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            Foreword

            by Sarah Moss

         

         I first read Queen when I was already thinking about omniscient narrators, noticing them in a way I hadn’t before. If you grew up, as I did, reading mostly nineteenth-century novels, the omniscient narrator feels like fiction’s default. Once upon a time, the curtain goes up, and a voice speaks from offstage. Deus ex machina. It is a truth universally acknowledged, Miss Brooke had that kind of beauty which seems to be thrown into relief by poor dress. The narrator observes, chummily; draws on an implicitly masculine experience of women and the world; invents a reading persona which the author more or less seriously invites us to try on. Yet although this personage is one of the hallmarks of the realist novel, there are few less realistic beings: omniscient, omnipresent but materially absent – and also powerless over the events recounted. The narrator cannot intervene, cannot change the characters’ courses or even warn them of what is about to happen, although the traditional past tense invokes foreknowledge. The omniscient narrator’s dilemma is that of the time traveller, who cannot change the past because doing so would obliterate the home-present to which the traveller longs to return – who can only bear witness to the bitter end.

         And so we begin Queen, written by Birgitta Trotzig in the 1960s but set in the 1930s, evoking the same interval (childhood to middle age) as many of the great European novels of the nineteenth century. The narrator observes the arrival viand contents of a letter, the divine gaze at once following the course of the postal service and reading what it carries. We switch from the past tense of the known facts – ‘there came one day a letter announcing that a widow from America was on her way at the expense of the American government’ – to a wilder present, still speaking from a supernatural perspective:

         
            ‘In the summer the [barn] doors are for the most part left open and one can look right through the barn … upon the pastures and the sea – the still gray sea beneath the white sky gives off a light like nothing else in this world; mild, sick; a misty white light, as mute as the blind milk of membrane around an extinguished eye …’

         

         The reader conjured into being – the ‘one’ who can look through the open barn – knows the eyes of the newly dead well enough to recognise the shade and tone in the reflected sky and follows an image that skips between sea and sky, between aural and visual. It’s summer, but we are in the presence of death and in the narrative hands of a chancy being.

         And so we skip again, back ‘a hundred years’ to a famine in rural Sweden – if realism matters here, about the same time as the famines in Iceland, Ireland and Scotland, with similarly murky political and environmental origins – to starving wanderers pelting the windows of a prosperous farm with stones, ‘faltering shadow-and-rag-creatures’ who ‘hammered and rattled, pounded and pulled and howled’ at the gates. But the father of the house is adamant, stone-eyed: and this moment, this patriarch’s imperviousness to viithe abjection and agony of others, is the unhappy family story’s point of origin.

         By the time we encounter Judit, ‘queen of rags, of sagging mouldering roofs, of nothing’, it’s clear that Queen is among those novels interested in the stories and inner lives of characters who are uninterested in stories and inner lives. These are unexamined lives, at least until the omniscient narrator comes into being. There is no privileged access to inner monologues or internally articulated but unspoken need and desire, because Judit and her family live in instinct and repression, in the containment and release of desire and rage, in unending labour, on the land and in their bodies. By this I do not mean, and Trotzig does not imply, that peasant life is less complicated or ambivalent or important than the ways of the bourgeoisie – only that there are particular challenges in writing characters who do not explain themselves, even to themselves.

         I think of Halldór Laxness, Iceland’s Nobel Prize-winning twentieth-century novelist of rural life, whose work also looks back towards national and family myths of origin and forward into the experiences of small farmers pushed into urban modernity. For both Laxness and Trotzig, Nordic places of origin, the farms and homesteads intimately known across generations, are aesthetically delightful and also the sites of unremitting, soul-destroying work. Unlike Laxness, Trotzig is primarily interested in the experiences and identities of women in these times and places.

         Judit comes to rule the farm where she lives, but it is a rule by default and not in law. She controls her men and their land because she is stronger in morals and character than they are, viiiwhich is partly because she has had to be stronger, because – as her mother’s faltering teaches her and us early on – for a woman, weakness is death. In the absence of a strong mother, someone has to take charge, and as many eldest daughters in life and literature discover, the physical or moral failure of the mother is the oldest girl’s burden. And so Judit is ‘the queen’, but the ‘queen of nothing’, her energies consumed by the exercise of control for the sake of control.

