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Chapter 1


The Parable of the Recovered Notebook


According to the Workbook, he has met her only three times.


The first time is a Sunday afternoon in July 1949, when he employs the cryptic phrase “the woman on the knot-free pine floor”. The second time is 22 August, 1958, in Södertälje. The third is in November 1977.


He had apparently promised never to tell anyone, ever.


But so many years have passed now. So it does not matter. Much later, he regrets not making a better speech in the parish hall after his mother’s funeral in 1992.


It should have been a simpler speech, not as humorous. He had dodged things, he ought to have been more direct, not skirted round what he should have put in a nutshell. A few years after, he had wanted to write a revised version of the address, printed in only ten corrected copies perhaps, to share among the grandchildren: a very mild text, no biblical fear and trembling.


Yet it was not an easy thing to discuss or write down for children. He often wondered what had caused the present problem. After all, he was an experienced writer. He had learnt how to write as a child and had carried on.


He was never afraid when writing, but this time he was.


As a result, he was disorientated. It was as if the pile of his books lay at his feet and he kicked out at them, as though he were not guilty! It was as if he were dividing himself up. One part of him was the part written down, to which he gave a name. Another was his brother, who had died while still an embryo, two minutes after being torn from his mother’s covetous womb. That part held the answer. When the rigid little corpse was photographed, its mouth was not open, like a fish’s on dry land, but it had a sweet face. And this might have been infectious – to the brother who came two years later! In other words himself! The sweet appearance was infectious! And had come to light deep in old age. A sweetness that prevented him writing a love story.


It was beyond belief.


There were good reasons to be afraid if this was the way one thought – and many did.


When revising the funeral oration one could also look out for the black holes in it. Or, for what lay between the spoken words: there might still be time. Force one’s way in through a chink in history. As if that were simpler! It was what was left out that hurt most. The holes and the chinks were not obvious; they were mostly like notes where the lines had been written on top of other lines, so that the original words were gradually overlaid, growing grey, and then black, and in the end wholly indecipherable. Words overlaid by their own, covering themselves up.


That was how it was with simplicity. It was self-salvation.


*


He travelled up to the village in September.


He wanted, for safety’s sake, to visit Granholmen, with its fir trees many thousands of years old, “At least a thousand years old!”, his mother had assured him in the ’40s, as she sat on a rock, staring out over the water years after her husband’s death, the only one left in whom to put her trust being her little boy. Though he was thin and rather tall, actually.


The fir trees were enormous, the island only seventy metres across, the building his father had first put up as a summer house ten metres from the Green House. And then he died, slap-bang-wallop!, and his grandfather and uncles had taken the whole thing down and in winter it was horse-drawn over the ice to Granholmen and rebuilt.


That was in the days when people could build houses.


The family had stepped in because they were shaken by Father’s death in an almost mystifying way. A great deal of hope had been vested in Elof. To a certain degree he had been special, though not in the least odd, and because the family had wanted to make some sort of gift to her. She was an in-law, and thus, strictly speaking, outside the family, but, more specifically, the little boy belonged. The grandfather, P.W., had constructed a rowing boat for her as well. It was unwieldy yet stable, so the boy, when in it, would face no danger.


He took not a penny. Maybe he wanted to show that they were sticking together.


Fifty years later – after he had begun to be published, and had, in those publications, to some extent, depicted scenes of Mother sitting there on the island – the village had changed Granholmen’s name to Majaholmen. It was a reminder that this was the place where she had spent her summers, alone with the little boy. There was no other summer dwelling on the island, so the name was right enough.


His grandfather’s rowing boat was still there in 2007 – amazingly. But it had been coated in plastic and was now white. Through the layer of plastic could be seen the bolts, which might have been called clinkers; but no, that was definitely not the right term. Grandfather P.W. was the village blacksmith, but he built rowing boats as well and would probably have known if they were called clinkers. The stern had now been squared off to accommodate an outboard motor. It was quite unusual, but fundamentally it was, without doubt, P.W.’s boat. Plastic on the outside, the body built in 1935.


