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 (pages 77-89) 

 

 

Mum would spend the evenings with her sewing patterns. A blue and white sailor’s smock 

for the young lady. A nice little table-cloth with stem-stitch embroidery. Rare birds on a 

shelf-runner made of Hardanger linen. 

 When she read she used both her little finger and her lips. Alongside the sailor’s 

smock she had put a big cross in the margin. 

 Father peered down towards the marsh, his eyes narrow slits, chewing and chewing as 

though he could never manage to swallow something. The sun was waning. 

 My name didn’t appear on today’s letters page either. But the parson had waded into 

the debate about swimwear and decency and pleaded with girls not to abuse their privileges 

and lie under God’s heaven with bare breasts. ‘For a woman’s breasts are the Lord’s work 

and ought not be used to arouse sinful desires,’ he wrote. 

 ‘Things are getting tight for me,’ Father said, engrossed in his own thoughts. 

‘Something’s not right. Maybe it’s the barometer…’ 

 ‘Well, I’ll go and get Göran tomorrow,’ Mum said in reply. ‘Gran’s going to visit her 

friend in hospital anyway. It doesn’t sound like she’s got long left, so it wouldn’t be much 

fun for Göran to go with her.’ 

 Father glanced at the clock, and looked like he’d been dragged back from another 

world. 

 ‘Tomorrow?’ he said. ‘You haven’t got anything planned for tomorrow, have you, 

Klas?’ 

 I coughed slightly, caught unawares. 

 ‘You and I can check the final bit of fencing together,’ he said. ‘Everything needs to 

be in good order now that the animals are going to be out at night. We can get the electricity 

switched on as well. Then that’ll be done.’ 

 ‘That sounds fine,’ I replied, and managed to make it sound like it was what I most 

wanted to do. 

 Mum looked at me in surprise. 

 ‘So you’ll manage on your own while I’m gone? It’ll only be for the day.’ 

 ‘It should have been done ages ago,’ Father said, ‘but that can’t be helped. You need 

electricity for everything these days.’ 
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The sun was already high in the sky by the time we set out. There wasn’t a cloud in sight, and 

from what Father had said there weren’t going to be any either. There was a smell of lilac in 

the air, and from the aspen-trees over by the potato cellar came an intensely delicate rustling, 

like the sound of the reeds of Madsjö when the morning mist dispersed. 

 It was going to be a fine day. 

 I stayed a few steps behind, the way I usually did when there were just the two of us, 

so that we each had our space. Listening to the birds, calling and twittering. Identifying the 

species and filing them away. Marking footprints in the sulphur-yellow pollen porridge of the 

half-dried-up puddles. 

 This is where I was walking. 

 But wasn’t that something, just then? He stopped and turned to me, his pipe in his 

hand. 

 ‘Have you ever stood in a doorway and pushed your arms against the frame?’ he said. 

‘They float up by themselves when you move away, it’s actually very funny.’ 

 He raised his arms so that they stood out and he looked like a cross. 

 ‘You have to press as hard as you can and count to forty-nine. Then they fly up over 

your head when you let go. If you pull them down they float up again, it’s like an invisible 

force, where on earth that might come from?’ 

 He smacked his lips to underline what he had just said. It almost looked like he was 

going to start laughing, but he pulled out his handkerchief and blew his nose instead. I tried to 

imagine him standing alone in the cowshed, letting his arms move up and down by 

themselves, like a heavy-footed bird caught on ultra-rapid film. 

 ‘I’ve never tried,’ I said. 

 ‘It’s never too late. It never stops being funny.’ 

 

I loaded up the newly sharpened poles on the trailer and Father made sure we had the 

crowbar and mallet and everything else we needed. The rolls of barbed wire, the toolbox, and 

a heavy battery for the electric fence. 

 ‘You’re driving, then?’ he said. ‘We’ll start at the far end, by the marsh.’ 