         Fear, rage, love, resentment: the full range of human emotion is here, experienced by the characters in their bodies and in landscape, labour and weather, without words, and so the words of the novel are all about action, landscape and metaphor. Queen is a masterclass in showing-not-telling, not least because Trotzig trusts her reader to follow sustained symbolism. As Judit approaches crisis, for once finding the role she has learn to inhabit almost intolerable:

         
            ‘The Queen walked there mighty, dead. She stood in the twilight, shrieking: My crown, my crown! Calling out across the sea. A crown of blood she bore tightly below the dome of her skull. But inside her Judit was crying, she was not old, she wanted to slip out of the Queen’s stiff dead garb, she didn’t want to bear the Queen’s injurious jewels –’

         

         There is, of course, no crown, no jewels, and we understand that this is the narrator’s image, part of the storytelling, not Judit’s interior monologue. Here is a demonstration of the strengths of the wise omniscient narrator, who can offer the reader something related to a Jungian archetype as a way ixto understand the protagonist’s pain. Being ‘Queen’, being inexhaustible and indefatigable, becomes a source of immense pain to the rarely glimpsed human wearing that costume, briefly brought into contact with her own vulnerability and sorrow.

         This is not a novel that makes much appeal to the reader’s sympathies. A few characters are admirable, some are pitiable, but mostly the experience of reading is like watching a pre-modern tragedy, a story fuelled by inevitability and cold beauty. Judit can hold herself to any duration or intensity of work, including the work of care, but the forms of love in this house, this family, are dark and often dangerous. In minding her baby brother as she minds her mother and later her brother’s widow, Judit develops physical affection through bodily care, but the affection becomes a passion inseparable from her power over hurt minds and vulnerable bodies. Think of Medea, of Lady Macbeth: women whose fatal flaw is their strength. x
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         to a farm in bäck in Ljungby parish in eastern Skåne there came one day a letter announcing that a widow from America was on her way at the expense of the American government. She came across the Atlantic. Her destination was one of the villages north of the Landö lighthouse on Skåne’s east coast, of the sort where the courtyard farmhouses’ great barn doors face the coastal wetlands. In the summer the doors are for the most part left open and one can look right through the barn, as if it were a massive gateway, upon the pastures and the sea – the still gray sea beneath the white sky gives off a light like nothing else in this world; mild, sick; a misty white light, as mute as the blind milk of membrane around an extinguished eye; in this silent white light rest meadows so green, and the sound of steps or hoofbeats vanishes without echo in the soft greensward, there reigns the silence, the birds, the scent of grass, the scent of broom, and between the people too a membrane-like silence: the white soft light upon the meadows, between the buildings, inside the buildings – words drown, the fate of the word is to drown, is it not? Children here learn that silence is golden and it is indeed so, nothing can ever be said anyway. It is the way it is. And wintertime the sea speaks, what does a person have to add to that? Winter nights 4through it thunders from the darkness, the land is flat, the driving winds tend toward storm and the sea is so close, like a wild horseman the wind charges forth out in the darkness and it sounds as if the whole Baltic Sea were spilling across the meadows, rising to the barn doors, the people wake and harken, all the while inside their dreams the children hold their breath: will the gates hold? or is the sea about to wash over them with no chance of escape?

         The beam of Landö lighthouse sweeps across sea, across night. Without reply.