It was like a biblical metaphor, if that was the way one wanted to see it, which many did.


Gunnar Hedman took him across. They landed on the north side and he could see immediately that the island was in bad shape. From the branches of the colossal fir trees where he had played as a child – that is to say, long before he had grown old and been surrounded by dying friends who, muttering their distrust, suspected him of going to the village to dig up the truth about the first woman, and then forever bury her! Those same friends who now huddled around him like a grove of pines! – from those branches he had watched for enemy warships.


Now, in the autumn of 2007, all the fir trees were gone, each one felled.


Three tool-sheds had appeared, along with two new summer cottages in an apparent state of collapse. A chicken run with a rusty fence indicated human existence. Five hens were running jerkily around. Their own summer cottage seemed much the same as seventy years earlier, except now largely dilapidated and used as a dump for rubbish or junk; he tried to look in through the window, but it just hurt.


The island had been violated. But the stones by the water’s edge, where Mother used to sit, looked as they did before.


He pulled himself together and walked round the island, as he had done through his childhood, and he knew that this could not be edited or corrected; this was how it was, and it had changed, everything had been tainted.


Why had he returned? This was not like stepping into the River of the Arrow, as he had read, when he was a child, in Kipling’s Kim. He had to find enlightenment for himself, and elsewhere – if it was not already too late. Though the large rock, five metres out from the edge on the north side, remained completely intact.


She had been so beautiful, sitting there on the rock.


*


He flees, sniffing the air irritatedly, like a dog frightened when accosted by its own smell.


Is it necessary to write this down? He is not afraid of death. But the road there terrifies him more and more.


Bereft was a word he tried out; it would furnish a way into the project, for now there was some urgency. Urgency was another word; he did not know how many years remained. He could see the answer in the dying eyes of his friends; it was as if, before death, eyes would water, and those who were soon to die, perhaps long, long after him, now looked beseechingly, their eyes pleading with him. It reminded him of the boy Siklund who visited him in 1974 – before this same Siklund went mad and died. He remembered Siklund’s eyes, revealing and insane; but then Siklund had been saved and the cat resurrected; and by moulding his death into a biblical metaphor for several days, Siklund had almost delivered him once more into the faith he had studied away.


The cat!


He stopped himself abruptly. Was there not some minor misdeed with which he could slow time down? From his childhood! He could write short, meditative letters to himself, or maybe they should be reflective. The pieces of paper Father had left appeared to speak of death, love and possibly eternal life. “Isn’t this eternal life just as mysterious as the here and now?” It has to be a quotation, copied down. It was hard to believe he would have expressed himself in that way. He had no memories himself. The speech in the parish hall must contain memories. It could begin with something he had concealed, something harmless. Like that silly, petty crime, which must have taken place in the war summer of 1940, in July, when he put the cat on a raft he had cobbled together and let it sail off towards a certain, frightful death.


Or his friend Håkan’s death and resurrection on Lake Bursjön!


“Get a grip on yourself!” he constantly whispers. “Don’t be ridiculous! One thing at a time!” There were, he thought, some trivial offences it would be good to have up his sleeve in case he became nervous. There was the cat, for example: that could be retained. Then there was his response to death, which had not been preserved and which was urgent now, as his friends stood waving and lamenting on the riverbank. Reminding him that, if he did not die, he had to write down this love story.


A show of strength! He recalled a meeting at a library in Södertälje. A woman had stood up during the discussion afterwards and referred to an erotic passage in the historical novel he was reading from – which veiled his own experiences so well, he had not given himself away; historical novels were obviously the best recourse when he felt nervous and wanted to cover things up. The woman had read it, she acknowledged quite modestly, and said she had suddenly experienced a warm feeling in her body, in her nether regions, such as she had never felt before in all her reading life. And she wanted to thank him! She may even have used the expression “warm feeling in my private parts”. A murmur went through the audience, because, after her contribution, the woman had almost groaned with the effort of sitting down. What she had said was really wonderful, but – most importantly – everyone could see she was incredibly old! Maybe ninety! Or more! And confessing that she still experienced desire!


