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She was travelling north to see her mother. She had to tell her that she was expecting a baby, and had no intention of marrying the father.


It was still late summer in the big city and the trees there were dark green. Past Sala the sycamores were streaked with red, and by the time she had reached Bollnäs, the north wind had risen and was whipping yellow birch leaves against the windscreen. She turned up the heating in the car.


Her mother was a sensible woman. When she heard that the little shoot wasn’t twelve weeks old yet, she would surely start to talk about an abortion. Katarina was determined to refuse. She wouldn’t try to explain. Once before she had had a tiny growth scraped away. It was three years ago, and ever since she had been tormented by the thought of not knowing who the unborn child might have been. She hadn’t told her mother of the termination then. No point in worrying her – and no point in giving her too much insight into her life.


Had the people in the villages up here in the valley of the river Ljusnan known how she lived, they would think her no better than a whore. There was no denying that she enjoyed being with men and was absurdly delighted at the start of each new affair. Unlike most people, she never confused having an affair with being in love.


‘Learning new things to do in bed is so exciting. It’s my idea of having a good time,’ she had said, laughingly, to someone she had known at school. Her acquaintance had been talking about her marriage and seemed to thrive on her role as wife and mother. Instead of laughing too, she had replied, ‘I feel rather sorry for you, you know.’


Katarina had not let her know that this was mutual. She had a mental image of the husband babysitting in the couple’s terraced house, waiting and watching TV while keeping an eye on the clock.


They had left the wine-bar and each had gone her own way. But she could not forget what the woman had said. The words were still festering.


Her relationships usually lasted no longer than six months, the average length of her infatuations. That was how she was, and there seemed no reason to change. Yet when a separation was painful, she sometimes wondered if she had run away because she had sensed in herself too much tenderness for the man.


I’m afraid of becoming too close to someone, she said to herself.


And now I want a baby. I want to give birth to a child, suckle it, carry it with me day and night for ever. The thought was so alarming that she had to stop the car. She needed to get out, breathe deeply and persuade her heart to slow down.


She stood in the car park, looking out over the river valley without truly seeing it. As usual, she could feel her confidence seeping away: I will fail, I won’t have the strength, won’t understand the needs of a child. I’ll be desperate to get back to my drawing-board at the office. I’ll be … The list seemed unending and the conclusion inevitable: I’m going to damage that child where it matters most: I’ll sap its will to live.


The wind was tearing at her clothes, and she was frozen. She walked back to the car and sat inside it. Only a few miles to go now. If she spun out this break a little longer, she could prepare better for the conversation with her mother.


Her mother would say, ‘You must have an abortion.’ She would reply, ‘But I want to have this baby.’ Then her mother would hesitate but in the end she would say, ‘You’re not suited to motherhood.’ She would screw up her face in the way she always did when she felt cornered into being firm – ‘tough for your sake’. She would have plenty of arguments to support her opinion. Katarina had been scrambling up trees when other girls had been playing with their dolls, had always felt an outsider in the giggling gangs of schoolmates, always thought that babies were repulsive. Every month the wretched business of her period infuriated her.


Eventually Katarina would cave in and return to the big city to have the shoot removed.


The indicator showed that she was turning, but tears filled her eyes and she had a problem seeing in the rear-view mirror. By the time she turned off on to the track that led to her mother’s summer cottage, her eyes were dry, a smile was in place on her lips and she felt in control.


She drove up the sloping drive and stopped on the grassed area in front of the cottage. Everything seemed smaller than she remembered it. The forest was slowly but relentlessly closing in on the cottage, the sloe bushes spiky and impenetrable.


Oh, my God, this is so desolate. So silent. The song-birds had fled to the south and those that had stayed had no need of people and bird tables. Even the magpies were quiet.


How lonely it was.


Her mother was outside before she had even engaged the handbrake. The two of them stood looking at each other. It was a moment of pure happiness. Then came the embrace, a long, tight hug that warmed them both.


