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“Eternity is in love with the productions of time.”


— William Blake
“The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”




To the memory of my beloved brother Arne


Håkan Lindquist
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There are five hundred and two days between the last day of your life and the first day of mine. Still, you have always been present, more or less.


My first true image of you was the school photograph that used to stand on top of the television in the living room. You are a thirteen-year-old boy who looks like my mother. Your hair is rather long, well groomed and dark. Just like Mother’s. You don’t smile in the picture. You don’t look at me. Instead, your eyes are focused on something far beyond the camera and the schoolmates. I am an almost three-year-old boy standing in front of the television set looking up at your picture. The balcony door by my side is open. Flakes of snow find their way into the warmth. They whirl around your picture before they reach the floor and melt.


“Who’s that?” I ask my parents.


“It’s your brother,” Mother replies, closing the balcony door. “It’s your brother Paul.”


“He died before you were born,” Father explains.


But I’m cold and much too small to understand.


I am looking at your picture. Sometimes, if I’m sad, it seems you are sad too. When I’m happy, I believe I can see a secret smile on your lips.


I was standing there looking at the picture of you. I couldn’t comprehend that you were my brother and that you were dead. It was a thought much too abstract for me. My family meant Mother, Father, and myself. You were still just a thought. Or, maybe, a wish.


When I grew older—this must have been when I started to school—I began to ask my parents about you. I wanted to know who you were, what you had done, with whom you had played. For you must have played, Paul, you were just a child when you died.


“Paul was so nice,” Mother told me. And she was using the voice she’d use when she told me stories. “He was so clever. He liked painting and drawing. Everybody liked him. The teachers at school, the schoolmates, the kids on the street. They all liked him. And they were all so sad when he died, so very sad.”


“Did all his classmates come to the funeral?” I asked.


“No. Not all. Just some of his closest friends. They’d had some ceremony at school already—I believe it was the day before the funeral—but the church was still full.”


“Why did he die?”


“You know why,” she said slowly. “I’ve told you a hundred times.”


“But still,” I begged. “I want you to tell me just once more. I want to hear it.”


“He was hit by the train and died instantly. It was all very sudden.”


“No,” I said. “Not like that. Tell me like you used to tell me.”


“Paul liked to go to the forest. He loved watching the animals and the flowers and trees. He was always hoping he’d meet some wild creature—”


“Did he ever meet fox cubs?” I interrupted.


Mother smiled. “Yes, one morning when he was up very early. Stefan and I had just waked up when Paul got home. He was laughing and yelling when he came through the door. ‘Wake up! Wake up!’ he yelled and entered our bedroom. He sat down on the side of the bed and began telling us about the fox cubs.”


“How old was he then?”


“Eleven or twelve, I guess. And he told us about his walk in the forest. He had sat down on some old fallen tree-trunk when suddenly he heard a whining sound. At first he got scared, he told us, but he was so curious. So Paul climbed up on a big rock so that he could see better, and so that he would be safe, I guess. And right there, just below the big rock, he saw the three little fox cubs playing outside their burrow.”


“That must have made him happy, didn’t it?”


“Yes,” said Mother, sounding a bit sad. “It made him very happy.


“The day he died he was also out in the forest. In the morning, at breakfast, he told us he’d go for a long walk. He hoped he would see something new, something he’d never seen before. I made him a sandwich and gave him a thermos with something to drink. And before he left I reminded him of the compass. In case he got lost. ‘Cause the forest at the other side of the road is very large, you see.”


“What happened next?”


“Then … then Paul did something very dangerous, something you must never do. Remember that. You see, he got up on the railroad track, and when the train came he was thinking of something else. Maybe he had spotted an animal or something. And so he didn’t hear the train, and he was hit, and died.”


“Did it hurt?” I asked.


Mother shook her head. “I don’t think it did. It was so sudden. And then, you don’t have time to feel any pain.”


After a while she continued, but now her voice was different.


“It was the twenty-first of July the year before you were born,” she said, but it sounded as if she were talking to herself. “It was, by the way, the first day man walked on the moon. I remember feeling distressed in the early afternoon. Uneasy, in some way. Stefan was out in the kitchen washing the dishes. He had the radio on, and he was singing along with a song they played quite often that summer. ‘It’s the time of the season, when your love runs high …’ And then the doorbell rang. I opened the door, and two policemen were standing there. They asked to come in.