She had dared! – without warning his eyes had filled with tears, just because she was so very old – she had dared to stand up in public and spoken of desire. In some sense he had known her, and yet he had not.


That was not all. Later she had come to the front, stumbling, her walking laboured, and said, “Maybe we have met before?” “Wasn’t it at Larssonsgården? . . .” “No,” she had said abruptly. And, as if scared out of her wits, she had turned and shuffled out.


But incorporate this into the speech at the parish hall? Impossible!


Was that how to piece it together? Small absurdities and then all at once a hammer blow! The door is opened! The way clear!


Someone had shouted: “That was life!”


*


He had worked (sic! – his own term! – hypocrisy!) until late on the night of 27 February, 2011, and slept fitfully; he had woken at about four and decided he would definitely complete the project, but he would never let it go any further.


What a relief! Only for the grandchildren!


Utterly calm among the trees, his friends, the dying flock. They watched over him. Seven trees clustered outside the window, resembling a herd of cows; they looked the same, like the previous day, the previous year. He had tried to depict them and thereby resume his life of imagery, but the trees remained the same from day to day. In the end he began to realise that it would be thus until the seven trees were dead. At four o’clock or thereabouts, he noted in his Workbook, the seven fir trees are still alive! The dog had lifted up its head and looked at him in sorrow or impatience. Then its head sank, seemingly into a deep sleep.


What sorts of dreams do dogs dream? And would they truly be raised up to heaven at Jesus’ second coming?


He had always wondered if eternal life was for dogs as well, and whether he could take this dog with him over the dividing line. He imagined death as an existence with the dog close by his side after they had reached the far bank of the river.


It could be the final project.


He thought about death a great deal but comforted himself that it must have something to do with all his friends being caught up in the process of dying. Or as having already finished their lives but thoughtlessly letting their bodies linger by the riverbank, as if they were still not quite done, put together, added up.


The project that he was now obliged to complete was a revised version of the speech to Mother after her death, which, in this corrected and updated version (I’ll be there soon! Wait for me! I’m bringing the dog!), described the form of hesitancy in his step, but without the cheerful directness and decisiveness of the earlier speech. Had he not a right to indistinctness? This might become Sibelius’ Eighth Symphony! The one that the Finn . . . the drunk . . . whom he so admired . . . had never managed!


But not Sibelius’ Eighth this time, only his own, invisible and inaudible to others.


The trouble with his friends’ inhibited death seemed to be that, initially, some of them resolutely subjugated themselves to death, but later vacillated, paused in mid-step, as, for example, after a serious brain haemorrhage: as if this determined and courageous death had in their particular case been hasty.


His friends were, in several cases, difficult to interpret. There was something obscurely bright or glassy in their eyes when he, on his Tuesday and Friday visits to see them, tried to construe their slurred requests. Their eyes glistened and beseeched him: Understand! In recent months they had become seven in number, a flock now; soon another three were certain to join them, a kind of copse waiting to be felled. He had been smiling and optimistic in order to disguise his powerlessness, and fearful when he temporarily took leave of them.


But the way they looked at him! As if wanting to ask something. About death, presumably. Or life, so soon to be expended. As though he were an expert, or at the very least a counsellor. What a nerve!


They had listened to his advice before, of course. Why not this time? But he could not advise them to take the last step. Take it! He could not say, “Take it! Or else I’ll do it myself!”


It would be callous, maybe not even prudent.


*


The previous evening he had worked on his treatise about the Danish king Christian IV’s love saga with Kirsten.


It had stayed with him. The strange story of Christian IV’s love for a woman who said she hated him, and therefore! – it was this therefore he was too innocent to comprehend! – aided by the branding iron, just like Lisbeth, drove him to ruin.


Yet, with measured gestures and gentle smiles, with knowledge that was of no use at all, he had to do something.