When they finally let each other go, her mother said, ‘Dear heart, you’re looking so pale.’ And Katarina said, as she had to, that she was tired after the long drive. Tired and hungry.


So her mother replied, as mothers will, ‘I have a lovely potato gratin in the oven, made with lots of cream. It’s to go with brown trout, straight from the stream.’ Katarina had no appetite but answered as she had to, smiling as she must, ‘That sounds wonderful.’


Actually, all she wanted to do was weep alone.


‘You’re frozen – come on, let’s go inside,’ her mother said.


All according to the script, Katarina said to herself. We will never be close. The reason why was clear enough: it was too easy for them to hurt each other.


‘Why don’t you take your bag upstairs while I get the food on the table?’ Elisabeth said.


‘Of course,’ Katarina replied, but she remained on the porch. The pale blue of the great river had changed to a deeper shade and then to violet along its green and gold banks. The little red houses in the valley were glowing like jewels against the blue of the mountains on the far side. As a child, she had known that the mountains spoke to each other across the valley, telling each other secrets and recalling old fairy-tales. She had wondered how they could speak and asked her mother, who had told her that they had been around for thousands and thousands of years, and that people could not enter their world.


She refocused her gaze and took in the brightness of the afternoon sun on the small panes in the porch window. The scent of lemon came from the pots on the sill. But Dr Westerlund’s plants, which were supposed to exude a smell that was good for the lungs, looked dried out and dead.


Katarina went in and stopped again on the threshold of the big room. The faded rugs on the floor were dirty. The sagging armchairs in front of the fireplace were shabby and none too clean, without the red rugs that Elisabeth usually threw over them. The pewter candlesticks stood on the table, as always, but they were empty. The striped runner was not properly ironed and the fatbellied earthenware pot did not hold the usual bunch of meadow flowers.


It looked odd and sad.


‘Supper is ready!’ The voice was full of conviction that food was a God-given pleasure.


I can’t cope with this, Katarina thought. But later, in front of the kitchen stove with its cosy wood fire, she enjoyed the food and realized with surprise that she was hungry.


I’m eating for two, she thought. Then she told herself how silly that was. The shoot was small and undemanding.


A little later still she heard her own voice say: ‘Mama, you must be so lonely up here in the forest. A whole long summer on your own.’


Her mother’s face grew serious, and the lines in her face deepened to become folds. She seemed to be looking into herself. ‘The loneliness isn’t a problem, but somehow I’m not enjoying life as much as usual.’


This frightened Katarina and her heart lurched. ‘Mama, are you ill?’ she asked.


‘No. Listen, I’ll try to explain.’ She was speaking slowly, as if to emphasize what she had to say. ‘I was looking forward so much to this summer. To standing in front of the cottage, watching the cranes flying northwards. To pulling on my boots and walking up along the ravine with the stream. Just listening to sounds, like the call of the cuckoo. Seeing the salmon jump in the waterfall.’


She fell silent, as if searching for words. ‘I had been looking forward to enjoying all the spring flowers, the blue anemones first, then the white ones, then the primroses, and – well, you know them all. And then the meadow flowers at midsummer. And, of course, I saw them all, watched everything. And yet …’


Her eyes fastened on Katarina’s before she continued, ‘Maybe the hardest thing to accept was the way I felt when the swallows returned to their nests under the roof. Remember how pleased we always used to be? We’d stand on the steps and sing our welcome-back song for them.’


Katarina nodded and tried to smile. ‘But now?’ she said.


‘Nothing. I just noticed that the usual chattering was going on under the roof-tiles. Then I went into the kitchen and sat down, thinking I’d died somehow.’


The twilight was deepening outside. Katarina said, ‘You must have been working too hard, Mama.’


‘That’s what I told myself, in the beginning. But that’s not it. I’m just getting old. You can’t stop age taking over. Gradually one’s senses – eyes and nose and ears – lose touch with one’s heart or soul.’


