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            “Perhaps it might interest you to know what I packed? As  little as possible! I’ve always dreamed of travelling light, a  small weekend bag of the sort one can casually whisk along  with oneself as one walks with rapid but unhurried steps  through, shall we say, the departure lounge of an airport,  passing a mass of nervous people dragging along large  heavy cases.”

         
 
         
            There’s something tragically doomed – and comically too –  in the determined light-heartedness of the main character  in the title story of Travelling Light as he steps out, carrying  “the absolute minimum”. No more emotional baggage for  him, he decides. No more listening to, and by implication  becoming responsible for, the fears and anxieties of others.  Instead, he’ll maintain a pure and optimistic disconnection,  pass through the modern world with a sweet and  lightweight sense of solitude. He won’t listen to anybody’s  needs; he won’t be encumbered by anybody’s story.
            
 
            But what this story reveals is that there’s no such thing as disconnection; and it does this in its very form, not just in the funny, sad unfolding of its plot. “Believe me, you can’t imagine my giddy sense of freedom”. In the very act of announcing how determined he is to go solo,  this man is already helplessly accompanied – by “you”, in  other words, us, listening to him. Tove Jansson’s sleight of  hand means that his freedom – and our own – is already  disturbingly and laughingly compromised.
            
 
            At the heart of Travelling Light is Jansson’s insistence that  no man or woman is an island. No matter how much we  may long to escape others, we can’t; and even the simplest  daily act of existing in the world, living with others, never  mind anything more intimate, is fraught with alienation.  The collection revels in this paradox, the human longing  for solitude versus the human need for contact. Can you  travel light? What happens to this urge when it’s dark?  Its very funny stories are deadly serious; its world is one  in a state of fragmentation and breakdown, sometimes  obvious, sometimes covert, but breakdown at all levels  from intimate to global. In a series of surreal encounters  which, on the one hand, gently nudge a reader out of  any comfort zone and, on the other, deliberately smash  notions of comfort into shiny broken shards, the collection  is a work of fusion, of entertainment with disquietude,  exhilaration with resignation. The stories ask questions  about inclusion and exclusion, insiders and outsiders; they  ricochet between the polar opposites of sea and land,  island and mainland, foreignness and familiarity, past and  future, youth and age, each one a kind of journey in itself, a  symbiosis of light and dark.
            
 
            Travelling Light – Resa Med Lätt Bagage in its original  Swedish title – was Jansson’s fourth collection of short stories  for adults; she published it in 1987, when she was seventy-three.  Her first book for adults had been the short-story  collection Sculptor’s Daughter, published in 1968; she would  write five more collections before her death in 2001 at  the age of eighty-six. In her lifetime, her international fame came as the writer and illustrator for children of the Finn  Family Moomintroll, whose cheerful, day-to-day, open-natured  philosophy and benign inclusivity ensures their  survival, and that of everybody round them, in the deepest,  darkest, most existential of Scandinavian landscapes. Now,  as the work to which she devoted more than thirty years  of her later life is being made available in English at long  last, this earlier fame is steadily being matched by a fast-growing  international appreciation of her light-footed,  deep-resonating writing for adults. Very excitingly, there’s  still a fair amount to come, in memoir, novel and short  story form, and each new translation proves a revelation  of Jansson’s literary astuteness, liberating philosophical  understanding and aesthetic generosity.
            
 
            The Fredrikson family, in the hilarious, unsettling “The  Summer Child’, consider themselves very generous; they  have openly advertised for a child from the city to come  and spend the summer in their idyllic rural setting with  them, for a small fee. The child who arrives is apocalyptic,  “anything but childlike”. In a story which challenges the  ways we narrate ourselves, the family saddles itself with  Elis, a gloomy little conscience “well informed about  everything that’s dying and miserable”, who makes them  feel guilty about everything, from not eating their leftovers  to global pollution, and pierces them with his human  oddness; the story, a fable of innocence and knowledge,  becomes about the very act of discomfiting others, the  moral attraction and the powermongering of it. It has  something of the nature of an unexploded mine about it,  as does the psychologically-loaded “The Woman Who  Borrowed Memories”, where an artist revisits her “starry-eyed”  past; and when this past, in the form of a suffocating  old friend, threatens to devour both what she was then  and is now, even to write her out of her own life story, she learns exactly why we move on, why nostalgia is  deathly, why we can’t and mustn’t go backwards in life.
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                  Tove Jansson’s artwork for the original Swedish publication  of Resa Med Lätt Bagage (Travelling Light), 1987
                  

                  
               

            
 
             
            Into this heady, psychologically dizzying story, at just  the right moment, comes a defusing line like this one: “the  spring evening came into the room, cool and liberating”.  These are stories whose interruptions and moments of  change are crucial; stories made, themselves, to interrupt  things both liberatingly and much more darkly, just as “The  PE Teacher’s Death” interrupts its characters’ dinner-party  fashionable superficialia with a death, a suicide right in the  middle of things, and one that seems more meaningful,  more committed to life even in the death, than the lives its  characters find themselves living.
 
