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			About the Book

			 

			OUTSIDE, THE SKY IS BLUE is a beautifully drawn, heartbreaking yet also joyful memoir of growing up, of happiness and love, of living with mental ill health and cancer, and of being the only one left of a family that had once had so much colour and life.

			 

			When Christina Patterson’s brother Tom died a year ago, she was left clearing not only his flat but all the family papers and photographs he had stored. Christina, Tom and their other sister, Caroline were the offspring of a British father and a Swedish mother, who started out life as young diplomats in Thailand, but when the children were young, returned to live in the UK. There, they struggled to adopt the stifling social mores of the 1950s while also dealing with an elder daughter who appeared to change overnight from a happy, outgoing child to a sullen, often tempestuous teenager who was soon to be diagnosed with schizophrenia.

			 

			Rich with the detail of wild summer holidays spent scrabbling for berries in Sweden, of watching the etiquette of dreary cocktail parties, of long car journeys and the exhilaration of discovering religion and boys, OUTSIDE, THE SKY IS BLUE is book full of honesty and humour, about the dismantling jigsaw of family life and the love that carries them through.

		

	
		
			

			By Christina Patterson

			The Art of Not Falling Apart

			Outside, the Sky is Blue

		

	
		
			

			This is a work of non-fiction, 

			but some names and details have been changed.

		

	
		
			  

			Prologue

			I’d forgotten about the baboons. But I never forgot the lions and that feeling when the last metal gate behind us slid shut. My father refused to wind the windows up until the very last moment. He said we needed the fresh air. I thought the smell of our flesh might float through the gate and they would be ready to pounce, ready to smash the glass of our Morris Marina and sink their teeth into my too plump thighs. When I glimpse the first lion, on the screen in front of me, it all comes flooding back. It’s not a lion, in fact, but a lioness. The camera wobbles as she lopes up to the car. In the corner of the windscreen, you can see the sticker with the dolphin. Windsor Safari Park. A fun day out for all the family. Press your nose against the glass and gaze into the eyes of a creature that could tear your limbs from your torso in the time it takes to let out a scream.

			It’s lucky I didn’t know about the crunching. I’ve always loved crunchy foods. Crisps. Nuts. The skin of a roast chicken. The crackling on a joint of pork. It’s pretty clear from the figure on the screen, now eating candyfloss in front of a monkey cage, that I like my food. But the crunching of a carcass by a lion is almost enough to put you off it. I heard it in Zambia, almost forty years after that first glimpse of a lion. We were summoned to a grassy bank to watch a lion with its prey. It was eating a gazelle. Every crack and crunch of bone seemed to echo round the bush and bounce off the sky.

			It’s the monkey cage that reminds me of the baboons. Caroline and I are standing in front of it, in matching pink capes. My mother hated sewing, but she’d learnt to make her own clothes as a teenager and would whip up matching outfits for her daughters, after a day’s teaching and an evening’s cooking, marking and washing up. Caroline’s matchstick legs poke down from the pink tartan. Mine are sturdy in white tights that show off my red shoes. Tom’s smart in a navy raincoat, over a navy shirt and navy shorts. Navy is the default colour in our family. My mother is wearing a navy jacket and navy trousers. We are a pink and navy family. Two pink girls, a navy boy and a navy wife. The candyfloss my father has treated us to is also pink. We’re licking and nibbling as we watch the monkeys swing from tree to tree.

			Caroline’s eyes are wide as she turns to our mother and then back to the creatures with eyes even bigger than hers. We’re all fascinated by the monkeys, but not as fascinated as we were by the baboons. We couldn’t help giggling when we saw their bright red bottoms. They looked so bare! They looked so rude. We loved the way they lolloped across the grass, buttocks stuck in the air. We didn’t know that the red bottoms were a trick to attract a mate, like red lipstick or skin-tight jeans. Caroline was twelve, but young for her age. Tom was nine. I was seven. We didn’t know anything about attracting a mate. My parents made it look easy, as if love was something that just happened to you, like growing out of your clothes and shoes, something that turned you into a grown-up.

			We were shocked to see some of the baboons on top of each other, their red bottoms pumping as they let out loud yelps. We were even more shocked to see some of them ambling towards us and shrieked when they started leaping and bouncing on the car. We gasped as a skinny, hairy arm reached down, grabbed a windscreen wiper and snapped it off. My father froze. The next moment, the engine roared as he tried to steer his car away from tiny, sneaky fingers. ‘John,’ said my mother in the tone she saved for emergencies. ‘Daddy!’ we squealed, half scared, half thrilled that the naughty baboons had cheeked him. He drove in silence until the gates clanged shut. ‘Well,’ he said, when we were finally free. ‘Let’s just hope it doesn’t rain.’

			And it didn’t. Not that day, when my father’s old brown cine camera captured the lions and the monkeys, and the children, but not the baboons. It captured the elephants, too. Here’s Caroline, rapt in concentration as she strokes an elephant. Here’s Tom, grinning as he waves handfuls of grass in front of its trunk. Here am I, skipping in front of the elephant, bunches quivering and with a toothy smile. I look happy. I am happy. I’m with my family and we’re having a lovely time. To one side, there’s my mother, smiling, as always, elegant, as always. My father, as so often, remains behind the camera. He rarely joins the cast of his family, but when he does, he has the air of a captain inspecting his troops.

			In the next frame we’re having a picnic. The sun is out now and Caroline and I have taken off our pink capes. Behind us, Tom is kicking a ball. You can see that his world has shrunk to that ball. My mother is kneeling on the blue and white plaid picnic rug, handing something round in a Tupperware box. Caroline and I are sitting close to each other. She leans forward to pick a dandelion. The camera jumps and now we’re walking together and holding hands. I can’t quite believe it now, but my sister and I are actually holding hands.

			 

			I can spend hours replaying my childhood. I do spend hours replaying my childhood. It’s odd, in a way, because I was the one who was never all that interested in the past. The films I like most are the ones I’m not in, the ones with the beautiful couple in exotic places, a glimpse of a faraway world. They start with my mother in a garden, slender and gorgeous in a dress that could have been designed to show off her tiny waist. Next to her, there’s a young Thai woman, carrying a toddler in a yellow dress. Caroline has a topknot. She’s wriggling. She’s grinning. On their right is a wall of lush vegetation, a tangled mass of bougainvillea and bamboo. My mother reaches up and plucks a pink flower. She hands it to Caroline, who looks at it carefully and then pulls it towards her nose.

