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Starting Point


December 1989, a clear Icelandic night. The stars are visible, but not the Northern Lights.


Where did they go?


*


At about four in the afternoon on 14 April 1998 he goes past the disused railway station in Skellefteå. He walks slowly, to avoid attention, and sees three men sitting on the steps.


He recognises him instantly. Jurma. Light rain is falling.


He feels an ache. It takes a few seconds before he realises what it is. Then, as ever, he begins to think about something else, a survival mechanism: he recalls a similar scene, from the film Philadelphia, or perhaps from Bruce Springsteen’s music video for the film. Springsteen is walking along a street next to a factory, through a desolate landscape, maybe the factory has closed down; he is walking slowly without turning round. You have the impression that the three men sitting watching him must have been his friends when he was young, but they have remained where they were, while he has moved on.


They did not call out to him to stay around.


As a general rule, the people left behind avoid the ones who move away. So what was it like to stay there? The three men outside the disused railway station in Skellefteå were sharing a bottle of wine, definitely not their first. Jurma had lifted his head when he saw him, a gesture of recognition, but then he looked down again, as if in shame or blind rage.


It made him ache. He could not believe he was not there as well. It was impossible to understand. A matter of chance, perhaps, or a miracle?


Is he afraid? He is afraid.


*


From Brighton, spring 1989, only the title of what is now certain to be a hopeless novel, and a short note.




Now, soon, my Benefactor, Captain Nemo, will tell me to open the water tanks, so that the vessel, with the library inside it, will sink.


I have been through the library, but not everything. Before, I secretly dreamed of collecting all of it together, so that it was all finished, closed. Finally to be able to say: this is how it was, this is how it happened, and this is the whole story.


But it would be against my better judgement. Against better judgement is a good technique for not giving up. If we had better judgement, we would give up.





The following day he went out in the car and drove for several hours between Skråmträsk, Långviken, Yttervik and Ragvaldsträsk, in order to summon up his courage.


The car was an Audi he had hired at Skellefteå airport, which was located right next to Gammelstället, by the lake, Bursjön: he was convinced that it was on the land his mother’s brother John had owned. You made the descent for landing, and there was the farm, 120 metres or so below; that was where he read the Bible to his maternal grandmother when she was dying.


He had, as always, looked out as they were about to land, to identify the geographical point from which his life could be viewed, and the young man in the seat next to him, in his thirties and wearing a serge suit, in other words his Fellow Traveller, had as usual also stretched forward to see and said, “So that’s what it looks like now,” and he had replied, “Yes, they’ve done a lot of building,” as if that had been perfectly natural. “Uncle John has gone now,” he had added, in explanation. “Really, him too?” the man, who had perhaps never flown before and never seen Gammelstället from above, had answered. “Well, there are not many left,” and with that there was not much more to be said.


*


The man on the bench outside the central station, whose name was Jurma, must have been about seventy. It was obvious that he had been on the booze for a long time.


Strange that he was still alive. Enough of that.


*


He borrows a rowing boat and rows out to Granholmen.


It is called something else now, named after his mother: Majaholmen. Strange, actually, it was his father who had built the cottage. She would sit there in the summertime and look out over the water.


You really should not delve into all of this. It will only drive you mad.


*


Of all creatures he loved dragonflies best.


They had been gone for a long time. In autumn 1989 he saw them again. In spring 1990 they were flying around like crazy and he could hardly contain himself. It was the resurrection of the dragonflies. How did that happen?


*


The letters.


He was going to clear out the attic and he found the bundles of letters, seven of them, all handwritten. He had been quite sure that he was on fire.


Was it so? All this. He could scarcely breathe.


Was it really so?


*


She had put the Toshiba on his knee, as if it were a puppy, and the other woman, Sanne, sat on the floor and put on his shoes for him.


You always hope for a miracle. If you do not have hope, you are not human. And surely you must be some sort of human.


*


Is it now? No, not yet.









Part One


Innocence
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Chapter 1


The Soothsayer


The signs are very unclear.


Someone in the village tells the child, almost in a whisper, about the dream that Hugo Hedman had in the winter of 1935. In the dream three tall trees fell down. They were pine trees, but they had not been cut down deliberately. It was an omen. The same winter three men in the village died. The dream had been a sign. One of the dead men was apparently called Elof. Later the child understands that this man is not a “pine tree”, but his “father”; however, it is very confusing.


The second sign: his mother is pregnant, carrying the only-begotten son. At the same time: one of his father’s brothers is, while still very young, labelled “insane” and spends a period in solitary confinement, locked in the attic, as is the custom. He is not allowed visits from the mother, since she is with child, and moreover with this child, and secret rays emanating from a lunatic (“he looks crazy”) can damage the foetus in the womb. A few years later (possibly September 1939) he asks if that had indeed been the case; it is denied, he has not been harmed at all by anything the madman gave off. In any case it would only manifest itself later on, but it is unlikely. “Insanity” is, he learns, a kind of restlessness.


And so the years pass.


*


Suddenly he is aware that his mother is no longer crying.


He does not know what has happened, but it has stopped.


At first he assumes that she is happy now and no longer laments her widow’s loneliness. Then he suspects that the tears have simply dried up. She has obviously reached a turning point and they have run dry. She throws herself into her work, which is the school and voluntary work for Jesus. The former is a chore. Voluntary work for Jesus, she says, fills her with light.


Jesus my light.


That is her perspective. The child is filled with admiration.


The distance from the green house where they live to the school is five kilometres. No more weeping. It is as if she has given up, capitulated.


In winter, when the road through the forest cannot be kept cleared, they go on skis. Mother makes a track, he follows behind. It has to be done. She is, after all, a primary schoolteacher. A school with two classes, for infants and juniors. First a slight downhill slope from the green house, then over the stream, next a long, very windswept stretch over the fields by Hugo Renström’s, before going through the forest. The school serves two villages and is therefore placed halfway between the two, which means right in the middle of the forest; so everyone has to travel the same distance, perhaps too far, but on the other hand, no-one has an advantage. It is fair, but in winter the worst bit is against the wind on the flat before the forest.


Her life really gives her nothing to complain about.


*


She no longer writes her diary.


When he is clearing up after her death in the autumn of 1992 he finds something that resembles diaries, from the years immediately after training college. In them, odd indications on the calendar that before her marriage she certainly lived a devout life, but, to be honest, she also enjoyed herself. “Party at Gamla Fahlmark” or “Party at Långviken”. Party revelations cease with the engagement, the date is not clear.


She reiterates to her son the assertion that she is content, and that “the state’s rewards are small but secure”. However, she complains about women’s salaries, which are lower than those of male colleagues (equal pay is introduced in 1937, but she is far-sighted), and stresses the importance of every woman having a career because one day she might become a widow.


The possibility of divorce does not cross her mind.


*


Her political affiliation is without a doubt within the People’s Party.


She is a huge admirer of the party leader, Bertil Ohlin, who is a professor. She is deeply critical when Erlander, who is only a Bachelor of Arts, is insolent to Ohlin. She never suggests that the latter is handsome (the word “smart” does once escape her lips), but the child soon realises that her almost religious worship of this man Ohlin has undertones. Many years later, when pressed, she admits that his dead father had been a Social Democrat. No need to make too much of that, she implies. Before his departure from this world he was saved, after all. She does not elucidate. Because he was a stevedore in summer and a lumberjack in winter, she regards it as natural that he gave in to the peer pressure of the loading gang. She indicates that she never blamed him for his political preferences. When her son grows up and informs her that he too is a Social Democrat, she sighs heavily but says – with sarcasm or humour? he cannot make her out properly – that Well then, your Dad would be happy.


In every class she takes, she starts a choir. It is always three-part. This is where she is truly at home, in song. Her dedication to the People’s Party is more a matter of principle, not of emotion.


Eighty-seven years old and having suffered three minor strokes, she is to be found in the dark and in a heavy snowfall, walking south on the coast road, swaying from side to side in her characteristic way and wearing only one of her Lovikka mittens. She is purposeful, as if she is going to Umeå or Sundsvall.


