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Chapter 1


‘An ordinary bloody oak,’ the boy said to the tree. ‘Hardly fifteen metres high. That’s nothing much to boast about. And you’re not a hundred thousand metres either.’ He thought of his grandmother, now nearly ninety and nothing but an ordinary, shrill old woman.


Named, measured and compared, the tree retreated from the boy. But he could still hear the singing in the treetops, melancholy and reproachful. He resorted to violence and crashed the stone he had kept for so long in his pocket against the trunk. ‘That’ll shut you up,’ he said.


The great tree fell silent and the boy knew something important had happened. He swallowed the lump in his throat, disowning his grief.


That was the day he said farewell to his childhood. He did so at a definite moment and in a definite place, so was always to remember it. For many years he was to ponder over what he had relinquished that day. At twenty he was to have some idea, and would spend the rest of his life trying to recapture it.


But, at that moment, he was on the hillside above Äppelgren’s garden, looking over the sea, at the fog gathering round the skerries before rolling in towards the coast. In the land of his childhood the fog had many voices and, on a day like this, was singing from Vinga to Älvsborg.


Behind him were the mountains and the meadow, the land that is but doesn’t exist. At the end of the meadow were the oak woods, the trees that had spoken to him over the years.


In their shade, he had met the little man with the strange round hat. No, he thought, that’s not true. He had always known the man, but it was in the shade of these trees that he had actually seen him.


But it no longer mattered. ‘It’s just a load of shit,’ the boy said aloud as he crawled under the barbed wire of Äppelgren’s fence.


He managed to avoid Edit Äppelgren, the old woman who tore out the couch grass in her straight flower beds on early spring days like this. The foghorns had frightened her indoors. She couldn’t stand fogs.


The boy understood that. Fog was the grief of the sea, as infinite as the sea, and not really bearable … ‘Oh, shit,’ he said again for, although he knew better, he had decided to look at the world as other people saw it. The fog was the warmth of the Gulf Stream rising when the air grew cold. Nothing more than that.


But he couldn’t deny the sorrow in the long drawn-out wail of foghorns over the harbour entrance as he slanted across Äppelgren’s lawn and slipped into his kitchen where he was given hot cocoa.


The boy’s name was Simon Larsson. He was eleven, small, thin, dark-complexioned. His hair was coarse, brown, almost black, his eyes so dark that sometimes it was hard to distinguish the pupils.


His appearance had not bothered him before for, until now, he had never compared himself with others. He thought about Edit Äppelgren and her difficulties with the fog. Mostly he thought about Aron, her husband. Simon had always liked Aron.


The boy was a runaway, one of those children who, like cheerful puppies, followed the temptations of the road. It could begin with a colourful toffee paper in the ditch outside the gate, continue with an empty box of Tiger Brand and a little further away a bottle, then another, a red flower, further on a white stone, then perhaps a glimpse of a cat.


In that way he ended up further and further away from home, and he remembered clearly the day he realised he was lost. He saw the tram, large and blue, as it rattled out of town. It frightened him terribly. But just as he opened his mouth to bawl, Aron was there.


Aron bent his tall figure over Simon and his voice seemed to come from the sky. ‘Good gracious, boy. Running away again, eh?’


He heaved him up on to the carrier of his black bicycle and started walking home, talking all the time about the birds, the fat chaffinches, the cheeky great tits, and the grey sparrows hopping around them in the dust on the road. He said he had nothing but contempt for them – the flying rats.


In spring, Aron and Simon cut across the field and the boy learned to distinguish the song of the lark. Then, in his tremendous voice, Aron sang a song that went rolling down the slopes and echoed against the cliffs: ‘When in spri-i-i-ing among the mountai-ai-ains …’


Best was when Aron whistled. He could imitate any bird and Simon almost burst with excitement when Aron got the female blackbird to respond lustily and willingly to him. Then Aron grinned his good big grin.


The song that surpassed all other birds in the hills and at the mouth of the river was the skrieking of gulls. Aron could imitate them too, and could tease them into such rage that they would dive-bomb them as they stood in the road.


Then Simon laughed so much he almost wet himself, and the neighours, hastening past on their constant errands, would stop and smile at the tall man enjoying himself as much as the little boy.


‘Aron will never grow up,’ they said.


But Simon didn’t hear this. To him Aron was the king of his world.


Now, Simon sat at the table with his cocoa, seeing Aron as other people saw him, realising for the first time that Aron’s amazing ability to rescue him coincided with his working hours. Simon had run away after his midday meal. Aron often finished work early and had just caught the tram when he reached the tram stop. Aron picked up his bicycle there, and had thus come across the strange little boy who was always getting lost.


Simon could see the contempt, the sly grins and half-words that gathered around Aron. He was the bouncer at a disreputable pub in the harbour and had a nickname Simon didn’t understand, but which was so foul that it made his mother turn scarlet with indignation.


As Simon swallowed the last bit of bun and scraped round the cup with his spoon, he reckoned Aron had never taken the step he had taken that day. Aron Äpplegren had never stood up on a hillside and said goodbye to his childhood.


Sleeping on the wooden sofa in the kitchen turned Simon into a socialist.


His was a spacious, sunny kitchen, with large mullioned windows facing west and south, white curtains, flowering pot plants and old apple trees outside. Below the south window was a zinc-covered bench with a cold-water tap in the angle and a double-burner Primus stove. Against the long wall below the window was the kitchen sofa, painted blue like the chairs. The big kitchen table was covered with oilcloth for everyday and an embroidered cotton tablecloth on Sundays.


