! How am I supposed to know there�s a chair right behind me? So of course I get tripped up when I turn away from the sink. Couldn�t that happen to anybody? And I ain�t about to put up with having insults flung right in my face like that! They can all sit up high on their horses, alright, but can they trouble themselves to buy a single flower to put on Mamma�s grave? Do they care enough about the old man to trouble talking with the fella that carried him into the nurse�s place after the accident, just to find out what really happened? No, that�s too much to expect of them!
I go right up to the table and bang my fist down so hard Tage�s coffee cup clatters to the floor. And then I give them a real good helping of truth. �For eight months I sent the old man money for dipping tobacco,� I say, �and you tell me right now if there�s anybody here that�s done more for him than that! And Mamma always got Elinda�s second-hand clothes, wore �em till the day she died! And it ain�t no goddamn secret there�s a few folks here have a hard time swallowing me working in the sanitation trade. It�s easy enough for folks to shit a place up, but to have to clean it up, that�s another thing, ain�t it?�
But they�re so damned cold, the whole nasty lot of them, they just start pissing and moaning about my suit, as if the best suit of clothes I own ain�t fit for a small country funeral. �Shut your mouths,� I tell �em. �Not everybody can make a living overcharging folks for old radio consoles and then drop money on brand new white shirts every other day. A man might not get fat working in the sanitation trade, but I�ll be goddamned if I�m gonna be ashamed of the way I make my living!�
What a miserable thing, standing here and trying to talk to a roomful of family and the unmentionable trash they�ve brought into it, �cause not an ear in the room is paying me the least bit of heed. It�s enough to drive you crazy. You�re alone, Knut-boy, and you�ve always been alone. Is it any wonder you start to sob?
�He can have my suit,� Tage says. �I�ve got my uniform. I can wear that to the funeral.�
And then that son of a bitch radio dealer says he thinks Tage�s clothes should do the trick, long as he don�t mind they might end up with puke all over them.
�Getting motion sick can happen to anybody,� I tell that no-good lout. �If they ain�t used to riding in a car like that. Not everybody�s got the luxury of coasting around every day like some kind of showboat in their Volvo �39, or whatever the hell it is.�
�Pontyak,� the radio dealer says. �Tage�s suit will fit good enough. For being thirty-three years old he still has the build of a tenderfoot.�
�You don�t gotta be a fat-ass,� I say to him, �to bust a fella in the chops so hard he�ll be sorry he ever opened his goddamn mouth. If it comes to that.�
�Well, then, maybe you should start with Elinda�s boyfriends,� he blurts out. �Before they eat you out of house and home.�
Here you stand at this table, alone and grieving, and as you do your woman is climbing into bed with another man. And your own family, wouldn�t you think that they would listen for even half a second to what you have to say? Don�t kid yourself. You�re on your own. And you�ve always been on your own. So now you cry. How can you not cry when your sister Lydia just keeps at you with no end in sight?
But then finally she comes up and says, �Let�s get you to bed.� She must be good and worn out, �cause she has to lean on me all the way into the old man�s room. The air�s so damn stuffy in here I start to feel the motion sickness all over again. But at least I manage to throw myself down on the old man�s couch before it all comes up again. Except it don�t come up again, �cause I�ve learned by now how to control myself. But I should probably get up and have a tinkle.
But Lydia rears up and snaps, �You just stay put, you!� and then she starts pulling my trousers off me. So of course I�ll have to hear about this till my dying day. �Knut was so damned drunk the night before the old man�s funeral his own sister had to take his pants off him.� And my jacket, �cause she pulls that off me too. Treating me like a goddamn storefront dummy! But Lydia and her radio-dealing slug got another thing coming if they think they can treat me any old way they want. And so that�s what I tell her, right to her face. And the scolding starts all over again.
�You�re nothing but a damned liar, you! �Cause you never want to Mamma�s grave with no flowers!�
�I did so,� I say. �I even raked the gravel!�
No way for her to know anyway.
And then she really gets furious and yanks at my arm so it almost comes right out of my shoulder.
�You�re drunk and you�re a damn liar,� she says. ��Cause the family plot is all dug up for Dad! So there ain�t no gravel to rake. Nisse and I saw that with our own eyes when we went there this afternoon!�
So I went and left flowers on the wrong grave. And if they ain�t still there tomorrow that�s just eight crowns right down the drain. And now you�re branded a liar. And you�re sick. And back in town your own dear woman is lying in bed with another man. And every time you come home your own little boy, Yngve, runs and hides. So they badmouth you to everyone, near or far, big or small. Is it any wonder you lay here and blubber?
Here on the old man�s couch, stripped pretty much naked, blubbering. So many nights the old man laid right here himself, on this very spot. And this is where we sat, me and him, the last time we ever saw each other. So you should know that, Lydia, you should know that this is right where the old man put his arm around me and gave me a big squeeze. And then he got up and went over to that dresser there and rummaged around in the drawer for something. After a while he got his hands on what he was after and he laid it out right here on the table. A little sweater.
��Member this, Knut?� he said to me. ��Member this Icelandic sweater? I picked it up for you one Christmas in the city. And you, well, I ain�t never seen a kid so goddamned pleased with anything in my life ��
I could do with that Icelandic sweater right about now. The old man, he had it in his hands the last time I was here. I sure could do with it, alright, to hold under the blanket whiles I think about the old man.
�Where�s my Icelandic sweater?� I say to Lydia.
Lydia stands there besides the couch. Her nose looks like the knob on a copper pot, her face so red it�s shining.
�Where�s my Icelandic sweater?� I ask again but she don�t answer. Probably thinks I�m rambling.