            Travelling Light is also a book about the existential  landscape of old age – though, as Jansson has one  character point out, “there’s not as much difference as  people think between the young and the old”. “A Foreign  City”, one of her most unassuming and powerful stories,  sees old age as a Kafkaesque desolate cityscape where  “words disappear as easily as hats, as easily as faces and  names." But what starts as a story of bumbling ineptitude  soon transforms into one about a much more endangering  and dangerous state; in the end the fundaments of  communication and the restoration of lost meaning to  things – and to people – become the only route of escape  and survival.
            
 
            Each of the three very short stories in Travelling Light  – “A Foreign City”, “The Gulls” and “The Forest” – is a  masterpiece of brevity. “The Gulls” is a deeply-layered  tiny tale of lifeforce and murderous powerplay and  possessiveness; “The Forest” an almost casual anatomising  of why storytelling matters. Jansson insists throughout  this collection, perhaps even more than she usually does  in her writing, that landscape is never not psychological, that landscape and pyschology are vitally connected.  Throughout Travelling Light, as throughout all her work,  she examines why art and narrative matter to us, how and  why they’re part of the human condition. But in particular,  in this collection, she highlights social preconception and  imprisoning judgementalism, and how art and narrative  partly offer open doors out of both and are partly  themselves preconditioned by both. In the opening story,  “An Eightieth Birthday”, the young, naive protagonists, new  to life and love, worry desperately about being “the right  kind of person”, being seen to understand “the right kind  of art”. The real artists, though, are the dishevelled, stained  outsiders, past their best, “critiqued long ago”, and the  old woman whose birthday they’re celebrating, a survivor  stubborn enough always to have painted trees no matter  what the aesthetic fashion was, “till in the end she knew  trees, the very essence of trees.” Out walking in the middle  of the night with the disreputable old artists, May sees for  the first time how very beautiful the city she lives in is.
            
 
            This is recognisable Jansson territory; the simple,  essential connection, between seeing and thinking,  becomes central to the art of these stories. But the  collection’s bravery lies in its radical consideration of the  failures of words, of the cold-shouldering art can involve,  the disconsolations of art. In fact, when it comes to both  art and life, the stories are uncompromising and truthful  about an inevitable disconsolation.

            There is an urgency in the writing, a warning about  not leaving things too late. Seeing a tree in bloom, seeing  it in front of her eyes as if for the first time, “it suddenly  occurred” to May “that I hadn’t loved Jonny the way I could  have loved him, totally.” Travelling Light is passionate about  trees and meadows, teems with unexpected, out-of-place  Tarzans and jungles, teems with nature in all its seemingly tamed and uncontrollable forms. It is repeatedly coruscating  about modern homogenous and desolate landscapes, fake  and “flat and featureless apart from recurring groups of  high-rise blocks set at an angle to the road, and petrol  stations, all the ordinary roadside places, all the same,  without character, monotonous as polite conversation”.  In this collection Jansson has no time for politeness. She  meets these paucity-revealing landscapes head-on with a  lifeforce so huge and full and wild that things are bound  to be explosive in the collision. But at the same time, she  insists, there’s nothing romantic about trying to embrace this  lifeforce, and there’s no such place as “The Isle of Bliss …  so far away nothing dangerous can get to it”.
            
 
            In this lies the collection’s other source of fruitful collision,  between so-called romantic isolation and troubled human  interaction. In “The Garden of Eden”, Viktoria, an elderly  professor, arrives at an empty house in a place wholly  foreign to her, opens a door on a totally new landscape and  uncovers the same old colonising layers of judgementalism  and powerplay as exist everywhere. She can’t not become  implicated in the multilayered social interactions even in this  tiny Spanish village. Her new way with old stories, her new  perception about the ways in which we construct narratives  about ourselves and others, opens doors on a very old  story of her own, in a way that’s tragically too little, too late  yet still full of a healing kind of release.
 
            How typical of Tove Jansson, that a book which deals  with such darknesses, such weighty matters, a collection  so consistently concerned with people, relationships and  societies in states of breakdown, at the ends of their  tethers, even apocalyptically ruined, unfixably fragmented,  should be one of her funniest, most unpindownably  airy works. In effect it creates its funniness, and equally  its sadness, out of the impossibility of detachment, the struggle for proper connection, and the surreality of both.  These are stories quietly, unsensationally, going out of their  way to disconcert their readers, “get them out of their  tight little cliques” so they’ll “listen and understand each  other a little better”, as Viktoria puts it, thinking of her own  aim in getting two troubled people together in the hope  that they’ll hear each other before it’s too late. “Ladies,  you waste your time on inessentials. When we’ve finished  our coffee, I think we should devote ourselves to the  contemplation of nightfall”.
            