Katarina’s eyes wandered into the blue darkness outside to the edge of the forest, which looked as black as night. Then she collected herself, looked at her mother and said cautiously, ‘But I have felt just like you. That I lack vitality and the ability to enjoy things. It’s as if life has been reduced to endless repetition. As if everything is always the same.’


‘But, Katarina, you’re so young!’


‘I lead a hectic life, Mama. Sometimes it seems as if there’s nothing much left for me to experience.’


The next moment she put her hand on her stomach, as if to establish the presence of her little shoot. Could that be why … ?


Later they both felt drained by the conversation.


Elisabeth went for a walk. Katarina washed in a bowl beside the kitchen sink, then grabbed her bag and walked upstairs to the attic bedroom.


They met again outside, standing barefoot in the long grass to brush their teeth.


‘Goodnight, Mama.’


‘Goodnight, Katarina.’
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Elisabeth could not sleep. It did not help that her back ached and it was hard to find a comfortable position.


She had known from the moment Katarina had phoned to tell her she was coming to visit that the girl had something to tell her, something that was difficult to talk about.


Not that she had said anything yet.


Most likely she was going to marry that American, and move far away, to the USA. He had seemed an interesting man, with a sharp mind and a good sense of humour. Perhaps a little too charming, Elisabeth had thought when she met him. But that was after she had sensed electricity in the air between him and Katarina.


She had thought it might be serious this time.


Katarina would be full of enthusiasm and talk about how easy air travel was to the USA – planes every day. ‘You must come and stay with us in the winter. Imagine being in California, Mama. Back here you’d be in long johns.’


Elisabeth would try to laugh. And she would manage it, of course. She must … but …


She had seen few really happy marriages, or perhaps she had just failed to notice them. Her own marriage had been sheer hell. The abyss of depression that opened when love died, the insistent insults, the alcohol. The physical abuse, when things got really bad. In the midst of all this, two children had been damaged.


It had ended the usual way, with the Other Woman. She had been younger, born to be a wife and mother. They had had two children together, two boys. If the gossip was to be trusted, he was happy now.


Then she remembered: he was dead. It had been sudden, a heart-attack.


The ache centred on a spot between her shoulder-blades and the only way she could rest was by turning on to her back. She would never fall asleep like this. There she lay, wide awake.


The problems had started to pile up after she refused to give up her job. Of course she had been in love, but her years at teacher-training college, striving to pass exams, doing the practice sessions and then her first job in a school – all that had been important too. She had to be true to herself.


Against her had been ranged her own mother, her relatives and her husband’s dream of a good wife who had supper on the table when he came home.


When the children arrived, she was branded an unnatural mother. That was what her mother and her brothers said. The rest of the family agreed and so did society. Her husband – he who was man enough to support his wife and children – took it badly.


So it was no surprise that what happened, happened.


She turned on to her side and thought about Katarina. She was an architect. They would need her in California. She found this comforting and at last fell asleep.


Katarina was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. But she awoke early and her thoughts turned straight to Jack and his wry grin, somewhere between amusement and irony.


This summer had been like no other. The borrowed cottage on a tiny island, the sunshine warming the rocks. The wind filling the sails of their boat. The sea stretching into eternity.


God, how she longed for him.


Then came a painful thought: I cheated him. But not consciously, she countered quickly.


She had forgotten the pills when she went into town. She had planned to phone her doctor, and ask for the prescription to be sent on to the pharmacy in Norrtälje.


But she had forgotten that too. If she had an abortion, he would never know.


At daybreak the next morning Elisabeth and Katarina met in the laundry room at the back of the house. They laughed at each other, as they stood stark naked in basins full of water. It was cold, and Katarina was shivering when she wrapped herself in her towel. Elisabeth rubbed her back and upper arms to warm her. The only full-size mirror in the house was there. It was darkened and in bad shape after years of damp and cold. Suddenly they were both looking at themselves in it and giggling.


‘It’s incredible how alike we are,’ Katarina said.


‘Don’t say that – you’re much better-looking than me,’ Elisabeth said. ‘You always were.’


