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				I wake up from a dream about roe deer on a moor. For a while I lie still with my eyes closed, trying to make those shadowy creatures stay, but inevitably they disappear. One of my hands was clasping something in the dream, I still think I can feel the object in the palm of my hand, against my fingers, and I open my hand and my eyes to see, but whatever it was I was holding is gone. The only thing that remains is the memory of the touch, a light pressure against my skin.

				My eyes are drawn to the bedroom window. The light from the window is soft and sensual. I stand up, slowly stretch myself before pushing away the chair to get more space. The parquet floor—worn dark—is shimmering. I can smell the wood as I do my push-ups—sixteen, seventeen, eighteen …

				Then the phone rings, my concentration is broken.

				“Mattias!”

				It’s my mother. Her voice immediately reveals sadness, or fatigue.

				“I called to tell you about Samuel,” she says. “Do you remember him? Samuel Gunnarsson.”

				She continues to speak, but my thoughts have gone elsewhere.

				It was Sunday, early afternoon and just a week left before summer vacation. It had been raining heavily for a couple of days—it was cold, so those who had the opportunity chose to stay indoors—but during the night it had suddenly ceased and the morning brought sunshine and a clear blue summer sky. I had left home early on my bike, while the moisture still covered the world.

				Mother had been standing in her bedroom window when I left.

				“Be careful now, Mattias,” she called. Careful … 

				“He’s dead,” she says. Her voice is soft and sympathetic. “He died a couple of days ago. In his sleep. Still, he was not that old, a few years older than I, that’s all. I think it was a heart attack, but I don’t really know. Anyway, I thought you might want to know. You were quite close for a while …”

				“Yes, we were.”

				“Do you like butterflies?”

				“Yes, I do.”

				“I too like butterflies. Do you like stamps?”

				“Yes. I think so.”

				“I can show you if you want me to. I have lots of beautiful stamps.”

				“Have you got stamps with butterflies?”

				“I do. I have plenty.”

				“Has there been a funeral?”

				“No,” Mother says, “there hasn’t even been a death announcement, at least not in the News.”

				“When will it be?”

				“The funeral?”

				“Yes.”

				“It will probably be in a week, maybe ten days. Sometimes it takes longer. Why? Are you planning to come down?”

				I try to see Samuel before me, but it’s a long time since I met him, and all I manage to conjure up is a dark silhouette without specific features.

				“I’m not sure. But I think I will. If I can take some time off work.”

				The bicycle was flame-colored and brand-new, and provided with drop handlebars, ten gears and handbrakes. It was, in fact, a present for my twelfth birthday in September, but Mother and my grandparents thought I should be able to use it during summer vacation, so it was given to me in early May. 

				I was going at full speed down the slope toward the Döderhult brook and the old bathhouse, and I was splitting the Sunday stillness and the early summer air with my pedaling and my heavy breathing. My eyes were tearing from the wind. I changed gears and enjoyed the smooth rattling sound as the chain was led over the sprockets.

				After the allotment-garden area by Storåkersbacken Hill I turned away from the asphalt road and drove toward the manor. Two large horses in an enclosed pasture by the graveled road allowed themselves to be scared by my driving. For a short while they were galloping with me, throwing back their heads, playfully, powerfully. Their thundering hooves created vibrations that spread to me, a rhythmical tickling sensation via the ground and the bicycle wheels, through the frame and to the saddle under my buttocks, the handlebars under my hands.

				On the roadside, coltsfoot—horsehoof—flickered by …

				“Are you still there, Mattias?”

				“Sorry! My thoughts were drifting. Do you remember the bicycle you and Grandma and Grandpa gave me? The flame-colored one. It was when I was out on it, on one of my first tours, that I met Samuel and his mother, Carolina.”

				“Yes, I remember the bicycle. It was very nice. Was that when you turned eleven?”

				“Twelve.”

				I am not sure how old Samuel was then. Close to fifty, I would guess. But he seemed to be a lot older. He was a very sad man when I drove my bicycle into his life. That’s how it was. That’s exactly how it was.

				Suddenly a dog ran out into the street. It was right in the tight curve on the steepest part of the church road, just by the approach to Dalgatan street, and there was no way I could have seen it before it was suddenly right in front of me. I braked instantly and tried to turn, but I was thrown off my bike and into the shrubbery next to a wall. The dog was gone.