 
            The final piece, “Correspondence”, is a story stripped  back to essentials. It’s one of the closest of Jansson’s works  to autobiography, a story she constructed out of the letters  sent to her by a young Japanese admirer of her books.  This paradoxically makes it a story which includes us too –  makes it directly about the relationship of Jansson’s reader,  the person holding this copy of Travelling Light in his or her  hand, to Jansson herself, the writer of all the stories that  have come before it. Its inclusion makes it a direct gift to us  individual readers: a commentary on the paradoxical joint  intimacy and solitude in the act of reading (and writing).
            
 
            An interweaving of real excitement, real poetry and  real loss; a story of youth and age and the limitations  of both; it spells out, beautifully, through one writer’s  generosity in using the words of another, the terrible  alienation love reveals, the distance inherent in intimacy. It  becomes a fable of what human beings can and can’t give  each other. It is full of a pure love and a haunting longing.  The demands of these are huge, beautiful, terrifying,  unacceptable. More: something of these demands, she  suggests, sits at the core of any narrative. “I can’t write my  story without you.”
 
            How lightly Jansson’s fiction traverses the wide world.  How profoundly it implicates us.
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               Tove Jansson in Japan, 1971, with Tuulikki Pietilä (left)
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            An Eightieth Birthday

         
 
         WHEN WE ARRIVED and Jonny caught sight of the big cars parked outside Grandma’s building, he said right away that he should have worn a dark suit.
         
 
         “Don’t be silly, sweetheart,” I said. “Relax. Grandma isn’t like that. People pop in and out in corduroy trousers and all sorts of stuff. She likes bohemians.”
 
         “But that’s just it,” he said. “I’m no bohemian, I’m ordinary. I’ve no right to wear corduroys to an eightieth birthday party. And I’ve never even met her before.”
 
         I said, “We’ll unwrap it before we go in, it’s more polite. Grandma doesn’t like opening parcels, except at Christmas.”
 
         Choosing the present hadn’t been easy. Grandma rang up and said, “Dear child, make sure you bring your young man so I can have a look at him, but don’t go buying some expensive and unnecessary gift. At my age, I’ve got pretty much everything I want, plus better taste than most of my progeny. And I don’t want to leave a load of rubbish for others to clean up after I’m gone. Just pick out something simple and affectionate. And don’t go bringing art into it – you’ll only mess it up.”
         
 
         We racked our brains. Grandma thinks of herself as so broad-minded and easygoing, but in fact she’s forever burdening the family with modest requests which, in all their simplicity, can be a real pain. It would have been easy, for example, to choose her a stylish bowl in thick glass, but no, that would have been too bourgeois and not at all affectionate.
 
         Of course, I’d told Jonny all about Grandma and her paintings, and he was really impressed. We have one of her early sketches at home, a drawing of San Gimignano, where she went on her first grant-funded trip, before she became famous for painting trees. She often talked about San Gimignano and I always loved hearing her talk about how happy she was in that little Italian town with all its towers; how strong and free she felt when she used to wake up at dawn to work, and a signorina would push her vegetable cart through the streets and Grandma would open her window and point at what she wanted and they would understand each other perfectly and laugh, and it was hot and everything was incredibly cheap, and then Grandma would set off with her easel…
         
 
         It’s a story Jonny likes, too. And then, would you believe it, the other day Jonny went off on his own and found a picture of San Gimignano in a little second-hand shop! So that’s our present. They said in the shop it was an early nineteenth-century lithograph. We didn’t think it was that special, but anyway.
         
 
         “Jonny,” I said. “Let’s go in now. Just be yourself, act natural, that’s what she likes.”
         
 
         There was a long line of well-wishers queuing in the doorway of Grandma’s studio. A couple of young cousins were scampering in and out, taking everyone’s coats, and we were gradually swept into the large, airy room, beautifully decorated by Grandma’s acolytes. I fixed my sights on her and steered us forward, giving Jonny’s arm a quick squeeze to calm him. In the background some low music was playing – not classical, but something specially chosen, bearing Grandma’s personal stamp. We walked towards her. She had dressed with her usual studied nonchalance; her white hair lightly arranged in casual curls around her watchful, gracious face and clear, teasing eyes.
 
         “This is Jonny,” I said. “Jonny, Grandma.”
 
         “How nice of you to come,” Grandma said. “So this is Jonny. Finnish-speaking, I believe?” She smiled at him benignly. “How will you cope in an ossified old family where no one speaks anything but Swedish? And how are things, are you two married or not? All done and dusted?”
 
         “Done but not dusted,” said Jonny boldly. Grandma laughed and I knew she liked him.
 
         “Well, where’s your present?”
 