Slow cooking, often meat soup. Coffee. Baking: a good smell on Wednesdays, baking day. Gossip. If you made yourself small and invisible, you could absorb it from the wood-box: who was expecting and whom to be sorry for.


There were many people to be sorry for and Simon learned never to think ill of them. In that way, he lost his rage early. In fact, he never really found it again, shouting only occasionally throughout his life, always too late and often in the wrong place. He also learned that he must never talk about feeling sorry for himself.


There was Hansson who was unemployed and who beat his wife on Saturdays when he’d bought strong liquor from the store. There was Hilma who had two daughters at the sanatorium and whose youngest had died of consumption. And then there was Andersson’s beautiful girl who always had new clothes and walked the streets in town. But, when they came to what she did on the streets, they sent the boy out.


The women noticed Simon, but the men didn’t. That was what was so good about sleeping on the sofa. The men sat in the kitchen in the evenings, drinking beer instead of coffee, discussing politics and talking about that damned vehicle that had packed up yet again.


Simon’s father and his uncle had a haulage business which meant they owned a truck. In the daytime it took timber and materials to the building sites around the city and food to the houses. At night they mended it for the bearings were worn, the valves had to be re-ground and the gearbox was shot to pieces.


They were skilful, his father and uncle. The day they came across a six-cylinder engine instead of the worn-out old four-cylinder one, they were happy. But the change forced them to lengthen the truck’s driveshaft and give it an extra coupling. Having decided to retain the sturdy cog-wheel transmission, they soon had a vehicle that could crawl up the steepest of all the steep hills in the city, even when they were icy.


Gradually their truck became a piece of craftsmanship in almost every detail. It said Dodge on the front, but in the end the question was whether there was all that much left but the red shell from Detroit.


Simon’s father and uncle took a break at ten o’clock every evening to listen to the late news bulletin on the radio perched on a stool at the foot of the kitchen sofa. At the other end of the sofa Simon lay under a piece of red and white check cloth which was fixed like a tent between the seat and back, and hooked up when he was considered to be asleep.


That was how he heard about the terror creeping out of the heart of Europe; a terror called Hider. Sometimes Hider bellowed on the radio and Germans yelled their ‘heils’. Afterwards his father said that sooner or later their world would go to hell and everything the workers and Per Albin had built up would be smashed to smithereens.


One day a man came with specially forged bolts – bolts he had made out of the goodness of his heart, the boy’s mother said, after his father had thrown him out.


‘Goodness of his heart?’ raged his father. ‘A Jew-hater, a Nazi in my kitchen. Are you mad, woman?’


‘Don’t shout like that! You’ll wake the boy.’


‘Worse things could happen to him,’ said his father. But then his mother started to cry and the harsh words faded into silence.


Lying under the tent on the sofa, Simon was frightened. He remembered the words that had been flung at him at school. His father had turned pale when he had told him and, one improbable but wonderful evening, had taught him how to fight. Hour after hour they practised in the basement, straight right, swift left hook and then an uppercut if the occasion arose.


The next day the boy practised his new skills at school and had never heard those words again.


Until that evening.









Chapter 2


Simon’s mother Karin was a good woman.


She was also beautiful, tall and blonde with a large, sensitive mouth and surprisingly brown eyes. Her goodness was always present and shaped the world in which Simon grew up. But it was never cloying. She was strong in herself and not threatened by change in other people. Karin was simply one of those rare people who knew that, given sufficient nourishment and encouragement, love would always flourish.


She also understood that nothing could be done about the fear running through people’s lives and that no one could help another person internally. So she became the person everyone turned to. There was no ill-treated woman or man who was not given coffee and redress in her kitchen, and every child for whom things went wrong was allowed to cry his or her sorrows out over cocoa.


She neither dried their tears nor found any solutions. But she would listen.


Like most good people, Karin did not believe in evil. It existed, of course, but was generally a symptom of injustice and unhappiness. People will only treat each other like animals if they are treated like animals themselves, she said.


Mrs Ågren had eight children and hated them all. Simon was probably the only person in the village drawn to her, even going so far as to make friends with one of her sons. It was no easy friendship for, like all the Ågrens, the boy was sly and suspicious. But his friendship gave Simon entry to the Ågren kitchen and as he was good at making himself invisible, he was able to see and hear that hatred, so forceful that it boiled over and enveloped them all.


‘Bloody cow!’ she would yell at her eldest daughter who was doing her hair at the kitchen mirror. ‘That’s no use. You’re like some wretched heifer, so skinny you wouldn’t be worth even the butcher’s fee. Don’t you go thinking anyone’ll cover you.’


She was worst towards her daughters, simply scolding the boys as if in passing.


‘I’ve got you for my sins,’ she would cry. ‘Get out of my kitchen so I don’t have to look at you.’


One day she spotted Simon and suddenly he became the focus of her hatred.


‘Little bastard, you,’ she said slowly, quietly, drawing it out. ‘Just you go to hell and take your damned sanctimonious mother with you. But don’t forget to ask her where she got you from.’


Simon drew a deep breath as he felt her rage arousing his own. He could find no words, but rushed out and ran down to the shore and the rocks by the bathing place. It was autumn, the sea grey and angry. ‘Bitch,’ he said. ‘Evil bitch.’


But that didn’t go far enough and soon he had to take some action. So he cut off her breasts, gouged out her eyes, then kicked her to death. Afterwards he felt strangely pleased.