         *

         One such night in early November 1930, during the depression, a woman alighted from a train at Ljungby Station. It was the 20:03 train, the last of the day; it was dark and had been for hours. She’d seen nothing of the parts through which she’d traveled. Neither could she see any of this landscape, whether there were forests or plains: behind the lit-up station building was nothing but impenetrable darkness, in the darkness a distant rumble could be heard, it was the mumble and roar of the Baltic but this she did not know, she’d never gone to school and knew little of how the world was constituted. She had a flat young face that looked like a child’s, she could have been taken for a fourteen-year-old, a not particularly developed fourteen-year-old – in contrast to what was child-like, her unripe, mild humdrum unmoving flat little face, the sudden heft of her womanly hips made it seem as if her body from the hips down were self-contained, there a heavy being had borne and endured a life that had passed her face by; her belly was rounded as if she were a mother several times over (though she’d never 5carried a child to term). She wore a long cumbersome black coat that looked like a refashioned man’s overcoat – it wasn’t the sort of garment one should wear, it was a garment that inevitably drew all eyes to her. She looked unusual. She didn’t look like people did. Her hair was black and parted down the middle, headscarf knotted good and tight below her chin: she looked like what she was, a farm girl or woman from deepest Europe. But she was coming from New York: something had happened to her there. And now she could remember but little – items, stains, fragments. As if something had burst. And she could feel no more. Only fear – but not the fear of something, just fear as something (a lump, a stone, a dead fetus) gleaned dimly beneath a stiffened, already crackling, discolored fine-grained surface. She was an empty box: playing across its plundered deep interior was an eternally flickering reflection, tall flame-shadows. Her interior had been emptied and now was full of fire-shadows, shadows solely.

         The train had departed. The man with the cap went inside, paused in the waiting room to look at a noticeboard, then unlocked a door. Through the bright window his head appeared, face sealed and strict but his lips were moving, presumably he was balancing the ticket-office register, for the train that had departed was the last of the day. The woman stood alone on the empty platform, only she had stepped off here. The rain began to pour. A little down the tracks lay the goods warehouse, which resembled a roughhewn wooden box illuminated by a lantern high upon a telephone pole; beyond the pole and the sharply defined cone of light falling on the closed warehouse and the empty 6loading dock seemed to be the start of a pine forest or a grove. A muddy road slunk into the darkness toward the sound of the sea. Not one light, not one suggestion of human habitation was to be seen.

         So she stands, here, looking down the road’s muddy tracks into the strange darkness, the muddy village road leading into the strange land, into the strange darkness. She looks around toward the bright window on the station’s ground floor. The man in the cap is standing inside, he’s occupied with something. Then he goes into the waiting room, opens the outer door. He stands in the doorway for a moment, his cap still on but pushed up his forehead. He stands there. He is quite close but seems very far away. He stands there under the dripping balustrade and breathes in the rainy darkness, cap up his forehead, half his face lit up by the light inside, white and inscrutable, his eyelids seem snow-white, heavy and wrinkled: the face of one dead – so he appears to her from out in the darkness – what does a dead man look like? she never did have the chance to see him, only a charred sticky mass under the tarpaulin. Then the man in the doorway shoves his cap back in place, walks in, and locks the door behind him. The light in the waiting room is turned off, soon thereafter the inner room goes dark, the whole station building has now gone dark. Now she can hear the obscure landscape soughing and whispering around her. It smells of salt. It also smells of soil. Between the two deeply grooved tracks in the mud road lie trampled horse droppings, the scent of wet withered leaves comes streaking through the rain, upon the gusts of wind dank fresh putrefaction. A smell of fish. A smell of straw and 7dung. Seed and animal bodies, hot loin. It is dark. The road runs into the impenetrable.

         A top-floor window lights up. She spends a while looking up at it: her stare is questioning, as if she were waiting for someone to come down after all and show her the way. But of course no one comes. She takes half a step toward the station. Then she turns around: for a moment she stares, making no move toward the darkness out there. Then she starts down the mud road, into darkness.

         *

         At the farm in Bäck one hundred years ago there was a pounding at the front gate one winter twilight. But the gate was locked, barred and bolted with the greatest care, the rectangular farmyard was now like a fortress. Twilight fell upon the snow and the farms one day, one hard winter, one lean winter: this farm like all the others was barred and bolted, impregnable.

         Those who were outside, they came at dusk and pounded on the gates which stayed shut.

         For in a year such as this no farm had more than what those within the farm needed for themselves.

         The farms resembled fortresses, dark against the dimming sea.

         From village to village roved flocks of those who had nothing, the old and unfit, and women who stumbled onward in the snow with silent gray infants in their arms, infants with gray scabby faces and white eyes. But the farmers left the bars and bolts and locks in place for no one had more than what he needed for himself. And the gates had to be barred with care for the faltering shadow-and-rag-creatures 8would from time to time fling themselves at them like madmen, they hammered and rattled, pounded and pulled and howled.