But then she says, �Your Icelandic sweater! I suppose you�re going to try and wear that to the funeral, instead of a proper suit of clothes! That suit of yours you might as well give to some lost soul in the poorhouse now.�
So Lydia, she don�t understand nothing. Not a goddamn thing! And I can�t really look for it myself �cause the second I lift my head up a little I get a throatful of the stuff. Motion sickness is a son of a bitch.
Lydia stands there with my suit draped over her arm like it�s done her some kind of terrible wrong.
�And I see now you lost your armband!� she says.
The grieving band! My body suddenly turns cold and the grudge I bear the others just falls away like nothing. I stop thinking how everybody�s out to run me down. And I pretty much forget Elinda. I don�t cry anymore on account of my misunderstood heart of gold. Instead I lay here on the old man�s sofa bed and see myself for the fucking pig I am. To lose the grieving band like that � that�s like losing the grief. I took the wrong path somewhere and let that band slip from my arm. That�s my memorial to the old man � getting shitfaced drunk and losing the reminder of my loss. What a lousy pig I am. Always have been and always will be. And much as I try to close my eyes and block it out, the shame is there all the same. I can picture that black band laying in a pool of puke or dangling from the barbed wire outside the Pavilion. Or maybe somebody�s picked it up there by the outdoor dance floor and said, �Look! Someone went and lost their armband! That miserable slob Knut, of course. That goddamn boozehound that can�t keep sober once, not even the night before his old man�s funeral. Same damn thing when his mother got buried. What a piece of work that son of a bitch is, good old Knut Lindqvist � spelled with a �qv,� like he told the deputy! He sure has come up in the world since he moved to the city to pick up other people�s garbage.�
And as I sink further down into a yellow gloom, so warm and vile, I can remember all at once how things went at Mamma�s funeral. How the first thing I did that day was get up and puke out the window, just as Ulrik was passing by with a couple of milk pails, and how he spat out his contempt at me.
�I ain�t gonna make you clean up your mess on the footpath out front, not this time, but you can be damn sure you�re gonna scrub all the puke off the front stoop!�
And I remember waking up again, a while later, with no trousers on my legs, �cause of course they got caught on a metal latch and torn at the knee as I stumbled through the gate drunk. So Lydia, she was up early sewing them together again in the kitchen. And then I had to sneak down to the basement to have a stiff one in secret to steady myself. And the rest of them, they could see it in my step, �cause there wasn�t anything else in my stomach. If it wasn�t for the old man I�d have had to make it over to the car on my own, but he took me by the arm. And then I got woozy from the drink and had motion sickness in the car, so it took us right up to the last minute before we all got to the church, they had to drive so damn slow. And then down in the dead room Nisse and Ulrik unfastened the coffin lid, and there lay Mamma with her pointy nose, so yellow and scrawny. And then Ulrik laid the handkerchief back over her again and I was weeping so bad I almost put out the flame on the candle I was holding. And then there was the sound of that lid creaking the way it did as they screwed it back on for the last time. And the caretaker, he walked ahead of the rest of us as we took up the coffin.
�You ain�t so sturdy,� Ulrik said to me, �so you get in back.�
And truth be told, I didn�t look like much in that suit, so I pulled up the rear. And boy, was it full in the church. Mostly old folks, sitting there staring. It was July and hot like the blazes, so the sweat was just pouring off me, and what a relief it was when I could put my end of the coffin down in front of the altar. And then afterwards I just held my handkerchief up in front of my face, and the gravel from the priest�s trowel sounded like a rattlesnake. And then up we went again to bear the coffin, and my shoulder was aching something awful, so bad I could scream. And I got the straps mixed up �cause I was flustered. And Nisse, he wanted to say something smart to me, I could tell, but then I guess he remembered he was in church, so he bit his tongue. And I held up my end as best I could going out the church, but all the way back over to the dead house I felt sick right down to my toes. And Mamma, well, she was starting to smell a little. Just a little. Maybe I was the only one that noticed. And then as we was all lowering her into the grave I let go just a bit too soon, I was so wiped out. If the others wasn�t a good bit stronger than me to begin with, the whole thing would�ve just crashed down into the hole. I really wanted to speak a word there at the grave, but I couldn�t get a word out for all my bawling, so I just dropped in the wreath. And then we all headed back to the cars for the ride back to the funeral dinner. And at table Lydia leaned over to me and whispered that I brought too much br�nnvin, �cause now all the old guys was getting drunk. I told her I thought Mamma would�ve liked to be here for this.
�She�d have been so goddamn happy to see everybody having such a good time!�
And must be I said this a little too loud, �cause the looks I got from my brothers and sisters, well, it was enough to make a man�s blood run cold. But the old man, he saw it just the same way. He was getting good and tight himself by then, and who could blame him for that? The old man never did have much of a chance in this house to let go of things. And that evening me and him sat down together in his room here.
And that�s something you�ll never forget.
And as you sink now, further and further down, you know it�s gonna be the same tomorrow. The same but not the same. �Cause the old man, he ain�t gonna be there to invite you into his room and talk to you like you�re a regular person. Ain�t nobody else left but the ones that cluck their tongues at you and treat you like you don�t matter. Tomorrow you�ll be on your own. As alone as it fucking gets. Is it any wonder you lay here now, sobbing yourself to sleep in this room, undressed by your own sister, drifting down into a murky drunken sleep? Is it any wonder you�d like to have your old Icelandic sweater to hold in your hands and stroke under the blanket? And so you ask Lydia one more time.
�Where�s my Icelandic sweater?�
But it�s too late. A second later and you�re out of reach, deep down under, where you don�t hear nothing and there ain�t no understanding.
But no, that�s not really true, �cause for just a little shit part of one second you hang in there and stay alive. And that�s when you hear Lydia say in a voice weak and weary, but still clear as hell.
�You bastard.�
And a cuckoo calls high up in the air.
The old man�s clock is going again.
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