‘Oh, come off it, Mama. Look at us, the long noses, the strong jaw-lines, the blue eyes and the big mouths. Exactly the same features. The hair, too, thick blonde manes.’


‘I’m colouring mine.’


‘I do too.’


They laughed again. Elisabeth decided that happiness had touched them briefly. ‘Let’s have some coffee.’


They ran back against the keen wind. The air was glassy, smooth and cold.


Elisabeth had already lit the stove. The kitchen was warm and soon the coffee was brewing, its aroma floating across the table, already set with bread, butter and marmalade.


‘You’re looking cross,’ Katarina said.


‘You’ve always mistaken my being decisive for being cross.’


‘So, you’ve made a decision?’


‘Yes. I know you’ve got something to say and I want to hear it.’


‘OK.’ Then she said, as she had rehearsed, ‘Mama, I’m going to have a baby, but I don’t want to get married.’


The logs were throwing out sparks. There were no other sounds in the kitchen and Katarina felt like screaming, ‘Speak, for God’s sake, say something.’ Then she saw that her mother had started to cry: shiny tears were running down the creases in her cheeks, like meltwater streams in spring. ‘Are you crying?’


Elisabeth had to swallow a couple of times before she could say, ‘Yes, dear heart, tears of joy.’


They spoke no more that morning.


Together they walked in comfortable silence along the path leading into the forest. When they came home, their baskets were full of parasol mushrooms. They fried them, like slices of steak, and agreed that no other mushrooms were so good. They cooked some meatballs too, but the mushrooms would have been enough on their own.


Then they went to their rooms for a nap. Katarina slept like a child. Deeply, beyond doubt and fear. Decisions had been made.


The twilight was deepening and with it came a high wind. The storm blew straight from the north, and the kitchen windows rattled so much that they went into the sitting room and lit the fire in the big tiled stove.


‘I had come to an agreement with this man, just as I had with all the others. I told him I had no wish to get married, that all I wanted was to enjoy the time we had together but as a free agent.’


When she had told him this, she had watched his face, and seen first his surprise, then his relieved smile. That charmingly wry smile. It had spread until eventually he laughed. ‘You’re such a great person,’ he had said. Then, soon afterwards, ‘I want you to know that I’m married back in the States and have two children.’


It had hurt but she found words to conceal the pain: ‘That’s fine by me. We can enjoy the summer together and no one will be hurt.’


That’s what it should have been like, she told herself. Then she said to her mother, ‘You see, the trouble was that I’d forgotten my pills and I only realized as the ship was leaving Vaxholm harbour.’


‘Forgotten them?’ her mother said.


Katarina picked up the emphasis. She considered it for a while and had to admit that her mother was right. ‘Well, I tricked him. In a way,’ she said.


‘And does he know of … his good fortune?’


‘No, he doesn’t.’


The silence lasted quite a while. Elisabeth put some more logs into the stove.


‘Normally it wouldn’t have been a problem, honestly, Mama. I would have got rid of it. But this time something inside me is telling me I must have this child. It’s too strong to ignore or fight off.’


‘What if he got a divorce?’


‘I would still say no. I don’t want to get married. Especially not to a man prepared to sacrifice his career and the happiness of two small children for me. No, Mama.’


‘Do you like him?’


‘Yes. And that makes it harder.’


They heard an owl hoot in the silence. Both were startled, then they smiled at each other.


‘There’s still life out there,’ Katarina said.


‘Oh, yes, and if you’re up early enough you can see the elks wandering across the meadow in front of the house.’


‘Mama, I thought you’d tell me to have an abortion.’


Elisabeth’s eyes were cold suddenly and she flushed. After a moment she said, ‘I’ve had an abortion, you know. It’s the most shameful thing I’ve ever done. I’ve never forgiven myself.’


Katarina was silent, mostly because she was so surprised.


Elisabeth went on, ‘It was after my divorce, when you and I were living in that borrowed flat in Gävle. I had a couple of affairs then.’ She saw Katarina’s astonishment and laughed. ‘You had no idea, of course, but I enjoyed myself, because I discovered what sex could be like. It was a lovely time, full of delicious secrets.’