Mrs Ågren was not old. But she had had four miscarriages and eight children in thirteen years, and she had hated every single one of them as soon as they were inside her. She felt they devoured her, swallowing her life, breaking up her nights and filling her days with bilious resentment. They robbed her of her self-esteem and her joy. Only anger kept her going, putting food on the table and providing clean clothes for her man and children.


‘She’s an over-fertile woman,’ Karin said. ‘That’s her misfortune.’


Mrs Ågren blamed her husband – the lecherous bastard – yet he came home every Friday with his wages so she didn’t dare start on him.


She had married early, a kind man in good circumstances, a crown servant, a customs officer. Many considered she had been lucky in life, while she had once had dreams of life in the new house by the sea.


One spring the eldest daughter walked into the sea. She was only sixteen years old but when the police found her body she turned out to be pregnant. At the grocer’s, Mrs Ågren said it was just as well the girl had had the sense to do away with herself or she, her mother, would have strangled the damned little whore.


Then she went home and had a miscarriage.


By winter, her belly was swollen again, but this time there was no baby. In her thirty-seventh year, Ågren’s wife died of a cancer raging through her just like her hatred.


Simon grieved for her and when Ågren married again, an ordinary submissive woman who kept the house clean and baked cakes, he stopped going there.


It was the evening after the day he had decided to be grown-up. The fog had lifted towards afternoon, and the light May sky looked as if it was dyed pink by the red and white check cloth over the kitchen sofa. He lay thinking about his decision.


He had done it for his mother’s sake, that was clear. But he couldn’t find the words that would explain it to her. So he had lost his reward, that of seeing the sorrow disappearing from her brown eyes.


This sorrow was the only truly alarming thing in Simon’s life, the only unbearable thing. He always thought he was the cause of her sadness. He was not to understand until much later, when he was an adult and she was dead, that it had little to do with him.


He could make her happy. Over the years he had thought of a great many tricks to get that laughing glint in her brown eyes. A few days earlier, they had learned that Simon had got into high school, the first in the family to be allowed to study. Although only eleven, he had filled in the application form himself and cycled along the long road to that stuck-up school, as his parents called it, when the time came for the entrance test.


Simon had seen the glint in his mother’s eye when he had returned with the news that he had passed.


The light went out the moment his father spoke.


‘So you’re going to be something, are you? And I’ll have to pay, of course. Are you sure we can afford it?’


‘The money’ll probably work out,’ his mother said. ‘But the rest you’ll have to do yourself. You thought it all up.’


A few years afterwards, in puberty, he was to hate them for the words spoken in the kitchen that evening. And for the loneliness that followed. Later in life, he came to understand his parents and their divided attitude to the middle-class school which devoured the bookish children and ate the working classes from within. He was also to have some idea of their feelings as they sat over dinner and considered how their son would outgrow them.


But they also wanted him to have the very best.


So when Karin cleared the table and wiped the oilcloth clean, Erik took out his account book and asked about school fees, calculating the cost of books and tram money, and looking worried. It was all largely ritual for there was no real shortage of cash. Only the eternal terror of poverty.


His mother was not in a good mood and her eyes darkened with the weight of her words. ‘Then all these dreams’ll have to come to an end.’


Perhaps her anxiety was nothing to do with Simon not coping with school. Maybe she was thinking her boy would now become one of the kind who was neither one thing nor the other, people who had to be someone in themselves or go under.


But Simon only heard the words and lay on the kitchen sofa thinking how pleased she would be if he could somehow tell her that he would be like other children, but more so and better. For he had noticed she was proud of his good marks and the teacher’s words at the end of term last year. ‘Simon is very gifted.’


His father had grunted, then been embarrassed. Saying things like that when the boy could hear, was crazy. ‘The lad could get uppish,’ he said as they walked slowly home. ‘Gifted,’ he went on, savouring the word, spitting it out.


‘He’s clever,’ said Karin.


‘Of course he’s clever,’ said Erik. ‘He takes after us.’


‘And you talk about being uppish,’ Karin said, but her laugh was happy.


Simon had always been bookish. It was a quality that was accepted, like his smallness and his black hair. He had devoured all the books in the house the previous summer holiday. He remembered when one woman found him on the sofa in the parlour with Gösta Berlings Saga. ‘Is the lad reading Lagerlöf?’ she said in a disapproving voice.


‘You can’t stop him,’ said Karin.


‘But he can’t understand a book like that.’


‘He must understand something or he’d stop reading it.’


His mother had ceased apologising, but the woman had the last word. ‘Believe you me, nothing good can come of it.’


Did a shadow of disquiet come over Karin? Perhaps, for she must had told his father.


‘Don’t you go thinking the world consists of upper-class misses and mad priests,’ he commented. ‘Read Jack London.’


Simon read the collected works of Jack London, brown marbled editions with red borders on the spines. Some characters were still close to him from that time: Wolf-Larsen, the priest who ate human flesh, a mad violin player. And some images: a long leafy lake in the sun and the East End slums.


At the age of eleven he found his way to the public library in Majorna, his thirst less urgent now, as happens in someone who knows he always has access to water. He had also become more cautious, seeing the anxiety flitting over his mother’s face as she asked herself whether there might be something different about her boy.


‘Get on outside and run around before the blood rots in your veins,’ Karin would say. It was a joke, but beneath it lay an unease.


Then she found him in the attic, deep in Joan Grant’s book on the Queen of Egypt. His eyes stared at Karin from Pharaonic heights and he had not heard what she had said. Not until she shook him back through the centuries did he realise she was frightened. ‘You mustn’t lose your grasp on life,’ she told him.