         She stared at the picture of San Gimignano for a long time, remarked that we’d gone to a great deal of trouble, and flashed a quick smile. “I drew that same view,” she said, “but better.” Then, with a little gesture that was dismissive but also showed a secret understanding, she moved on.
 
         The large table on which Grandma posed her models dominated the room. It was covered with her brocade from Barcelona and richly spread with everything from olives to cream cakes. Young family members ran about with vases they’d filled with water earlier that morning, while people stood about in groups having frenetic conversations and everyone was served a glass of champagne. Grandma sailed above all this like in a painting by Chagall, dispensing a sort of general benediction as she moved about the room dropping small pronouncements here and there. But I noticed she took care not to introduce anyone by name. Not the slightest suggestion of failing memory – just introduce yourselves, dear friends. Oh, to be as free as Grandma!
         
 
         A mass of screaming children persisted in running back and forth across the studio, but this didn’t seem to irritate Grandma in the least. She just let the mothers take charge of whoever it was they had brought into the world. Jonny and I sat down at a crowded table only to realise a moment too late that we’d chosen badly. This was a table for what Grandma calls the intellectuals, who associate exclusively with one another. I couldn’t figure out what they were talking about. Despairing of something to say, and after a long silence, I finally turned to a gentleman with a goatee and remarked that the evening light in the studio was unusually beautiful. To my relief, he started talking about the significance of light and then moved on to the theory of perception. It took me ages to work out that he was an art critic.
 
         Luckily all he seemed to want was a listener, so I nodded thoughtfully and said yes of course, and how true, and occasionally glanced at Jonny, who was sitting across from me looking miserable. He’d got stuck beside one of those geniuses who never say a word to help you out. Even so, I was quite proud of having brought my Jonny into a family with artistic roots, who really knew how to carry off a party on this scale.
         
 
         Eventually he extricated himself and came over and hissed in my ear, “Can we go home now?”
 
         “Of course,” I said. “Soon.”
 
         It was then that they came in, three gentlemen of uncertain appearance. They looked somehow dishevelled – or, more accurately, stained or smudged. They certainly weren’t bohemians. They did have long hair, but in a more middle-aged way. They made a grand entrance, bowing low to Grandma and kissing her hand. She led them to an empty table at the far end near the window and made sure each got a glass of champagne. Pretty soon one of them dropped his glass on the floor. He was in a state about it, but Grandma just smiled, though I knew how much she treasured those glasses – a wedding-present, I think. Coffee and cake were being brought in now, but these new gentlemen continued to be served champagne. Not the rest of us.
         
 
         I noticed Jonny was cleverly moving along the wall by carefully studying everything hanging on it, till in the end he reached the new gentlemen’s table. Of course he didn’t understand that this was a table set aside for the not-entirely-respectable; dear, sweet Jonny. But he did seem to be enjoying himself at last.
         
 
         One of the three went over and lifted a whole bottle of whisky from the liquor table and, as he carried it back, made a deep bow to Grandma, whose smile seemed to be wearing a little thin.
 
         My art critic had moved a bit further off but was still delivering an animated lecture about the theory of perception. I got up quietly and snuck over to Jonny, because it depressed me listening to stuff I didn’t really understand or care about. One of the gentlemen, with a droopy grey moustache, lifted his glass and said, “And so he writes crap about you, Juksu.”
 
         “Absolutely,” said Juksu. “And only three inches.”
 
         “You measured it?”
 
         “Of course, I took out my ruler and I measured. Exactly three inches. Like buying pea soup in a plastic bag, so you know what you’re getting. And no picture. But these newcomers, they get a picture, by God.”
 
         The third man said, “The trouble is, he’s so old; he just panders to the young.”
 
         “Yes, it’s hell.”
 
         “But you can’t have everything in life,” said the man with the moustache.
 
         “No.”
 
         They talked on, calmly and thoughtfully. They sounded like men who were used to talking together but could no longer be bothered with actual discussions. They made statements. They never referred to things like perception but seemed more interested in rising rents or an unfair review of some painting, though of course what could you expect… But when Grandma passed by on one of her charming circuits of the room, they grew lively and gallant. Jonny said not a word, but I could see he was fascinated. None of them paid us much attention, though they made sure our glasses were always full and made a space for me closer to the table. Their conversation was soothing, and we sat as if on an island sanctuary. None of them asked us about ourselves; they let us be anonymous.
         
 
         The party around us floated into the distance. The room had grown dim; the children had vanished. Suddenly someone turned on the overhead light and someone else carried in pirogi. The man called Juksu stood up. So did the rest of us, and somehow we all came out into the hall together. After a lot of bowing and scraping and sincere expressions of affection for Grandma, we took the lift down. But Grandma managed to whisper to me, “Don’t buy them drinks. There are three of them and you can’t afford it.” Though I think she saw that Juksu had her whisky bottle hidden inside his coat.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         It was cold when we came out on the street. And very quiet. No cars or people and that remarkable half-light that comes with spring evenings. After a fairly long silence we introduced ourselves. They were Keke and Juksu and the one with the moustache was Vilhelm.
 