Oddly enough, Katarina felt hard done by. Ashamed too, somehow. Then she told herself that she was being stupid. ‘What was so terrible about that abortion?’ she asked.


‘Everything. The staff were contemptuous, the doctor was rough … the scalpels, the speculum, the piercing light directed into me. Sometimes I think the soul exists in there. For women.’ She had to pause for a while before she could go on. ‘The pain. The pain was terrible. No anaesthesia. So much blood …’ The memories made Elisabeth’s face crumple and she looked old. Yet she forced herself to go on. ‘Then, for years and years, I was plagued by the question of who she might have been, my little girl who might have been like you.’


‘How do you know it was a girl?’


‘The doctor told me. I had waited too long, you know. I suppose that’s why it all got so … bloody.’


Suddenly Elisabeth stood up, shook herself like a wet dog, then said, ‘Come on, let’s have a brandy.’


The moment passed. Her mother would never know of Katarina’s abortion.


They raised their glasses to each other and drank. Elisabeth drained hers. Katarina remembered her shoot and sipped.


‘Where on earth did you get the idea that I’d tell you to end the pregnancy? You’re an independent woman with a good job, and you live in a society in which single mothers are respected and not unusual.’


Katarina searched for the right words. ‘Mama, that wasn’t it. It was all about me – the girl who didn’t like babies. I still have no maternal feelings. I’m afraid of getting too close to people. I’m just good in bed.’


A lump rose in her throat. She had to force herself to continue. ‘I could so easily damage the child, you know.’


‘That’s what all mothers feel, especially the first time.’


‘So you have to learn to be a mother – is that what you mean?’


‘The child will teach you. And many of the sensations of motherhood are similar to sex.’


‘How so?’


‘Babies are sensual creatures, Katarina. They want skin against skin, to be close all the time. You know from your own experience that bodies don’t tell lies.’


Katarina’s eyes locked with her mother’s.


In the middle of the heavy silence Elisabeth started laughing. ‘I forgot to mention that the little person in your tummy is going to be much more demanding than any mere man.’


Now Katarina smiled. ‘You never were much good at comforting me.’


‘Words of comfort are like whipped cream, a superficial topping.’


‘That’s what you always used to say.’


‘Did you miss out on comfort when you were small?’


‘Maybe a bit. It just took time for me to learn that honesty was best, even when it was hard to take.’


Elisabeth shook her head. ‘Honesty is difficult, Katarina. We hardly know how to handle it at the best of times. People who try to comfort others are usually wanting to protect themselves from their own fears.’ She sat in silence for a while, as if she was searching for the right words: ‘What I mean by “comfort” is saying or doing something that shows respect for the other’s pain.’


‘How wise you are, Mama,’ Katarina said. ‘But all this talk has made me hungry – I need food, comfort food.’


Elisabeth laughed. ‘Come on, then, let’s go and make some sandwiches. Crispbread and cheese.’


As they moved about the kitchen, the north wind rattled the windows. Suddenly, they seemed to have nothing left to say.


‘We’ll deal with all the practical stuff tomorrow morning,’ Elisabeth said. ‘You know you can count on me.’


‘I know. Listen, I have a plan.’


‘And I’ve only got one more term to go at college. Perfect timing, don’t you think, that I’m just about to retire?’
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Katarina felt composed, strong and confident, but she could not sleep or perhaps did not want to.


Now, about confronting Jack …


She must think it through again, concentrate on the talk they must have. It would not be easy to face him with what she had to say. But she could not focus her mind on it. Instead, memories flooded back. The weekend when Jack first met her mother was replayed in sequences as precise and sharp as if she was watching a film of those days in Gävle.


By then she was living with Jack. They were sharing her beautiful flat in the fashionable Söder district. Jack had said he was curious about her mother. ‘You talk about her a lot, you know. What’s so special about her?’


‘Let’s go and see her. Then you can find out for yourself. I’ll phone her and ask her if we can spend a weekend with her soon.’


