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Foreword


This is a story about two women who became friends.


The way they had led their lives could hardly have been more different.


Each had been allotted her own climate: long dark winter nights to one, days of burning sunshine to the other. One woman was a sceptic who put her trust in reason; and the other talked intimately with God every day.


But, in fact, they had things in common: both were divorced and both had to cope with the children on their own – and although these children were now adults, both mothers were eaten up with pointless worry over them.


The two women were the same age, almost fifty, and had started keeping count of their wrinkles. They had realised that they were on a kind of slippery slope. Aware that they must die one day. And that it meant that they had to be prepared to forgive themselves.


The winter-woman wrote a diary. At times she believed it allowed her to speak openly in a way she had not dared before. But that was not true: she had always been frank.


Maybe she was looking for a pattern.


On the first blank page she had written: ‘Why do I feel this need to create a reflected image of such an unremarkable life? Is it because I am searching for what might lie behind the mirror?’ She rarely found any answers but carried on filling up page after page; she wrote about little everyday things and about the great questions of being.


This was what she wrote on 28 March 1988: ‘It’s raining today, the snow is retreating on all fronts. Am I imagining it or does the black earth smell of spring?’


The same day she wrote at the bottom of the page: ‘When one is hurt, what feels the pain?’


The other one, the sun-woman, did not keep a diary, even though she spoke two languages: she thought in Spanish and cursed in Swedish. She felt no need to reflect on hurt and pain, because she understood them already. And she was as furious with the pain each time she felt it.


Some of those who died, and were lost to her, were irreplaceable. She had pushed them away, out of her life. Or, at least, they had no business being here in her new country. She was uncertain about Sweden. She was uncertain about her native country too: she hated it but longed to be back.


The great verities did not concern her. Her whole life had been taken up by the need to survive.


Her most striking feature was the look of intent in her eyes; her appetite for life was a source of joy.


And yet she knew better than most that behind both joy and terror stood death. And that this was why all choices were important.


Every night she had a conversation with God.


Even so, she was not sure that she believed in Him.









Chapter 1


We met in the garden centre.


We were separated by a huge trolley, some three metres by eight, filled with thousands of pansies. An unruly blue and purple sea, with flashes of yellow like waves glittering in the sun.


She was standing directly opposite me, and her face reflected my own delight. I gestured towards the flowers, saying something about how wonderful they looked. She smiled broadly and replied that there was nothing like flowers for making you feel that life’s worth living. ‘Or maybe small children too,’ she added. This startled me. She spoke good but accented Swedish and I realised she must be an immigrant, perhaps from Chile.


‘I haven’t thought about it like that,’ I said. ‘But you’re right, of course.’


Then we both reacted to the wind rattling the panes in the roof of the tall greenhouse and agreed that it was too early in the year to plant out pansies. Every night still brought a touch of frost. ‘And then there’s the wind,’ she said.


We hugged our coats tighter as we walked from the greenhouse to the shop.


‘My name’s Ingegerd,’ I told her. ‘People call me Inge.’


‘And I’m called Edermira, but here in Sweden it’s Mira.’


We nodded, as if to signify that things somehow felt right. I was curious about her.


A little later Mira was speaking quickly and eagerly to the girl behind the counter. She was asking for the bulbs of … She was forced to halt, closed her eyes, thought and found the right name. In Spanish.


The shop assistant twisted the corners of her mouth into a smile that was both anxious and scornful. Then she laughed, shrugged and said, turning to me, ‘Do you know what she’s on about?’


I answered awkwardly, blushing with shame: ‘She’s asking for African blue lilies.’


I tried to catch Mira’s eyes and said, ‘They stick to tulips in this place. Let’s go.’


But my voice faltered when I registered how furious she was. It was a deep black fury shot through with red, and crackling like electricity. Her entire being seemed to spark. For the first time I realised her inner force.


We left, to trudge along in a wind that pierced coats and sweaters.


I was freezing.


Mira seemed unaware of the cold.


Down by the water’s edge the sun slipped through the grey. We found shelter behind a rock and turned our faces up towards the light. There was so much I wanted to tell her: how ashamed I was and how it was true that every natioin had its share of stupid people. That the girl in the garden centre was just being silly, not nasty. And probably anxious, I also wanted to say.


But I stayed silent, because these were the kind of words that fall flat, the kind that leave no trace, let alone grow any roots. A kind of hopelessness was gnawing at my insides; nothing could put this right.


On an impulse I put my arm round Mira’s shoulder, but realised at once that I was overstepping the mark. I withdrew and instead pointed at the sky: ‘See those gulls? They’re heading for my lawn to hunt for worms.’