That evening on the kitchen sofa, he made her question his own. Was there something seriously wrong with him?


He had taken the step into the world of comparisons.


But the next day he had forgotten it completely. He and his cousin took a canoe out towards the harbour mouth, lay there with the paddle, waiting for the ferry from Denmark. It came so regularly, you could set your watch by it and it was nowhere near the largest vessel on its way into the harbour. But unlike the American ships and the white ships from the Far East, the ferry had to pass the river mouth at full speed. She made a great wash and the boys had become skilled at steering the canoe up on to the first wave and riding with it into the shore.


There she came, swift and handsome. Simon heard his cousin shout with excitement as they balanced on the crest of the wave. But they were out of line, the canoe tipped over, flinging them out, and they slid with the wave down into the depths.


For a moment, Simon felt a stab of fear, but he was a good swimmer, as was his cousin. He knew what he had to do to prevent himself from being sucked under by the next wave and he floated with it, unresisting, and the next, and the next.


As the sea calmed, the boys swam over to the canoe and towed it ashore to where the gang was waiting, scared as well as scornful. But his cousin boasted about the enormous wave – higher than any other – and honour was saved.


But Simon had something else on his mind: the image of the man he had met on his way down into the depths. The little man had been there, the old man he had said goodbye to for ever the day before.


Back at home he was scolded and given dry clothes. Then he climbed the hill and ran across the meadow towards the oak woods. He found his great trees, silent, just as they should be. Their agreement held. This was good. This was all he wanted to know.


But in his sleep that night he met his little man again and sat on the seabed carrying on a long conversation with him. When he woke in the morning he felt strangely strengthened.


Later on in the day, after he had handed in his maths test at school and had a free moment, he remembered he had forgotten to ask who the man was. Nor did he remember a single word that had been said.


It was an unusually hot summer, heavy with unease. The adults in the kitchen listened to every news bulletin.


‘It’s getting darker,’ said his father.


‘We need rain,’ said his mother. ‘The potatoes are shrivelling and the well is drying up.’


But the rain didn’t come and, in the end, they had to buy water and have the well filled from a tanker.









Chapter 3


Simon started school that autumn, the same day Ribben-trop went to Moscow.


He was the smallest in the class and the only pupil from a working-class home. He didn’t know how to behave, failed to stand up when the teachers spoke to him and said yes and no without saying thank you.


‘Thank you, thank you, thank you, sir,’ his classmates said. Simon thought that silly, but realised he had to learn, learn for school, and keep things apart.


At home, they would have laughed their heads off. You were grateful at home, but you didn’t say thank you.


Although he was the only pupil to apply for a reduction of the school fees, he was, like all the others, given a German reader and a German grammar textbook.


Home was nearly four miles away. Simon was unused to city traffic, heavy lorries and large trams and, once back in his kitchen, was in need of some comforting.


But Karin was worried about Erik who was sitting in front of the radio in the kitchen, his world shattered. The pact in Moscow was a betrayal of the workers of the world, he declared. Simon didn’t understand how upset he was until Karin fetched the schnapps bottle from the larder on a perfectly ordinary weekday.


By the evening the liquor and Karin’s calming words had done the trick. The ground that Erik stood on was firmer and he decided that the Russians had signed the pact to give themselves time to arm for the great and decisive battle against the Nazis.


Karin breathed a sigh of relief and looked at her son. ‘Well now, how was the new school?’


‘Good,’ Simon said. And, throughout the years of middle, high school and university, nothing more was really said.


That evening, he didn’t take the German textbooks out of his backpack.


‘Little Jew-bastard, you,’ said the tallest and fairest boy in the class the next day during the first break; a boy with such a grand surname that a murmur rose when it was read out at register.


Simon struck out, his right arm shooting swiftly and unexpectedly straight from the shoulder, just as he had been taught. The tall boy fell, blood spurting from his nose.


Nothing else happened before the bell went. And it never became any worse for Simon had acquired respect and knew now that the great loneliness was to be his – here, as in his junior school.


But he was wrong for as they ran up the stairs to the physics lab, an arm was put round his shoulders and he looked into a pair of sorrowful brown eyes.


‘My name’s Isak,’ the boy said. ‘And I’m Jewish.’


They sat next to each other in the lab just as they were to sit next to each other throughout their school years. Simon had a friend.


But he didn’t understand that all at once. His surprise was much greater than his delight. A real Jew! Simon looked at Isak during the lesson and simply couldn’t understand. The boy was tall, thin, had brown hair and looked kind.


Just like an ordinary person, in fact.


In the long break, Isak took Simon home with him and offered him sandwiches. They had a maid rather like Mrs Ågren and she put thick slices of liver pâté on the bread and pressed tomatoes on them.


Simon had never seen a maid before and had rarely eaten tomatoes, but that wasn’t what struck him. No, it was the large dark rooms, the heavy velvet curtains at the windows, the red plush sofas, the endless rows of bookshelves – and the smell, the fine odour of wax polish, perfume and wealth.


Simon absorbed it all and, as he cycled home that afternoon, he thought he knew what happiness was. He had met Isak’s cousin, as grand as a princess with long painted nails. Simon wondered whether she ever needed to piss. Then it occurred to him that Karin would ask questions if he came back with his sandwiches uneaten, so he made a detour to the oak trees and ate them there.


The trees were silent.