He knew that the text, which he called “the score” (like the Eighth Symphony!), had to contain, beneath its ostensibly correct veneer, advice for his dying friends, a sort of response to their foolishly and almost aggressively entreating, shining, bewildered eyes. He knew that by the act of writing down the Danish king’s dreadful life he would be able to answer their question, quite simply, about how it was all connected.


So that nothing was left hanging in the air.


Love, they said to him in their thin and meagre voices, we can never explain. But do you not want to try? He had loved one of them. Perhaps now, despite her lopsided, drooling smile, she wants an answer. Sitting there, stooped but still enormously beautiful, with helpless questions hovering silently in the air between them.


Don’t you want to try! Don’t you want to try! Or else what use is everything we once tried? Have you forgotten?


So tiresome. And he nodded all the time. But he had not forgotten.


Why did he write? What was the point? With mounting despair he felt sure that he too, on the Tuesdays and Fridays to come, after the visit to his friends, at around three, when he forced himself to stay with them for an hour of dispirited babble, would not have the courage to begin on the corrected version, the one that would bring clarity.


He had written the first sentence of the historical novel that would shed light on the connection between death and desire. It was: “Some time later, perhaps at around three in the afternoon, the unmasked Swedish spy was taken up on deck and made ready for the hanging.” Under this he had made a pencilled note: “Historical novels often rule out many of the opportunities for true love.” After which the sheet was bare.


There was no more. It took your breath away!


*


Suddenly, everything unravelled: the burnt notepad was sent to him in February 2011.


He did not realise at first that it was a free licence. It was the very notepad he himself had once written about.


It was the notepad in which his father, dead now seventy-six years, had written love songs to Mother. After his passing she had burnt the pad. That was her way of making it perfectly clear; it was Mother who made it perfectly clear and incontrovertible. She had not wanted her husband to write poetry, for that was a sin; the love poems left their sticky traces even on the memory of Father, summoned up to heaven, did they not?


Or was it just the squalor of life she was terrified of?


Love was basically the squalor of life too. If, when numbed by cold, one looked at the film of ice on one’s face, it was a cautionary illustration saying this was love. Like frostbite, love had to be counted as a sin, a sin because it hurt so much, a cardinal sin perhaps; it was a trifle vague, but that was the gist of her clarification, and at any rate it was incontrovertible. That was how it was made perfectly clear she had burnt the notepad with Father’s poems, and with it the only hint he had of a poetic history, which was of course his own history – of how he became who he was – and certainly it held the key to why he had nearly died out there in Iceland.


The only thing certain was that it was burnt.


The notepad, thus incinerated, was the only source documenting the fact that the lumberjack called Elof was also an artist, or odd in some other way, perhaps possessing something indescribable of which the mere mention could cause biblical fear and trembling. And therein, incontrovertibly, lay the reason why he, the child, had tried to drink himself to death, so that the Saviour was compelled to intervene, even though the drinker had renounced Him! And the evidence was burnt, which was how it was made perfectly clear.


Why did he keep using the words made perfectly clear? And incontrovertible?


Then in February the burnt notepad was duly sent to him. It was beyond any shadow of doubt the correct notepad. There was no possibility of a mistake. Father had written his full name in it, and the date, and he had written the love poems as well, in some cases rhymed, and even though the notepad was partly damaged by fire it was easy to read the verses. It was completely legible, since only a quarter of the pages were damaged, at the bottom.


Brown paper where the greedy flames had licked, and the rest white, unscathed. Like grandfather’s rowing boat!


So the bottom portion of the notepad was damaged by fire. But not to the extent that any appreciable part of the poems was lost – and thus it very soon became clear, sometime in February 2011, that it was this very notepad of Father’s he had himself written about in two of his books. Or was it three? At any rate, wearyingly often. And in which (it was three!) he had accused Mother of burning it, and in a way also blamed her for having instilled in him the anxiety of sin about writing, and maybe fictionalising.


That would be the reason.