				A few seconds of smells—sticky sap, soil, broken nettles—was followed by the sound of a person running. The rapid steps seemed to match the pulsating soreness of my left arm.

				“Are you all right?”

				I wiped off some of the dirt before I turned and looked up. The woman crouching next to me reminded me of my father’s mother. Her long blond hair was held in a topknot on the back of her head, and for a moment I actually thought it was she who had climbed down from heaven to take care of me, her only grandchild.

				“Are you okay? I looked up and saw you fly into the shrubbery. Are you hurt?”

				I told her about the dog, but I didn’t tell her that I—in all the commotion—had forgotten that I was riding a new bike and had tried to use a non-existing coaster brake.

				“Come with me. We need to clean that wound and put on a plaster.”

				She picked up my bicycle. “I think we should have a look at this too …”

				He entered the kitchen while the woman was cleaning the wound on my arm. I heard the steps but could not turn around to see who it was. I could clearly feel his looking at me.

				“Who’s that?” he asked. His voice was dark and soft.

				The woman looked up, over my shoulder. I tried to turn but she was still holding my arm in a steady grip—“Just wait a minute.”—and I merely caught a glimpse, or perhaps it was just a sense of a large figure, out of the corner of my eye.

				“It’s a little boy who had an accident while biking. I think King is running loose again. One of these days someone will run over that dog. There you are. Now we just need the Band-Aid. Hold on for a bit.” She let go of my arm. “Meanwhile, you can talk with Samuel.”

				I turned around and for the first time saw his face. His dark eyes were looking at me closely but were strangely empty. He was sitting on the kitchen sofa between the door and one of the windows.

				“What’s your name?” he asked.

				“Mattias.”

				He repeated my name. “It means ‘gift from God.’ Did you know that?”

				Then there was silence. The only thing I could hear was the ticking of a dark-brown pendulum clock on the wall. A hollow, metallic sound. I looked around. The kitchen was modern but had an old-fashioned feel. It had something to do with the light and the smells, a heavy saturation I instantly felt, although I did not immediately comprehend it. The clock underscored the passing of time till Samuel’s mother returned with the Band-Aid.

				“There you go. Now everything’s all right.” She smiled. “And now I think we could do with some coffee. And some black-currant juice for you, child. Unless you’d prefer coffee. Samuel liked coffee even as a child, unlike his sister.” 

				“I like coffee,” I replied without even trying to protest that within just a few minutes she had called me both little boy and child.

				“Do you like butterflies?” Samuel asked.

				I glanced quickly at his mother before I answered. She smiled and nodded.

				“Yes, I do.”

				“Do you like stamps?”

				Samuel had two rooms of his own on the upper floor. He gestured as we passed the first one. “This is my bedroom.”

				The door was ajar, and I caught a glimpse of a bed and a desk. Hanging over the bed were some paintings and photographs.

				“And that’s my bathroom.”

				Then he opened the gabon-wood door to the left of the bathroom.

				He stopped at the door and nodded into the room. I was right by his side by now, and I couldn’t help but once again notice his eyes. They had come alive, and there was now a completely different expression. He looked at me curiously.

				“This is where I keep all my stamps.”

				The walls of the room were lined with shelves covered with boxes, albums, and catalogues. The boxes and albums had labels. Some of them I could read even from the doorway. “Sweden—duplicates,” “Norway,” “Norway—uncancelled,” “Subject—mountains.” 

				“Come on in! Don’t be shy!”

				I stepped into the room. There was a soft smell of soap. In front of the window toward the valley were a light-gray table and a dark-brown wooden chair. On the table were a magnifying glass, a cigarbox, and some books with stamps on their covers. A paper note was attached to the windowframe with a red thumbtack. “Do not open! Stamps!” Below the note, on the windowsill, stood a pair of binoculars.

				“You can sit on the chair if you like. I can stand. I’ve been sitting all day.”

				I sat down.

				“Are there stamps in all the boxes? In all the albums?”

				“Yes, that’s right.”

				“How many are there?”

				“I don’t know. Thousands. Many thousands.”

				“From all over the world?”

				“Yes, more or less.”