         The blows to the gate resounded through the farm in Bäck.

         In the winter twilight one hundred years ago a boy named Johan Lindgren crouched beneath the kitchen window so that he could peer out, without himself being seen. He was the son on this farm. The adults sat on the settle along the inner wall, they sat unmoving, every one with their hands tightly clasped, white knuckles. At the head of the table sat the boy’s father, he was a lay assessor and a great man in these parts. The fire flickered in the stove. The fire flickered upon each unmoving face. The father sat unmoving.

         The boy peered cautiously out the kitchen window. It was then he saw a woman with a child. She was quite a tall woman, he’d never seen her before, she wasn’t from the parish. She was tall and dark. Her face was white. Her hunger was dark. Death was dark. The snow was white. But now she was holding the child in such a curious way, arms out, the child outstretched, arms out she was holding outstretched an unmoving stiff light child’s body, no telling if it was a boy or girl. She was holding it out before her as if she wanted to show it to someone, but now who would have seen it? The adults in the farmhouse weren’t looking out (wise from the damage, for often pebbles rained upon the window), they sat not moving on the wide settle along the wall, a settle that could hold a good fifteen people. The woman stood in the snow, holding the body of the child before her, arms outstretched. The boy looked into the light of the fire flaming his 9father’s face, his father’s face of stone, the flames passed through his clear stone-eyes. A great heavy pale beautiful face beneath his beard: stone. The blows resounded through the farm in Bäck. The woman stood out in the snow. Above the farm and the snowlands and the sea vaulted the darkening ice-sky.

         Dark is death, dark is hunger, the white white drift. Such is death’s bitter empty field, death’s splendid garden. She was tall and dark. She raised up the child’s body before her.

         The boy saw the father’s face: stone, flames passed through his clear stone-eyes. The blows on the front gate died away.

         Johan Lindgren rose on his tiptoes against the kitchen window. But he could no longer see the woman, only a few dark shadows in the snow at the gate, bundles together sunk into the drift. The fire passed through the clear stones of the father’s eyes.

         *

         The boy who was called Johan Lindgren was born in 1850 in Bäck, Ljungby, Kristianstad County. It was an overpopulated region at that time; in difficult winters the farms had to be barred up like fortresses as defense against all the beggars who would come. He was the only son in the farthermost farm in Bäck, it was a farm that at that time had made its owner a well-to-do man, the farmer of the farm back then, that boy’s father, had even been a lay assessor in his prime.

         *

         Of the villages with barn doors facing the sea, Bäck lay nearest the coast – the village was called Bäck for through 10it ran a brook, it ran north. And one day in early November 1930, during the depression, it happened that around dinner time the taxi cab (there was only one in the area) stopped at the farthermost farm, first out of the car was the village constable, second a small woman wearing a headscarf and a cumbersome dark coat by all indication a refashioned men’s overcoat. She looked unusual. She didn’t look as people did.

         The farm in question was farthermost in the village – last in line; but unlike the other farms it wasn’t the farmhouse but the barn that turned its long side to the village road. On the other farms the farmhouses with their long rows of windows, six or eight of them with lowered faded curtains facing the road – so that it looked as if one were walking along a row of blind buildings fast asleep (under the row of tall ash-trees, between the trunks one could see a seemingly endless, treeless plain) all the way until one arrived at the last farm: a sealed smooth clay-daubed barn wall, a single barred black wooden hatch up on the wall made it look even more shut and sealed. From the road the farmhouse couldn’t be seen, it was lateral to the barn and was only visible from within the farm – then it could be seen between barn and sheds, due south and with a sheltered and sunny front garden, unusually lush and blooming in the summer. The daughter, Judit (in these parts she was called Queen, a singular and distant and unyielding person not the sort to take advice from others) had a love of lilies, she had two beds full of the large white kind – what a vision it was when they were in bloom! The short path up to the large steps (the entrance that was never used more than once or twice in a 11human lifetime) was lined with shells that also resembled large white lilies, but petrified.