			A few moments later, she’s standing on a mound. There are palm trees and a glimpse of water behind her, and she’s fringed by giant glossy leaves. In front of her, with his back towards the camera, is a tall, dark man in loose white trousers and a baggy cotton shirt. He’s leaning towards her, holding out his arms. My sister is hopping up and down. She pauses, as if to gather energy, and then hurls herself towards him and my father scoops her up. She giggles. He smiles, a smile that cracks the corners of his eyes.

			Now, we’re in a different bit of the garden, with a temple in the background and a red bridge over a tiny canal. Caroline’s running around in a pink check dress and my mother looks as if she’s off to a cocktail party, in one of the Thai silk dresses she had made from a Dior design. The camera pans across the garden, the bridge, the canal, the palm trees, an expanse of water that looks like a lake. In the next frame, in another corner of the garden, my mother is with a group of elegant women. They are sitting on wicker chairs, sipping from tiny cups. My mother’s head is tilted. Her smile is regal. She looks as if she was born to preside over this garden, this kingdom, this Eden where everyone smiles.

			And now there are paddy fields, mountains, temples with golden gables, a glimpse of my mother and my sister staring out of a window at a view that’s jumping up and down. We’re on a train. We’re on a journey. It’s the five-week journey home. There’s a train, like the one in The Railway Children, shiny black and belting out steam. Perhaps it’s the train that takes us to the ocean liner, a gleaming white vessel with the words SS Chusan in black letters on its side. Now we’re on deck. My mother is holding Caroline’s hand as they both gaze out at the shore.

			The Post-it note on the video box fills in some of the details. My mother had all the old cine films made into videos and gave us each a full set. ‘Jan 61’ the note says in her neat primary school teacher handwriting. ‘Farewell Bangkok. Padang Besar, Singapore, Chusan, Penang. Feb 61. Leave the East, Ceylon, Bombay, Suez, Marseilles, Cassis and Gibraltar.’ From the footage, I can just about work out the stops. The best is Ceylon, or what was then Ceylon. It must be Colombo Zoo. There are monkeys everywhere, but this time they’re running free. Caroline is giggling at a monkey gobbling a banana. Now she’s stroking an elephant. Now she’s chatting to pink pelicans and now staring, frozen, at a man holding a python. And now she’s playing with my father in a swimming pool, wearing four rubber rings. It’s a shock to see my father’s face looming at the camera. He’s so young, so athletic, and his slightly crooked smile is so sweet. He’s gazing at his daughter with such intensity that I almost feel I shouldn’t look. Suddenly, he plunges down into the water and as he surfaces Caroline squeals. He gathers her up, with all four of her rubber rings, and clutches her in his arms.

			In all these scenes, my sister looks so happy, and so beautiful, it catches at the back of my throat.

			That’s the end of the East, the end of the journey, and after a summer of English beaches and lawns, we’re in Rome. Caroline’s on the Spanish Steps, eating an ice cream. Now she’s on a little horse in a park. I recognise it. It’s the Villa Borghese, just round the corner from my first home. Now she’s with a friend on a swing, in a communal garden that seems to be mostly made up of crazy paving. In that garden, there’s an endless stream of visitors: grandmothers, uncles, Auntie Lisbeth and my parents’ friends, sipping coffee on the chic, new garden furniture and keeping an eye on babies in prams.

			Suddenly, there’s another baby, scowling in a christening robe, with plump cheeks, a pug nose and a smooth head dusted with down. Caroline leans over to kiss him in his pram, and the scowl slips into a sloppy smile. Soon, the baby is clapping in a high chair, inching along the crazy paving, grabbing on to some iron bars on a window, and propelling himself around in something that looks like a Zimmer frame. Now this chubby toddler has a shock of blond hair. He’s playing in the sandpit, in an apron with a red donkey on it.

			Sometimes he’s with Caroline, sometimes with his elegant mother, and sometimes with his dashing father, on a beach, in a park, by a fountain, in a forest. Now you see them by the leaning tower in Pisa. Now they’re by the fountain in Piazza Navona in Rome.

			I’m fascinated by this glamorous couple with their charming, photogenic children and wide circle of friends, all with photogenic children of their own. I’m jealous. There, I’ve said it. I’m jealous. You’re not meant to envy your parents, but I do. Or perhaps I should say that I did. There’s been too much envy in my life. Too much of the green-eyed monster that doth mock the meat it feeds on. It poisons. I promise you, it seeps into your veins.

			 

			It’s strange how you can watch films of your family and have so many different bursts of memory and feeling that it can feel like a whole childhood compressed. Oh yes, I remember that picnic. That’s where we had the choc ices. What happened to roast chicken crisps? Mum looks amazing in that suit. Dad has sideburns! And he’s in a yellow T-shirt! He never wore T-shirts. Oh yes, where was that abbey? That’s the time Mum forgot our swimsuits! And a group of bikers turned up and we all had to take turns to climb out of the lake in her navy cardigan and Tom’s Chelsea football shorts. God, look at the collars. Such enormous collars! Mum’s wearing such a short dress. My haircut is terrible. I look so fat.

			In quite a few of the films, our faces aren’t clear. But suddenly, in Wales, they are. We’re on a train, I think it might be the Ffestiniog, a tiny locomotive going up a mountain in Snowdonia. The camera must be quite close to us, because you can almost see into our eyes. Caroline must be thirteen. Tom must be ten. I must be eight. Our skin looks so smooth and clear. Later, we could all have featured in medical textbooks, and I’m not joking. We all have blue eyes, but Caroline’s are darker than Tom’s and mine. She’s dark, like Dad. We’re fair, like Mum. Caroline’s smile is sweet, so sweet, so sweet. I could honestly say her eyes are shining. Tom’s smiling. I’m smiling. Outside, the sky is blue, the sun is high and a lake glitters.