				Samuel pulled out one of the boxes, a dark-green shoebox with a beautiful monogram on the short side. He took off the lid and put the box in front of me.

				“Have you looked out the window?” he asked, his voice different now.

				I turned, looked out over the valley, the softly winding road with the lonely tree and the white eighteenth-century church with its red-tile roof. To the left of the church was the old cemetery. Samuel was still smiling, but I was somewhat confused.

				“Did you see?”

				I shrugged. “Yes …”

				“The church,” he said.

				“Yes?”

				“You see the church, don’t you?”

				“Yes.”

				He pushed the box a bit closer.

				“All these stamps have church motifs. All the boxes on this side are divided into different motifs: churches, bridges, mammals, birds …”

				“Have you got a stamp with this church?”

				“The church here in Döderhult?” Once again he smiled. “No, I don’t. There is no such stamp. But I do have several postcards with our church that I can show you sometime. But there has never been a stamp.”  Then he put out his left hand—it seemed to be twice as big as mine—and gently touched my shoulder.

				“I don’t think you know that much about stamps. But I can teach you, if you want …”

				The telephone conversation is over and I enter my kitchen, open the window toward the backyard and start to fix my breakfast. Some children are climbing the plastered walls between the yards. I can hear their yelling and their voices as I wash the espresso machine and fill it with fresh water. Then—just as I turn off the tap—there is a silence. I lean out of the window. The children have disappeared into some gateway or are hiding in some nook. I stand for a long time, holding the coffee machine.

				“Where have you been?” my mother asked, and closed the book she was reading.

				“I’ve been to someone called Samuel,” I replied, as I kicked off my shoes in the hallway. “He and his mother helped me when I had an accident on my bike.”

				“Have you been in an accident?” She stood up and came close. “I told you to be careful. Are you all right? Are you okay?”

				“I’m fine. I just scratched my arm a bit. It doesn’t hurt anymore.”

				She gave me a worried look.

				“You promised me you’d be careful.”

				“The bike hasn’t been damaged. It wasn’t that bad.”

				“Where did it happen?”

				I could hear she was still worried.

				“On the slope by the church, but not at the steepest point. A dog ran out in the street and I had to give way.”

				Then I pulled out a thick envelope from my jacket pocket.

				“Look at this! Samuel gave me lots of stamps. I can show you.”
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				The white-plastered parish church seems strangely small when I enter it. It appeared to be a fantastic cathedral when I was a child and one of the boys in the choir or one of hundreds of pupils at the ceremonies before semester break. But the coolness inside is definitely the same. And the filtered light falling thin and green from the high windows next to the altar, illuminating the dust floating somewhere between the large brass chandeliers and the hard, shiny wooden pews, seems to be the same: a quiet, reduced light without joy.

				An old man welcomes me with a steady, soft handshake. He hands me a hymnbook and a folded piece of paper. I look briefly at the paper and catch a glimpse of a cross and a quotation from the Bible and some other text. The man points toward the dark pews. 

				There are already people sitting in the front pews, some ten men and women, all in their sixties or older. Some of them are talking quietly to each other. They sit close together—lean against each other—in their dark mourning clothes. Now and then someone nods supportingly or sympathetically. Against the light they all become silhouette figures, a not quite silent play.

				The coffin, standing on a low, oblong table in front of the altar rail, is draped with a light piece of cloth and decorated with a simple arrangement of flowers and an elegant silver candlestick.

				I walk up to the south wall, stop in front of the window beside the strange gallery, and look out at the graveyard and the valley. The road, where I had the accident one early summer’s day so many years ago, has been broadened. But it is still winding through the landscape, through the valley and over the fields that once were the bottom of a sea. I catch a glimpse of the road through the trees in the graveyard, and I can clearly see the house where Samuel and his mother used to live. The windows on the backside of the upper floor—Samuel’s windows—look out over the valley like a pair of watching eyes. It must be close to three hundred meters between the church and the house. Yet, I think I see something move behind one of the windows, a shadowy figure which all of a sudden is gone.

				The unfamiliar taste of coffee was still in my mouth as I biked home after our first meeting. There was something wrong with the chain, and I stopped at the short slope beside the high churchyard wall. The wire-haired dachshund outside the small wooden cottage on the other side of the road started to bark as soon as she saw me. I hushed her, but I knew she didn’t really care, and I was thinking about the big dog I had almost hit.