Mira was not interested. She said, ‘I’m always so conscious of my dignity.’


Overhead, the gulls were now screeching so loudly I had to shout to make myself heard: ‘I’m just the same. I think it’s to do with getting older.’


I fell silent for bit, ashamed again, then added: ‘But, of course, it’s different …’


‘Yes, that’s right. I’m sure you’re respected wherever you go.’


The sun succeeded against all odds and broke through. The sky had a purple tinge.


The sea turned blue.


We looked at each other smiling. I noted that the sheen had returned to her honey-coloured skin. Her hair seemed to have settled back into place; she wore it in a smart short cut.


‘I went to Madeira last autumn,’ I told her. ‘In November, when the weather here is at its worst. There were rootstocks of Agapanthus africanus for sale in Funchal market and I bought about a dozen. I’ve potted them up and keep them in my greenhouse. At least three are in leaf. Why don’t you come home with me and I’ll give you some?’


Then I felt uneasy: maybe this, too, was intrusive. ‘I’ve only got a small modern terraced house, you see, and the garden is small too. There’s no room for ten new pots. Besides, these Afros grow into big bushy things.’


And we laughed together, at last.


We got up and walked along the beach. She moved quickly, with long purposeful strides.


I followed her, calling: ‘Slow down!’


She stopped and waited for me, with a small apologetic grin.


‘Gosh, you’re fit,’ I said.


Later I saw that those big strides were second nature to her. She leapt along as if over hurdles, up steps, across floors and lawns.


‘I’m always in a hurry,’ she said.


Then the path along the beach came to an end and the suburban streets began. I stopped and said as I looked out over the water, ‘I was born near the sea. It pulls at me – sometimes it even seems to be part of me. I feel a kind of affinity with it.’


I was embarrassed but she listened seriously, nodding as if she understood: ‘I, too, grew up near water. It was a river. I would slip off down to the bank when I was little. Though we were not allowed to.’


Her eyes looked far away, lost in memory: they were not as brown as I had thought, they had green lights.


‘I love thinking about the Rio Mapocho, how it tumbled from the snowy peaks of the Andes, rushed down the mountains, picking up speed and power on the slopes. How, up there in the mountains, the river flowed with pure clear water.’


She was quiet for a while, her face seemed to tighten.


‘But then the Rio Mapocho has to run through Santiago and picks up so much filth. When it reached the suburb where I lived, it was brown and sluggish.’


I nodded, and said that my sea was dirty too, that the entire Baltic Sea was polluted; the bottom was lifeless.


‘Oh, how awful,’ she said, but her voice sounded sour. I said nothing.


We were both still silent as we walked the last stretch to my house. She was trying to adjust her speed to mine. Suddenly she said, ‘I’m sure you must have seen my river on TV. Pinochet’s soldiers threw corpses into the Mapocho.’


I did not dare tell her the truth: that I closed my eyes when the images on the screen became unbearable.









Chapter 2


I was proud of my greenhouse. It wasn’t grand, or especially pretty, but the panes were made of armoured glass, there were heating-coils under the floor and ventilation panels in the roof that opened automatically when it got too hot. My large potted plants were kept there during the cold half of the year, the orange trees with their yellow fruits, the lemon trees with their seemingly permanent clusters of scented flowers.


At this time of the year, in early spring, the greenhouse served as a nursery garden. The annuals had started to sprout in the peat pots that covered benches and shelving; in June, once the risk of night frosts was past, the seedlings were put outside.


A nasturtium, ready to burst out of its pot, had plenty of large flame-coloured buds. ‘This is nice,’ Mira said. She sounded happy.


I told her that this was my way of coping with the interminable wait for spring.


Mira talked about her south-west-facing balcony. It was glazed, and there was a long bench. Her idea was to place the African lilies at each end of the bench and to line up pink geraniums between them.


Mira loved symmetry.


Together we studied my geraniums from last year. They looked dead.


‘I’ll deal with them this weekend, one way or the other,’ I said. ‘Cut them right back and replant in bigger pots.’


‘They’re not still alive, are they?’ Mira sounded surprised.


‘They are,’ I said, and launched into an explanation – in my lecturing voice, which I detested.


I fell silent and instead found the plants I had bought in Madeira. We both noticed right away that the roots were about to break through the peat pots.


‘They’ve come on – that’s good!’ Mira said, jubilant. I replied that it was time I got large terracotta pots and new potting compost.


We arranged that she would come back in a week or so to see how they were getting on in their new setting.


‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’


‘Yes, please.’