It is seven o’clock on Christmas morning. Someone stops her; she says irritably that she is on her way to the local branch of the People’s Party in Bureå, they are having their annual meeting and she definitely does not intend to let them down. She is taken home and not castigated, because her sharp temper is well-known and no-one dares, even now, to contradict her.


It is her last, albeit abortive, political act. She considers the Norran to be the “liberal” local paper. That means social-liberal.


*


So what social class do she, the father and the boy belong to?


Sometime in 1944 school meals are introduced in Bureå parish, resulting in the children at the school being provided with a free lunch. However, it is means-tested for the first year and a financial assessment determines that all the children in Hjoggböle have the right to a free school meal apart from two, who belong to the privileged upper class. It is the school’s two teachers who are affected (“the state’s rewards are small but secure” and so on) – which means that he and Thorvald, the son of the junior schoolteacher, Ebba Hedman, are not given meals. Each lunchtime the pupils file up to the top floor of the school, temporarily equipped as a dining room, where his father’s sister Vilma – who will later be involved in the battle over the swapped children, the Enquist changeling story – serves good and nourishing meat broth.


The two upper-class children, Thorvald and himself, have to sit on the floor in the lower corridor and eat a sandwich of rye bread and margarine, which he detests, and drink skimmed milk.


He feels singled out, ashamed, and is boiling with indignation. It is fortunate that he has a good nature. After lunch, their hunger satisfied and with bright smiling faces, the children stream past the two teachers’ boys. His view of class conflict in society is now fixed. Yet he does not understand that the lower-class feeling he has is built on a misunderstanding; he is the one who is upper class.


[image: image]


He is not alone in trying to find out why things happened the way they did. The village too is researching into itself. There had to be some sort of coherence. Otherwise madness would ensue.


In the first half of the twentieth century Sweden is an archipelago of many thousands of small villages hidden in a sea of forests. Hjoggböle is no exception. The village preserves its history, which is long. Endless reports of people defeating poverty. At the village meeting on 1 May, 1885 it was decided that, to avoid the cost of lodgings, the widow Lovisa Andersson would go round the village with her children. Tax, one night at each household. It is a year of famine. People exchange their last possessions for flour. “A bucket, a leather sack, a metal container, a fur, four scythe handles; for this, 11 lbs of flour received.” Amusing little anecdotes he can leave out of his story: the minutes of the village meeting in May 1868 disclose that farmer Erik Andersson in Hjoggböle sent two boys into the forest to fetch bark for baking bread. On the way home the boys had to pass a field of cows. The cows were hungry and when they caught sight of the boys and the bark they were carrying, they crowded around them and ate the bark. The starving boys were unable to defend themselves and did not have the strength to go back to the forest. “Support issued, 2 lbs high-quality flour, 2 lbs low-quality.”


A happy outcome. They could go home without bark.


“In Sjön, Hjoggböle, a poorhouse has been built, consisting of one room; for the homeless.” Evidently many of them are soldiers’ widows, with children. The stone foundations of the poorhouse are still there in the mid ’50s. He often visits it, situated, as it is, right next to the bunker that he as a seven-year-old plans to use for shelter against infantry attacks backed by German tanks. The foundations are behind Anselm Andersson’s; when the Furuvallen football pitch was built there this memorial vanished.


Lutheran morals are already rife now, in the mid-nineteenth century. He recognises them. “Decision of the village meeting on 1 May”, according to paragraph 8, is to “impose a penalty of twenty-five kronor on anyone in the village allowing use of his house as an amusement parlour; the fine will be shared out to the poor in the village.”


Amusement parlour means dance hall.


One Olof Enqvist, however, is not among those who receive benefits – quite the reverse: when the house and mill in Forsen are sold at auction in May 1883 with all the contents, he buys the house for four kronor and five öre. Perhaps he pulls it down and makes use of the timber?


An uncle of a grandfather. He spells his name with qv.


*


Below the green house was the planing machine.


He cannot recall seeing the plane working when he was a child. They stopped using it sometime at the end of the ’30s. He tries to remember, but he fails.


The little building, the sawmill, was still there down by the stream throughout the ’40s. A very low, sagging structure. Was it open at the front, towards the road and where the milk was collected? He cannot recall a door.


Difficult to understand how the plane was operated. Had there been some sort of waterfall at the outlet to the lake, a difference in levels where the stream started, with a wheel? He finds an archive informing him that the engine driving the plane was a Säffle combustion engine, 7 horsepower, model 15, manufactured 1920.


Obviously it did not need hydropower. So why then was it in that particular place?


Was it because the timber was transported on the water?


The plane was by the outlet to the lake and only a hundred metres from the green house. As a child he was convinced that he was born at the very centre of Sweden, namely Sjön, Hjoggböle. Proof of this: the combination of the chapel and the milk churn stand and the stream and the bridge over the stream and, above all, the plane, existing as it did only as a relic and consequently deserving its own symbol on the map. Being born in the middle of the kingdom must not make you conceited; instead it carries a responsibility for people on the periphery. People who live south of Jörn. Or people in Skåne.


There was a great deal of sawdust left, even though the plane was no longer there, quite a large, flat, soggy heap of it. You could hunt for worms amongst the shavings.


Wasn’t there a hole in the sawmill floor? Straight down into the stream? He is determined to investigate and solve the mystery of the plane once and for all. He does not recall who owned it. Perhaps it was the Sehlstedts.


One of them. Maybe the one who carried the foot-end.


*


The village is ancient. It has been there since the Middle Ages.


When Gustav Vasa’s land register was drawn up in 1543 there were five tax-paying farmers in the village. They utilised 5.5 hectares. Unearthed finds included axes, greenstone arrowheads and a quartz dagger, which might be evidence of some sort of settlement from the period around 3,000 B.C.


He tries to imagine this, but fails. Nevertheless, he likes to think of himself as indigenous.


He returns in the summer and endeavours to create a reconstruction. In the middle of the ’40s the stream had not been drained and it was still pretty; there were roach in it. People did their washing down by the plane. The bridge over the stream remained for a long time, though the plane and with it all the machinery were removed.


He makes a note: the bridge has gone.


The most interesting thing about the bridge was the leeches. You could lie on your stomach and observe them. When you were bathing you had to be careful about the leeches; maybe they were horse leeches, but it made no difference, they lay rolled up on the bottom and then they unfurled and swam, wriggling. You really ought to have been afraid of them, because people said they could suck your blood until you lost consciousness and passed out; but if you spent time with them every day they became friends of sorts and you coaxed them up with long sticks and laid them out on the bridge.


It made a mess if you killed them. He therefore made the decision not to kill them, but become their friend. That way there was no need to be afraid.


*


You could view the village in many ways, depending on where the centre was.


The obvious answer was that the milk stand and planing machine and leeches represented the centre of the village, and that made him happy, without making him too big for his boots.


He is at the centre, but maintains his humility.


Sometimes the villagers congregate at the milk stand for a meeting and then there will be twenty or so men down there, no women, conducting indignant discussions that almost always concern some outrage the dairy in Bureå is guilty of. It is something about the returns of skimmed milk. The bosses at the dairy have committed some indefensible infringement of their rights. Difficult to understand. He asks his mother, but she just sniffs.


Otherwise his mother is a great supporter of meetings, at least the ones held in the chapel. Those are under her control. The meetings at the milk stand irritate her, because they are worldly, and because no women attend. For her, the chapel is the centre; she would emphatically refute that the plane, milk stand and leeches were a centre.


She is of the opinion that, since it is the women in every family who make the decisions, the meetings at the milk stand are a worldly pretence. Pure theatre, as the real power in the village is with the women, who are not shrieking at the milking stool.


And the commotion at the milk stand, when the men were shouting that enough was enough and now there had to be a milk strike – it never actually happened. All was quiet the day after. But if all those who really took the decisions, in the home, if all those women had been there! Perhaps there would have been a result then. Because they knew what real life was. And they were used to running things.