				The back gear had taken a blow when I fell over. I managed to bend it back to its right position and stood up. Some trees and bushes were blocking the view. I left the bicycle there and followed the wall a couple of meters to the east.

				It took awhile before I realized which of the many houses on the other side of the valley belonged to Samuel and his mother. I tried to make out some details, and I thought I could see a movement in one of Samuel’s rooms. I stretched and waved, without knowing if there was anyone who could wave back. But perhaps he was standing there, looking at me with his binoculars.

				I thought about his parting words in the doorway.

				“Come back soon!”

				I turn around and now I can clearly see the features and details of some of the others in the pews. A man and a woman are looking at me. They nod, I nod back. The woman smiles, her smile a bit cool, and I am confused. There is something familiar about her, but I can’t figure out who she is. So many years have passed since I moved away. I no longer recognize most of those who used to be part of my everyday life. 

				I sit down on one of the empty pews. The wooden seat that felt so hard and cold when I was a child is covered with a light, stuffed cushion. A soft murmuring sound of voices—just as transparent as the light with the dancing dust—is floating up in the church, toward the arched ceiling, but it is impossible to hear where it comes from, and I can’t see who is whispering.

				A young woman enters the church. For a while she stands in the aisle with both hands holding the black hymnbook she has been given. She looks around before she makes up her mind. A few steps, then she sits down in the pew where I am. She smiles warmly as she puts out her hand.

				“My name is Rigmor,” she says softly. “I work at the Elephant, where Samuel used to live.”

				I introduce myself, and tell her that I’ve known Samuel since I was a child.

				“I see. Are you a relative?”

				“No, but we were buddies.” I become silent for a moment. “Or friends, rather.”

				He put out his hand and placed his right index finger at the top of my nose between my eyes. For a while he held his finger right there, very still. I closed my eyes and I thought I could feel his pulse, or was it my own?

				“Little friend,” he began, “do you know what’s in here?”

				“No.”

				“I think this is where the soul is. Right here, underneath my finger.”

				I opened my eyes.

				“A soul place …”

				“Yes, that’s right,” Samuel replied, and pushed his finger a little bit harder. “A soul place. Your soul place. Take care of it. Take really good care of it.”

				“But what about here?” I said, and patted my chest. “Don’t you think this is where the soul is? In my heart?”

				Samuel took his finger away from my face and put his hand over my chest. Now I could clearly feel his pulse, and my heart’s attempt to touch him with its beating.

				“This is where your love is. You should let it out as much as you can. It will only do you good.”

				“We have gathered here today for a last farewell of Samuel Bror Gunnarsson …”

				The female priest talks generally—but still as if she really knew the deceased—about the eternal cycle, the perishableness of everything, and our final rest. I think about Samuel, about his rest. Now and before. And the perishableness of everything. The ­flowers on the coffin—white carnations and red roses—seem unreal in the shimmering green light. And I think of livelong …

				“Look!” I yelled, and my voice cracked in a strange way. “What kind of butterfly is that?”

				Samuel turned and followed the flying insect with his eyes. A few flickering seconds later it landed on a very high thistle.

				“It’s an Apollo. Don’t you recognize it? It’s very common here. It’s also called Red-spotted Apollo. They like thistle. You often find them among thistles. There’s also a darker variation with black spots. It’s called Clouded Apollo, or Apollo Mnemosyne. Like the Greek goddess of memory.” He turned toward me. “Do you know what it lives on, the Apollo caterpillar?”

				I shook my head.

				“Livelong,” said Samuel. “Of all the flowers and herbs, it prefers livelong. Or love’s herb, as it’s called in some parts of Sweden. The Apollo butterfly lays its eggs on places where love’s herb grows. Like this place. There are always lots of Apollo butterflies here. And right there, by the wall, you can see love’s herb. It’s that light-pink flower with the reddish stem.”

				“What a peculiar name. Why is it called love’s herb?”

				“I’m not really sure, but I believe it was used long ago when fortune-tellers wanted to find out about love matters. At least that’s what I’ve heard.”