 I felt hot. Driving on the road with Father there. For the first time. 
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 You’re starting to get big now, Klas, said a whisper. Into gear and away. You can 

accelerate and steer just as you like. 

 He didn’t even turn round to check that everything was being done properly, just sat 

at the back of the trailer with his pipe in the corner of his mouth, watching as the road rolled 

out beneath him. Mum was waving from the kitchen window, her whole face lit up as she 

saw us like this. 

Everything is as it should be. Father and I are going to fix the fences together. Run 

current through the wires to keep the animals in. 

 ‘Six will do fine!’ he called. ‘We’ve got all day ahead of us.’ 

 We started closest to the Channel, where it was especially important to get it right so 

that the heifers didn’t drown themselves. Father walked behind, checking the barbed wire and 

insulators, feeling the posts one after the other. If any of them had snapped or started to rot, 

he would spit in his hands, make a new hole alongside with the crowbar and stick in a new 

post, then he would take the mallet and drive the post in until it sat solid in the ground, as if 

he were thinking that it would be there forever. 

 The scarcely perceptible nod when he put the mallet back on the trailer and lit his pipe 

and wanted to move on. 

 When we were done with the Kalvtegen meadow, which ran like a grass arrow 

through the newly-sprouted fields, he said we should have elevenses, even though it wasn’t 

much past ten o’clock. We each sat down on a rock and pulled out the food Mum had packed 

for us. The old thermos flask for him and a bottle of milk for me, the cake tin with flowers on 

full of biscuits and buns and a slice of almond-tart each. He put a sugar-lump between his 

teeth, tipped the scalding-hot coffee onto the saucer, blew on it, then slurped it. 

 ‘When I was a lad I used to stand and watch the trains going past,’ he said after a 

while. ‘That was the best thing I knew.’ 

 ‘I can imagine,’ I said. 

 ‘I collected timetables when I was your age, and tickets that I used to find down at the 

station. Once there was one for Upplands-Väsby. I’ll never forget that.’ 

 We sat in silence looking down into the grass and out into the air in front of us. 

Fluting willow-warblers in all directions, the falling tonal canopy of the tree pipit, the 

Channel burbling and trickling if you thought about it. The sun warm on the back of our 

necks. The cowslips in bloom. 

 A feeling of tension. Sitting in silence like this. 
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 Soon I shall ask about Johnny, whether there’s anything properly wrong with him. 

Why Father hasn’t said anything. But it’s all a matter of finding the right words. 

 ‘It’s Ascension Day today,’ he said formally. ‘But you probably knew that seeing as 

you’ve got the day off school?’ 

 I nodded that I knew, but what I really meant was that I wasn’t sure. Ascending 

through the sky, like swifts that ate and slept and mated in the air. The carpenter from 

Nazareth like a spaceman with the cross on his back? The Son of Man on his way to leave us, 

once and for all? 

 ‘This is the best time of the whole year,’ Father said. ‘When spring is turning to 

summer and the ash-trees come into leaf, I’ve always thought that. But it’ll change soon 

enough. One fine day those leaves will be compost. It goes faster than you think.’ 

 I listened carefully and wanted to store it all in my memory, learn what he thought 

about this and that, but it was as if the words bounced off when they came with such 

certainty, as if they didn’t want to stick. And he was so sure of everything that you sort of lost 

the desire to say anything yourself. He never asked anything either, but that was probably 

because he already knew everything. 

 ‘In a few weeks it’ll change again,’ he repeated. ‘When the rye’s rising and the 

clover’s in bud. After that the nights will start drawing in.’ 

 Then it was like he sank into himself again, sitting with his coffee-cup tilted in his 

hand, looking out into the middle distance with wide, empty eyes. Far away in his thoughts. 

 More willow-warblers than there are people in the whole kingdom of Sweden – did 

you know that, Father? Maybe fifteen million pairs. Would you like to know what we learned 

in school about the genus Phylloscopus? Small in build, with a pointed bill, happiest in tree 

crowns, lives in woods, not sociable, flies at night: it could have been a description of me. 