The milk stand has gone too.


He records in August 2003 that the lake has retreated. It is almost invisible from the green house. That time in the ’30s they skied all the way down to the planing machine. Once a year they gathered to clear the brushwood so that the mirror of water, so beloved and admired by all, could shimmer clearly. Now the brushwood is completely thick. It is as if the eye of the village has grown over, the eyelashes stuck together. Otherwise it is pretty.


Now you can make it into town in twenty minutes. Gardens are tended.


*


The village is ancient; he would like to imagine it as a moss-covered stump.


Yet it is breathing, very slowly, almost laboriously, like a dying woman, rather like his mother in the hours before she was taken to our Saviour in October 1991 and he sat with her, moistening her lips. When he visits the village as an adult, everything has changed; no moss, no prehistoric stump. He has to tilt his ear towards the village and hold his breath, so he can hear the distant calls.


Someone is whispering, he has to make it all connect, otherwise he will go mad.
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In time he finds out that he had a brother who was born before him, a year and a half after the wedding.


She had wanted to give birth at home. The baby was the wrong way round, but on a cursory visit the midwife had taken exception to her excessive wailing and had said that the child would turn the right way of its own accord. Despite the labour pains, the infant did not come out. His mother had been lying there, groaning, for four days and nights until it was impossible to hold her down, she had screamed so terribly! It was a breech presentation. Then someone ordered a taxi from Gamla Fahlmark. She had been in bed on the top floor of the green house and the midwife had not come back again because she did not have the energy. So his mother had been carried down by his father and a neighbour, Sehlstedt. There were two of them to carry her down the stairs. Åke Sehlstedt had told him this, furtively, with one single detail: “I carried the foot-end.”


Inexplicable that this sentence should lodge in his memory. He cannot be free of it.


He ponders on whether this was an image or a sign.


But it was a breech presentation. In the cottage hospital the baby eventually arrived and had the umbilical cord around his neck. It was thought that he lived for a few moments. A note about this in the diary. Consequently he was officially born alive and not stillborn. The swiftly departed had been baptised Per-Ola and his body photographed in the coffin. There had to be pictures of the body, that was obligatory. The corpse looked wise and he also seemed kind.


Two years later he himself was born and at the baptism was given the same name. His mother had explained that it was the earlier baby, with the name Per-Ola, who had died, whereas it was the later child, in other words him, with the same name, who lived. He finds it hard to know who is who. He senses something obscure, slightly suspicious. In that case, could it be that in actual fact he was the corpse photographed in the coffin, and it was his brother who lived?


Perhaps they had been exchanged.


He dare not ask, but feels uneasy. Or was it the same child all the time? In other words, he himself had died, and nearly cost his mother her life, in order to be resurrected. Or, and this was the most difficult: was it the case that in his first life he had been raised up amongst the righteous and now sat at God’s right hand, whilst afterwards becoming the child, the one who was singled out as Per-Ola, with the same name!!! – and that this one, born into the world later on, was among the unrighteous sinners left to burn in hell on Judgement Day?


*


It becomes even more unclear when an exchange of babies actually does take place in the family.


This time it was Aunt Vilma who gave birth in Bureå cottage hospital. The nurse came in with a baby in each arm, both one day old; and in a sharp voice she had said to Aunt Vilma and Mrs Svensson, “Can’t you recognise your own children!?”


But they could not, and so a mistake was made.


That was the Enquist baby mix-up. And some years later there was a big fuss about it in the press as far south as Stockholm and it even went to the Supreme Court. That was how it started. First the uncertainty about whether it was he himself who had died, or whether it was his brother. And then the story about the babies switched at birth. An affirmation of how uncertain everything was. Just look at Aunt Vilma and what went wrong with the newborn babies!!!


You never knew for certain who was who. Or who you were.


It was scary. Then a rumour began to spread. It was much later, but long before he wrote Captain Nemo’s Library about Eeva-Lisa and the changelings, and then he put the record straight about the scandal in the village by explaining it in the form of a novel. He wanted to make everything clear by presenting the objective truth about the swap, so that people would stop making things up.


The rumour was that, in actual fact, it was he who had been switched at Bureå cottage hospital. He was alarmed. What on earth could this mean? That perhaps it was his dead brother, the corpse in the coffin, who had written the books? No, that it was he who had penned them, but in his brother’s name. He was upset that the two mix-ups were being confused.


In any event: he was someone else.


Some people said they knew for certain that Enquist had been swapped at birth. He was shaken, but he pulled himself together. However, it reinforced the feeling of insecurity he had experienced as a child. You could not be sure. He denied it, but not convincingly. He was not even sure himself. He began to agonise over whether it could be true, first as a joke, but soon it was not funny.


Sometimes you do not know yourself.


*


And his mother?


She would certainly be very nervous if he asked, like a skittish horse. But he would never have asked her which of the brothers had lived and which had died. And in that case what she thought of the first, dead son, or which of the two she liked better.


Perhaps the answer lay in a notebook he found after her death, in which she makes things clear. After the first birth she writes in it: “Despite what has happened I still know that I have at least been a mother once.” Not a word more. He found it hard to make sense of this. Did she not believe she could have another baby? Or did she not want to? Had she given up, thus giving him up?


I have at least been a mother once! She must have meant for the minute the child was alive. That was the only reasonable interpretation. He understands that motherhood was important to her. Maybe it was shameful to be married and childless. Better to have been born and then perish, from croup, for example, which turned them blue. Croup had taken Grandmother Lova’s six brothers and sisters. All of them had turned blue.


But the minute for which the dead boy had been alive made the difference for her. It made her a woman.


*


In his opinion she has an almost angelic appearance, or is, at any rate, unequivocally beautiful.


However, her beauty is distorted in a strange way when he faces a life-threatening illness and the removal of his tonsils. It happens at Bureå cottage hospital. He learns that the person operating on him will be Dr Hultman, the same man who attended his father when he was cut open and died.


This doctor, his father’s assassin, is now leaning over him and lowering into his throat a steel pincer that will whip out his tonsils. It must have been like this for his father! And for the ghost boy who was possibly himself who was forced out by this same doctor with his umbilical cord round his slender neck! The doctor’s grotesquely gaping face comes towards him and he rips the pieces of flesh from his shrieking mouth. He knows he is the third person exposed to the mortal danger of this face: first the ghost boy baptised Per-Ola, then his father and now him.


His life is saved, however, and he has to stay in for a week. There is the threat of an epidemic (scarlet fever?) and no patients at Bureå cottage hospital are allowed visitors. But his mother cycles into the regional centre every day and bangs on his window. Her face is contorted with worry, as if she is trying to call in to the one in distress; it has none of her normal beauty, now it is twisted with fear and confirms his anguished suspicions about Doctor Death.


She scratches on the window to attract his attention, like a bird, shut out; against the window, with its wings.
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The survivor, in so far as he is this person, is regarded generally in the village as good-natured.


He hears it often and becomes accustomed to it. He is good. His gentleness radiates from childhood photographs, and his glowing kindliness. He finds it natural that he is good, but often daydreams about how things would be if he were not good. In those circumstances he would receive a beating, everyone knew that. He has not experienced anything of that sort; he knows that his mother would dispense corporal punishment only after a hard struggle with herself and only if serious sins had been committed.


He gives some thought to how it would feel. Since corporal punishment is something that is in effect completely forbidden, he begins to hanker after a taste of it, just once. It becomes an unattainable goal he is more and more obsessed with.


One day he unexpectedly achieves his objective. He has done something. What it is he has done he later suppresses, but his mother decides to punish him, by spanking his bare behind. He screams hysterically after the first blows, as this proves not to be a heavenly experience, giving him admittance to a whole new human arena, but quite simply hurts. Only that. Sniffling, he pulls up his trousers, falls to his knees in the obligatory moment of prayer before the face of Christ and feels both wronged and disappointed.