         “Well, let’s get going,” said Vilhelm. “We’ll head into town. But not to the usual place.”
         
 
         “No,” said Keke. “Not there. They’re not nice any more. Let’s go sit down somewhere and then we’ll see.” Then he turned to me and said, in a very kind voice, “How long have you two been living together?”
 
         “Two months,” I said. “Well, two and a half, nearly.”
 
         “And it’s going well?”
 
         “Oh yes, really well.”
 
         Vilhelm said, “Let’s go to our spot. Where the newspapers are.”
         
 
         This was outside the covered market down by the harbour. We each took a newspaper to sit on out of a recycling bin and settled in a line along the edge of the quay. The square was empty.
 
         “Now let’s have a little drink,” said Juksu to Jonny. “But we’ll have to do without glasses, if your wife will excuse us. You don’t say much. Everything okay?”
 
         “Just fine,” said Jonny.
 
         I had a feeling I ought to go and let him stay there with the three of them. I turned to Vilhelm and said politely, “It’s really nice here. I like people who don’t take life so seriously.”
 
         “You’re very young,” said Vilhelm. “But you have a wonderful grandmother.”
 
         We had a drink together and then suddenly Jonny spoke up excitedly. “I was listening to what you were saying, that we can’t expect to have everything in life, but still you have to expect something, I mean expect something incredible, from yourself and from other people… You have to set your sights high because it always turns out a little lower, if you know what I mean – like with a bow and arrow…”
         
 
         “That’s it exactly,” said Keke reassuringly. “You’re absolutely right. Look, here they come. I like boats.”
 
         We took another swig from the bottle as we watched the fishing-boats slowly approach the quay. Two drunks wandered up. “Hi, Keke,” said one of them. “Oh sorry, you’ve got company. Got any cigarettes?”
 
         Keke gave each of them a cigarette and they walked on. Up in the spring sky the dome of the cathedral rested like a white dream over the empty square. Helsinki was indescribably beautiful, I’d never realised before how beautiful it was.
 
         “The Nikolai Church,” said Juksu. “They have to change everything. So now they call it the Great Church. It’s idiotic, it doesn’t mean anything.” He let the empty bottle slide into the water and said as a kind of afterthought that they can’t even write decent poetry any more.
 
         By now the night was as dark as it ever gets in May, but we still didn’t need any lights.
 
         “Tell me something,” I said. “What do they mean by perception?”
 
         “Observation,” said Vilhelm. “You see something and suddenly you recognise some old idea or, better yet, some new idea.”
 
         “Yes,” said Keke. “A new idea.”
 
         I was feeling cold and suddenly angry and said eightieth birthday parties were a really stupid idea.
         
 
         “My dear,” said Vilhelm. “It was a proper party, and a beautiful one in its way, but now it’s over. Now there’s just us sitting here trying to think.”
         
 
         “What about?” said Juksu.
 
         “About ourselves. About everything.”
 
         “What do you suppose Grandma’s thinking about?”
 
         “No one knows.”
 
         Vilhelm went on. “For instance, about this business of maybe fifty a week. They run themselves ragged. And still they only have time for the young ones, the bastards.”
 
         “Who?” I asked.
 
         “The art critics. Fifty shows a week.”
 
         “And no one asks any more,” Keke said. “We’re over and done with. We were critiqued long ago.” He thought for a moment. “My bum’s getting cold. Let’s make a move.”
 
         As we walked further along the quayside, he asked me what I wanted from life.
 
         I hesitated. Then I said, “Love. Security, maybe?”
 
         “Of course,” he said. “That’s right. In a way – for you at least.”
 
         “And travel,” I added. “I’ve got this real passion to travel.”
 
         Keke was quiet for a while and then he said, “Passion. As you can see, I’ve lived quite a long time, which is to say I’ve been working for quite a long time, which is the same thing. And you know what? In the whole silly business, the only thing that really matters is passion. It comes and it goes. At first it just comes to you free of charge, and you don’t understand, and you waste it. And then it becomes a thing to nurture.”
 
         It was awfully cold. He was walking too slowly, and I was freezing.
         
 
         Then he said, “You lose sight of the picture. I think we’re out of cigarettes.”
 
         “Not a bit of it,” said Juksu. “Philip Morris – Grandma shoved them in my pocket. She knows what it’s like.”
 
         Keke went over to the other two men. They lit their cigarettes and walked on as slowly as before.
 
         Jonny and I followed them. I whispered, “Are you tired of this? You want to go home?”
 
         “Ssh,” he said. “I want to hear what they’re saying.”
 