			Two years later, and we’re on rocks. We’re on rocks in Copenhagen, by the statue of the Little Mermaid. I barely look at her, but I should, because it’s not all that many years until I feel I am the little mermaid, paying for something that hasn’t been explained by walking on knives. I’m scrabbling around on the rocks, but trying to get ahead, away from my family, away from Caroline, who’s wearing a huge sun hat and my mother’s sunglasses and very flared trousers and a long-sleeved shirt. My skinny sister is no longer skinny. Her tummy sticks out. She’s walking stiffly. She looks as if she’s the one walking on knives. I don’t want to look at her. I’m wearing a blue T-shirt with the word ‘CHRISTINA’ on it. Look at me. I’m here, too. Don’t look at her. Please don’t look at her. Yes, I’m fine. Honestly, I’m fine. No, that’s not my sister.

			 

			I’ve got to stop looking at the films because there’s so much to do. There are piles and piles of forms to fill in. There’s a whole house to clear. There’s a whole garage full of boxes. It’s only two and a half years since we cleared the last house, the family home for more than fifty years. The last time I ate there with Tom was the day we got the news and sat together at the old kitchen table, eating pizza, drinking red wine and learning to talk about our mother in the past tense.

			Tom’s a whizz with wine. I’ll try that again. Tom was a whizz with wine. Was. Was. Was.

			There are hundreds of albums. I’m the only one who never put my photos in albums. Mine are just lying around in boxes, waiting to be sorted out. They’re waiting for a rainy day. There never is a rainy day. I’m a journalist. I can’t do anything without a deadline.

			I don’t like that word any more.

			My mother wrote ‘throw out’ on many of her box files, but many of them weren’t thrown out. My mother documented almost everything. She took photos all the time. She wrote a diary every day. She wrote letters and kept the letters she got.

			Tom had my mother’s diaries and letters and albums. He had my father’s diaries and letters and albums. He had some of Caroline’s books and photos and papers. In his house, there are pictures and ornaments and bits of furniture from the family home. Oh, and there are all his own photos and letters and papers and possessions, of course.

			In a box in his garage, I find the apron with the red donkey. It’s in a box with a tiny vest, a Scout shirt covered in badges, a Chelsea scarf and a Chelsea rosette. It’s the donkey that makes me gulp down air and clamp my jaws shut. It’s OK, I think, to whimper like a dog, but it’s not OK for my brother’s neighbours to hear me scream.

			I put the apron on the pile to throw out. It feels like committing a sacrilege, but what else can I do with it? I don’t know what to do with all this stuff. Who else will want to see it? Who else will want to see mine?

			Just me now. I honestly don’t think anyone will want to see mine.

			I loved my parents, but they were wrong. They were wrong to make it look easy: this love lark, this having a family lark, this combining it all with a brilliant career lark. I thought it was what you had to do to feel like a grown-up. Perhaps it’s why I still don’t feel like a grown-up now.

			I’m sorry, Mum. I failed. I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t manage it. None of us did, but I think you both thought I was the one who should have. I promise you, I can swear on a Bible if you like, it wasn’t because I didn’t try.

		

	
		
			Part I

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Blueberry Soup

			When Abba won the Eurovision Song Contest, my mother swallowed a peanut and nearly choked. We had all been eating peanuts, but I had stopped because I wanted Agnetha’s outfit so much it was beginning to feel like a stitch. The sparkly bomber jacket! The blue satin knickerbockers, stretched taut across her neat tummy and her perfect, rounded bum! I couldn’t quite imagine myself in it. At ten, I was still, as my father said, ‘solid’, but I could certainly imagine myself in the silver platform boots. I wanted to look like Agnetha, sing like Agnetha, dance like Agnetha. I wanted to flash perfect, white teeth as I sang about the station my father went to twice a day. But it wasn’t just me. There were ten people in our sitting room that night. Perhaps Carl Johan didn’t count, because he was just a toddler and didn’t really know what was going on. The rest of us did and we were grinning and cheering because Sweden had won.

			The timing couldn’t have been better. My father had gone to Tilbury that morning to pick up Auntie Lisbeth and Uncle Hans, and our white-blond cousins Peter, Anna and little Carl Johan, all in matching blue corduroy suits. It meant there were six Swedes in the house, three half-Swedes and a Brit who liked Swedes so much he’d married one. My parents had given up their bed for Auntie Lisbeth and Uncle Hans. For the next two weeks, they would sleep on the sofa. Anna and Peter had the bunks in the room Tom and I used to share. Carl Johan had a cot next to them. I was back with Tom in his tiny room. Caroline would stay on her own. It was better for Caroline to be on her own.

			My mother had planned a packed schedule of trips to National Trust houses, walks at Wisley Gardens, Winkworth Arboretum and the Chantries, outings to museums and trips to tea shops at Gomshall and Shere. She had filled the freezer with casseroles and used up every square inch of the fridge. Mince for spaghetti bolognese. Bacon for corn chowder. Chicken for the curry she served with dried coconut, sliced banana and Uncle Ben’s rice. My mother had mapped out every meal and every moment, but even she couldn’t have planned this win at this time, this sweet victory that put her country on the map.

			It was our country, too, of course, our part-time country, our other home. The only slight hitch was that we didn’t speak Swedish. Auntie Berit and Auntie Gun, who had both married Brits and lived nearby, were shocked that we didn’t speak Swedish. They weren’t real aunts, but we called them aunts, and their children wrote perfect thank-you letters in perfect Swedish. But Caroline had already sometimes mixed up English and Thai and now she and Tom sometimes muddled their English and Italian. When my mother tried adding Swedish, they started to stutter. So she stuck to basics: Swedish prayers at bedtime, which we only vaguely understood, tack för maten (thank you for the food) at the end of every meal and tack så hemskt mycket (thank you so much) in response to any gift from a Swedish relative. Tom and I had brief learning bursts. I still have the battered book: Hugo’s Swedish in Three Months, pink to match my bell bottoms. Lesson Three: which is his pipe? The knife is mine. The colour of the flower is beautiful.