As he walked down the slope to Äppelgren’s garden, he met one of his cousins, the backward one, and felt ashamed. How dirty the boy was, Simon thought. How unbearable his ingratiating grin.


I hate him. I’ve always hated him, he decided. And he felt even more ashamed.


They were the same age and had started school at the same time. But soon his cousin had been put in the special class and by now the school had given up on him. He spent most of his time in the cowshed at the Dahls, the people who still had a smallholding among the houses in the growing suburb. The Dahls thus acquired a labourer who was simple-minded, but he was a good boy and strong enough for the hard work on their holding.


At home, Karin brought a folding bed down from the attic and showed Simon how he should unfold it every evening and make up his bed in the parlour. She cleared a shelf in the oak sideboard for his bedclothes. Then she took the cloth off the big table by the window and arranged a box and a shelf for his books. He was to move out of the kitchen into the parlour. All this was an acceptance of the seriousness of school.


So that first long week came to an end and Sunday arrived: the Sunday the world would never forget. Hitler’s troops marched into Poland, Warsaw was bombed, Britain declared war and all of it was somehow a relief.


This was most noticeable in Erik who straightened up. ‘At last,’ he said. Simon also observed it in the voices of the people gathered round the radio in the kitchen.


Only Karin was more sorrowful than usual as she helped Simon make his bed that evening. ‘If I had a God,’ she said. ‘I would thank him on my knees that you’re only eleven.’


Simon didn’t know what she meant and felt nothing but the guilt he always experienced when his mother was sadder than usual.


Something had also changed at school the next day. It was as if the air had cleared and a simplification had occurred. For they lived in Sweden’s major port in the west of the country, facing the sea and England. There were very few Nazis.


They had history first lesson, but there was a delay before they opened their books. The teacher was young and despairing, and considered it his task to explain to the boys what had happened. Nearly all of them, he assumed, came from homes where children were protected from reality.


To Simon, his words were familiar: fascism, Nazism, the persecution of the Jews, Spain, Czechoslovakia, Austria, Munich. His time spent on the kitchen sofa had been of some use. He was the one who knew, who faced the teacher and soon found himself in a dialogue.


‘It’s good to know there is at least one of you who understands what this is all about,’ the teacher said finally. His words were a challenge to the others, to the middle-class boys whose world map had been given its first realistic contours.


Isak didn’t say much but the teacher’s eyes rested on him occasionally, as if he knew that the person with the greatest insight had remained silent.


Simon sat at his desk and thought that perhaps there were bridges between his two worlds. That much of what Erik and Karin stood for also had some value here in this grand school. That everything doesn’t have to be denied, or be shameful. For he had realised that what was worst for him in his new world was that he was ashamed of his family.


That afternoon he felt confident enough to ask Isak whether he would like to come home with him one day.


At that moment, the teacher spoke: ‘Whatever happens in the world, everyone has to play his part. Open your books. Now then, history begins with the Sumerians.’


Simon was no longer in the classroom. Never could he have dreamed of anything so amazing.


They read Grimberg: ‘In our day, Mesopotamia is a land of the dead and great silence. Heavily weighs the Lord’s restraining hand over the centuries on this unhappy land. The words of the prophet Isaiah, “How hast thou fallen from the heavens, thou destroyer of peoples”, ring like a lament of the dead throughout the fallen walls …’


Simon didn’t understand, but was caught up by the torrent of words. Then Grimberg came to the Sumerians, those broad-browed, squat people, reminiscent of the Mongols.


‘They discovered written characters,’ the teacher said and told them about the innumerable hieroglyphics in the great temples. For the first time the huge ziggurats rose before the boy’s eyes and he followed the teacher down into the tombs of Ur and found the dead.


Many years later, Simon came to believe that his interest in prehistory was born at that moment, and that it was nourished by the success he had felt during the first half of the lesson. Perhaps he also remembered it so clearly because this was such a historic occasion, the first day of the war.


But Simon understood too that the world now opening to him had something to do with the meadow back at home.


He weighed the heavy knife in his hand and the blue stones of the lapis lazuli spoke their secret language to him, giving strength to his hand. His gaze was fixed on the long golden blade.


The tool was good.


But it wouldn’t help him if he couldn’t stay in the approaching moment and make himself timeless. He walked towards the great temple hall, sensing rather than seeing the upturned faces of the thousand people united in prayer for him.


But the bull was massive and, in the decisive moment, time caught up with him, as did that great ally of time, fear. As the bull raced towards him he knew he was going to die and he screamed …


Screamed so that he woke Karin, soon there and shaking him awake. ‘You’ve had a nightmare,’ she said. ‘Get up and drink some water. You always have to make sure you wake up properly after you’ve had a nightmare.’


Simon sat at Isak’s dinner table together with him and his father, his mother and the cousin with the painted nails. He had trouble with all the different knives and forks, but he watched the others and hoped that no one had noticed his uncertainty.


He had been invited to dinner. At home, people were never invited to dinner. If people came at the time of their midday meal, they just joined in. Invitations were to a party.


Isak’s father was one of those rare people who lived intensely in the present. There was a suppleness in his body and his finely chiselled features were lively, always shifting. He had a quick smile, light and friendly. His eyes were brown and sparkling, and held a curiosity – and something else. Fear? Simon could see it but didn’t want to, rejecting the idea as inappropriate.


Ruben Lentov had created a life for himself in Sweden based on books. His bookshop in the city centre was the largest in town and he had branches in Majorna, Redbergslid and Örgryte. He was known all over the world, with contacts in London, Berlin, Paris and New York.