We went into the kitchen. I filled the kettle. ‘Only instant, I’m afraid.’


‘Is there any tea?’


I rummaged in the grocery cupboard and found a packet. Good. Also some American cookies, rather old, but still …


‘And do you live here alone?’


She sounded so formal. Somehow, I had to make her feel more relaxed, but could not think how.


‘Yes, I’m divorced.’


‘Me too.’


Our eyes met. Before long we were talking about our children. As women do.


‘I’ve got two daughters. They’re grown-up now.’


‘I have two sons,’ she said, and I could hear the pride in her voice. Her face lit up, then saddened. ‘They’ve become so Swedish.’


‘You must be pleased, surely?’


I could hear myself again: it sounded wrong.


‘Yes, I suppose so,’ she said. ‘Sometimes I worry about it. Especially when they trust people. That’s so Swedish. Chileans should not be naïve, they should know better.’


‘Are you saying that the Swedes cheat your sons?’


Now she is embarrassed, but she does not give up. ‘No one has done that. Not yet.’ I did not dare laugh, but she did. ‘I’m so silly sometimes.’


I kept quiet but reflected that mothers always find reason to worry.


Suddenly she said, ‘I used to think I had been born again when I came to Sweden because here I was valued as a human being.’ Her smile was apologetic, as if to excuse the solemnity of her words. ‘But can a thirty-year-old who’s had children speak of being born?’


‘Tell me what happened.’


‘We crossed the straits from Kastrup and got to the railway station in Malmö. Even though it was nine o’clock in the morning, it was so dark. It looked strange. Suddenly we heard music and saw people in a procession, carrying a statue of a saint. I thought, They’re Christian after all. When they got closer I realised the “saint” was actually walking and that there were electric candles in her hair. Even so, the strangest thing of all was that she was singing, loudly but tonelessly, although the musicians following her were playing the right notes. She was quite fat, too. I decided that in this country the saints are ordinary people. I think that’s marvellous.’


‘Go on,’ I said, once we had stopped giggling.


‘Then the train got going, gathered speed, dunk-dunk, fast, faster. Dawn came slowly, time dragged, but I thought that sooner or later it would make up its mind. Then it was light, and I saw forest for the first time in my life. It had been snowing and the trees were bending under the layers of white. It was so very white!’ Mira’s face expressed the astonishment she had felt.


‘From our window at home, I could see the snow covering the tops of the Andes, and I used to fantasize about what it was like up there. About a white world, turning blue in the twilight. So far away, impossible to reach.’


Her gaze lost itself in the distance.


‘My mother always said, “It’s just frozen rain.” But Father told me that Chile’s wild Indians lived there, famous warrior tribes who had fought and won in battles against the Incas and the Spaniards.’


I poured more tea, lit the candles on the kitchen table and planned to tell her that I’d like to know more about these Indian tribes.


But Mira wanted to follow her own train of thought. She remembered in images, as if there was a camera in her brain, and developing apparatus, which must not be disturbed when it was in motion.


‘We stopped at a station somewhere and nothing could’ve stopped my boys from dashing outside. They went crazy, kicked the white stuff, squeezed it in their hands, licked it and shouted, “Nana, it’s like a soft ice-cream!” When they came back inside they were cold and wet.


‘And then the train passed through forest again, but after a few hours the landscape opened up. We passed beautiful red-painted houses, with huge barns. Those must be country estates, we thought. When the train rolled into towns and villages, we saw family homes. And taller houses with large windows, and balconies with fir trees on them. It was just before Christmas.


‘I remember thinking, where do ordinary people live? Ordinary poor people.’ She laughed, and was still smiling as she continued her story. ‘Then an amazing thing happened. The guard came into our carriage and said something about a Chilean being on the train. He tried using sign language, but we didn’t really understand – except that he meant well. Then another man came in and greeted us in Spanish. He said his name was Luís, and that he had been born in Valparaiso. We were no longer alone among strangers. He said that many Chileans were living in Sweden, and that he had been in the country for over ten years. He was a Swedish citizen now. You could hear the pride in his voice.


‘We were a big group, eighteen, and the men asked him many questions. He seemed to have all the answers. He talked about politics and how there was democracy, and about the Immigration Bureau and immigration permits. I didn’t understand much of all that.


‘ “The Swedes are well informed about Chile. They know about the military coup, the torture and the disappearances. They read about it in their newspapers and watch the hell-hole that is Chile on TV,” Luís said.


‘I felt ashamed. I knew nothing about Sweden – had never even heard of it before I arrived here. But Luís went on to say that Sweden was a good country and had already carried out many of the reforms Allende had dreamed of for Chile.