				He sat down on a moss-covered stone, bent forward and picked up a pine cone, which he rolled in his hand.

				“Maybe you could tell me my fortune with the help of that love’s herb,” I suggested.

				Samuel slowly shook his head.

				“No, I couldn’t do that. But instead, if I could wish something for you, Mattias, I think it would be …” He paused and thought for a moment. Then he smiled and threw the cone at the wall. “What if your life turned out to be like that black velvet caterpillar, the Apollo caterpillar. What if love’s herb could be the most important food in your life? Wouldn’t that be fantastic? I don’t have that much experience, it hasn’t turned out that way—perhaps I didn’t really dare enough—but when I found love, when it found me, I felt … complete. As if I belonged to something, as if I was part of something big. Nothing else mattered. Nothing else seemed important. That’s really what it was like. And I would very much like that to happen to you. Often. And for long periods.”

				Melancholy but at the same time enchanting and beautiful sounds from a Bach chorale prelude follow me as I walk out of the church. I recognize the music from my time in the choir. Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland. Outside, the contrast is tremendous. The sun is shining and the trees are still green. Everything looks like summer, although autumn is closing in.

				Rigmor has stopped by the gate in the churchyard wall. She waves discreetly and hastily to me. I pass some of the other funeral participants and walk up to her. Once again she greets me with that warm and friendly smile, relieving and nice after the ceremony. 

				“I don’t usually attend funerals unless I have to,” she says, “but this time I really wanted to come, although Samuel and I were neither relatives nor close friends.”

				The older woman who had seemed so familiar walks out the gate with her male companion. Once again I nod.

				“I think that is Samuel’s sister,” Rigmor whispers. “Do you know her?”

				“No, I don’t.”

				Of course it was his sister. I should have known as soon as I saw her lips and cheeks and eyes.

				“I met her once when she was visiting Samuel. But that was in the beginning, right after he had moved into the Elephant.”

				“Why is it called the Elephant?”

				“I think it’s the name of the block. And so, they named the home after the block.”

				She is silent and studies my face.

				“You don’t live here, do you.”

				“No, I don’t. I moved away a long time ago. I’m only here for the funeral. But I’m staying a couple of days. Then I’ll go back to Stockholm.”

				Rigmor opens her handbag and takes out some keys.

				“Are you going to town?” she asks.

				“Yes, I am. To my mother’s place.”

				“Have you got a car, or do you want a ride?”

				“I was planning to walk, but I would like to go with you, if that’s okay.”

				“This heat is just fantastic. It’ll soon be October and it still feels like summer.” Rigmor pulls down the side window. “Let me know if the wind is bothering you.”

				“I liked Samuel,” she says. “He had a humility that attracted me. A humility that not even his depressions, his downswings could affect.” Then she is quiet and slows down as we get close to some children on bicycles. We go past them. I turn and look up the steep lane leading to the school where I spent nine years. For some reason I think about a boy in one of the senior classes, someone I haven’t thought about for many, many years. The image of him is suddenly sharp and vivid—he is sitting on the fence at the schoolbus stop, his smile a bit askew, perhaps a little embarrassed, the tip of one tooth chipped—but then it disappears before I can remember his name.

				The car is now going faster, and Rigmor says, “Well, Samuel felt more like a friend even the first time we met.”

				“When was that?”

				“It must have been three or four years ago. He had just had a depression and … Well, there was some trouble with the apartment he rented, just off Stora Torget Square, and he needed a new place, and so he moved to the Elephant.”

				“I also liked him a lot, but I hadn’t seen him for a long time. We did meet often when I was a teenager. He collected stamps and he used to give me duplicates. He gave me lots of stamps, from all over the world.”

				I can feel her gazing at me, and I turn to meet her eyes.

				“I’m sorry,” she says and looks at the road. “Perhaps I should concentrate on my driving.”

				“What were you thinking?”

				“I thought you were alike, in a way. That struck me in the church. I guess that’s why I thought you were related. You and Samuel. There’s a certain likeness, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

				“Yes, I guess we are alike,” I reply. “Or were. In many ways.”

				I was sitting up on the high cliff—my legs dangling over the edge—looking out over the sea. Just a few meters away, Samuel was resting with his back against a windswept pine tree. I turned and looked at him.