He has crossed over a boundary to a new phase and can only sum it up as hurting. No existential vision.


*


He is good. This seems to pose a problem for his mother.


Central to her religious and pedagogic instruction is to teach the child truthfulness and, pure of heart and without fear, to acknowledge his sins. If he does that, he will receive forgiveness. She thinks that the admission in itself will strengthen his standing among those who do not dare confess. That is the word she uses, standing. He understands that only those who admit I was wrong have the respect of the masses. The self-righteous who never admit their faults will be despised by the masses.


The problem is that he, who is always so good, never has any faults to confess. He is almost clinically sin-free. It is a dilemma for them both. Every Saturday, when he goes to bed, he is supposed to confess a sin he has committed during the week and beg forgiveness from Jesus. They have decided this jointly. It might be mostly his mother who has decided it jointly, but the decision has been taken at any rate and it causes him great anxiety. Not because it will be hard to confess. But because he cannot find anything to confess.


He is aware that he is quite simply too good.


As Saturday approaches he desperately racks his brains for something to confess. He finds nothing, possibly because there is nothing to find.


The thought occurs to him that he could consciously sin, in order to have something to confess, but his goodness is too firmly rooted, his kindness too solidly established; that would be absolutely impossible.


After chewing it over three Saturdays in a row – to his own and his mother’s disappointment – without sin, he solves the dilemma by making a sin up. He confesses, in tears, that when he went shopping at Koppra in Forsen he stole a sweet while the shopkeeper was not looking. His mother is shaken by the confession, but commends him highly for admitting it, and after the moment of prayer, when Jesus Christ unquestionably will forgive the sinner, they both sleep peacefully.


What he has not taken into account is that the following week his mother will report the sin to the shopkeeper, whom she knows well, as they are both active leaders of the temperance society, the Blue Ribbon Association. She tells him that her son has stolen a sweet.


All hell breaks loose.


The shopkeeper takes an unsympathetic attitude: the two jars of sweets are kept behind the counter on a shelf so high that the child cannot possibly have reached it, unless borne aloft by divine powers, and the story would appear to be duplicitous. His mother returns, her face dark, says that he has disgraced her, and after a very short hearing, the child confesses that he lied. Falls to his knees and so on.


This is a Wednesday. When Saturday arrives he obviously hopes that the sin both committed and confessed during the week, in other words the invention of the stolen sweet, will count in his favour as the Saturday-sin; but not at all. She thinks that this sin does not fall within their joint agreement decided by her. It does not count. He will have to declare a new sin this Saturday.


It is a desperate situation.


He envies the children he has read about in the edifying books, the ones who are not good. Personally, he does not know anyone who is bad. He thinks they are all kind, apart from Maurits. But when he examines his own kindliness, the children he knows cannot compete.


They are good, but not so awfully good.


He bears his kindness like a cross, or rather an albatross round his neck, but he is resigned, he appreciates that this goodness has been laid on his shoulders by Jesus Christ and no-one will take the cross from him to ease his burden.


The Saturday confessions come to an abrupt halt, thanks to an event that to him is baffling. It has to do with his foster sister, Eeva-Lisa. He is not supposed to speak about her. He loves both her and his mother dearly, but is distressed by their ever more violent disagreements. He thinks that his mother, who is in principle the very essence of goodness, is not nice to Eeva-Lisa.


He cannot understand it.


On the spur of the moment in his Saturday session with Christ, and in the usual desperate hunt for his own sins to confess, he suggests that his mother should admit that she has been nasty to Eeva-Lisa. It would be fair, he implies.


There is complete silence. Her face is closed and quite unmoved. She says curtly that she does not understand what he means. She breaks off the devotions and tells him to go to sleep. He can hear that she is not asleep. Without explanation the confession hearings stop after this.


The Monday following this incident everything is normal. He cannot really understand it. During the singing lesson, with both classes together, she rehearses the song “The Lake Rests Peacefully”, in three parts.
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In time another primary teacher joins the school. His name is Dahlquist.


He is from Vännäs, which is situated a long way to the south, almost as far as Stockholm, and with the arrival of Dahlquist comes a new era. He is the first person in the village to use ketchup. He and his mother are invited for Sunday lunch by Dahlquist, whose salary is higher than his mother’s, despite the fact that they fulfil the same calling (as she casually refers to it a few times to the child, perhaps not quite so few); so, Sunday lunch at the home of her colleague and his wife. Afterwards he and his mother ski home in the dark through the forest. He hears his mother muttering, “Ketchup, ketchup, ketchup. What’s so marvellous about ketchup?” He tries to reply to the black shape of his mother’s back that the ketchup tasted good, but is met with silence. It is not fitting to put on airs and graces with ketchup.


In other respects his mother likes her colleague and his wife very much. The latter was once the Swedish women’s ski champion, in the four-times-ten kilometre relay, and is the only sports star in the village. At the annual skiing contest she is applauded as she sets off. She also introduces technical ski training; on a square track round the school the children can learn poling, double-poling and stride double-poling. This is quite acceptable. His mother explains that there is nothing sinful in this. Not like sport on Sundays. In situations of extreme emergency, stride double-poling can come into its own. In the south towards Stockholm no-one can stride double-pole.


Soon she seems to have forgotten her fundamental scepticism about ketchup.


*


A new world keeps on opening up thanks to Dahlquist.


In one lesson he uses the term “pickled onion” and asks the class – it is now grades five and six, as the school has been elevated to a school with three classes – what they think of pickled onions. No-one has heard of pickled onions, let alone tasted one. At break-time therefore, Mr Dahlquist arranges the pupils in a long row in the school yard and comes up with a jar of pickled onions and a spoon. He goes along the line and with the spoon pops a pickled onion into the mouth of every child. It is electrifying.


This has never happened in Hjoggböle before.


Then he goes back to the beginning of the line and gives each child a spoonful of the liquid, which runs out halfway through the class. They all think it is very good and quite extraordinary and they testify to everyone else what they have seen and experienced.


*


Aside from stride double-poling on skis, the only sport at school is snowball fighting.


It takes place in the morning break, if the snow is wet. Since he is, by definition, kind, he is never one of the bold fighters on the front line. He is almost always equipment, ammunition and supplies, and works at the back with the girls. They press the snowballs together and put them on a plywood plank that is carried forward to the ones fighting at the front. He very soon finds supply service boring and creates a new role for himself, as traitor, or, subsequently, quisling.


The Norran has published something about Major Quisling.


What happens is that he takes a plank of very hard snowballs, ready-made by the girls in supplies, but instead of giving them to their own soldiers at the front, he rushes straight through and gives this ammunition to the enemy, by whom he is met with jubilation, whilst his own side curses him. After a while he repeats the operation, but in the opposite direction, and meets with jubilation and curses, correspondingly.


He is now designated a traitor. The girls in the service corps do not want to entrust him with what they have made, but suddenly he is very eloquent, promises faithfully never to betray his own side again and is forgiven, charged once more with the delivery of trays of ammunition, but soon runs over to the enemy side again. Jubilation and so on.


In this way, as traitor, he finds himself forever in the centre, never feels kind and is blissfully happy.


*


Apart from his kindness, he is known for his delicacy. You could even call him frail. When he bathes in the summer, he turns blue and shivers for hours.


And yet: on one occasion he delivers a punch. He is forced into the corner between the toilets and the woodshed by two boys in the class above; they intend to rub snow in his face. In quiet merriment they are gloating over the awful pain that lies in store for him. He is scared. Without warning his right arm shoots forward, he discovers to his amazement that his right fist is clenched, with astounding force it strikes his attacker on the left cheek and the persecutor crashes to the ground. Everyone, including himself, is enormously surprised. His opponent rises to his feet, uttering oaths and profanities and describing in minute detail the revenge he will take; but nothing happens.


Nothing happens.