‘Next, he told us – and now I was really listening – that in Sweden men and women had equal rights. “Women earn their own money and make their own decisions. There are women in government positions here,” he said, and laughed at our surprise. He also said that Latin-American men were often in trouble with the Swedish police. For one thing, the law forbids men to hit women.


‘ “But what if she has been cheating on him with another man?” a young man asked; he had been recently married.


‘ “It’s her right to be unfaithful. She is responsible for her own life and her own body,” Luís answered.


‘ “That’s madness!” cried the man, and many agreed angrily.


‘ “But consider this,” Luís said. “In Chile adulterous men aren’t punished. And, remember, I told you that women and men have equal rights here.”


‘After this, you could hear women laughing through the men’s shouts. I was so surprised that I sat there with my mouth open. I was speechless. I glanced at my husband, but his face was blank. Then I, too, laughed with the other women.


‘I wanted to ask questions but did not dare. None of the women did, but their laughter sounded wild.


‘Later on Luís went back to his seat in another carriage. He said goodbye to us and wished us luck. The little children were already asleep in their mother’s laps, but my boys were sitting bolt upright. They looked as if they had been hypnotised by everything Luís had told us. The older one, José, put his arm round me and said, “Listen, Nana, we’ll manage.”


‘We were served tea and sandwiches. Then the guard brought us blankets and pillows and we bedded down on the seats as best we could. It was crowded, we were jammed in together. We were tired. But before I fell asleep I was thinking that there must be a connection between what Luís had said about women in Sweden and that saint, singing in Malmö station. But I had no idea what it might be.’


Outside the windows of my little terraced house the twilight was gathering slowly. The long blue evening hours in March were filled with melancholy. We made more tea and drank it. Then Mira rose, saying she wanted to leave now because she disliked the dark.


We exchanged telephone numbers. I went with her to the front door. The wind had died down, and it was crisp and cold outside. ‘There’s another frost coming,’ Mira said.


She strode away and disappeared down the road. I was left behind in the hall wondering about her.









Chapter 3


Mira was upset.


Why had she talked so much? She had spent years practising talking without actually saying anything, as Swedes did. Keeping a distance, agreeing, going on about weather or fashion, complaining about dark skies or the eternal snow-clearing. And gossip, of course, not about the neighbours but about celebrities whose pictures turned up in magazines. Mira could not afford to buy magazines, so she usually found herself with nothing to say – not that it mattered: she had learnt how to look interested.


During her first years in Sweden she had pondered on the native way of speaking. The point must be to avoid close contact with others, she decided.


Which seemed a good idea to her, at least in the beginning.


For a time she took great pains to be like the Swedes, to assimilate. Eventually she realised that this was impossible; the colour of her skin marked her out as different. And the way she spoke. And her background, her experiences of a world with different attitudes and manners.


Swedes liked people who stood out from the crowd. But only if they fitted in. Bloody hell, she thought, in Swedish. She did not dare use Spanish for curses.


What was so special about the woman who had made her speak openly? Inge Bertilsson had been interested, curious and, frighteningly, empathetic. But she did not truly understand. And that was why Mira had told her about the dead bodies in the river.


Fucking stupid, she thought, in their language again.


By the time she was unlocking her own front door, she felt ashamed. She remembered how she had tried to talk to Inge formally, in order to establish the difference between them. She did not usually behave like that, but she had sensed some kind of barrier and it had to do with social class.


Class difference was one of the things the Swedes simply refused to admit existed. This annoyed Mira.


She had spotted it the moment she was led through the rooms in Inge’s house; rooms, which boasted somehow of their simplicity. Upper-class homes were often like that here. Pine flooring, rugs, bookshelves everywhere, all filled to bursting, the overflow ending up on chairs and tables. Odd-looking pictures on the walls, armchairs like hammocks with seats made from plaited canvas straps rather than proper upholstery. And often dusty and untidy.


Mira herself had chosen soft leather-covered armchairs and a flower-patterned carpet. And her house was tidy.


Inge was one of those decent Swedes, whose unchanging friendliness made you wonder what they were really thinking.


She watched the evening news on TV: a high-pressure area was approaching. The sun would shine and the risk of night frosts increase.


Later, when she was getting ready for bed, she felt sad rather than angry. As she washed, brushed her teeth and put on her nightdress, she thought of Inge, how open she was.


And Mira realised she herself must have needed to talk.


In bed, she talked to God, as she always did. He agreed that Mira had been withdrawn.