				“Come and join me!”

				“No, I don’t want to. It’s too scary. This is exciting enough,” he replied. “Why are you laughing? Do you think it’s silly?”

				“No, I don’t. But you look like a giant by that tree. Or maybe it’s a Japanese pine that has lost its way.”

				“Bonsai,” said Samuel, peering at it in the strong sunlight. “Well, who knows. Perhaps I am a giant, after all.”

				High above, a large bird of prey was outlined against the deep-blue sky. A moment earlier we had been studying it. Samuel thought it was a golden eagle. I thought it was an osprey. Behind Blå Jungfrun island we could see the characteristic profile of Öland island, like a mirage or something in a dream. A soft wind was blowing.

				“This is what I like most,” I heard Samuel say. “Peace and quiet, and being with someone I love.”

				“Yes, I know.”

				“Where does your mother live?”

				“On Hamngatan. Just below Kråkerumsbacken Hill. But I can get off anywhere.”

				Rigmor looks hastily in the rearview mirror before turning into Östra Torggatan.

				“Would you like coffee? There’s a boat in the harbor with light fare. They’re still open. And they serve really nice waffles.”

				The coffee is finished and the waffles are eaten. I have been telling Rigmor a little about my and Samuel’s first meeting, and about the long friendship that followed.

				I put down the empty cup.

				“It lasted for almost ten years. Then I moved to Stockholm, and after that the times between our meetings became longer. I think he probably got quite lonely after I moved.”

				Rigmor pushes away her plate and takes a sip of the mineral water.

				“I immediately had the impression that he was lonely,” she says. “That he did not have many friends or acquaintances. Neither when he was young, nor during the last years of his life.”

				“Yes, I think that’s true. We met a lot during those years, ­Samuel and I. But he seldom talked about other friends. I believe—”

				Out of the corner of my eye I see a seagull shimmering. I turn my head in time to see it dive down into the dark water by the dock.

				“I used to come here as a child,” said Samuel, and pointed toward the inner harbor. “I used to sit and watch the ships coming in or leaving. Sometimes I wished that someone would take care of me, that someone would let me come along on a journey …”

				“Where did you want to go?”

				“I don’t know. Perhaps I was more attracted to the journey. But I don’t really remember.”

				“What were you saying?” she asks.

				“I believe that the great sadness in Samuel’s life was that loneliness. Perhaps he would never have had a depression if he had had a real close friend.”

				“A man.”

				I look into her eyes. She smiles quickly and looks away. I am a bit surprised. She had seen Samuel, she had seen who he was, in spite of the fact that he was always discreet, always careful.

				“Yes, a man. Someone who’d love him, someone he could have loved.”

				“Do you think that would have been enough? Was it really that simple?”

				“Simple? To Samuel it would have been a marvelous and important thing. And maybe that was exactly what he had needed to live a good life, a life which he liked and enjoyed.”

				“I didn’t mean to minimize what you said. I’m sorry.” She pauses. “At least for a period he had you. He was not completely alone.”

				“No, not completely. But we only met during certain periods. And, by the way, Samuel and I were friends, buddies, and I was so much younger. In the beginning I was just a kid. So I guess he felt quite lonely in the early days.”

				For a long time we sit quiet and watch a small freighter berth and moor by the north quay.

				After the excursion we stopped by the outer point of the north quay. We sat in the car, looked out over the harbor and the city. Some hundred meters away from us some workers were unloading heavy, dark logs of wood from a Dutch vessel.

				Samuel nodded toward the ship.

				“Right there,” he said, “where she lies, there was once a ship with a very precious cargo. A cargo that was to change my life.”

				Mother is sitting in the living room reading when I return. She gets up and walks toward me, stops in the doorway to the hall.

				“Was it sad?” she asks. Her voice is thin and small. Affected, I think, and I am suddenly irritated.

				“No, it was not that bad. I don’t know. The saddest part is that I didn’t come to see him during his last years. I would have liked to see him again.”

				“For a last time,” she fills in.

				“Yes, perhaps. But we think there’s always a last time. Still, I would have liked to see him again, now when I’ve grown up. I’d have liked that.”