No-one in my class knew what a willow-warbler sounded like, only the teacher and me. 

“Daddy dearest, can’t we take the day off today?” 

 Look at him. 

 Your father. There he sits. With his beard stretching high up his cheeks and tufts of 

hair in his ears. His hands flecked brown with resin, his shoulders hunched like he was trying 

to hide his head or protect himself from something. His back bent like a bow.  

 A strange feeling flows through me. 

 Father and I. A glimpse of togetherness? 

 Not a word. 
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 Sitting here in the pasture, him and me, helping each other to get it ready for the 

livestock. Replacing posts and insulators and rolling out barbed wire. Securing the parcels of 

land that are ours. 

 What are you thinking about, Father? I wanted to ask. When you’re sitting there like 

that? Are you thinking of your arms floating up by themselves down in the cowshed? The 

weather that does nothing but cause trouble? The old scrap lying there calling to you, day and 

night? Everything that needs to be done back at home, that never ends? That there are thirteen 

moons and a leap year this year? 

 Endless toil. 

 Is that what you’re thinking right now? 

 Work and illness. Everything against you. 

 ‘They were beating the bounds up at Home Farm today,’ he said. ‘They always do on 

Ascension Day. Celebrating the cuckoo’s return. It would have been nice to join in some 

time.’ 

 There’s not much to celebrate about something that lives off others, I had on the tip of 

my tongue. Just ask the robins. He gave me a dark look, as if he had heard what I was 

thinking, as if he couldn’t tolerate me disagreeing, even in my thoughts. Or else as if I should 

have realised that that applied to me just as much as the cuckoo. 

 ‘They’ve been beating the bounds on Ascension Day for years,’ he said. ‘But I can 

never get away!’ 

 ‘No, I suppose not…’ 

 ‘Not as long as the cowsheds are full of livestock.’ 

 He nailed me to the spot with his glassy eyes. 

 ‘I haven’t had a week off since I took over the Endowment, that’s all there is to it. 

You can’t begin to imagine what that means.’ 

 No, I couldn’t. But, on the other hand, I did notice that the air was suddenly full of 

thousands of dandelion seeds, drifting in on their miniature parachutes as a reminder that 

summer was definitely on its way. A wind blew up, whipping through the grass and the 

clump of birch-trees. 

 ‘I can’t get away from the livestock,’ Father said once more. ‘Doesn’t matter what I 

do. There have to be two of us, otherwise it doesn’t work.’ 

 He shook his head slowly. 
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 So this was what he was getting at? This was why he wanted to me to come with him 

today? 

 ‘I thought there were two of you,’ I said quickly. ‘Mum helps you with everything, 

doesn’t she?’ 

 ‘It’s not easy for her either. Not for either of us now that this has come up,’ he said 

cryptically. ‘But it’s too much to expect that you should understand any of it.’ 

 I took a mouthful of milk. Father divided the buttered buns and gave me one, then 

broke a piece off his and dipped it in his coffee. 

 ‘Life’s easy for a lot of people,’ he said. ‘It never has been for me.’ 

 O-itt… 

 Like a drip. 

 And again. 

 The call of the curlew! The male somewhere above the marsh and the female listening 

from the ground. 

 Hadn’t they even mated yet? Was everything late this year? 

 ‘She’d probably prefer not to have to do any of it, really,’ Father said, lost in his own 

thoughts. ‘Maybe there’ll only be you left in the end?’ 

 He turned round and gazed towards home, as if to see if she was standing there 

listening even though it was almost a kilometre away. 

 ‘Our teacher said that if there were no boundaries and fences, there wouldn’t be any 

war,’ I said, trying to change the subject. ‘Land-owning and boundaries are the reason people 

kill each other. Farmers and our native soil are closely linked to discord and war.’ 

 O-itt… 

 Father didn’t answer. He put his cup down and started pressing his lips together, 

rubbing and chewing them as if he’d burned himself, or as if he were afraid of losing the 

feeling in them. 