         The frontside garden, which faced south, was Judit’s pride, however overburdened with work she was she never neglected it. But at the house’s other side, the north side, was more of a wilderness, a wilded meadow but with gray-leaved choke pears and bergamots (though they no longer bore ample fruit) sloping toward the brook that gave the village its name. By the brook was also an alder grove – but apart from it was not one tree, from the chamber windows to the east and north was a wide view of the sea and up the coast and thereafter not one tree interrupted the horizon.

         This had once been a large and prosperous farm. Going by the buildings alone it was still the largest in the village – but it was apparent that prosperity had long since moved on, the buildings were in disrepair. The barn did seem fairly well maintained, but the state of the sheds suggested that they’d long been too many and too large for what the farm yielded. On one, the side of the roof facing the sea had collapsed – but even the other roofs were sagging, thatching thick with layers of brown moss and full of holes that revealed glimpses of bared laths. And everything was like this, warped, wrecked, strung together, serviceably repaired but in fact not serviceable: it was apparent in all things that those to whom the farm belonged in fact couldn’t handle it, apparent overall were efforts wrecked and stranded, it was as if they’d left scars behind: works begun, begun and abandoned attempts at repair.

         The farm was now owned and run by a pair of siblings, Judit and Albert Lindgren, both in their fifties – they were 12born only a year apart. Their father Johan Lindgren in Bäck, he was by now long dead; and even longer dead now was his father, the one who’d been the lay assessor and well-to-do. There’d been a third, a much younger brother who’d gone to America and from whom nothing had been heard for a good many years. He was called Viktor, Viktor Gustaf Lindgren (Gustaf after the paternal grandfather, the lay assessor, a symptom of the father’s bad conscience about truly not being able to stand the sight of the newborn, so at least he’d be given a proper name – Viktor Gustaf); he’d been named as the father of several children in the area and so had reason not to leave too precise an address

         – albeit the siblings in silence did pay all that was demanded of such. Without comment – not a word of censure against the runaway brother ever passed their lips. Neither the sister’s, nor the brother’s; he followed her and obeyed her in all. But the chairman of the child welfare board knew that even so these pains should be kept as succinct as possible: nothing superfluous during such visits – no mention of the weather, nor anything else – no accepting the offer of coffee, above all no jocularity. For pained it was. It was written on Judit’s face as she opened the kitchen door and saw what manner of visitor had come; it was written on the bent tired hunch of her back as she trudged across the floor to unlock the chiffonier where she kept a cache of money. She was always the one to handle these arrangements like she was the one who always had hold of the reins; there was something hazy about Albert that couldn’t quite be grasped, it would have felt senseless to turn to him for a matter of such import. Judit, she was called Queen for she had a 13loftiness about her; stately and stern but present: she had good sense, she knew to differentiate between bad and good, between what was true and the shifting imaginary – well, no wonder she was brusque, folks said, toiling alone on that farm with only Albert for help. Albert such as Albert now was: without question a great reader of the Bible, but there was something about his thoroughly common intelligence that did not feel reassuring, not dishonest exactly (for one who never says a word can hardly be said to be lying), but he had a shifting sort of timid gaze, far too sensitive.

         But Judit was Judit. Bad. Good. Said was said, done was done.

         But Judit never complained about Albert, she didn’t speak of him at all.

         Of the other one, during his time at home – of him she had spoken. Far and wide even. Well, at first. Then with greater insecurity: yes yes I suppose we’ll have to see after his military service. Later badly – without bounds. As though there were a spring of hatred inside her, all the words in the world were insufficient, there were so few words in this rough land’s laconic language, those were in fact silent, so the spring of hatred simply welled and welled.

         Then he set off and stayed away.

         And Judit fell silent, she never said another word about her favorite brother who she’d borne in her arms, fed and raised. Nor about Albert – that it was Albert and not the other one who stayed with her, of this she did not speak. Besides, when it came down to it, he was of help to her; when he wasn’t having one of his headache days he worked 14according to his ability; he was strong and diligent if slow; he did what he could.

         But Judit managed to do twice what she was capable of. In these parts, they called her Queen. And she was queen of rags, of sagging moldering roofs, of nothing. And with each passing day the bank claimed yet another piece of her domain.