			Nothing marred our love of Sweden. Not the sea sickness that always gripped me almost as soon as we set sail. Not the slimy seaweed that I was scared to brush against. Not even the stinky outdoor toilet, where you had to light a candle to see anything, but tried not to look down at the sludge that rose until it almost hit you, a putrid stew of rust-coloured liquid and sausage-shaped turds. We went there every summer, except the year my parents said we couldn’t afford it and stayed in a Forestry Commission cabin in Cornwall where it rained and we rowed. Later, my father admitted that he sometimes resented spending his precious leave making small talk in Swedish to my mother’s literal-minded mother and her maiden aunts. But he wasn’t the one who had given up his country. You have to see family. You’re lucky to have family, whatever their flaws.

			I feel like I win when I lose, sang Agnetha, and we certainly felt we had won. We counted the days to Sweden and were unusually obedient when the alarm went off and it was time for my father to pack the car and us to clean the house. Housework was usually quite low on my ­mother’s list of priorities. Like me, she needed a deadline, and would rush around to clear up before guests. But when we were in Sweden Mrs Young would water the plants. Mrs Young lived next door. Her house was a testament to the power of Jif. So my mother issued instructions. I usually got the bathroom and the downstairs loo. For years, it was pale pink and I would rub until my arm was sore to bring on the holiday and bring out the shine. Sometime in the seventies the pink gave way to avocado. I think that was after Abba’s victory, when I had their posters all over my walls. That was before Abba: The Movie, which I saw on the boat to Sweden and, more appropriately, Abba: The Soap. As in, a bar of soap, shaped like a cassette.

			I suppose it was a ship, but we always called it ‘the boat’. We’d arrive jammed between tins of Chunky Chicken and packets of cornflakes and Vesta beef curry. Food in Sweden, said my mother, was far, far too expensive, and we’d all look forward to our meatballs at IKEA and our annual hot dog overlooking the beach. When we got to Tilbury, and later Harwich, we’d join a queue. Somehow, our queue was always the slowest. Every few minutes, my father would get out of the car, glare at the cars that were moving and let out a long, deep sigh. We knew then that we couldn’t ask for another Spangle or another Black Jack. We knew, in fact, that we should hardly breathe. Finally, a man would signal and the car ahead of us would begin to inch forwards and we’d be clattering our way up the metal ramp, waiting for the clink of chains on our car and then going down, down, deep into the ship until you couldn’t go any further down. There we would find our cabin.

			Once we’d dumped our bags, we’d find our ‘camp’: a set of chairs that would be our base for the next two days. My mother would lay out the felt pens and paper and a pile of Agatha Christies. I still can’t hear the name Hercule Poirot without thinking of a grey horizon bobbing up and down. If the weather allowed, we’d spend time on deck, shivering on deck chairs and gazing at the waves. When my mother’s Thermos flask ran out, we’d go down to the cafeteria and stare at the blond families piling their plates with salmon or meatballs and chips. My mother would queue up for two cups of coffee and then serve up the picnic she had brought: cheese rolls and Penguins. We loved the penguins in the ad. When you p-p-p-pick up a Penguin there’s so much more to enjoy. And my mother did enjoy it all. She would sip her coffee and take a tiny bite of her Penguin, or her little cake, and let out a satisfied sigh. She could have lived on bread and cheese and coffee and something sweet. If you add wine and crisps, so could I.

			I wish I could recapture that feeling, of sitting in a waiting room on an ocean, ticking off the minutes till the highlight of our year. It’s strange I feel this so strongly, because I often felt, and was, sick. In later years, when money was less tight, my father would treat the other three to the ship’s smorgasbord and they would gorge on salmon and herring and Jansson’s Temptation, the potato dish with onion and anchovy we had on Christmas Eve, while I nibbled dry bread. But the sickness, the waiting, the tossing on the bunk was all worth it for that first glimpse of land. First, a tiny island, just a big rock with a red wooden house. Then a skyline, a mass of buildings, more rocks. It was early morning, six or seven. In my memory, the sun is out and the sky is blue. We’re all standing on deck, watching the land approach. My father turns round and smiles.

			 

			My father would tell us all to be quiet as he got to grips with driving on the right. We’d sit in silence as he steered us out of the harbour, out of the suburbs and on to the road where the fields with cows stretched down to the sea. We were all waiting for the first glimpse of the little bridge with the steel arches. ‘Sydney Bridge!’ we’d all yell out, and my parents would turn to each other and smile. Then we were at the café where we always stopped. It was time for coffee for my parents, the strong Swedish coffee my mother missed all year. There was vetebröd for all of us, the sweet yeast bread that tasted of cinnamon and was dusted with sugar pearls and almonds. And for each of us, a bottle of läsk, the fizzy drink that tasted of berries or blood orange or pear. Hang the expense. We were on holiday.

			Our cousins would be waiting at the mailboxes, at the end of the dirt track through the forest. It was the point where it opened out to corn fields, the wheat the colour you would get if silver and gold paint were mixed. The fields were fringed with banks of cornflowers and marguerites. At the end of one of them, you could see the red wooden mill with the pond and the stream where we played Poohsticks. ‘Hej, hej!’ we all shrieked as we leapt out to hug and kiss them and then they followed us as we drove past the cream cottage, and the yellow cottage, and then, finally, reached the red wooden cottage that will for ever be the symbol of my other country, my mother country, my other world.

			My parents bought it with Mormor – literally, ‘mother’s mother’, and with Auntie Lisbeth and Uncle Hans, in 1964. In fact, it turns out that foreigners couldn’t part-own Swedish property, so they didn’t have a formal stake in it, but they did split the cost, which was 24,000 kronor, then about £1,650. Many Swedes have a sommarstuga, a summer cottage, usually a small wooden cabin near a lake or a beach. Ours was two rooms with a galley kitchen, an outside earth closet that was emptied by the council, and a single cold tap. Mormor eventually had a storeroom made into two tiny rooms with bunks. It was basic. It was beautiful. It was paradise.