         “His clay,” Vilhelm was saying. “It went to an amateur. Some pushy little nobody. He hadn’t been dead two days when this creep comes along and buys the clay from his widow for nothing. And he was old; just imagine that clay.”
 
         “Hang on a minute, Jonny,” I said. “I’ve got sand in my shoes.” But Jonny went on ahead with the others.
 
         When he came back he told me excitedly how clay becomes more and more a living thing over time and how you always use the same clay for every sculpture and you can’t ever let it dry out, and new clay just isn’t the same, it’s not alive…
 
         I asked him which of them was the actual sculptor, but he didn’t know.
 
         “They were just talking about seeing a picture,” he said, “so I don’t know.” But he was very excited and asked if we had anything at home, anything we could offer them. After all, it wasn’t that late. “And anyway,” Jonny said, “this isn’t a chance we’ll ever have again. I really want to.”

          I knew we didn’t have much in the house, and Jonny knew it too, perfectly well. Some anchovies, bread and butter and cheese, but only one bottle of red wine.
         
 
         “That’s enough,” said Jonny. “You and I can just pretend to drink. They’ll stay for a while, long enough, don’t you think? And it’s only just around the corner.”
 
         “Okay, let’s do it,” I said, and he laughed.
 
         Brunnspark was beautiful: everything growing and bursting into leaf. Suddenly I wasn’t tired any more; all I knew was that Jonny was happy.
 
         We all stopped in front of a large bird-cherry tree that was already in full bloom, shining chalk-white in the spring night. As I looked at the tree, it suddenly occurred to me that I hadn’t loved Jonny the way I could have loved him, totally.
 
         Keke looked at me and said, “That’s only a gift; it doesn’t mean anything.”
 
         I didn’t understand. We walked on.
 
         He said, “You know your grandmother never painted anything but trees, and always trees in the same park. In the end she knew trees, the very essence of trees. She’s very strong. She never lost her passion.”
 
         Of course I had huge respect for these men who did nothing but search for their lost passion and cared about nothing else, but at the same time I was worried there wasn’t enough coffee and the house was a mess. And I started thinking about what was on our walls; maybe our pictures were completely unacceptable, just things we liked without having any idea why. Keke asked me if I was cold.
 
         “No,” I said, “One more street and we’ll be home.”
         
 
         “Your grandmother,” said Keke, “has she ever talked to you about her work?”
 
         “No, she never has.”
 
         “Good,” Keke said, “that’s good. They wrote her off in the sixties but she stuck to her guns. You know, my dear – I’m sorry, what’s your name?”
 
         “May,” I said.
 
         “Perfect. You know, it was all Informalism then, everywhere; everyone was supposed to paint the same way.” He looked at me and could see I didn’t understand. “Informalism means, roughly, painting without using definite forms, just colour. What happened was that a lot of old, very talented artists hid away in their studios and tried to paint like young people. They were afraid of being left behind. Some managed to do it, more or less, and others got lost and never found their way back. But your grandmother stuck to her own style and it was still there when all that other stuff had had its day. She was brave, or maybe stubborn.”
         
 
         I said, very carefully, “Or maybe she could only paint her own way?”
 
         “Marvellous,” said Keke. “She simply had no choice. You comfort me.”
 
         We’d come to the door of our building, and I said, “Now we have to be quiet or the neighbours will complain. Jonny, you go up and get something out of the fridge – whatever you can find.”
 
         We got in. Jonny put out the red wine and glasses and our guests sat down and went on with their conversation. We didn’t turn on the lamp; there was enough light from the window.
         
 
         After a bit Jonny said he had something they might like to see, and I knew he wanted to show them his model ship. He’s been working on it for a couple of years, every detail handmade. So they went into the spare room and Jonny switched on the overhead light. I could hear a murmur of conversation but left them in peace and went to the pantry to put on some coffee.
 
         By and by, Jonny came out into our little kitchen. “They said I’ve got a passion,” he whispered. “A vision of my own.” He was very agitated. “But it’s not theirs, it’s not the one they’re searching for.”
 
         “Great!” I said. “You take in the coffee and I’ll bring the rest.”
 
         When I came out, Vilhelm was talking about the flowering bird cherry we’d seen on the way home. He said, “What can you do with something like that?”
 
         “Just let it flower,” said Keke. “Look, here’s our lovely hostess! Isn’t that right – shouldn’t we just let it flower and admire it? It’s one way to live. Trying to recreate it is another. That’s what it boils down to.”
 
         After the party broke up, Jonny was silent till we went to bed. Then he said, “Maybe my passion is nothing special, but at least it’s mine.”
 
         “It is that,” I said.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Summer Child

         
 
         IT WAS CLEAR from the very start that nobody at Backen liked him. He was a thin, gloomy child of eleven, who somehow always looked hungry. The boy should have aroused people’s most tender protective instincts, but he just didn’t. Partly it was his way of looking at people or, rather, of observing them, with a suspicious piercing stare that was anything but childlike. And then he would hold forth in his odd precocious way, and dear God the things he came out with!
         