She fell asleep and the dreams came, a rush of images from childhood. They never stayed with her in the morning when she woke, but the sensation of light and intimacy remained after the night-time mirages had faded.


She made some coffee, sat at the kitchen table for a while and concentrated on remembering, which she had not done for ages.


She was seven years old and had just crawled through the hole in the wall, then flitted along the lanes, straight ahead at first then left, down to the river. That was not allowed, which made it extra exciting.


Then she heard the rumbling noise of the river and soon she could see it, follow the flow of the current with her eyes. This was when she tried to imagine how the river began, far away in the high Andes. She also thought about its purpose. Where was it going?


Her father had said it wanted to reach the sea, the greatest ocean in the world.


Why did the river long for the ocean, which would just swallow it up?


The Pacific Ocean. She liked thinking about that name. Once she had been allowed to go with her father to see it, when he still had the lorry. She had seen it then, the great endless sea. It was not at peace, not in the slightest. It roared, and its vast waves beat against the rocks.


The most extraordinary thing was that they could travel up the rock-faces in lifts. There were seventeen – she knew because she had counted them.


Here, on the banks of the river Mapocho, tired, filthy men dug up the riverside clay, poured water over it and stirred it to a sticky consistency then mixed it with straw. Next they put it into square wooden moulds to shape it and left the clay bricks to dry in the sun. This was the building material for the houses along the lanes and all the garden walls in this suburb.


The brown slimy clay smelt terrible. Dead cats and dogs came floating down the river and ended up on the banks. That was exciting.


Then the little girl looked up at the sun and realised that hours had passed. She did not dare go home, not before her father got back from work. He defended her if mother was cross. And she would be cross.


She crept back along the lane, keeping to the wall in the deep shadow thrown by the low sun, then into Graciela’s house. As usual at this time of day it was full of women. They were chatting and hardly noticed her.


The voices rose and fell, and sometimes they shouted to each other. Now and then they laughed together at some story full of bad words. The child understood what the words meant but never grasped the jokes.


The women complained most of the time, and cursed, and sometimes wept bitterly. The little girl thought there was more than one woman in each of them – angry women and sad ones.


Sometimes one of them screamed so loudly that the little girl’s mother, sitting at her sewing machine, could hear her through the walls. She would say that the devil had taken the screaming woman.


This was exciting. Every time the little girl hid in the corner of Graciela’s house, she longed to see the devil take one of the women.


She herself had been told there was a devil inside her. It had frightened her at first, until she realised it was an Indian. It scared people.


When she was teased at school, she would hit out and shout that they should keep away from her, her grandfather was a real mapocho warrior. Wild Indian blood ran in Mira’s veins.


They left her alone after that.


It was a useful devil. Later on she learnt at school that everyone on Earth is pursued by seven demons, all dangerous. Only when you have stood up fearlessly to the demons will your guardian angel appear. The priest had told them this. And Mira, who had faced only one of her demons, believed she would never meet her angel.


And that was true enough, she thought, and poured more coffee. And returned to Graciela’s house.


The women were scattering now because the men were on their way home from work and each woman had to hurry off to call her children then cook a meal.


The little girl had decided that the men were easier to understand and safer too. They had their devils, of course, but these seemed more straightforward. The men’s devils were in bottles and only escaped when too much red wine flowed. But it grew dangerous when the bottles contained aguardiente, a spirit coloured red with plum juice. Unlike the women, the little girl was unafraid because she could rely on her swift feet.


Mira was washing up in her nice Swedish kitchen when she made up her mind. She would phone Inge. Not to apologise, but to offer help with the potting-up.









Chapter 4


Inge Bertilsson no longer worked as a teacher and lived instead on her income from writing books, often about children and their schooling. This suited her well, because she had university degrees in education and Swedish literature. But her chief resource was the years she had spent in the real world.


She enjoyed her work, but it was lonely sometimes, especially now, when both her daughters were in England to study the language.


She might have befriended the unpredictable Latin woman simply for company, as a change from her usual solitude. But no – there was more to it: there was an attraction, a spark, perhaps, between them. She searched for the right word, gave up and cursed her constant need for definitions.


When the phone rang, she hoped for a moment that it might be one of her girls. But no, she mustn’t be silly: they had no money to waste on international calls. It had to be her publishers.


When she heard that deep, accented voice, she was surprised: she felt elated.


Mira said she wanted to help. Maybe with potting-up. The geraniums as well as the African lilies. It would be heavy work, dragging soil and potting compost around the place. Then her confidence wavered: ‘But only if it suits you,’ she said.


‘Of course it does,’ Inge answered, cheerfully.
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