“I didn’t understand why they had come until we all stood in the kitchen. ‘Has something happened to Paul?’ I asked. One of the officers looked down at the floor. The other one nodded and said, ‘Your son has been involved in a very serious accident.’ But I still couldn’t understand what he’d said. The radio was on. He told us Paul was dead. I yelled out: ‘Turn off the bloody radio!’ Then suddenly it was all so quiet, so horribly quiet. All I could hear was Stefan sobbing.”


After Mother’s story the apartment wasn’t quite the same. It felt different. Almost unreal.


Imagine this, I’ve had a brother who has lived here, in this place we call our home. A brother who has moved around in this apartment, who has laughed and played here. A brother who has talked with my mother and my father, and spent a great deal of time with them.


Imagine this, I’ve had a brother who once lived in the room I call my own.


When I was still a child I used to take Paul’s picture down from the television set. I looked at it carefully, held it close to my eyes, trying to see something new, something I had never seen before. Sometimes I took the picture with me into my room so that he could see, so that he could recognize himself. Because I had inherited not only Paul’s room, but also his furniture, his toys and books, and even some of his clothes.


When I learned to read and write, I used to write about my brother on small pieces of paper. Here and there I can still find small notes with awkward letters and numbers.


Paul to Jonas—502 days. Or: There are 12,048 hours between you and me.


In the margin of my seventh-grade book in English I have written: You are seventeen months away.


I don’t remember all my childhood thoughts of Paul, I only remember I thought of him often and that he felt very present most of the time. Sometimes we melded and became one and the same. And it felt as if I was he even then, even during his lifetime. It was as if it were I who—in a dream or some distant time—had seen the fox cubs outside their burrow that early morning. It was I who had been all too occupied with looking into the large forest on the other side of the road to notice the onrushing train. It was I who had died. It was I who was born again—almost resurrected—seventeen months later. And yet, it was also you, Paul. All the time.


Sometimes I wish I had kept a diary when I was younger, but I never did. That is why the written evidences of my brother’s presence to me during my childhood are nothing but scraps of paper with notes about the time that divides our lives.


When I was born 722,880 minutes had passed …


When I stopped writing notes about Paul, I still thought of him a lot, but he didn’t feel very close anymore. It was as if he were fading away. Then something happened, and he was once again coming closer.


It was a few days before my sports holiday in the eighth grade. I had applied for a table-tennis tournament in the school gym, but only some days before my first game I happened to smash my paddle.


“Damn!” I grumbled, looking at the broken handle. “I can’t afford a new one. Damn!”


Father was tired and irritated when I got home. He was sitting in the living room reading one of his fishing magazines. I showed him my paddle and told him what had happened.


“You’re so clumsy,” he said peevishly. “You always break things.”


“I do not. Why do you say that?”


“Quiet now. Can’t you see I’m reading?”


“But Dad,” I begged, trying not to sound sullen, “I’m having this tournament at school. I just have to have a paddle to play with, don’t I?”


“You should have thought of that before.”


“How could I have thought of it before? It was an accident. Can’t I have a new one?”


“No!”


“Why not?”


“Because it’s too expensive. If you want a new paddle, you will have to save your money. I won’t pay for your clumsiness.”


I was just about to finish the conversation in anger when my mother called. I turned and went into the kitchen.


“Listen, Jonas,” she said calmly, “it’ll be all right. Just wait and see.”


“How?” I asked sulkily.


“There’s a paddle or two up in the attic,” she said, hugging me. “If you’re lucky, they’ll be good enough to play with. At least you can use them until you can get a new one.”


“In the attic? Whose paddles?”


She reached out for the attic key hanging behind the kitchen door.


“They were Paul’s,” she said. “He was quite good. He and Daniel used to play. Daniel had a table in his basement.”


“Has Daniel got a table-tennis table? I didn’t know that.”


“Well, he used to have one. I don’t know if he still does. He wouldn’t be able to use it now, would he?”


“Why not?”