In his youth he had been a seeker, lured to Sweden by Strindberg and Swedenborg, but he had been cold and gone without before his business had found a secure base for growth.


His departure for Sweden had been a matter of rebellion against too much maternal love and too strong ties to his father. This had made him clear-sighted: the one who, long before 1933, had realised what was going to happen. His family supported him with money and bank contacts and, in his absence, looked after his wife and their little son.


In the mid-1930s, Ruben’s wife had followed him, by which time he was well-established and she was frightened to death. During the early years of their marriage he had never really known what to make of her tendency to put the worst interpretation on things or her terrible visions.


The doctors she went to in Sweden talked about persecution mania. These were words that could be used in the daytime, but never after dark for a many-thousands-of-years-old ghost was ever present.


Simon was having dinner with them. Simon, this Swedish boy, his son’s friend. Ruben was grateful for every hand that could be clasped in this new country, and he had listened with great attention when Isak had told him about the history lesson and about the boy who was so politically aware and hated the Nazis.


But he was also disappointed and ashamed of it. For he had not expected this dark little boy but a tall, fair-haired Swede. That would have felt better.


His miscalculation was banished during their conversation as Simon relaxed. Ruben realised the boy was Swedish working class and, although his voice was that of a child, its source was an increasingly powerful social democracy. They disagreed on the communists and Simon lost his foothold for a while when Ruben maintained that the Soviet Union was a slave state of the same ilk as Hitler’s Germany. Then Ruben stopped, understanding he had no right to destroy anybody’s illusions. Ashamed, he offered Simon more ice-cream.


Simon would never forget that evening, not just because of what he heard, but because of what he saw of the anxiety and unhappiness in the middle of all this wealth. And because he was so frightened of Isak’s mother.


Simon had never before come across anyone so contradictory. Her mouth and her fragrance tempted him, but her eyes and the sounds she made scared him. Her bangles tinkled, necklaces rustled and her gaze burned with anxiety. She clutched him to her. Hugged, kissed him, then pushed him away and said uncomprehendingly, ‘Larsson, but it can’t be true?’


Then she forgot him and Simon realised she had banished him from the moment and from her mind. And he understood the sorrow in his friend’s eyes, the sadness he had noticed that very first day.


The next weekend, on the Saturday, Simon made an attempt to build a bridge between his old world and the new, and at the kitchen table he told his parents about the grand family who had invited him to dinner. ‘They were so … nervous,’ he said, fumbling for words that would explain the unease in the big apartment in town.


But Karin found them for him. ‘They live in terror,’ she explained. ‘They’re Jews and if the Germans come …’


But autumn went by and the Germans didn’t come. Something else happened, something that from Erik’s point of view was almost worse. On the thirtieth of November, the Soviet Union bombed Helsinki.


The Winter War had begun.


God, how cold it was that winter when the earth nearly died of the wickedness of man. There were days when children were kept indoors, when the radio announced that the schools were closed. Simon sat in the parlour, where Karin had lit the stove and the anthracite smelled anthracite-dry, and Erik came home with frozen ears and said that if this went on they would soon be able to drive across the ice to Vinga.


The next Sunday they did just that and it was an adventure never to be repeated. The ever lively, ever present, unconquered and immense sea was clapped in irons by the hideous wind from the east, which at twenty metres per second was blowing thirty degrees below zero out in the islands.


Russians and Finns died like flies of cold and bullets. Death took about two hundred and twenty-five thousand lives, they found out later, once circumstances made it possible to start counting.


In Simon’s home city, the great shipyard worked overtime and the workers gave their earnings to Finland. In Luleå up north, houses were blown up and five committed Communists lost their lives.


By February it was all over and Karelia lost its domiciliary rights in Scandinavia. That was when Karin said that in the spring they must try to rent a field from the Dahls and grow more potatoes and vegetables.


The shortage of food had started.









Chapter 4


It was the ninth of April 1940 and, for a long time afterwards, Simon was to wonder whether, that morning, he had felt anything special. He had woken at dawn and heard his mother weeping in her sleep.


Karin had premonitions.


But he felt much the same as he normally did as he cycled off to school. The city had woken to what seemed to be an ordinary day and, from the top of the hill at the city boundary, Simon could see all four cranes in the harbour moving like long-legged spiders dancing. As usual, he cycled past the tram taking his better-off friends to school and, as always, he felt a certain triumph. The sun was out above Majorna and there were streaks of warmth in Karl Johansgatan.


He did his German homework during morning prayers in the hall. He had still not been able to bring himself to take his German textbooks home so he did not do well in lessons. On Tuesdays they had chemistry in the morning and, as ever, Simon was not very interested. But in the third lesson, in the middle of history, the caretaker, his face blank, went from door to door saying curtly that they were all to assemble in the school hall.


What Simon remembered best afterwards was not what the headmaster had said, but the terror he induced when the boys were told they were being sent home. He said they were all to go straight to their parents as the school could not take any responsibility for them that day.


Simon’s legs went like pistons as he cycled back to Karin, only to find her weeping at the kitchen window. But, as she lifted him up and put him on the sofa, her arms round him, he felt the reassurance of a child. Nothing really bad could happen as long as she existed.


An excited voice on the wireless announced the sinking of the battleship Blücher by the Norwegians in the harbour entrance to Oslo. Karin said it would have been better if the Norwegians had done what the Danes had and capitulated immediately.