 Did you hear the curlew as well, Father? I couldn’t help wondering. It’s on its way 

here now, coming to perform for us on Ascension Day. He looked over towards the straight 

stretch of road where Mum was driving past in the car. He dug his teeth into his bottom lip so 

that the skin around them went white. He let go, then bit again. 

 Pouu-itt! Litt, litt… 
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 There it was again, keener, more drawn-out than before, anxious and tremulously soft 

at the same time, closer and closer together until it exploded in a joyous song that never 

seemed to want to end: Lou-looui-lui-lui-lui-lui-lui-luuuui-luuuuui-luuuuuui-luuuuuuui… 

 The whole marsh vibrated with the quivering whistle, ever single insect must have 

heard the notes arching into a bow above us, before shooting off like an arrow into the 

trembling sky. Maybe it just wanted to announce that their eggs had hatched today, calling 

out his praise for the female before she disappears and leaves him alone with the chicks? 

 Here he comes on seagull-calm wings, doing a circuit of the marsh with his 

improbably long beak as a pathfinder. Trilling quietly to itself as only curlews can. 

 ‘There it is!’ I whispered, turning towards Father. 

 He was sitting with his head bowed and eyes closed, as if he had a splitting headache. 

He put his hands over his ears and made a face. 

 ‘What is it?’ I said, afraid. 

 He looked up in surprise. 

 ‘What it is? I don’t know. Is it anything?’ 

 He looked at the time. Then turned away, his mouth trembling. 

 ‘Did you hear the ravens?’ he said. ‘It felt like it was cutting right into my head.’ 

 I couldn’t understand what he meant. Rambling about ravens when it was only a 

curlew. The male curlew had unveiled its flute for our sake, and at precisely this moment. 

 ‘They weren’t crying quietly either,’ he said. ‘And last night there was one making a 

row in the chimney. They’re here to take the calves off me. When they’ve pecked out the 

eyes, they pull out the guts and leave the calf to wither away and die. I’ve read about it in a 

big book.’ 

 I nodded and shook my head simultaneously, no really sure what I should do. Maybe 

take a sip of milk without making a sound? 

 ‘You know about birds,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’ 

 ‘Most birds of the crow family sleep at night,’ I replied in a friendly voice. ‘It was 

probably something else in the chimney.’ 

 He put his teeth on his lip again and bit down. And used his fingers to help this time, 

pressing as if he wanted to stop something getting out. 

 ‘Something else?’ he muttered. ‘They’re here to take the calves from me, that’s what 

I’m saying! If it’s not crows, it’s the local agricultural board. And I haven’t got them insured 

either.’ 
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 He got up and wandered off towards the trailer, lighting a cigarette and circling round 

the tractor, trailer and me several times, looking in all directions as if he felt hunted by 

something. He’d started on the unfiltered cigarettes again, the strongest you could get hold of, 

according to him. A few clouds passed in front of the sun. A slight breeze blew up again and 

took with it a swarm of dandelion seeds to let them self-seed. The curlew was calling in the 

distance and the greenfinch was chirruping and bubbling at the top of its fir-tree. The 

chaffinch let out a warning about a passing sparrowhawk: ziiih – ziiih – ziiih… 

 Father cleared his throat and spat. 

 ‘These posts are made of juniper!’ he said loudly, as if he were having to drown out 

his thoughts, or talking to an old person. ‘Do you hear? Juniper. I’ve sharpened every single 

one myself.’ 

 He came and sat down on the rock again. He took a deep breath, crushed the cigarette 

under his boot and lit another one, then sat there smoking, peering off down towards the 

Channel. The veins were creeping over his wrists like blue-green worms. 

 ‘Juniper’s the best you can have,’ he said. ‘They’ll last fifty years, if not more. You’ll 

never have to replace them again.’ 