She had chatted with her mother for quite a while, laughing at their private jokes. All this was incomprehensible to Jack, of course. Katarina happened to glance at him at one point and saw that he was quite upset. She started to speak English and told her mother about an American friend she would like to bring with her. ‘It will give you a chance to practise your English, Mama.’ More laughter.


‘What was the joke this time?’


‘Oh, just that she’s an English teacher and speaks it perfectly.’


The next morning, they found that spring had come while they were asleep. The air seemed to dance, the sun shone and the trees in the courtyard bore flowers on their bare branches.


‘Get up! It’s a great morning to be alive!’ she called to Jack.


‘Where’s that smell of honey coming from?’ he asked sleepily.


‘The sycamore leaves are out.’


An hour later they were driving out of town.


‘Look! White wood anemones everywhere,’ she said, after a while. They’re covering the ground in this wood. Let’s stop and pick some for Mama. Not even the blue ones will be in flower yet up north where she lives.’


Jack looked baffled but stopped the car and helped her without complaint. It did not take them long to collect a big bouquet. To keep the flowers fresh, Katarina rolled them in pages from the newspaper and soaked it in a stream. ‘Look how lovely they are,’ she said.


‘Ummm. Exotic blooms …’ Later he asked, ‘Do you look alike, you and your mother?’


‘We do. Same thick, blonde hair, same high foreheads and determined chins. Same height, too.’ She paused, then said, ‘Our eyes are different, though. Hers are so light they’re almost transparent. Like blue watercolour, diluted to the palest of pale shades. When I was little, I believed she could see straight through people, read their thoughts and even feel their feelings.’


‘That sounds rather scary.’


‘It was. Then I realized that when her eyes went glassy, distant, she was looking inwards, not at others.’


‘Inwards?’


‘Into herself.’


‘Do you think she’ll like me?’


‘She doesn’t allow herself likes and dislikes. She accepts people as they are, regardless.’


‘I’m not too happy about that either.’


‘Please, Jack, relax. Anyway, describing your mother isn’t easy. Listen, I’ll tell you a story – it’ll give you an idea of what she’s like. It begins at the time when I first fell in love. The best-looking guy in the class asked me out to the cinema. I was madly flattered and really wanted to be in love. I was crazy about him, of course. Back then, seeing a film together meant cuddling and French-kissing in the dark. Never mind the cowboys on the screen or whatever. Hot pursuit, Wild West-style, on the screen and hot fumbling in the back row.’


Jack laughed. He recognized it.


‘We were so excited by each other that he came home with me so that we could carry on snogging on the sitting-room sofa. Mama was out. At a lecture, I think. And then there she was, standing in the sitting-room doorway. I’d lost all idea of time. When she had grasped what was going on, she wandered off into the kitchen, closed the door and made herself a cup of tea.’ Katarina giggled. ‘My boyfriend just about had a fit. Then he pulled himself together, grabbed his clothes and ran for the front door. I went to Mama in the kitchen, but my legs were shaking. You should have seen her – she was smiling at me. She said it was the most natural thing in the world, especially at my age when the body was all tuned up and eager to try everything. She said that when I felt ready for a full sexual relationship, I must tell her and she’d kit me out with contraception, most likely a supply of the Pills.’


Katarina was pleased with her story, but Jack was shocked and he flushed. Neither of them spoke for the rest of the journey.


As they came into the flat Elisabeth shook hands with Jack. ‘I’m so pleased to meet you,’ she said. ‘Why, you look like a real cowboy!’


As an opening line, it was not a success. Jack’s smile was even more wry than usual.


She had prepared supper – or, rather, there were ready-made pizzas in the oven, a green salad and a few beers. The plates were set out on the bare kitchen table.


Katarina saw how Jack felt – it was written all over his face: her mother had gone to no trouble at all.


They spoke about how spring was in the air. Katarina produced the anemones and there was a certain radiance about the two women as they stood at the kitchen counter and put the flowers into a vase, one by one, as if they were performing a ritual.