It had consumed him more and more. It was the reason for the paralysing anxiety he felt at taking the plunge. At immersing himself in the world of the notepad, as if it were an immoral journal, like the issue of Levande Livet he had once tracked down in the Renströms’ lavatory at the age of eleven; it included a serial about love, and there was a new instalment every week, he had discovered. To be honest, it felt safe not taking the plunge, especially with regard to more personal questions. That way one could keep control.


Even on the riverbank.


However, now the notepad had arrived in the post. He opened the package, cautiously turned the pages, and read. On the inside cover Father’s name, in his own hand, sloping slightly forward. No hesitation, Elof with an “f”, surname with “kv”, not “qu”, as his own. Maybe that was how he tried to make himself a little superior. “Qu” had a more distinguished sound than “kv”. For a moment he felt more contrite than before the package’s arrival, but he recovered and read on.


After he had finished reading, he stayed seated.


How had that come about?


*


For the next few weeks he felt numb, yet restless, and began at last to take it in. He owned a telephone. With it he made a call to the sender, one of his cousins.


She had no answer.


The notepad had been sent to her with a mass of papers. Some of them were from her mother, Elof’s sister. Another bundle of papers was from someone departed (the Boy! Siklund!), who had once almost succeeded in saving him anew, but he had subsequently eluded the Saviour’s net; enough of that. Siklund was, by the way, the child of a second cousin, so he was a third cousin and only distantly related, and had died on 26 November, 1977, in the madhouse, that is, in a mental hospital.


The woman who had sent the notepad had implied that he knew the Boy. “It was to do with the resurrection.”


That was certainly true, documented and unpleasant.


She did not want to recount Siklund’s fate in greater detail – since he himself had once portrayed him in a play for the theatre, to which the attitude of some members of the family had been dubious. Blackening the poor boy’s name! Well then, the contents were Siklund’s legacy. She had found Elof’s obituary too, and enclosed it. The pile of papers had lain untouched in the attic of Albert Lindström’s summer house. (Remarkable! Why there? He wasn’t even part of the family!)


That was all she knew.


The Boy was a separate chapter. He had gone mad, somehow, and he himself had paid him many visits during his time in Uppsala, before he moved to Copenhagen and a new marriage, so the Boy was well known to him. It was distressing. The visits had failed! Including the more scientific experiment with the Boy and the cat.


God have mercy on him! Had he not, in one of his books, even borrowed the poor Boy’s forename? Nicanor! What had he not borrowed? And he would never forget that the Boy had said, “I’ve crept into you and the books!” But then he wanted to creep back out. And when that did not work, he had shared Uncle Aron’s fate – not stabbing his way through the ice on Burefjärden, but death by asphyxiation was nevertheless incontrovertible. Not in water, but with a plastic bag.


It was the age of the theological experiment in the lunatic asylum. He had wanted to ask a distant relative called Martin Lönnebo for assistance, he was a bishop after all, but it had not helped.


*


All at once a standstill, like a clout over the head. He was almost paralysed by an abrupt afterthought. Why almost burnt?


It was, at that moment, as if something had called his senses to a halt. For many years he had publicly gone along with facts in the legends! Facts!! Mother’s fire-raising was explained! Stigmatised! Like a branding iron on an innocent creature! Like a whining, unplayed violin! The legend reproduced in several of his most prized works! And now it was going to be the opposite? Diametrically! The question had to be asked: how could one, lacking all factual basis, now suddenly be confronted with something quite the contrary?


Invent! A situation. Without taking any responsibility!


*


A free licence would give him permission. But where would it lead?


One could, for example, imagine that on the night of Father’s death at Bureå cottage hospital something had happened. Precisely at the time he died. And to it one could add both detail and to some extent colour; one could assign certain feelings to the young mother, i.e. his mother, she who had just held Father’s hand, and felt it grow cold, if indeed the dead man’s hand had grown cold sufficiently fast for it to have been noticed by the grieving widow, that is to say, the newly bereaved widow. The adding of detail could also encompass the sickroom: the bareness, perhaps even the echo in the otherwise sterile, stark ward. A high tone – his own high tone! – might be injected then!!! “The immediate relief at being free of him shattered her quietude and distorted the sound of her weeping into the desperate bleating of a goat.”