Two days later his adversary, who is called Maurits, has one black eye and a heavily bruised cheek. His mother notices it during a lesson and asks what has happened. Everyone knows, everyone looks at Maurits with bated breath, but he just mutters that he fell over. Nothing more. The relief is immense. It is the only time in his life he hits someone, and after this no-one ever hits him; he tells himself he has learnt something.


At any rate he is never hit again. Perhaps the whole thing has been an anomaly.
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In the winter of 1944 the Finnish children arrive.


Four hundred arrive all at once, then small batches of a few dozen; the central school in Bureå has been closed, the children are put into the classrooms on mattresses and the whole area is surrounded with security fencing, so that the youngsters cannot contaminate the parish before they have been deloused. The Finnish children have a tendency to congregate by the fence. The crowds can have a good look at them there. He implores, partly the Saviour, but mostly his mother, to let him go and see them. He is allowed to go to Bureå with his mother once, on the back of her balloon bicycle. While she carries out her errands, he stands outside the fence and watches.


A kind of trading is taking place here, an exchange. The Finnish children stand with their mouths open like baby birds and shout out incomprehensible words in their own language, pushing their hands out with Finnish coins they want to change at preferential rates that will make the Bureå children enormously rich. Some of these do make an exchange, more as an act of charity, but at least it provides them with Finnish coins to save up.


It is rather intimidating to look at the Finnish children. Every day the Norran has a box on Per Rim’s page with common Finnish words for people to learn. The most useful words appear here; but beyond the box in the Norran, that is to say out of the mouths of the Finnish children themselves, come more exciting words. These other language skills are crucial, at first mainly to be able to say fuck and penis in Finnish, something none of the adults understand. Then more coherent sentences; two of the Finnish children stay and marry his cousins.


The plan is to place the children in the villages and not to keep them in the camp for longer than necessary. Around ten come to Hjoggböle. One is called Jurma; he is placed with the Bäckströms in Östra. After only six months he is already speaking excellent Skellefte dialect. Someone of a poetic nature, who has learned the art of rhyming, i.e. the teacher’s boy, who, with the protective cloak of his mother’s authority, believes himself to be proof against the Finnish immigrants, runs around at break-time shouting Finns shit in! Finns shit in!


It is not clear what he means, perhaps that Finns defecate inside on the floor, but more likely that inside toilets mean decay and the breakdown of civilisation; in truth he has never seen an inside toilet and therefore assumes that it is the height of squalor. Inside toilet! Jurma, being very strong and not at all frail, grabs him in a flash, thumps his upper arms over and over again where it hurts, shouting So where do Finns shit???, until finally the poet, screaming on the floor, acknowledges They don’t shit inside!!! I promise! They don’t shit inside!!!


In this way they cement the friendship that will last just one year. Jurma is his only friend during childhood, apart from Eeva-Lisa, and the forest, if you can count that. But about Eeva-Lisa he must maintain his silence.


*


His mother is concerned that he should not be boastful, so she seldom or never praises him.


She exhorts him to be humble; it is wearisome, but now he is more successful at assuming a modest bearing. Humility is nearly as seductive as treachery. Whether he is meek or a traitor, he likes being at the centre, though not in the role of hero. His humility is determined by her restraint.


Only once does a word of praise escape her lips.


When he asks what she really thinks about his essays, she merely answers, “I have never ever had a pupil who writes better than you.” That is all. It suffices; for the rest of his life he is satisfied that he is good enough, she does not need to commend him.


Yet one time she did!


All of it – being good enough, being right to defend himself, the ketchup, learning to be humble, pickled onions, the role of traitor, stride double-poling on skis – is essential in mitigating the nightmare that he was summoned to our Saviour after the breech delivery two whole years before his alleged birth.
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The village is actually several villages.


They surround a lake called Hjoggböleträsket, through which the Bureälven flows on its way from the lake Mjödvattsträsket and thence, twisting north and east, via more lakes, Falhmarksträsket, Bodaträsket and Bursjön, to the sea at Bureå. Round Hjoggböleträsket lies the village, like a snake; the parts have different names: Östra Hjoggböle, Västra Hjoggböle, Forsen and Sjön, Hjoggböle. His grandmother lives six kilometres away at Bursjön; the farm stands alone by the lake and a hundred metres further away is a smaller farm at the edge of the woods. Just the two farms: Gammelstället and Larssonsgården. In Larssonsgården, a hundred metres from his grandmother Johanna, lives the father of the young Stieg, who will go on to write crime novels. That the two farms in the wood should produce two writers is the statistical norm in these parts, everyone believes; there are more storytellers in the villages than cows’ udders. Hjoggböle is larger and in time will have five authors. Each village has its writers; but Hjoggböle’s fame derives from something else entirely.


It is the home of the Komet team. More of that later.


Most of them are smallholders. No-one calls himself a husbandman anymore and the word “farmer” has a note of arrogance. And yet the Farmers’ Union Weekly is read by everyone. Mother dismisses it as “the most boring paper in the world”. It was one way for her to distance herself from her upbringing on the land.


She too is on a journey of class mobility, from peasant’s daughter, born at Gammelstället, to village schoolteacher in Hjoggböle. Not many can compete with that!


In the village there are between two and four cows, the men work in the forest in winter and as stevedores on the boats in summer. The child soon grows accustomed to women deciding everything; it is normal. Later in life he will, with no hint of criticism, claim that he is a product of this matriarchy. The men disappear early in the morning, return late, exhausted, asking for half a glass of water. This is how his mother describes his father’s humility and the ruling structure. The men are divided into teams, who cycle the fourteen kilometres to Bureå harbour every morning.


The road is sandy, but the bicycles have balloon tyres.


*


The modern age dawns in around 1930.


Father, together with a brother, has bought a used Chevrolet. The stevedore team piles in and shares the cost. Where did they get the money from? One day the engine breaks down and they revert to bicycles. It may have been the hand of God.


Father and motor-driven vehicles are now a more and more enigmatic chapter, reported to him piecemeal by the dead man’s friends. He also buys a motorbike with sidecar, perhaps he only borrows it; there is much that is unclear. The lightweight motorbikes the stevedores use come later, after his father’s death. The lightweights are Sachs, 98c.c.; in winter, when it is below 30 degrees, a celluloid air cylinder is used to protect the face from frostbite. The cold bounces off. The child dreams of the day he can join the procession of lightweight bikes that come swerving through the darkness between the two-metre-high banks of snow, leaving or returning. He tells his mother that he is going to buy a lightweight motorbike when he is older and perhaps be a stevedore.


She does not answer. She seems to envisage his life differently. As a priest, or, a compromise, at least married to Britt-Louise, the Reverend Ollikainen’s daughter. She too is delicate, but later she marries Bishop Lönnebo. It is his mother who rings and tells him when it happens.


*


The village is divided into two halves, godless and god-fearing.


The spiritual half is dominated by the Enquist family, to some extent under the leadership of his mother, even though she married into it. The earthly side has a community centre, where they are rumoured to organise dances from time to time, and a football team that during the 1940s has the name Komet. They play in the fourth division of the Northern Counties Coastal League and for decades are on the point of progressing into a higher division. However, northern teams are barred from the highest division. This is reserved for Stockholm teams, which fills generation after generation of northerners with hatred. The Komet team is close to promotion to division three. Being close fills the imagination of the young, and not just the godless children in Västra, but secretly the god-fearing ones too. The team has some impressive players, in particular the four Bäckström brothers, but also the centre half, Sven Erik Fahlman, who delivers a tremendous kick and whose character makes him a role model for the young. Almost everyone agrees on this, even his mother.


In time Fahlman will lose a leg. Perhaps diabetes. The pitch is very short, seventy metres. A trench, almost completely filled in, but dipping, crosses the pitch and causes consternation in visiting teams. The Komet team is considered hard to beat at home.


Connections between the religious and the worldly halves of the village are few. The child has never seen a match close up – naturally, because of his mother – but in the local newspaper, Norra Västerbotten, the football commentator reports that there are extraordinary things happening there, in the west. The reporter is a Mr Kuri, pronounced Merrkuri, and he identifies unequivocally the ones who make a sterling contribution.