         And the Queen had wanted something different. Of something completely different had she dreamed, this Queen.

         *

         The lighthouse beam swept through the dark. Over sea, through night.

         Now there walked on the farm a sister and a brother.

         There had once been a father and a mother.

         To them had first been born a daughter, it was clear she could shoulder and endure, that she was to be relied upon: Judit.

         Barely a year later a boy child came into the world, he was christened Albert, he was big and strong, but the paternal grandfather who was still alive and ruling immediately took measure of the boy’s worth – from the very start the boy was as if set to one side, among those who weren’t to be counted on. But the boy’s father (who during the lay assessor’s long lifetime never was allowed much of a say on the farm, he mostly went around there like a farmhand made to obey, this lasted too long, this removed from him the very taste and lust for life) felt great tenderness for this child who they said wasn’t good for much, who was sluggish, dull and weak-minded, a bit dishonest, quick to tears – he took the boy with him into the field, collected rocks and mussel shells 15for him to play with as he sat at the edge of the field, often he let horse and plow stand and came to sit next to the little one, sometimes he took him in his arms and they’d sit like this a long while, in stillness. Albert also turned to his father when he was small. This was when he was very small. Then at length the grandfather died and the father became the farm’s lone farmer; with this his perception of the boy shifted, at once he understood that there wasn’t much to Albert, his grandfather had been correct. So he let him be. But he’d often take his hand if they were to go off somewhere, he did so carefully as if afraid of rousing someone from a fragile slumber.

         The girl Judit however attended to her brother, they were never on bad terms. But often time was short, she wasn’t supposed to be playing after all, she was supposed to help her mother, she toiled like an adult with dishes and laundry while her brother lay on the kitchen floor playing with wooden logs – she was saddled with much more than her strength could bear (it was also a long way to school against the icy wind in winter) and for a long time she stalled in her growth, gray and stooped. But she mustered the strength. For she knew that her father and her mother relied on her, she felt as if everything depended on her. She never had much time to be a child, but neither did she value such things: her soul had been old and mature from the start. And something in her body responded to the burden she was handed, something in her was unbreakable – one day the girl straightened up (under the yoke and water buckets) and grew, she grew to be stately and strong and in her way beautiful. 16

         A few years after Albert, their mother miscarried her unborn child, it died inside her and arrived dead in the world, a five-month-old girl-fetus. And only after a number of years, eight years after Albert, did she birth another – a boy who would remain the youngest. Very ill after the birth, she lay white and breathless inside the chamber. She was battling for her life, the village doctor came and said it was time for her to visit the infirmary. But the infirmary was far, she couldn’t be taken there in this state. And then she seemed to improve somewhat. And then she never did get on her way.

         But while their mother lay inside gasping for her life in the chamber while they waited for their father to return with the doctor, the woman who was there to help with the newborn came into the kitchen where the two children were sitting petrified on the sofa (the boy weeping slowly and crying mostly because the atmosphere was so grisly: so baffling) and she laid the newborn in the nine-year-old’s arms: Take him, girl – soon he’ll have no mother but you! It was a sort of initiation. The boy, who was later christened Viktor Gustaf, lay this way in her arms, a warm weight, breathing and alive. He was warm and curious to touch, he breathed with small light powerful breaths, his eyes were squeezed shut as though in the few hours he’d been alive he had already managed to be horror-struck by something obscure and grim – his eyes and the small rough red face were squeezed tight as if he were trying in vain to shield himself from a harsh light or an attack. The girl held him in her unpracticed arms, the holding became heavy and unwieldy, tiring. He slept with balled-up fists and that little 17strong body felt hard and tense, it was as if he couldn’t fit into her embrace – as if even in his sleep, a newborn’s light warm animal-sleep, he was resisting: at odds, on guard. She felt her arms begin to tremble and lose their strength. But she did not let go, her entire body drew itself around him, in a hard stiff grip – but then it occurred to her to begin to rock him very slowly back and forth to ease the hardness. Suddenly his quick breaths halted, it was as if he’d stopped breathing and the girl’s heart sank. Then she saw that he’d awakened and was looking up at her face. His eyes were shining with a curious strong pale-blue color from the dark red folds of skin, his wrinkled eyelids fine as silk. Could he see her? Or what was he seeing? The shining slits of his eyes held little of a gaze: it was more like a sharpness springing forth, a streak of light or gleaming water.