				Mother is scrutinizing me. She has become older, her hair is gray and the fine wrinkles, which have slowly spread across her face, make me think of Grandmother and Grandfather. Her questioning gaze reveals the fact that she doesn’t read me as easily as she once did. Or do I now have a less revealing face? A harder mask?

				“Would you like some coffee, Mattias?”

				“No, thanks. I just had a cup on a boat in the harbor. I was there with a woman who works where Samuel lived. So I’m fine.”

				“Well, I think I need a cup,” she says, and goes toward the kitchen.

				I follow her.

				“Did you ever meet Samuel when you were young?” I ask, and sit down at the kitchen table. Outside the window I can see the old fish market and the very outer part of the Döderhult brook before it goes out into the Baltic. “You were the same age.”

				Mother shakes her head.

				“No, I never met him. I saw him, of course. Knew who he was. But he was, in fact, a couple of years older than me, and I guess that was enough for us not being in the same circles.” She pours the coal-black coffee into her light-blue, crackled, favorite cup which lacks a saucer and puts the coffee pot back on the stove. “Have you asked Otto? They were the same age. He might know.”

				“Dad? No, I haven’t spoken to him for ages. He might be dead too. Who knows?”

				“Oh, don’t talk like that! You shouldn’t joke about such things.”

				“I wasn’t joking. He has probably forgotten me completely.”

				“You don’t forget your child!”

				“No, perhaps not. But I’m pretty sure that lots of people wish they could.”

				Mother is quiet for a while, her face turned toward the window and the light, her thoughts drifting away somewhere. Then she turns and looks at me and gives me a quick smile.

				“I don’t think I ever talked with Samuel. He was very much on his own, I think. On his bicycle. If I’m not mistaken, he was working for Harald in Tratten for a while, but I’m not sure. At least he spent a lot of his time there, in the bicycle workshop. But I never met him. He was mostly on his own.” 

				We parked our bicycles on the south quay and walked out to the edge. I bent forward and looked down into the water. One lonely swan was swimming in the area between the quay and the Midsummer-decorated ferry to Öland. The swan was shining in the dark passage.

				“I used to come here as a child,” Samuel told me. “It was so easy to drift away, to dream away, while sitting here, the ships putting out, heading for other harbors, other cities and countries.” He nodded toward the ferry. “Back then a boat called Solö went to Öland. And over there, by the railway station, there were trains leaving for other places. Places where you could change to trains with yet other destinations. Yes, I was often here, longing and dreaming.”

				“What were you longing for?” I asked and climbed onto one of the gray stone bollards. “Where did you want to go?”

				“I don’t know. Nowhere in particular. I guess I just wanted to get away. ‘A whistle, the train starts to move …’ ” He was silent for a while, absorbed in his thoughts. 

				The swan came out of the dark below and was hit by the sunlight. The white flash of its plumage dazzled me.

				“Perhaps I really didn’t even want to get away. It was more like a dream. A romantic idea about another place, another way of living. My friend Helge used to call me an incurable romantic. Well, sometimes he’d call me escapist too, at least in theory. But I never really went anywhere, not really. I never … escaped. He considered himself a realist and an artist. But that, of course, was much later, in discussions we had when I was more or less grown up.”

				A rattling sound as Mother puts down her coffee spoon. I look up, but she avoids me.

				“Mattias, there’s something I’ve been thinking about,” she starts carefully. “Maybe I was a bit harsh on you and Samuel. I have thought about that and I wanted to talk with you about it, but I never did. And so, now when he’s dead … I didn’t know … I didn’t really understand what was happening … Back then, I mean, when you were young. And I was so worried about you …”

				“But I was all right. I felt good. You must have noticed, didn’t you? And, by the way, I was not that young.”

				“Yes, well, I don’t know. I don’t really remember. I couldn’t see things clearly then. But whatever I did, I did because I was worried about you.”

				“I was fine being with Samuel. I tried to tell you that, don’t you remember?”

				She mumbles and nervously touches the hem of the tablecloth.

				“I don’t know. It was not that easy. I never really had anyone who could advise me. But I do remember being worried about you. And—at least now—that I was a bit too hard on you.”

				“But what could have happened? Don’t you think I would have reacted if I had felt bad being at Samuel’s place? Being with him? Don’t you think you would have noticed?”
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