Erik came home with the truck. The Prime Minister spoke to the nation, saying that the defence of their land was in good hands. In many households his safe south-country voice inspired a little confidence. But not in the Larssons’ kitchen. ‘He’s lying. He has to lie,’ Erik declared.


A few days later Erik was called up for military service and disappeared to an unknown place. Karin and Simon dug up the field they had rented and planted potatoes.


In Simon’s dreams, wild mountain people with drawn swords raced down from mountain peaks, spreading like locusts over great fields of crops, burning, killing and flinging dead bodies into canals and rivers. The images of the night had little to do with the war raging round in the world. He knew what that looked like from newspapers and newsreels. In the daytime his terror contained swastikas, jack-boots and black SS uniforms, but at night they took on the form of colourful, fat madmen cutting his throat and flinging him into the river where he floated about among thousands of other dead, the water turning red. He saw Karin with her head smashed in floating beside him. He knew it was her, although it didn’t look like her.


As an adult, he often wondered what the war did to children, what effect this terror had on them. What he remembered most was his longing every morning for the day to come to an end without anything happening, that day, and the next, and the next: an ever present painful desire. Five years is an eternity when you are a child.


School reopened and Simon, like many of the other boys, no longer had a father at home. Only for Isak was it different, for in his home it was his mother who had disappeared. On the night of the tenth of April she had tried to poison the children and set fire to their apartment in Kvarnsgatan. Isak and his cousin had been taken to a clinic and had their stomachs pumped. When they returned home, their mother had gone, admitted to the mental hospital on the other side of the river, where injections were given to her to make her sleep. Gradually she became an addict. Isak never had his mother back again.


At night Ruben Lentov paced through the big silent apartment from the bookshelves in the library to the hall, through the row of four rooms, back and forth across the thick carpets. He had always been a man of action and now he found himself powerless. A caged animal. But there was still one door to flee through. Jewish friends had kept the flight open to London and, from there, on to America. He could sell his business, take the children and his money and escape.


He thought about his brother in Denmark, the one who had delayed too long. But most of all he thought about Olga, locked up in the mental hospital in Hisingen, nothing but a shell, drugged, beyond all contact, but still his wife and Isak’s mother.


The door of his cage had slammed shut and he knew it.


For Simon, the terror now had names so could be controlled a little more: the bombs, the Gestapo, Möllergatan 19. Isak knew these words too but they were no use to him. His terror was all-embracing and wordless, as terror is when we have had it within us very early on and are unable, or cannot bear, to remember.


Karin understood this the very first time she saw Isak. ‘We can do no more than die, any of us,’ she told him.


It was a simple truth, but it helped Isak. Karin, her kitchen, her food, her sorrow and her anger were things he could rely on. Through Karin, he had order and she made life acceptable.


All that spring term, Isak had brooded in her kitchen while his mother was becoming more and more confused and frightened at home. That Sunday in May when the Norwegians capitulated and the King and his government left Norway, Isak went out to help Karin and Simon with the weeding.


He had been to visit his mother in hospital and she hadn’t recognised him.


The next day Karin put on her best clothes, the pale-blue coat she had made herself and the big white hat with blue roses on the brim, and took the tram to Ruben Lentov’s office.


They sat in silence for a long time, looking at each other, and Ruben thought that if she didn’t soon turn away her eyes he might begin to weep.


Then she looked away and gave him time to say something about the weather before she came out with her message. ‘I thought Isak might come and live at our place,’ she said. ‘With Simon and me, for a while.’


At last Ruben returned to the thought he had been rejecting for weeks now: that the terror in Isak’s eyes was like Olga’s and that things could go very wrong for the boy if nothing were done. ‘I’m so grateful.’


Nothing much more was said. As he went with her through the office to the outer door, he thought he had never seen a more beautiful woman. Later in the afternoon it occurred to him that he must pay for the boy. Larsson was a working man and couldn’t be all that well off.


But there had been no trace of lower class in Karin Larsson and, when he phoned her in the afternoon to take up the question of payment, he could find no words. He was glad about this, once he had realised that what Karin was offering couldn’t be paid for.


So he produced gifts instead; coffee and preserves, books for Simon and presents for Karin which he took with him once a week out to the little house at the mouth of the river by the hollow mountain where the military stored their oil. Like everyone else, he was welcomed into the big kitchen and if he was looking particularly miserable he was offered a drink. He didn’t like schnapps, but had to admit Karin was right. It helped against melancholy.


As it turned out, Isak was able to pay his own way, for he liked physical work and was a practical, patient friend of the axe, spade, spanner and hard toil. Gradually he took over Erik’s tasks which meant that he contributed a major share to the home, more than Simon and his bookishness.


‘It’s as if we’ve exchanged boys,’ Karin said to Ruben one Sunday when Erik was home on leave and Ruben had come out to see him.


Erik was thinner, though just as voluble, and he was disturbed about the state of Sweden’s defences. ‘We’ve vehicles and no petrol,’ he told them. ‘On the other hand we’ve got ammunition but no guns.’


A look from Karin, who had noticed the anxiety in Ruben’s eyes increasing, stopped him.


That evening Ruben told them what he knew from secret sources about the fate of the Jews in Germany. The boys were sent out of the kitchen, but Simon never forgot the expression in Erik’s eyes when he crept back in for a drink of water. His father was frightened. And Karin was very pale as she made up the boys’ beds in the parlour.


That night, Simon happened to overhear a telephone conversation. Erik was in a hurry as he had to catch a train back to his unit. It was not his haste that sharpened his voice, but the note of something immensely important.