It is Mr Kuri who wins hearts and minds.


*


The pitch is on his left when he cycles to Koppra. It is quite far off, but near enough to be within earshot. Perhaps only fourteen hundred metres from the green house.


On Sundays, after everyone has poured out from chapel service, he goes into the yard and, standing behind the rosehip bushes, he hears the faint noise of what is happening in the westerly, godless part of the village. Through the distant shouts he can visualise the tremendous game, the action. A sudden roar and he imagines a dramatic change, perhaps a leading goal for the Komet team.


He has seen photographs in the Norran. He can let his fantasy take over. His imagination is fed like this: partly by illustrations in the family bible, partly by pictures in the Norran, and partly by the sounds he seizes upon from his hiding-place behind the rosehip bushes.


The Komet team’s fans are drawn from the whole parish and a derby against Bureå I.F. is seen by over one thousand spectators. Sometimes he can make out excited exhortations. “Mark the old farts!!!” Or, “Fire a low cross!” Behind the rosehip bushes the sinful temptations of sport reach his ears.


His mother anxiously calls him in; he very nearly defies her, but comes to his senses.


*


On one occasion Komet Hjoggböle I.F. achieves international renown.


They are very close to winning the league, which in this period is played in autumn and spring. The expression “go up” is constantly on the lips of the children in the godless faction. They decide to put all their efforts into it, following the international model. They organise a training camp in the community centre, which is in the centre of town, in the godless part, where dancing takes place, perhaps. For a week the team is locked in, sleeping on the floor, the floor where dancing has taken place, maybe, and playing snow football during the day.


It is an exceptionally cold week, minus thirty is recorded, and the snow is deep. No relatives are allowed in.


Wives are kept out; leave is cancelled, supposedly due to the risk of mystery illness. They take their pillows and quilts and closet themselves inside. The children look in through the windows and whisper about what is happening. The illustrated magazine Se publishes a big feature. There is great indignation in the religious portion of the village, high levels of disquiet; where will this lead?


However, it is a problem that the pitch is so small and its condition so bad, in particular the trench that irritates away teams. They need a better pitch and they apply to the authorities for support. Thus the ideological conflict between the spiritual and worldly parts of the village reaches its peak. A relation, Anselm Andersson, intervenes in the municipal council, where he represents the Farmers’ Union. This is the man he calls Uncle Anselm, who once saved the life of his grandmother Lovisa, when she was newborn and about to be stabbed to death by her temporarily insane mother, thereby ensuring the continuing existence of the entire family, including the boy’s.


He demands that all financial support for sporting activities should be withdrawn and that all football pitches should be dug up and planted with crops, to benefit the regional economy.


The proposal is voted down by a large majority, but generates fury amongst the godless of Västra Hjoggböle. They decide to build their new stadium in the god-fearing part, right next to Uncle Anselm’s house, so that every Sunday he will be obliged to hear the sound of thudding balls and cheering crowd. And this happens. It is expensive, the pitch is excavated on a slope and Västra Hjoggböle’s dazzling players are forced to cycle three kilometres to every training session. The pitch is in the wrong place, both from a religious and a secular point of view, and soon the Komet team is no longer what it was.


Uncle Anselm, who will live to be more than a hundred and will die with a clear head, unshaken values and a belief in his Saviour, has to suffer in silence. The balls resound.


The child is a part of this village. In his own way he admires Uncle Anselm, who dares to take a stand and face ridicule. He also yearns for the bewitching world of football. Because the village is divided, he does not know which village he belongs to. The village in him struggles with the village in others.
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The village exists in a universe where the ground is covered in snow and the roof is made of stars that give him signs.


One day a new comic strip begins in the Norran. It is called “Flash Gordon”. He collects the newspaper as usual from the Sehlstedts, where the postbag is left. He cannot wait, so he opens the newspaper while he is still there and then walks home to the green house through the snow, in the cold flashing light of the stars. It transpires in this very first instalment that Flash Gordon is going to make a voyage into space.


In his excitement he stands still at the edge of the forest and looks up at the starry sky. The immensity of the firmament, the theological menace that has filled him with such fear, the ice-cold grip of eternity on his heart – will be invaded by a spaceship.


Someone will venture into it.


Flash Gordon. The rulers up above are troubled, particularly God, or at least our Saviour Jesus Christ. The celestial music comes no longer from the heavenly harp alone. Flash Gordon is up there too now and from this moment he is going to follow him every day in the Norran. Something is happening: there is a new hero in the skies, one who offers different explanations.


And so he includes Flash Gordon as part of the answer to the question, along with his father, and the ghost boy, and to a certain extent Eeva-Lisa, and the boy who drowned in the marsh, for whose death he is in no way responsible or could possibly be prosecuted because of his age, and the receding but no longer solitary humming from the telephone wires.


Trees fall every winter, but only once as an omen. He is full of hope. It is starting so well.









Chapter 2


The Journey of The Red Fox


He never understands why. Was it in the genes?


He doubts it. There is absolutely nothing to indicate that he would be stricken by an addiction to writing. Nothing in his family. Smallholders and lumberjacks. Honest, hardworking people. Not a trace of poetry.


Almost no trace.


*


But what about his mother?


The notebooks from the college in Umeå are filled with ambitious texts, the longest about a Finland-Swedish nurse called Mathilda Wrede, who performed good deeds in Finnish jails and was known as the Prisoners’ Friend. She serves as a model. His mother, whose name was Maria but was called Maja, was top of her class at Bureå elementary school and at the age of twelve decided that she wanted to be a teacher. She borrowed small amounts of money from the other smallholders. When she had finished after four years she owed 9,600 Swedish kronor.


After her husband died in the March, she travelled home from the cottage hospital on the bus, and the driver, Marklin, shouted back to the passengers, asking if there was not someone who would take pity on the woman. She had wept all the way, but she composed herself and trudged up to the house on her own in the dark. She paid off the loans promptly. She still had her son, an only child.


Mathilda Wrede had summoned all her strength and, with faith in her Saviour, had battled against hardship and horror throughout her life. That was the gist of the story.


Not a single spelling mistake.


*


His later relationship with the memory of his mother is strange. He reconstructs it.


In rightful reverence that she created him, he takes flight from her and so he is impelled to renounce her. Her most striking attributes – her quick intelligence, her humour and her refusal to be broken by loneliness – he covers up subsequently by asserting how she was: the Bible and melancholy. Look how he even denies her creativity. Just a flirtation with “women’s stories”, “Mathilda Wrede” and “not a single spelling mistake”.


He suspects that he will find what he is seeking in his father. He believes he knows his mother. So it must be his father, not his mother, who has the answer to the ulterior but crucial question: When everything was going so well. How could it turn out so badly?


Moreover, his father cannot talk back.


*


From her there is just music.


There are the choirs at school and the Band of Hope as well as the church choir in Bureå, to which she cycles in all weathers. If the college in Umeå and the dream of becoming a teacher had not been so compelling, perhaps another dream might have been realised: singing! Singing! Maybe opera!


That is not to be.


When he is fourteen she gives him a gramophone and three records. They are Sibelius’ “Finlandia”, Schubert’s “Unfinished Symphony” and Haydn’s “Trumpet Concerto”. With regard to this very fine piece by Sibelius, she provides two interpretations, perhaps obtained at college. The first is that the music evokes the national struggle, with the final hymn of thanksgiving for Finland’s deliverance from the Russian empire. The second – a general observation – is that Sibelius’ career as a composer was cut short while he was still a young man, because he was a drinker and so therefore he never wrote his eighth symphony. Anyone who took to drink was done for.


When, after matriculating from secondary school, he goes to Uppsala, she gives him a little cassette with a recording of a concert in the church at Bureå. She is singing the solo in – if his memory serves him well – something by Haydn. He knows she has a beautiful voice, a soprano. On countless occasions in the chapel he has heard his uncle, Birger Nordmark, read the programme for the evening and come to “Item 5: Solo by Maja Enquist”.