			And so began our golden days. Filmjölk for breakfast, the tart yoghurt my mother sent us off with loose change to buy from the woman at the edge of the forest, and sometimes blåbärssoppa, a kind of blueberry soup. I would practise the words and then smile politely when I didn’t understand the reply. In Sweden, I wanted to be Swedish. In England, I wanted to be the same as everyone else. Once, my friend Lucy asked me about my mother’s accent. What do you mean, my mother has an accent? And then I heard it, not an accent, but a song. My mother speaks in song.

			Once we had rinsed our bowls, we were released into our kingdom: the garden with the lingonberries and the hammock and the pump where my mother helped us wash our hair and the forest on the other side of the dirt track. We roamed in it and built camps in it, and with Cecilia, whose family had the cottage next door, I had mock tea parties in it, perched on tree trunks that smelled of the moss and pine cones at our feet. In the evenings, when my father took us all for walks, we would search for golf balls among the pine needles. The forest was on the edge of a golf course, but when you were in it, you felt you were in a hidden, secret world.

			I suppose each family has its own rituals, for those weeks when they’re snatched from their normal lives and suspended in time. I sometimes think I could measure out my childhood in ours. They were holy rites, those sugar-flecked buns, those hot dogs on the rocks, those walks with eyes peeled for the flash of a ball in a nest of moss. They were the warp and weft of something I have made golden, perhaps because I want there to be something golden left.

			The beach, of course, was golden. It was just a bit too far to walk to, so we’d leave the car at the edge of the sand dunes, near the bikes that were all left unlocked. There was a long line of clogs. Everyone left their clogs before clambering up, up to the top of the dunes and then charging down to freedom and the endless stretch of sand. If the weather allowed, we’d spend all day on it, playing hide-and-seek in the sand dunes, making angels in the sand and running in and out of the waves. One year, my parents said they would pay us 10 öre for each jellyfish we could rescue from the sea. That’s about half a halfpenny. Don’t touch the red ones, said my mother. They can sting and hurt you. Sometimes, we brushed against one in the water and my mother would kiss the red welts and tell us that salt water would heal it, which it did. I toiled for hours, for days, scooping quivering balls of blue blubber and laying them at the water’s edge. I can’t remember when it hit me that this task could go on for ever, that I could be scooping blubber out of the sea for the rest of my life, and there would still be more.

			Sometimes, we’d play mini-golf, hitting balls up ramps, round metal circles and through tunnels so that the ball plopped on to a small circle of green felt. Sometimes we’d swim at Simlångsgården, the lake my mother used to swim in as a child and where her parents once thought they’d lost her, as they saw that she had taken the boat to row across it, alone. It made me proud to think my mother had crossed that lake alone. That was the last summer she had with her father, the summer he made a secret trail in the forest, with tiny white arrows for her to spot and follow.

			Once every summer, we’d go to IKEA. My mother would gaze at sofas, we’d all eat meatballs and we’d travel back to England sitting on cardboard flat-packs. That was the first ever IKEA, in Småland. My mother went there with Tom three years ago. They discovered it’s now a museum.

			I felt a jolt when Tom told me that. I can’t quite believe that a chunk of my childhood is now a museum. And now it feels as if the rest of it is locked, in boxes, in his garage.

			We could tell from my father’s frozen smile that he dreaded the coffee parties with the elderly relatives, at the cottage and at Wäster, the wooden house in the old quarter of Halmstad where Mormor and her five siblings had grown up. Morbror Arthur and Moster Agnes still lived there. They had never moved or married. Morbror Nisse and Moster Esther lived in the house next door. Neither had a bathroom, an inside loo, hot water or a fridge. They dressed in their Sunday best for us, the men in suits and ties, the women in their smartest frocks. They couldn’t speak a word of English and our few words of Swedish didn’t get us far. While my father wrestled his Swedish into polite questions, and racked up the minutes he could have spent on the beach, we focused on the cakes. There would be a whole table of cakes: vetebröd, because you always had vetebröd, pepparkakor, the ginger biscuits that tasted of spice, sockerkaka, the sponge cake with the hole in the middle, and kringlor, the bullet-shaped cakes wrapped in marzipan and rolled in coconut. When you thought you couldn’t eat any more, they’d bring out a giant prinsesstårta slathered in cream.

			At the end of the holiday, when we came to say goodbye, they gave us each a paper bag. Inside, there were chocolates shaped like flying saucers and packets of red liquorice, tangled up like spaghetti. My mother once told us that they saved up for these treats all year.

			 

			Sweetness and light. That’s what Sweden is for me. Cakes and sunshine and coffee and cornflowers and the smell of pine cones. Golden sand and golden wheat fields and a sudden glimpse of land. The first taste of blueberries. The first fizz of läsk. A blue sky with puffy clouds like the sky in a child’s painting. A world that’s unsullied, without shadows or fear.

			My mother. That’s what Sweden is for me. My sunny mother, who loved coffee and cakes and conversation and sunshine and beauty and flowers. When she was in hospital and I was sleeping at the family home in Nelson Gardens, I went for a run in some woods at the edge of the park. I saw the pine cones and picked one up. I placed it under my nostrils and breathed in the smell of my childhood summers. I took it to her in hospital and thought that if she inhaled it, it would give her life, it would give her strength. I honestly thought it might.

			It was my mother who taught me to believe in magic. Every Christmas, when we made pepparkakor, or ate the ones she bought from the Christmas market at the Swedish church, she reminded us that you had to take one and place it in the palm of your hand and press it. If it broke into three pieces, you got a wish. Once I asked her if the wish really would come true. She was silent for a moment and then she said that if, for example, you were ill, you would get better.

			Years later, when I was ill, I remembered that. It was true. That time, it was true.

			In a box in Tom’s hall cupboard I find the old Christmas decorations. For years, we moaned because we wanted shiny baubles like the ones on our friends’ Christmas trees, and coloured lights and tinsel. We had boring white lights and our decorations were made of wood and straw. There was no fairy at the top of the tree, but a big straw star. There were no big, fat Santas, just the tomtar, Santa’s little helpers made out of wisps of red wool. In the box I find the tomtar and some little wooden stars. At the bottom of the box, I find the old straw star, but its points have nearly all been broken off. And I find some woven hearts. Yes, in my brother’s hall cupboard, I really do find a box of hearts.