‘You must burn the letter …’ he instructed ‘… Yes, I know I promised, but I had no idea then that … You must see that if the Germans come, then it concerns his life.’


Simon listened, sitting up in bed to hear better, though he had no real need for the telephone was in the hall just outside the parlour and every syllable came quite clearly through the wall. Questions swirled in his head. Who was Erik talking to? What letter? Whose life was in danger?


He felt a knot tighten in his stomach as he realised he knew the answer to the last question. It was his life they were talking about.


Isak was asleep in the bed next to him. That was good, for he wasn’t to be upset. But Simon felt very lonely as he tried to make it all out. He heard Erik saying goodbye to Karin, then picking up his pack. ‘ ’Bye then, Karin, take care of yourself and the boys.’


‘ ’Bye Erik, take care of yourself.’


He could imagine them standing together, rather clumsily holding hands.


‘Did you get her to understand?’ he heard Karin asking just before the door closed.


‘I think so.’


Simon was angry, as children are when they don’t comprehend. His fury gave him confusing dreams. He met Mrs Ågren, now even more horrible dead than she had been alive. She chased him along the shore screaming at him, ‘Go home and ask your mother.’ But he had forgotten the question, dropped it, couldn’t find it and searched in despair as if his life depended on it.


Simon woke crying and stayed in the twilight realm between sleep and waking. He went to the trees, his oaks, and managed in the end to find the land that is, but doesn’t exist, and met his man, the little man with the peculiar hat and the mysterious smile. They sat together for a while talking, as they had over the years, without words and beyond time.


In the morning Simon stood for a long time in front of the kitchen mirror above the cold-water tap, gazing at those alien eyes, his but unlike everyone else’s, darker than Karin’s, darker even than Ruben’s.


But he asked the image no questions. Neither did he ask Karin.


Daily life developed around him. In the rush of porridge to be eaten, his packed lunch to be made, his homework books to be assembled and socks to be found, the previous evening’s telephone call faded away, lost contours and seemed to him unreal: a dream.


That day, Simon failed his German test. Isak was worried. ‘Do you think Karin’ll be miserable?’ he asked.


Simon looked surprised. School was his responsibility. Karin wouldn’t even ask. ‘No,’ he said. ‘She doesn’t bother about school.’


Isak nodded with relief, remembering that when Ruben had asked her about Isak’s homework he had heard her say that you should trust your children.


‘I could help you with your German. After all, it is my mother tongue.’


Simon was so astonished he almost choked over the toffee he had bought to console himself after the test.


Isak didn’t go to German lessons. Simon had assumed that he was excused them, just as he was excused scripture lessons because he was Jewish. Now he realised for the first time that Isak had no need to learn German as he already knew that frightening language with all its harsh commands: Achtung, heil, halt, verboten …


And so the kitchen walls which, over the years, had become familiar with Hitler’s bellows began to absorb another tongue, a German spoken in a softly rounded Berlin dialect. Even Karin was surprised how deft the Nazis’ language could sound. Simon learned quickly, passed the next test and, on the day the Germans marched into Paris, got a good term report.


Then there was an outbreak of meningitis. The same night that the British shipped three hundred thousand men in small boats out of Dunkirk, one of Simon’s playmates died, a girl he had always found difficult. This small death became more real than all the dead of the big war. Simon felt guilty.


Only two weeks earlier he had called the girl a silly bum in a furious and unnecessary squabble. She had been red-haired and clever like him, the middle child in a big family, where the bricklayer father drank and the mother wept.


‘She was caught in the middle. She didn’t want to be part of it any longer,’ Karin said. But she kept a watchful eye on the boys for the next few days and was very worried one evening when she thought Isak had a temperature.


Simon remembered very clearly yet another event of that spring. Karin woke one morning recalling a vivid dream, and told the boys how she had been in a bomb shelter and had seen the crucifix hanging on the wall. As the bombs fell, the figure came alive, raised his arm and pointed with a palm branch at the roof, and it opened up. And Karin saw the sky was blue and endless beyond the little planes. ‘Both the planes and the bombs were toys,’ she said and added that the sight had comforted her.


The boys felt strengthened too, especially when Edit Äppelgren came into the kitchen to fetch some scissors Karin had borrowed, and was given coffee and a share of the dream. She was a devout Christian and knew about Whitsun, which they had just celebrated with the first daffodils on the table, a reminder of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit in the human world.


They had had coffee when they heard the anti-aircraft guns up on Käringberget firing. They rushed out just in time to see the German plane with the swastika on it and the German pilot in flames, like a torch, before he and his machine disappeared into the cool of the sea.


Simon cried, but Isak appeared excited and strangely pleased.


Despite everything, it was a good summer for the boys out in the meadows between the hills where the river flowed out into the sea. Light summer nights, tents on the shore, girls to tease, boys to fight with, canoes and sailing dinghies.


Erik came home and told them how in secret they had helped Norwegian Jews cross the border.


One Sunday, he took the truck to go to see Inga, one of Erik’s cousins. She had a smallholding several miles north of the city. Did Simon want to come too?


No, he disliked Inga. She was fat and slow, smelled of the cowshed and never looked at him. Isak said the outing must be important as Erik had used his precious petrol ration and that made Simon uneasy.


Then he forgot all about it, as he and Isak stood on stands round the house and painted it white with paint Ruben had bought. The paint was a present to Erik, and Isak sang as he worked: cold is the wind, cold the storm from the sea.


Simon hated it when Isak sang but he had to agree: nothing much seemed to be going to happen that summer of 1940.
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