 
         It would have been easier to overlook all this if Elis had come from a poor home, but he did not. His clothes and his suitcase were clearly expensive and his father’s car had delivered him to the ferry landing. It had all been arranged by advert and telephone: the Fredrikson family were offering a holiday home to a child for the summer out of the goodness of their hearts, and for a small fee, of course. Axel and Hanna had discussed it thoroughly – all the big-city children in need of fresh air, woods, water, and good food. They had said all the things people usually say to convince themselves that only one course of action would allow them to sleep easily at night. Meanwhile there was all the rest of the work that had to be done in June. Many of the summer residents’ boats were still on their slips and a couple of them hadn’t even been properly checked over.
         
 
         And so the boy arrived, carrying a bunch of roses for his hostess.
 
         “You really didn’t need to, Elis,” said Hanna, thanking him. “Or was it your mother who sent them?”
 
         “No, Mrs Fredrikson,” Elis answered. “My mother’s remarried. It was my father who bought them.”
 
         “Very kind of him… But couldn’t he have waited a little before driving off?”
 
         “I’m afraid not, an important conference. He sends his respects.”
 
         “Yes, yes, right,” said Axel Fredrikson. “Well, let’s get aboard and get home. The kids can’t wait to meet you. That’s quite a suitcase you’ve got there.”
 
         Elis told them it had cost eight hundred and fifty marks.
 
         Axel’s boat was quite large, a sturdy fishing-boat with a deckhouse, and he’d built it himself. The boy climbed awkwardly aboard and at the first splash of spray he grabbed hold of the seat and closed his eyes tight.
 
         “Axel, don’t drive so fast,” said Hanna.
 
         “He can go in the deckhouse.”
 
         But Elis wouldn’t let go of the seat or even once look out at the sea the whole way there.
 
         The children were waiting expectantly on the dock – Tom, Oswald and little Camilla, whom they all called Mia.
 
         “Well,” said Axel. “This is Elis. He’s about the same age as Tom, so you should get on fine.”
         
 
         Elis stepped onto the dock, went up to Tom, took his hand, gave a short bow and said his full name: “Elis Gräsbäck”. Then he did the same with Oswald, but just looked at Mia, who giggled uncontrollably and put her hands over her mouth. They walked up to the cottage, Axel carrying the suitcase while Hanna carried a basket of shopping from the local store. She put on the water for coffee; the sandwiches were already made. The children sat round the table staring at Elis.
 
         “Just help yourselves,” Hanna urged them. “Elis is new here, so he can go first.”
 
         Elis half stood up, took a sandwich with a sort of little bow, and said it was remarkably hot for the time of year. The children continued to goggle at him as if bewitched and Mia said, “Mum? Why’s he like that?”
 
         “Ssh,” said Hanna. “Elis, please help yourself to some salmon. We caught four on Thursday.”
 
         Elis stood halfway up again and observed that it was remarkable you could still find salmon when the water was so polluted. Then he told them what salmon cost in town, meaning of course for those who could afford to eat salmon outside of special occasions. Somehow he made them all uncomfortable.
 
         In the evening, when Tom went to empty the slop pail into the bay, Elis followed and saw what he did and talked on and on about the polluted oceans and how irresponsible people were destroying the whole world.
 
         “He’s weird,” Tom said. “You can’t talk to him. He just talks nonstop about pollution and how much everything costs.”
         
 
         “Ignore it,” said Hanna. “He’s our guest.”
 
         “Weird sort of guest! He follows me round all the time!”
 
         It was quite true. Wherever Tom went, Elis was right behind: the boathouse, the fishing beach, the woodpile, absolutely everywhere.
 
         “What are you doing now?”
 
         “Making a bailer dipper, obviously.”
 
         “Why don’t you have plastic bailers?”
 
         “Just what we need,” said Tom contemptuously. “This dipper’s going to be a special shape, and it’ll take me a while to make it.”
 
         Elis accepted this and said seriously, “Of course. What with decorating it, as well. But it’s such a waste of good work.”
 
         “What do you mean?”
 
         “I mean, since the world’s going to end, you might as well use plastic.”
 
         And then he’d start in again, the whole thing, nuclear war and God knows what, blah, blah, blah, nothing but endless blather.
 
         Their room was in the attic over the kitchen, with a sloping roof and a window that looked out toward the meadow. In the evening Elis would take ages folding his clothes and hanging them up, placing his right shoe properly next to the left and winding up his wristwatch.
 
         “Yes, but what’s the point of all that?” Tom said. “You said a nuclear war could happen any minute, even tomorrow. Then it’s all down the drain with Friberg’s gherkins.”
         