She laughed, then looked at me in a questioning way.


“What’s the matter with you, Jonas? Haven’t you noticed that Daniel’s been walking with a cane for the last two or three years?”


I blushed and shook my head.


“I just didn’t think of it.”


Daniel was one of my mother’s childhood friends. He used to baby-sit for me when I was small. It had surprised me a lot when he began to walk with a cane. He was one year younger than my mother, and he looked even younger. And I was even more astonished when I heard of the reason for his disability. My father—who sometimes got tired of Daniel’s closeness to me and my mother—told me the fine blood-vessels in Daniel’s legs had been destroyed by too much alcohol, so that now he had to use a cane. “He’s really a pitiful figure,” my father said. And my mother—with her more humble approach to people in general, and Daniel in particular—couldn’t explain it in any other way, although her words were different. It was the drinking that had ruined Daniel’s legs, and forced him to use a cane years before he even turned fifty.


“I’ll show you the paddles,” Mother said. Then: “No, I can’t. I’m going to see Else. It’s almost three. You’ll have to look for yourself. I believe they’re in the wine-colored suitcase. I’ll help you when I get back, if you can’t find them.”


I opened the door to the attic. I had never been there on my own before. I found the light switch and went in to the corridor of chicken-wire-clad cages.


Our cage was filled with skis, sleds, old lamps, clothes and bags. And an ugly dark-brown sideboard, behind which I could glimpse the wine-colored suitcase. I had to climb up on the sideboard to reach it.


The suitcase was big and heavy. With some effort I managed to lift it up on the sideboard before the attic light went off. After stumbling back to the switch, I opened the suitcase.


It was filled with clothes mostly, but there were also some books and two photo albums. I didn’t recognize any of the things. They must have been Paul’s, I thought. And I wondered why I hadn’t been given them. I looked at a dark-gray pair of trousers, with a hardly visible checked pattern, and realized the clothes were all too big for me.


I searched for a moment before I found a table-tennis paddle. The rubber coating had dried out. It came loose from the wooden base as I ran my hand over it. Then I found the other paddle, and it seemed to be in better shape. I carefully smacked it against my knuckles. Yes, it seemed to be fine. Then the light went off again, and I turned it on. When I started to put the things back into the suitcase I saw a jacket lying at the bottom. It was a light-brown jacket, jeans-jacket style. I pulled it out and felt, to my surprise, that it was suede.


It was a bit stiff and smelled somewhat musty. And the right sleeve was damaged at the elbow. But it was just my size. I kept it on and put back the other things. I smiled as I walked to the stairs.


Mother was just about to leave as I entered the apartment. She froze when she saw me.


“Take that off immediately!” she cried.


“Why? What is it?”


“Take it off!”


Father heard us and came out to the hallway with the fishing magazine in his hand. He stopped abruptly when he saw me.


“Jesus!” he mumbled. And Mother had tears in her eyes.


“Take it off, Jonas,” said my father, and put his arm around Mother.


“But it’s just my size,” I said. “It’s so neat. You can’t get jackets like this anymore. Can’t you let me have it?”


Mother started to cry. Father looked at me and told me again to take off the jacket. I obeyed reluctantly. And Mother moved away from him and took the jacket from me. Tears were rolling down her cheeks.


“What’s the matter?” I asked. “I know it’s Paul’s jacket, but I don’t understand why you won’t let me have it.”


In an unaccustomed way, my father reached out and stroked my cheek. His hand was dry.


“It’s the one he was wearing … when he died,” he said in a low voice.


“Oh, look at me,” Mother sobbed, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. She put down the jacket and disappeared into the bathroom.


“Easy, Jonas,” Father said. “We’ll talk about this later. Right now we must let Mum get started or she’ll be even more upset.”


When Mother came out of the bathroom, she smiled at me, a bit embarrassed, and gently touched my cheek. Her hand smelled of soap.


“I have to leave now. Else is waiting. I’ll be back in a couple of hours. Bye!”


The door closed. Father looked at me, not saying a word. And I realized suddenly that he looked like a little boy, sad and uncertain. He stroked the light-brown suede. Then he opened one of the wardrobe doors and squeezed the jacket in among the other clothes on the upper shelf. He really forced it in, as if the act was an effort.