He listens to the cassette once and is strangely moved. Then he loses the cassette. He does not know how. He cannot consciously have lost it. Or can he?
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To be a missionary or a writer, you have to have a calling and be sent forth. For missionaries there is a special ceremony when they are about to go. At least when they are about to go to the Congo. He is certain that the same must apply for those who are called to write.


To consider yourself to be a writer without being called, or without having the chapel’s blessing as its emissary, is arrogance. He is sure that those who write, like missionaries, must be called, sent forth and blessed by the congregation. Nevertheless, he tries a sample poem. It goes like this: “Winter has left us / and spring has arrived / babbling brooks flow in a race to come first / Now we’ll have fun and play marbles together / for springtime upon us has surely burst.” He is quite pleased with the rhyme, but he does not show it to anyone, keeping it for a bound collection of poems; he has hopes of assembling several, something he does not achieve, thereby confirming his suspicion. He knows he is not called.


The suspicion lives on in him his entire life. It is like the village, which is divided. He does not understand, somebody inside him is called, but who is he? His dead brother or himself? And in any case, nobody inside him is sent forth with the congregation’s approval.


*


However, he does draw maps.


First, the map of Sweden. He draws on greaseproof paper that he can place over the school map he has; it is transparent and so he can be completely accurate.


He draws on the kitchen floor in the green house. Very soon he has mastered Sweden and can do without the map underneath. It is a huge step to have mastered Sweden and he feels a kind of liberation.


His map design is based on a moral, or even military principle.


Because his mother had read aloud from the Norran and told him how the Västerbotten sugar-beet pickers sent to Skåne – the very ones giving assistance during the crisis for the sake of the country – had been badly treated by the mean and horrible Skåne people, he makes the southernmost counties quite small, little fleshy growths, rather like cows’ udders. He also has a problem with Jämtland’s border with Norway. It could, and should, be extended, seeing that Sweden’s northerly border does not reach as far as the Arctic Ocean; Norway and Finland are sitting there like two potato dumplings. He is worried that the Norrlanders will be cut off now that convoys up there are being shelled. After numerous gradual extensions, he finally lets the Jämtland border go right out to the ocean. Obviously that means that Norway is sliced in half, like a sausage, but that will improve the prospects of the Norwegian resistance movement. In this way Sweden has direct access from Norrland to the Atlantic and he locates a marine base there with four frigates and the Gotland cruiser.


It is fun to draw, and each time he is very careful about putting the village, Hjoggböle, in the correct place to be sure where the centre is and so that he can feel secure. He places Stockholm at the southerly end, the name clearly marked, but at the edge, so that its distance can be appreciated.


That is at the beginning. He draws several hundred maps of Sweden, inwardly much more faithful than the school map. Next, he starts sketching orienteering maps.


*


The symbols are not difficult. There is deciduous woodland and sand dunes and coniferous forest and streams and contour lines and churches, which have the same symbol as the chapel. It is all easy to draw.


Only at this stage does he produce maps of the village.


In a way he has lifted the centre out of the map of Sweden so that he can make a map of the middle itself, Hjoggböle. He knows the village after all. It is just a question of documenting it. The western section, the godless part, is the hardest, but sometimes he has to guess. Up to the co-op there is no problem. After that uncertainty creeps in. For example, he is unwilling to draw a map of Långviken; he went by it once on the bus, but that was just passing. It is a sin to lie or make things up and he is in two minds. Fabrication is permitted only for a spiritual purpose, in order to explain Christ’s deeds and miracles; making things up about Jesus in the form of parables is allowed.


But making maps is something else. No-one is inspecting what he does either. No-one is looking over his shoulder to criticise his carelessness; the symbols are abstract and the maps apparently similar. He finds it tempting to indulge in this clandestine redesigning. He therefore begins to record invented landscapes.


At first they are relatively simple maps. He incorporates that with which he is familiar.


To begin with it resembles the terrain around Bensberget, but he very soon changes the contours so that the deceptively low height of this mountain (112 metres above sea level) is changed into a more plausible 246 metres above sea level. Strangely, the Dead Cats’ Grotto, which he does not discover until the age of eleven, is shown on one of his early maps. He draws the grotto on the map before he discovers it! It is located at the point where the contour lines thicken, indicating a near-vertical drop; however, if you look very carefully, you will see in the middle of the scarp a tiny gap between the lines, leaving room for a path passing through a cave, which, he realises later, is vaguely reminiscent of the Dead Cats’ Grotto, a place where a person can stay hidden from his pursuers for a very long time.


Thus the map has foretold what will actually happen, and he takes this as a lesson.


To begin with he records landscapes that are beautiful and accurate, then later as they ought to be. First he draws the village exactly as it is, later he will add something else. He is scared by what he records and what he will add, but at the same time it makes him unaccountably excited. He correctly locates Hjoggböle I.F.’s football ground on the road to the co-op, to the left, but he makes it somewhat larger than it actually is. He knows the pitch dimensions required for international matches, for example between the Komet team and the Lapland team Lycksele; now he sketches in these new dimensions, theoretically making it possible for the Komet team to make its entry into Europe. In addition, in the field to the side of the new stadium, on the east side towards Sjön, he draws in a huge hillock (86 metres above sea level), covered in trees, where a person can easily hide, unseen by everyone in Sjön. This is where he will be able to watch the matches, concealed from the true believers.


In all of this he is alone with his secrets. He cannot be exposed. The maps ostensibly resemble the village, but it is not the village. Now that he has breached its boundaries, anything is possible. Wordlessly the greaseproof paper’s coded messages reveal a foreign landscape private to him; a landscape without people, but with houses and crofts and dotted paths and escarpments and, finally, the grotto that is the viewpoint from which his invented landscape can be observed.


There is one problem: he lacks people on the map. There are no symbols for people, other than indirectly – crofts or things like that. Where a crowd of people gathers, such as at the football pitch, there are no symbols for the assembled body. Above all no symbols for their movements or their feelings for one another. In his father’s Soldier in the Field handbook, from the time of the Home Guard, all the movements of the troops were recorded, the tanks too, and on the geographical map of Europe there was a red dot for every million inhabitants. England was red all over, as if someone had poured a bucket of pig’s blood on top of the island. But the platoon in Soldier in the Field was never an individual, and the English dots do not move.


He contemplates whether he should add symbols for people, but he is not sure.


He is not at this stage afraid. He manages physical objects and natural phenomena calmly. Without hesitation he draws in marsh in front of the steep hill, so that the German tanks attacking from the east will get stuck. Fearlessly he draws a church on a little mound, low altitude for the sake of the old people who have bad legs; he puts it next to his grandfather’s tar kiln, marked with a round circle and a wreath of smoke. It is the only time he breaks with the designated symbols and invents one, but he does so with a clear conscience for the sake of his grandfather and because he was always allowed to be there when it was emptied. He confidently creates a lagoon at Ryssholmen, at the precise spot where the six Russian soldiers are buried.


But what about the people?


That is the next step, and he does not take it.


Only once does he reveal the secret of the maps. The class is given an essay to write on the subject of “A Walk in the Forest” and he draws an orienteering map with a dotted line for the path to follow. It is an almost fictitious landscape with some features of the village, but disguised and essentially false, and in his essay he describes the walk in words. What you can see if you follow the path.


Still, the landscape lacks people. It is completely empty. No people, full of peace. You could imagine other beings. Birds, that is all, and dragonflies.


Dragonflies are the only airborne creatures he can identify with. Later on they disappear for many years, like the Northern Lights. Then he is almost in despair.


In the end, in the spring of 1990, they come back. Talk about the miracles of Jesus.
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His father left a notepad in which he had written some poems; his mother burns them after his death, she never explains why.


He does not bemoan this fact. Not even when he is an adult. It is her right.


In the junior section of the Blue Ribbon Association, the Band of Hope, which is led by his mother and where for decades he is to all intents and purposes the deputy book-keeper, they are taught about alcohol dependency. An addiction that is beyond his comprehension.