			The candles started at Advent. We always, always lit candles for Advent. I still light candles for Advent. My Christmas decorations are like the ones I grew up with. They are made of straw and felt and wisps of red wool. I could no more swap them for baubles and tinsel than rip out my tendons or change my blood.

			But the big day for candles was Sankta Lucia. That was twelve days before Christmas, on 13 December. It was the festival of light, my mother said, when the eldest daughter of the house was meant to wake the family up, in a long white dress and a crown of candles. She had to sing the Lucia song and carry the tray with the coffee and cakes. There were lussekatter, the saffron buns my father said were too dry, and pepparkakor, ready for us all to snap and eat. In the early years, Caroline and I both wore white nighties and tinsel in our hair and Tom wore a pointy hat with gold stars, like a wizard. One year, Auntie Lisbeth sent us a proper Lucia crown. It didn’t have real candles, like the ones my mother had when she was a girl, but the candles looked quite real, and when you twisted each little circle of plastic a glass flame flickered into life.

			Caroline didn’t want to wear the crown, so I wore it. When I put the flickering circle of light on my head, for a moment I felt like Cinderella when she finds the shoe fits. I never really knew the words of the Lucia song, but I pretended to sing them anyway. The song, in the translation I’ve found, talks about the ‘shadows brooding in our dark house’. Then Sankta Lucia arrives on the doorstep, wearing white and a crown of light. ‘Darkness,’ the song ends, ‘shall take flight soon,’ and a ‘new day will rise again from the rosy sky.’

			I believe that. After everything, I believe that. I really do.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			From Old Fairy Tales

			My parents met on a hill in Heidelberg. It was, they always told us, love at first sight. My father was tall, dark and handsome, with a fierce haircut and intense green eyes. My mother was tall, too: six foot from the age of thirteen. In the photos, he looks like a film star, but she looks mousy and shy. It was love that changed the contours of her face, love that gave her the allure she never lost.

			My father was twenty-one. He had spent the summer visiting Greek islands on a scholarship, and was in his final year reading classics at Cambridge, on his way to a double first. My mother was eighteen. She had spent the summer working on a mushroom farm and was about to read modern languages at Sweden’s Cambridge, Lund. They spoke in German, but my mother’s German was much better. She was in the class above my father on their summer course, but he somehow managed to get himself moved up. My father was the kind of man who would never stop on a double yellow line. He would hold up the queue at customs to declare goods he’d bought at IKEA, which no one else ever thought you had to do. He believed in sticking to the rules. It still moves me that he broke them to be with my mother.

			For the rest of the three-week course, they went on picnics, bike rides and walks. Some of the time, they were with two skinny Belgians, Henri and Jan. Some of the time, they were alone. It must have been Henri or Jan who took the photos in the old brown album. Here they are, my slightly gawky mother and my dashing father, sitting on a wall. Here they are, standing a bit awkwardly by a fountain. And here they are, having a picnic in a forest, my father in long, baggy shorts, my mother in a full-skirted floral dress. In some of the photos, she’s in Swedish national costume: white blouse, laced bodice, stripy apron and long skirt. In some of the photos, she’s in her student cap, a kind of pilot’s cap with a black peak. It must have been normal to wear it. My mother was self-conscious about her height and never wanted to attract attention. ‘Hideous photographs of the teenager Anne’ is a typical caption in one of her albums. But she certainly had reason to be proud of her cap. That summer, she had been the best student in her home town of Halmstad. She was carried in the streets by cheering fellow students and had her photo in the local paper. ‘I was just pleasantly surprised,’ she says (in Swedish, of course) in the article next to the photo. ‘I had no idea what grades I would get. It was great fun to get an A in Latin. Latin is my favourite subject.’

			Great fun to get an A in Latin. Mycket roligt. That’s my mum. You can see why she and my father felt they were a match made in heaven.

			My mother and her sister had got by on hand-me-downs and free school lunches. The father they adored had died of TB when my mother was twelve and Lisbeth was eight. A local journalist loved for his wit, he was the one who brought the laughter and the fun. My mother was reading Biggles when she got the news. She knew straight away that that life of laughter had gone. After that, she retreated into books. To get away from the tiny room she shared with her sister, she would climb up into the attic of their block of flats, perch on the abandoned pram she used as a seat and read, for hours, by the light of her torch. Their mother, who had left school at twelve to work as a shop assistant, got a job in the local post office. She got up at four to start work at five. The pressure was on. Money was tight. No wonder my mother dreamt of escape.

			My father also shone at school. In Tom’s study I find a whole shelf of his books. Quite a few have his school’s gold crest on the jacket. They are prizes for excellence, in Latin, in history, in Greek. His big, red, gold-embossed Works of William Shakespeare has a printed token on the inside cover. It’s a prize for ‘good conduct’, which makes me smile. My father sometimes gave us the impression that he had entered us all in a competition for ‘good conduct’, one where he made the rules and was the judge. The school motto, underneath a coat of arms with a nasty-looking eagle, makes me smile less. Deo Non Fortuna. Not through luck, but by God. My father never talked about his Christian faith, but I think he held on to it all his life. While he was at Cambridge, he went to chapel every day. As children, we all had to go to the local C of E church. It was what you had to do to get your Sunday roast chicken until, as teenagers, we were allowed to give up. But when I read that motto, I feel the old anger rising up.

			Not through luck? Are you crazy?

			My father had been brought up to believe that you should honour your father and mother. He was shocked when we didn’t always ‘honour’ ours. He certainly honoured his mother, a charismatic Scot who had married another charming Scot, a doctor who was now senior administrative medical officer for the North East. My father and his three brothers all went, on scholarships, to Epsom College, the boarding school for the sons of doctors. They lived, with their sister and parents, in a big house in Newcastle with a maid. Mama May, my fierce but charming grandmother, had high hopes for her brilliant eldest son. They did not include marriage to a hard-up Swede.

			But it didn’t take long for my father to make his mind up. It never took long for my father to make his mind up, and when he did there wasn’t much hope for you if you disagreed. Luckily, my mother didn’t. For what was left of those three weeks, they talked, in German, about all the things they loved. They discussed their favourite Schubert songs. They quoted Goethe and Kleist. They wandered round the castle ruins and under the old bridge, by the banks of the Neckar, they kissed.