I thought of Paul. And of my mother and father. And suddenly I felt all shaky and weak.


I went into my room and sat on the bed.


Paul’s death was once again close. Paul was close.


I had seen the jacket he wore on the last of his forest walks. I had even tried it on. No wonder Mother was upset and sad when she saw me wearing it.


I thought of the damaged sleeve. Could it have been torn when Paul was hit by the train? Yes, that was probably the case. But it still didn’t make sense. If he had worn the jacket when he was hit, shouldn’t the jacket have been ripped to pieces? How is it that the person who wore the garment—my own brother—dies of his injuries, while the jacket gets away with a torn elbow? And how could he not avoid hearing the onrushing train? The engine must have been roaring, the rails must have been throbbing. Paul was standing right on the track. So I’ve been told by my mother and father.


Why didn’t you throw yourself aside, Paul? What were you thinking of? What was it you saw in the forest that day?


I was lying on my bed, close to tears.


Suddenly I was aware of a soft humming sound coming from the living room. I got up and quietly opened my door.


It was Father. He was humming a tune.


I barely recognized the melody, but I had heard the words. I had heard the words several times before.


It’s the time of the season, when your love runs high …
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At times I’m surprised that I miss you. I’ve never met you. Still I miss you. As if I once knew you. As if I forgot you at some point, and now have started to think of you again. I used to dream about you. You would come to visit me, and it was always at night. And you told me things without actually speaking to me. I don’t know how your voice sounded. In my dreams we have wordless conversations. And you—ever since I found it in the attic—always wear the light-brown suede jacket.


In the evening we sat talking in the living room. Mother, Father and me.


“You have to forgive me for yelling at you,” Mother said, “but I had a shock when I saw you in his jacket. You’re so … You’re starting to look like him. What he looked like when he was fifteen.”


“Did you think it was him?” I asked.


“No.” Mother smiled. “You’re not that much alike. And I don’t really believe in ghosts. But still, it felt a bit like Paul was coming through the door. It wasn’t his face, but you do look like him a great deal. I mean, it’s obvious you’re his brother. And you move like him. Sometimes your movements are just like his. And with the jacket on … his jacket, well …”


Father didn’t speak. He was sitting next to Mother on the couch. He was absently looking out the window, his fingers tapping his thighs.


“Of course you can have the jacket if you want,” Mother was saying. “You do need a new one, don’t you? But perhaps we should take it to the dry cleaner’s.”


“It’s a bit torn on one of the sleeves,” I said. “Maybe we could fix it.”


Mother was quiet for a while. I could see she was thinking of something. She raised her head, searching my father’s face. He was still looking out the window. Then she made up her mind.


“Could you get the jacket for me?” she asked.


When I returned, Father looked away from the window and sat staring at the jacket on Mother’s lap.


“Yes, I think we can fix it,” Mother said, stroking the sleeve.


I wanted to say something, but I didn’t dare. I was afraid I would make her sad again.


“That rip … ?” I managed.


“Yes?”


“I mean, was that … when he was hit?”


She shook her head. “I don’t think he had the jacket on when it happened. I believe they said the jacket was found lying next to the track.”


“But the rip?”


“That was earlier. I think he fell on his bike.”


“Yes, I believe he did,” Father said quietly.


“Try it on.”


I hesitated.


“Try it on, Jonas,” Mother repeated.


Slowly, I put it on.


“Yes, it’s really nice,” said Mother. “Daniel gave it to him when he turned thirteen. Or was it fourteen?”


She noticed my eyes were shining.


“Come,” she said. “Come here, Jonas. You can sit here with us.”


I sat down between my parents. And the tears came rolling.


“Hey, what’s this?” Mother asked. “You shouldn’t cry. It wasn’t your fault I was upset.”


“Yes, I know,” I sobbed. “It’s just … I have wanted so much to see him. You talk about him and tell me about him, but there is so much I will never know. I would have liked to be his younger brother for real. And he could have shown me the fox burrow and … and other things. He could have … we could have done so many things.”


Mother was caressing my hair, Father carefully—a bit awkwardly—touching my leg.
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