 I nodded involuntarily. He moved closer and laid his large hand heavily on my 

shoulder, as if to stop me running away. With the other hand he pointed like a statue towards 

the posts on the trailer. 

 ‘Do you hear, they’re juniper!’ he said, just as loudly. ‘They’ll last the rest of your 

lifetime. You should be grateful that they’re juniper.’ 

 I glanced up at his feverish face. The pressure on my shoulder increased, as if I were a 

spring he was trying to compress. 

 ‘It smells just like an old knife,’ he said, thrusting his index-finger right under my 

nose. ‘Can you smell it? Like a knife.’ 

 I got the impression his body was trembling as he said this. He was breathing hard. 

 ‘Father’s old slaughter-knife, that’s what it smells like,’ he said. ‘That was made of 

juniper, I remember that.’ 
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I was sitting with Mum’s book of household management in my lap, and there it was in black 

and white. 

 Enuresis nocturna. Involuntary nocturnal passage of urine after the age of three which 

has no apparent physical or nervous cause. In some cases, when it is the result of excessive 

parenting by anxious mothers or authoritarian fathers, this unfortunate habit can be an 

expression of so-called regression, by which is meant that the child, under severe external 

pressure, adopts behavioural patterns from an earlier stage of development in order to avoid a 

physical breakdown. 

 Bedwetting can occur when the child experiences conflict with other children or feels 

insecurity, fear or similar within its family. Enuresis nocturna often has damaging emotional 

effects, reducing the child’s self-esteem and fostering anxiety and unease. Invitations to 

spend the night elsewhere, school-outings, trips to camp, etc., in many cases lead to genuine 

terror, and can result in insomnia and eating disorders. 

 There is no infallible medicinal cure for enuresis. If the problem has not been 

overcome by the age of 12-13, psychiatric treatment should be sought from a children’s 

behavioural therapist. 
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(pages 121-125) 

 

 

Who can bear to lie awake, waiting for catastrophe to strike, night after night? 

 I turned out the lamp and closed my eyes, following the slow, quivering motion of 

non-existent rings of light to and fro across my retinas. I lay tense as a coiled spring listening 

to sounds in the house, still feeling peculiar and hot from it all. The bedclothes were sticking 

to my body. The protective plastic sheet covering the mattress rustled if I so much as thought 

about it. 

 A fly-swat down in the kitchen? 

 Anxious creaking from a floor somewhere? 

 The lid of a bottle of pills being unscrewed? 

 Nothing…  

 

 

I had kept the window shut all evening, but the gnat had got into the room anyway. It had 

caught the scent of my overheated head and now had only one aim in life. 

 From the evil eye up above: Make sure you don’t get bitten at night. If you fall asleep, 

it might be the last thing you ever do. Because that gnat is carrying a fatal illness, that’s why 

it’s here. One single bite and you’re done for. You can tell just by listening that it isn’t 

buzzing the way it should, and it’s picked out its victim carefully, it knows who it’s going to 

share the illness with, whose blood it wants. 

 Shush! 

 ‘…the cowshed… like a sow… not bloody likely… pigsty…’ 

 Banging on the wall. Something hitting the floor? 

 A door slamming so hard that the house shook. 

 When I got downstairs Göran was pacing up and down outside his room, his eyes shut 

and with his hands over his ears, but he wasn’t whimpering or crying the way he usually did. 

It looked like he was silently repeating something to himself. He was wearing my old, 

threadbare pyjamas with the rabbits on. His top lip was shiny with snot and saliva, and I felt 

an urge to give him a hug, without giving him a Chinese burn or leaving his arm covered in 

bruises. He had his eyes screwed shut as hard as he could, and he was covering his ears. 
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 In the kitchen Mum was leaning against the bedroom door in just her nightgown. She 

turned her face away and covered her mouth with her hand when she caught sight of me. 

Father was breathing heavily and drumming his left hand on the draining-board. His old-

fashioned shirt was hanging out. He was clenching and half-unclenching his right hand, as if 

he were about to break something. The muscles in his jaw were pumping, and the swollen 

artery in his neck looked like it was about to burst. 