When they were all sitting at the table, Elisabeth said, ‘You didn’t care for me telling you that you looked like a cowboy, did you?’


‘No, I didn’t. It’s such a stereotype of the American male.’


‘Not at all – not to me at least. Not a stereotype, but perhaps an archetype. A cowboy is a hero. He’s strong, good-looking, brave and pure of heart. Like the boy who slew the dragon in the fairy-tale, a cowboy is innocent and honest. Somehow, he lives in a world where truth is simple, unambiguous.’


Katarina heard Jack whistle with delight.


She’s saved the day, she said to herself, after she had pushed them off to the sitting room. She started to wash up while the coffee was brewing.


Off and on she listened to them talking about Jack’s theories on the old cult of the Mother. She had heard him lecture on findings from excavations near Tel Aviv, where figurines of women, the oldest ever discovered, had been found under strata formed just after the Great Flood. ‘They had slim, elegant bodies and were painted in red and black,’ he explained. He went on to describe the great goddess of the past, and historians’ interpretations of her power over souls, which differed greatly.


When Katarina joined them, bringing coffee and a bowl of sweets, he was saying, ‘You’re responding to this as a feminist. Modern women often do, but it’s too simplistic. The key concept was fertility. The miracle of birth was central to their rituals.’


Elisabeth nodded. She hesitated, trying to recall a quotation. Then it came to her: ‘ “For all men there is but one gateway to life … In my mother’s womb I became flesh … formed from her blood and the seed of man.” I think that’s from Proverbs.’


‘I must write it down,’ Jack said.


When he returned with his notebook, Elisabeth said, ‘How strange that the Great Mother is making a comeback. Her renaissance is part of a new myth, a scientific one, this time. Which is how we like things. Now the story’s about the Good Mother and how enormously important she is to her children. As you know, it is used to tie women to their homes.’


Conflicting emotions played over Jack’s face.


They drank their coffee.


Suddenly Jack said, ‘I suppose you must know a lot about God and His ways, being a clergyman’s daughter?’


‘You suppose wrongly. I know a lot about the Bible, but nothing about God. The only God I ever felt something for is Jehovah of the Old Testament.’


‘The Lord of the Jews?’


‘Himself. He doles out punishments, feels hatred and jealousy, He is power-mad, condemns and destroys. He is the God of Job, as evil as any human being, just less conscious of it.’


Jack almost dropped his coffee. For once he was lost for words.


He wiped the tabletop with a napkin and considered. Then he said, ‘If you’re right, people in antiquity were better off. At least they had plenty of gods to choose between.’


Elisabeth laughed, and said that neither of them would ever know. Still, maybe polytheism provided better opportunities to create different gods for different ideas. Projecting everything on to a single god made him so contradictory, she suggested.


By the time Katarina and Jack left Gävle, Jack and Elisabeth had become good friends. The following morning, Jack said over breakfast, ‘The Good Mother myth is popular in the States. Nothing can compete with it, at least not among the middle classes, and more and more people are buying into middle-class values, these days. The result, of course, is that almost all mothers feel inadequate.’


Elisabeth nodded. Sweden was the same.


‘You didn’t buy it. You must have been pretty liberated?’


‘Not really. There was so much I didn’t do, and so much I shouldn’t have done.’


A shadow flitted across her face and he regretted asking her.


‘I keep telling myself that guilt is part of life,’ she went on. ‘We must try to deal with it as best we can. The good thing is that morality is its flipside.’


Katarina heard Jack’s sharp intake of breath.


Then Elisabeth smiled. ‘The other day I read about some intriguing research findings,’ she said. ‘The study was American, as they usually are. The conclusion was that grown-up children of conscientious “good” mothers are more guilt-ridden than other groups. The children who manage adult guilt best have had averagely good mothers. “Good enough”, as Winnicott called them. I was comforted by that.’


She laughed, but Jack, who had never heard of Winnicott, looked grave as they said goodbye to each other.
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