			 

			‘I am thinking,’ wrote my father in German as soon as he got back to Cambridge, ‘of Beethoven’s wonderful song cycle, An die ferne Geliebte [To the faraway beloved]. Now I understand the inner meaning, the beauty, the tenderness, the melancholy, a pure unsentimental beauty. As you left Cologne, I wanted to say, like Mignon, “Dahin, dahin, möcht’ ich mit dir, O mein Geliebter, ziehn.” [There, there, to that place would I go with you, beloved.] But the words had to remain unspoken. It is possible to feel so much that one cannot speak.’

			As soon as my mother got his letter, she wrote back. It was, she wrote (also in German) ‘terrible’ to leave him at Cologne. The rails there had ‘sung’, she told him, ‘Ich hab mein Herz in Heidelberg verloren.’ I lost my heart in Heidelberg. It was a popular song and it could have been written for them.

			For the next three years, their romance was conducted in daily letters. They wrote about their daily lives. They wrote about their hopes and dreams. Five months after they met, my father sent my mother a telegram. ‘Will you marry me?’ it said in English. On yellowing paper, I have my mother’s reply: ‘YES JOHN I WILL’.

			On a boat on the Serpentine, he gave her a ring. Together, they planned their wedding, and their future life. In his letters, which are now in English, he tried to teach my mother about English life. She was the one who would have to learn about his world, his life. But he still peppered his letters with the words of the poets he loved. ‘Only he who knows longing knows what I suffer,’ he wrote, quoting Goethe. ‘From old fairy tales it beckons,’ he wrote in another letter, quoting the Heine poem that was also a Schubert song, ‘a magic land where colourful flowers bloom’.

			Very occasionally, they spoke on the phone. My father had to book the call and make it in his landlady’s freezing hall. ‘How wonderful it was to hear your voice!’ wrote my mother straight after one of them. ‘To think that I could hear it across the whole of the North Sea!’

			‘And then you rang,’ wrote my father at the end of the same phone call, when he had left his landlady’s cold hallway to go back to his room. ‘My own sweetest Anne. Never has your voice sounded so beautiful! What a heavy ache as I put the telephone down! But love is like that. Love brings the ache of parting and brings, too, a happiness that those who do not love do not know.’

			 

			When I first read that letter, fifteen years ago, I suddenly felt cold. My father was clear. My father was always clear. A happiness that those who do not love do not know.

			Later, when the shadows came back, the letter took a fresh twist in my mind. A happiness that those who do not love do not know, cannot know, might die without knowing. Honestly, for a while, the fear of that was worse than the fear of dying.

			It was one of the letters my mother translated when I said I wanted to find out more. I’ve always known about these letters. There are whole boxes of them and it would take months to plough through them, even if I felt entirely comfortable doing it, which I don’t. The letters tell a story I’ll never be able to match and set a bar I can’t reach. A glance, a smile, a faltering conversation, a kiss, a telegram, a ring. Three years of poetic passion, in a language not your own. Love at first sight. Love for nearly fifty years. Love till death do us part.

			On a shelf in my study, there’s a box file labelled ‘MEN!’ There are a few emails printed out from dating sites. There are other emails from men I’ve had short, disastrous relationships with. Actually, ‘relationship’ is too strong a word. Meetings. Encounters. Liaisons. When my mother studied Dangerous Liaisons for her Open University degree on the Enlightenment, she didn’t have any personal experience of disastrous liaisons. I do and I don’t want anyone reading that file.

			My mother was proud of those letters. They didn’t get the yellow stickers saying ‘THROW OUT’. But still. It’s one thing to read your father quoting Heine, quite another to read his suggestion that she see a doctor to talk about ‘birth control’. When I find that letter, I feel a bit sick. It reminds me of the time I was looking for nail scissors in my mother’s bedside drawer and found a Dutch cap. I left it on their bed with a note saying ‘WHY DIDN’T YOU USE THIS TO STOP ME?’ I must have been about ten. I was quite a placid child, at least at first, and have no idea what triggered this outburst. Look at me! Don’t look at me! Look at the mistake you made!

			Sex or no sex (and I know from my mother that there was no sex before they were married because my father said Christian teaching didn’t allow it), they were both so desperate to get married that my mother completed her four-year course in a record two and a half years. Once again, she was featured in the local paper. She started teaching languages at a school in Kristiansand, and was earning more than my father was earning at the Foreign Office. Their wedding was delayed when my father’s father had a heart attack during a meeting at Sunderland General Hospital. ‘MIN FAR ÄR DÖD’ wrote my father in his tiny Letts diary. He had taught himself Swedish and was writing his diary in his latest language. I was older when I learnt the weight of those words. Dad is dead. Three words to change a world.

			My father’s diary entry for 25 June is equally succinct. ‘Den stora dagen!’ The big day! They were married in the white church at Söndrum, next to the old barn that was once part of my mother’s grandparents’ farm. We sometimes used to cycle there. My cousin Carl Johan was christened there. Built from whitewashed stone and with a conical spire, it looks like something in a fairy tale. It’s set in a landscape dotted with red wooden farms and at the foot of a hill sprinkled with wild roses. If you clamber up the hill, among the stones my mother always said were from Neolithic villages, you see green fields stretching out to the sea. As a child, I dreamt of getting married there. I wanted to look like my mother in her wedding photos, statuesque in her coronet made out of myrtle, mysterious with her Mona Lisa smile. In the photos my father looks like a matinee idol. On his broad forehead, there’s even a kiss-curl.

			 

			After a honeymoon in Norway, where it rained for two weeks, they started their new life in a bedsit in Earls Court. My mother tried to make it cosy, with the cushion covers she crocheted on their honeymoon, the rug she had woven and a selection of embroidered mats. In the kitchen they shared with the other tenants, she practised making English puddings. Lemon meringue. Treacle tart. Queen’s pud. I don’t know what happened to those English puddings. By the time we came along, the answer to the ‘what’s for pudding?’ question was nearly always a slightly tart ‘fresh fruit’. I’ve always wanted to see a photo of that first home, and now, in an album in Tom’s sitting room, I’ve found one. You can’t see much. A fireplace. Some armchairs. A coffee table with a coffee pot and two Advent candles. And my parents, who are drinking coffee with one of my mother’s Swedish cousins. Their faces light up the room.