Like that, maybe.


A dismayed doctor might be enlisted, Hultman! Who, standing at the door, with a resigned expression recorded the death in the customary manner, opening the eyelids and examining the dead man’s eyeballs! All this, including her plaintive sobs, had to be depicted. How could it not?


But should he do it? No!


The conundrum was that on the one hand the notepad had been burnt, on the other it was subsequently rescued from the merciless grasp of the flames, and then finally it had gone astray. These were two or three conundrums, and he could not decide which was the hardest to solve. One had to picture it, in effect make it up, even if one felt an aversion to doing so. It would have been better to have known for certain, but that was neither here nor there, and may never have been possible.


Bunkum! He would have to make do with his imagination.


The following had happened, and had subsequently been made perfectly clear in the testimony of Mother, now dead. The man, whom we can call Elof, had suffered dreadful stomach pains for three days and three nights on account of the illness known as porphyria, but which was incorrectly diagnosed as a burst appendix; in the end he faded away and, despite his wife’s tears and lamentations, finally stopped breathing. Quite simply, he died.


She then proceeded to take the bus home. It had stopped below the Green House at around 6.15 in the evening to set down the grieving woman. The driver – it was Marklin! – had then, as legend has it, despite his gruff disposition and because of the deep snow leading to the house, asked if there was no-one to take pity on the woman. However, she had had to plod up to the Green House in the darkness, alone. All of this was firmly recorded in legend, but now began the difficult part.


The child (himself!) had been entrusted to an aunt. Aunt Valborg. She will have to be returned to in due course. Enough of her for the moment.


After the funeral, and after the memorial portrait in the coffin had been taken by the photographer, Amandus Nygren, and after Mother had returned to work (the deceased was a lumberjack, but the teacher’s catch for the last phase of his life) – all that remained was to sort out his effects. She now found the notepad, and read it.


According to the legend, she had been greatly moved, but felt that these love poems, directed to her – about her!!? – or about some other woman? – a cause for worry!!! – were in a style that was not only poetic but which also appeared to be invented. In other words, overstepped the limits. Perhaps the poems were perceived as syrupy, treacle-like, bordering on bits of nonsense. And when her strong emotions, her distress over her husband’s death, her despair, her bewilderment at her husband’s feelings dressed up in words, words that were moreover in verse, perhaps even adding up to a poem – when these were combined with the distrust occasioned by anything invented, her heightened agitation hardened into resolve.


She had opened the door of the cast-iron stove in the kitchen, in which the fire blazed – as it usually did on mornings that were so cold the urine in the piss bucket froze into a yellow block that the child had to carry out and put on the bank of snow (carrying out lumps of piss actually happened a little later, at the age of about six!), and she was forced to warm her frozen limbs and the child’s back to life – and picking up the notepad had shoved it fiercely into the stove, so that her husband Elof’s poems should forever burn in the merciless but purifying flames.


That was when the dreadful thing happened, producing a puzzle more difficult to unravel than the first, about the forbidden poem. She had stared into the flames and then, thrusting a bare hand in, had grabbed hold of the now blazing paper and, despite the searing pain, saved the notebook from destruction.


Seventy-six years later, the notebook had reached him. He did not hesitate for a second. It was a message from the other side of the river, a message easy to interpret. Poetry was not a sin, but the fire of Purgatory was essential to hammer out the truth. As it used to say in the Book of Proverbs.


So in the spring of 2011 he began slowly to read the poems from the rescued pages, in order thus, through their posthumous message, to find his way to the truth before it was too late, and before his friends’ glassy eyes infiltrated his life and reminded him that this was all there was. Perhaps thereby putting an end to it. He read the poems slowly, with bated breath.


Soon now.


*


It went without saying that this, the free licence, was “texts”, i.e. words placed one after another.
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