 After a while Mum cleared her throat and gave me a long look. I couldn’t work out if 

it was resigned or a warning. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and her breasts were visible beneath 

the fabric, hanging down towards her stomach like two great udders. Then Father suddenly 

turned towards us and stopped drumming, and stood motionless like an actor, before opening 

his chapped lips. 

 ‘I’m going to sleep with the pigs from now on,’ he said, and smiled. ‘There’s a spare 

pen for me. I don’t care. There’s plenty of hay and straw.’ 

 A shiver ran down my spine as I saw his stiff, inward-turning smile. His eyes were 

clouded and red from lack of sleep or medication. 

 ‘I need to be among beasts that don’t have any feelings,’ he explained. ‘That’s where 

I belong.’ 

 Mum took a deep breath and looked at him from the side. He pretended she wasn’t 

there, put a cigarette in his mouth and lumbered off towards the cellar door. 

 ‘We’ll see who regrets this first,’ he said, before disappearing down the steps. 

 Mum didn’t move a muscle, staring into the wall in front of her with a distant look in 

her eyes. Her eyes seemed to grow with each passing second, as if a thousand thoughts, or 

none at all, were passing through her. I didn’t have time to open my mouth before Göran 

rushed in and threw his arms round her. He was crying helplessly, snorting and sobbing so 

much that his body was shaking. 

 ‘You mustn’t mind about Daddy,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what the matter is. He isn’t 

quite himself.’ 

 She brushed something from her eye. We sat down at the kitchen table, Mum and I on 

separate chairs, Göran in her lap. She patted him on the back, looked out of the window and 

thoughtfully shook her head, as if she had started to cry inside. Göran was pressing against 

her breasts and whimpering like a puppy. 

 ‘Now then, boys, try to get some sleep,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow’s a new day. You need 

all the sleep you can get with all this going on.’ 
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I left the door of my room unlocked, pulled up the roll-blind and opened the window. I sat 

and looked out at the dark slope and the cowshed. The outlines of the wood-stack, the wheel 

of the well, the birch by the dung-heap. From the pigsty you could just make out the 

nocturnal snuffling of the sows, but there were no signs of light anywhere. 

 The windows just black squares. Blind holes. 

 At the edge of the forest the mist hung in thin veils, dancing with the outermost pine-

trees like silent witnesses to what must not happen. I listened tensely, unable to intervene, 

ready for anything. A shotgun going off. A car engine starting up. Flames growing and taking 

hold. A match in the straw and the whole cowshed ablaze within a minute. Soon the flames 

will be spurting from the windows, sparks and glowing embers flying up into the sky, visible 

across the whole marsh, everyone around here will notice what’s going on. The hens flying 

for their lives with fire in their feathers, fluttering between the outhouses like burning rags 

before they fall squawking to the ground and are still. The calves lowing from their pens. The 

tethered beasts pulling at their chains and gurgling with fear. The pigs squealing right out like 

when the butcher opens the door, trying to get up out of their sties or force the gates open in 

their panic. The roof-beams cracking and the corrugated roof falling in. Tomorrow only the 

walls will be left, a bed of ash on the ground, with a few beams and pillars like a charred 

skeleton around the roasted, leathery bodies… 

 The moon reflected off the uneven glass of my window, in duplicate, almost unreal 

and intangible. The night air was cool out there. The curtains hung completely still. There 

wasn’t so much as a trace of wind. 

 How quiet it can be by a drained marsh in the middle of the night. No sign of life. 

 But there is, now it’s starting. 

 The robin has woken up and has let slip an opening salvo. The bird singing has seen 

so many sunrises that his whole chest is now a fiery yellow. Here come the first scattered 

rockets of sound, sparklingly clear, as if he were sitting there scattering silver over the 

dumbstruck forest. 

 That was when you knew that day was dawning. 

 

* * * 