         With this the little one was hers. And she was his. From here on and hereafter this was her task, felt the girl as she sat, straight-backed, on the settle in this unusually tiring position. Albert beside her, a heavy tear-streaked eight-year-old in too-tight clothing outgrown in every way (trousers straining, shirt gaping across his chest, everything chafing and worrying), drew a deep sigh, impossible to judge by the sound whether this was the final snuffle of his weeping or the beginning of a fresh long quaking floe of sobs. To make sure the girl turned her head and looked him over; thereupon she said quite sharply:

         “Oh Albert, enough now, can’t you see you’re waking him!”

         The brother caught mid-sob. It was as if he’d frozen. For this marked a turn. 18

         He wanted to turn to her, he did so often, blind and soft like a calf to the cow.

         And now it wasn’t possible. It wasn’t possible.

         Judit didn’t meet his gaze. She looked down at the infant in her arms. Her eyelids were lowered. Unwavering lay the shadow of long dense eyelashes over the girl’s wan cheek.

         (Amidst what was as yet ungrown, sometimes a look. A sudden shining. Then gone. A girl’s strong chapped red hands had she. Along with bouts of fickleness and cruelty, out of the blue an utterly different being might come charging. And then – gone again! Once more strict and stern and not to be toyed with. Such glimpses were few and far between. But one knew it was there. Deep inside, shining.)

         She was all he had. She’d always been there. She was his. And this is how it was to be, this was how it had to be. She helped. For she was not afraid. With him it was as if the very gesture of doing things or taking things on or telling someone something was uncertain, half-inhibited, in some way weakened and impotent from the start. But Judit was not afraid. She took him by the hand. Then it worked. Then it was as it should be.

         Otherwise there was much, a near majority, nearly all the time, that was not as it should be. From the start everything was difficult, too heavy. He got so tired. Then his head ached. (And as if in some inscrutable way they perceived him as soft, somehow rotten inside, weak, the girls at school chased him, inexhaustibly, monotonously, it was the great joy of recess, they ran after him and pinched him and shrieked: lard-butt! lard-butt! they shrieked until he burst into tears, this was also about how easily he could be made 19to cry). He got so tired. He bore no ill will. He was not ill-disposed toward anyone. But he didn’t have the strength.

         One day he played truant. He walked with Judit to school, somewhere mid-route he simply vanished: not until late in the afternoon was he found, having crawled into the darkest corner of the attic behind the flour bins, stiff with fear of the rats, but in his solitude he’d discovered something, not for his life could he have put words to it, but it was stronger than the fear of the rats. Floury white and with cobwebs in his hair he was hauled out and beaten. But he’d discovered something. It was stronger. Solitude tugged at him and enticed and whispered, he came to be of the kind who was forever seeking solitude; to which followed this was not his last time playing truant however afraid he was of a beating; suddenly he belonged to the side of truants and shirkers. It was simply, so it went. And he often had headaches.

         Body stiff he looked at the newborn Judit was holding, its little face, the pale slits of its eyes, something indistinctly frightening. Something was menacing, something was hostile. Inside the chamber their mother called out in her fever delirium. Both siblings startled, they looked at each other but Judit’s eyes immediately fell upon the baby. The neighbor woman started crying in there: O God, o God – the child began to scream. Albert kept trying to catch Judit’s eye.

         But Judit didn’t give him a single glance, she was rocking that screaming boy, lips moving gently.