			My mother gasped when she heard that their first posting was Bangkok. For six months, she had been working in a cramped attic, doing clerical work at Foyles. It was just after the Suez Crisis – Anthony Eden had resigned the month before. The Suez Canal was still closed, and the journey took six weeks. When they got there, it was worth it. My parents’ new home came with five servants and a white grand piano. There was a lake in the garden, with a temple behind it. The garden smelled of the jasmine the gardener watered and trimmed. In the ‘New Look’ dresses she had made in jewel-coloured Thai silks, my mother helped my father host cocktail parties and dinners. ‘I nearly went hysterical,’ she wrote (in Swedish) to her mother when, just before one party, the power died. ‘The guests’ she told her mother, ‘had to walk in total darkness and risk treading on snakes. John says I am stupid to worry. The guests had a lovely time. But what would you have done if you had been left in pitch blackness with seventy-five cocktail guests of high rank, when you were twenty-three years old!’

			Although diplomats’ wives weren’t meant to work, my mother answered an ad for an English teacher in the Bangkok Post. She was interviewed, on her veranda, by a monk. Soon, she was walking, every morning, through a temple-yard full of wild dogs. In the classroom, she read out the English phrases she wrote on a blackboard and boys in blue shorts and white shirts shouted them back. On Teachers’ Worship Day, they knelt in front of her and bowed their heads. When they heard she’d got food poisoning after a Japanese meal to celebrate her first wedding anniversary, they hired three buses and went to all the hospitals in Bangkok. When they found her, they swarmed on to the ward and handed her baskets of orchids and eggs.

			I could spend hours gazing at the photos of my glamorous parents with their glamorous guests. Sometimes, they’re staying at the ‘You and I’ cottage, a holiday cottage for diplomatic staff on the beach at Pattaya. The beach is deserted. In her floral swimsuit, my mother looks like Ingrid Bergman.

			 

			I don’t think many of the beaches look like that now. They didn’t when I went to Thailand and that was twenty-six years ago. My trip was with a company called Intrepid. Apart from me and the guide, it was just an Australian girl and two young Kenyan Asian men who were both going home to arranged marriages. I was so desperate for a boyfriend that I felt like begging their mothers to arrange one for me. My main memory of that holiday is of feeling like an adolescent. I was nearly a decade older than my travelling companions, but I still felt like the adolescent. I was worrying about my spots and dreaming about a colleague I was pretty sure wasn’t dreaming about me.

			We did the things travellers do. We drank beer. We ate fried silkworms. We trekked with mountain tribes, sleeping in wooden longhouses on rush mats. We climbed rope ladders to sleep in tree huts in the jungle but were kept awake by the frogs. Oh, and we smoked opium. In a bamboo hut in the mountains north of Chiang Mai I smoked several pipes. It didn’t make me feel any more relaxed.

			I had just turned thirty when I went to Thailand, seeking – well, I don’t know quite what. I was also in my thirties when I went to a Greek island to do reiki healing and to Goa with a friend who claimed to be a psychic. She stopped at one pretty beach village and told me that, in another life, she had been there before.

			I was always, always seeking something I couldn’t seem to find.

			My mother was twenty-two when she went to Bangkok. My father was twenty-five. They did not consult psychics. They didn’t learn about chakras and practise on people in tie-die pantaloons. They hosted cocktail parties for government officials. They dined with ambassadors. Sometimes, my father wore his diplomatic uniform: white with a kind of pith helmet and a diplomatic sword. I was shocked when I found the sword in Tom’s wardrobe. It has a gold tassel and a royal crest, but the blade is still sharp. I’m not sure what to do with it. You can’t really give a sword to Oxfam, and I don’t want to make life easier for any burglar who might break in. For the moment, I’ve left it in Tom’s house, with the ebony elephants, the Buddhas and the temple candlesticks my mother had made into lamps. A little corner of Dorking that is forever Bangkok. Or at least until the house is sold.

			My parents never tried opium. They had their own drug: love. And soon they had it in an even stronger dose. ‘Anne expecting’ is my father’s caption next to a photo of my slender mother in a loose dress. His captions were as laconic as his diary entries. ‘Pong, our musical gardener.’ ‘Ford Prefect and Anne at the Friendship Highway.’ ‘Buffalo – general view.’ His diary entries were sometimes just one word. I was hoping his diary might tell me where they actually went on that six-week voyage to Bangkok. But no. ‘Porpoises’ is the entry for one day. ‘Whales’ is another. A few days later, ‘Albatrosses’. In Bangkok, his diary entries are usually social engagements. ‘HE’s cocktails.’ ‘Supper Harlands.’ And then, on 12 October 1958: ‘0800 CAROLINE ANNE’. Followed, a few days later, by ‘Powder under chin? Coloured nappies. Nipple jam.’

			My mother was more effusive. She didn’t start a diary until 1967, but she wrote long, chatty letters, to her mother, her sister, her mother-in-law and, all her life, to her many, many friends. ‘Caroline is the best thing that ever happened to me,’ she wrote in a letter to my father’s mother. I felt a tiny prickle when I read that.

			Every night, my father would rush home from work and kiss both his girls and then gaze at the tiny creature with eyes so dark they were almost like sapphires, and at the full head of hair the same colour as his. How do I know? Because there’s album after album, documenting every stretch, every yawn, every half-smile.

			On the first Sunday in Advent, they lit a candle, ‘picked Caroline from her cot’ and played Swedish and English carols as they ‘sat and looked at her’ by the light of a flickering flame. On 13 December, when my father had to go to the airport to meet an official, they put Caroline between them in their bed at 5 a.m. and sang her the Lucia song. ‘We have got a special photograph album for Caroline,’ my mother wrote to her mother that Christmas, ‘and look at her photographs all the time. They are very nice, but none of them do justice to our little darling. We tickle her under her chins and she really gurgles with laughter. She is so wonderful that it isn’t true.’
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