There are other puzzling addictions. His own relentless cartography, with its distortion of reality, makes him suspect that even inventing things like this is addictive behaviour. Misrepresentation and make-believe are essentially sins. Apart from our Saviour’s parables, naturally.


But if he managed to eliminate addiction, for example to the fake maps, would it be an end to perversion? Something that had to be concealed. Like going to the sandpit so that he could chew dry sand?


He never discloses these potential sins at the Saturday confessions, and in any case the sessions have stopped.


*


In time the village of Hjoggböle, situated deep in the forest, twenty kilometres from the coast and a thousand kilometres north of Stockholm, will gain a kind of national fame because the 150 inhabitants produced no less than five writers, defined as members of the Swedish Society of Authors.


He is asked many times, why this striking concentration of storytellers?


He usually answers humorously, the result of inbreeding: everyone married within a radius of twenty kilometres. Inbreeding resulted in a large number of village idiots or authors, difficult to determine which was which. This was before the boom in bicycles at the turn of the century, when the range of action for young men extended from walking to cycling and inbreeding largely came to an end. You could joke about it to avoid thinking about it seriously. Or perhaps you conjured up a picture of perpetual discourse round the fire or in dark kitchens; a storytelling tradition more than a thousand years old, from which written accounts, not oral, now suddenly emerged.


He knows that neither of these is true.


He has never heard a fable or a story. He just sits quietly on the snuff-coloured linoleum mat in the kitchen and draws maps on sheets of greaseproof paper. No fire. No old women telling secrets. The gory tales of the Old Testament are interesting up to a point, but he soon knows them by heart. Otherwise mostly silence. He has no friends, but he does not miss them. He has the forest and Soldier in the Field with anti-tank barriers marked. In the forest he builds bunkers against future attacks, but these are not something to record. Not even voices, just silence tucked up in the snow. Winter with snow and Northern Lights and birds in the rowan trees and humming telephone wires resonating against the gable roofs. But this is not a story.


Or is it?


During his childhood, rules are established about what questions he must answer and how. The questions are the intractable ones about sin and guilt and heaven and hell and life and eternity and the unchangeable and ice-cold silence of the starry sky, the answers shaken only by Flash Gordon’s daily travels into space in the Norran. But this is not much of a story either. Perhaps just a warble or a low wail. These uncompromising existential questions to the child may not be bad questions, but the answers are razor-sharp and inexorable and fundamentalist.


Everything is beyond his comprehension. Yet he still has the forest. The forest is the best of playmates, but it does not tell much of a story! At any rate not one he can repeat.


Why him?


There is no-one else in his family who has become addicted to writing. Land workers for centuries and not an intellectual of any kind in sight. No peasant student. Not even a preacher.


If only he did not think in a different way.


*


He makes careful enquiries.


None of his relations has been before the district judge or convicted of a crime, there is no sign of alcohol abuse or loose morals or godlessness or adultery. They all have a reputation for being religious, often deeply religious. His father’s brother – who for a short time was regarded as mad, but soon regained his sanity and in the autumn of his years worked as a volunteer in the ice-hockey section of Skellefteå A.I.K. – he was just a digression.


Was there really no-one in his family before him who had this calling?


It is denied. But the mother of his paternal grandmother is mentioned.


His grandmother’s name was Maria Lovisa Hällgren, she was known as Lova and she was born on 20 September 1873. In the middle of October that year her neighbour Anselm Andersson observed Lova’s mother, Brita Margareta Hällgren, crossing the field west of the house, scantily clad and apparently on her way to the forest or Bensberget beyond.


He stood watching her movements, suspecting something was amiss. She had a bundle under her arm and when Anselm drew nearer he could see that it was the child, Lovisa, who was scarcely a month old.


He approached her, but he could not engage Brita Margaret in conversation. She just stared into the forest and did not stop walking, despite Anselm Andersson’s friendly but increasingly insistent questions. At that moment he noticed that not only was she carrying the baby under her arm, she was also holding a knife in her hand. She would not reply to him, but steadfastly carried on towards the forest, even though Anselm was now anxiously pulling at her arm. Then she dropped the child on the floor and tried to pick her up; Anselm twisted the knife out of her hand, whereupon she sobbed and wailed, but did not offer any defence or explanation.


Anselm Andersson had understood what was happening and he took her into the house. He had saved the life of the child, Lovisa, who for ever after that would be called Lova. Anselm Andersson had realised that Brita Margareta Hällgren had gone mad and was going to kill the baby girl, and he also knew why.


Lova’s mother, his father’s maternal grandmother, had had seven children, of whom Lova was the youngest. In 1873 an epidemic of croup occurred. Croup caused a swelling inside the throat that led to blueness and suffocation, quite simply by preventing intake of breath. Mostly it affected young children. It was probably due to diphtheria. Six of the children contracted it within a month and died. All six. One after the other they had turned blue and died. Presumably Brita Margareta grieved at first, then grew silent and finally became deranged, making up her mind to kill the baby and herself so that no-one should be left behind.


She might have thought that now nothing matters.


There could be a more positive interpretation, in the biblical sense, and later this was widely accepted. People thought that she had probably heard God’s voice, like Abraham did when God ordered him to take now your son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you. God had Bensberget in mind. And that was where she was going with Lovisa, but perhaps hoping that God would restrain the hand holding the knife at the last moment, as he did when he said to Isaac, Do not lay your hand on the boy.


That is how people made sense of it. She never did explain.


The fact that one-month-old Lova had survived the croup was judged to have something to do with her mother’s milk. It had saved her. But after the death of her six children his great-grandmother Brita Margareta had become very nervous, or by common consent, mad; the episode when Anselm Andersson prevented her going into the forest to kill her baby daughter had confirmed this. However, the family did not want to send her to the lunatic asylum in Umedalen, as that would bring shame on them all, so instead they took personal responsibility for her and locked her in the attic.


There she stayed until her death twenty-seven years later.


The only thing she did for those twenty-seven years was scribble. Sometimes she wrote on sheets of paper, or pieces of plank, or at worst, on the walls. In the end, after they had taken the carpenter’s pencil away from her, she used a six-inch nail to scratch her words on to the walls. Nothing of what she wrote was kept and after her death everything was burned and scrubbed and repainted.


She never saw her daughter Lova again. It was only natural – they did not know what she might have done in her state. There was also a suspicion that a nervous condition might be contagious. The baby girl was the only member of the family who could carry the legacy. According to a family story, what the madwoman wrote on the pieces of paper, bits of plank and walls was some sort of poetry. People had heard that poems and insanity were often connected. The writer Fröding whom everyone talked about was crazy, for example.


So that was what happened to his grandmother, Lovisa. Saved like Isaac, the son of Abraham. The knife-wielding mother imprisoned with her eternal poetry. The question never answered was whether the scribbler’s verse had contaminated the only surviving child, little Lova.


She wrote on the walls. The meaning was very unclear and then it was painted over. She took great pains, you have to admit, whatever it was she was trying to write.
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The madwoman had scribbled things down. That was a clear response to the question about whether there was anyone else in the family who was prone to addiction and writing.


His mother let slip that his father had written verses in a notepad, before his premature death. They had been “poems” of various kinds. Verses, one might say. He had always done this. Moreover, a month before he died, he had bought a violin. After his mother died, the child inherited it. It had almost never been played and yet one could imagine that, were it to have been played for a while, it would actually have sounded quite well played. At least that was what his father had believed. Generally speaking, the fiddle was considered a gypsy instrument. This was confirmed in the books of Sigge Stark, and therefore by the readers of Sigge Stark. It was not everyone who read them, they were not very edifying, but they were believable; many felt that much could be learned from Sigge Stark, about gypsies and fiddle-players, for example. When a gypsy came to the village and played the fiddle, some rivalry would always emerge over a pretty daughter still at home. That is not to say that the fiddle in itself was an instrument of sin.
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