         *

         The boy Viktor had been placed in her arms. And with that he was hers. And she was his. 20

         And even after the mother was back on her feet (which took a while) it was so that Judit was more a mother to him than she – to the extent that it was possible Judit was the one to mind him, often she had to stay home from school, their mother only had the energy for the essentials. Milking, meals, laundry – this was already too much for her. But it was also that the mother in her indeterminate way seemed to feel an aversion toward the little one – a flinch at least (as when meeting a snake), in any case it was something she always had to overcome, swallow down, before she touched him. Perhaps her body simply couldn’t help but associate the infant with fever, unbearable nausea, the fear of death. Often it was not noticeable, not clear. A blink of the eye – then it was over. As if nothing had been. But the blink of the eye had been. And in that blink of the eye the infant’s gaze had time to take fright and find refuge in another face, in one that did not wish to cast him out. And Judit became the one to give him the bottle and change him before she left for school. Solemnly the girl sat there with the child. Far away in the dark winter morning a burning streak could be seen above the tranquil sea, it spread gradually at first, the skies began to burn, the mother blew out the kerosene lamp, their faces now caught by the sunrise-glow, like the faces of the drowning they floated up out of the kitchen’s dark and shadow. Burned. Judit held the large infant in her little lap and fed him milk and sugar water and bread dissolved in water. Like Albert this one was large and heavy and had a hearty appetite. But Albert had been very calm as an infant, almost always sleeping. This one was uneasy and demanding in a different, more difficult and greedier way. In a very 21short time he learned that he should direct his demands to Judit, the mother didn’t respond, with her all was mute. But at the slightest whimper Judit appeared, wide-awake in the middle of the night. Sometimes he woke her several times a night – first so she’d bring him close to her, next when he was lying with her on her mattress on the floor (close beside her on the other side Albert was sleeping with open mouth, but he never woke up) so she would rock him there in the warmth under the blanket and hum almost inaudibly in his ear. Thus passed the nights, one by one. And Judit was quite gray and pale in those years, leached out and with deep under-eye rings, and over the course of the day it happened that the classroom, the teacher, the children, the tiled stove spun before her eyes, everything swung one or two rounds before finding its place in reality again. But she always knew her lessons, she was foremost among her peers for it was her wish to be foremost, it was in school that she began to be called Queen – as well as for her stubborn arrogance, once she’d trained her will on something let it be as it may, she took nothing back. And there at nighttime she found her nourishment, it tempered her such that she believed she could handle anything: she vaulted her arms around her little brother and lay there with the warm often soaking-wet child pressed to her, his hot gentle breath against her neck, the boy smelled of urine, sour milk, dirty diapers, but this was simply his smell – so she lay there in the darkness and felt his breathing, his aliveness. In some way the world here in the darkness was completed, realized, it could not hold more, it could not become more – complete: filled to the brim! With a timid gesture she moved (they 22were children not particularly inclined toward caresses) her lips grazed the infant’s hard bowed forehead. Nothing could be more whole!

         The girl lay in darkness and sensed that there was no way out, out into the world for her. The crown was here, where she already was. The core was here, dense, hot, alive. There was nothing to look forward to. All that was left for her was to plummet, fall back – part ways and die. Part, subside, and then die. White as her mother on that night.

         *

         Through the darkness swept the beam. Capturing – releasing: capturing – releasing. So deep the darkness when the light released its grip, like falling down through a well, darkness, no end; again the sleepers were struck by the light as if by a knife; again darkness, all the while they were on their way into darkness downward and downward, whirling, falling. Without pause the lighthouse beam swept across ever-new light-unstruck never-seen waves.

         *

         So it was henceforth (it could be counted from the moment Victor entered into existence) as if the mother hadn’t quite been present. Even though she was there; even though she did do what she could; even though she was constantly busy at the stove, with the laundry, in the dairy. She was dark-haired like Judit. But all could be surmised from that slender hesitant red hand, she wiped her forehead with the back of her hand as if she were trying to wipe away something indelible – a darkness that suddenly arrived and shrouded what was in front of her, the kitchen or the dairy walls. A piece of the separator machine shimmering 23metallic in the billowing dark. Or the pot handle. Like one drowning she reached for the piece she could see – a piece that seemed about to recede into the dark, the dark rose like water or fog, it billowed like the sea on a twilit autumn night. Great empty waves. She fumbled her hand across her forehead – managed to knock over a pot, felt boiling water splatter her ankles. Sank down on a chair. Darkness enclosed her fully now. The children looked upon her white face, her pale eyes. Where could she be?
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