 
         “Friberg’s gherkins?”
 
         “It’s just a saying.”
 
         “Why? Who’s Friberg?”
 
         “Lie down and go to sleep and stop being stupid. I don’t feel like talking.”
 
         Elis turned to the wall. His silence was compact, but you knew very well what he was thinking, and you knew that little by little it would all come out, there was no stopping it, and come it did, a soft-spoken litany about the ruined sea and the ruined air and then all the wars and all the people who had nothing to eat and were dying everywhere all the time and what can we do, what can we do…
 
         Tom sat up in bed and said, “But that’s all a million miles away. Come on, what’s really up with you?”
 
         “I don’t know,” said Elis, adding after a while, “don’t be angry with me.”
 
         Then, at last, silence.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Tom was used to being the eldest and making decisions and giving orders to Oswald and Mia and sorting out the silly things they did; it was just what older brothers do. But for some reason it was different with Elis; totally impossible to get any sense into him even though he was the same age as Tom. You just got angry with him. It didn’t even feel good when he admired you. And it was all so unfair. Like that business with the grebe. It wasn’t Tom’s fault the bird got stuck in the net. These things happen. He threw it in the water and Elis made a big deal out of it. “Tom. That grebe took a long time to die. They can dive tens of metres deep. Did you know that? Think how she must have felt, how long she must have tried to hold her breath…”
         
 
         “You’re crazy,” Tom said, but it made him feel bad.
 
         Or he might say, “I know what you do with kittens, you drown them. Do you have any idea…?” And on and on – it was unbearable.
 
         Elis buried the grebe up near the road to the town where there had been a forest fire and there was nothing left among the tree stumps but willowherb; trust him to find a spot like that. He put up a cross with a number on it. Number one. Other graves followed – rat-trap victims, birds that had flown into windows, poisoned field mice, all solemnly buried and numbered. Sometimes Elis would remark in passing about all the lonely graves that had no one to care for them. “And where is your own family graveyard? I’m interested. Do you have a lot of relatives buried there?”
 
         When it came to giving people a bad conscience, he was an expert. Sometimes all he had to do was just look at you with those gloomy, grown-up eyes and you would instantly be reminded of all your failings.
 
         One day, when Elis’s forebodings were even gloomier than usual, Hanna cut him off. “You’re very well-informed about everything that’s dying and miserable, aren’t you, Elis?”
         
 
         “I have to be,” he answered seriously. “No one else cares.”
         
 
         For a moment Hanna was overcome by goodness knows what and wanted to take the child in her arms and hug him, but his stern gaze stopped her. “I shouldn’t be so hard on him,” she told herself later. “I must be kinder.” But before she had the chance, something terrible and unforgivable happened. Elis promised to give little Mia three Finnish marks to show him her bottom. “He wanted to watch me pee,” said Mia. And, almost as bad, Elis asked his landlord, “How much are you getting for me?”
 
         “What did you say?”
 
         “How much a month are you being paid for me? Is it over the counter? I mean, are you paying tax on it?”
 
         Axel exchanged a look with his wife and left the kitchen.
 
         On top of all this, Elis had a real talent for finding things that were broken. He was constantly dragging in damaged items and showing them to Tom. “Can you fix this? You can fix anything. Look, it’s been out in the rain and it’s gone all mouldy. It was nice, once.”
 
         “Chuck it out,” said Tom. “I only make new things. I can’t be bothered with rubbish.”
 
         Elis collected the junk in a pile beside his cemetery. The pile got bigger and bigger and he seemed almost proud of his sad collection. No one else ever noticed all the worn-out, useless junk scattered on the hill. They simply didn’t see it. But Elis did, with his sharp, critical eye. Sometimes when he fixed the family with that look of his, they would suddenly become conscious that their work clothes were filthy, and their hands.
         
 
         One time Hanna spoke to him with a bit of authority, “Elis, please, just eat your dinner and stop agonising about everything. Put a little flesh on your bones so your father won’t be ashamed of you when he collects you in the autumn.”
 
         Elis said, “You mean you’ll be able to put up with me until the autumn?” When no one said anything, he went on. “You waste an awful lot of food. Do you never think about all the people in the world who have no food at all? I’m sorry to have to say it, but I know what you throw away and how it all ends up in the sea.”
 
         “That’s enough!” Axel burst out and got up from the table. “I’m going outside to look at the boats.”
 
         Admittedly the Fredriksons were a bit spoiled. They didn’t like food unless it was absolutely fresh, whether fish or meat or Hanna’s home-baked bread, so a great deal did wind up down the drain with Friberg’s pickles, as the saying goes. Elis discovered this fact at once. He would go to the fridge and take out the leftovers that usually lay there until they were stale enough to be thrown away with a clear conscience. He would carefully rescue these remnants and eat them. He might say, for instance, “No meatballs, thank you. The old fish soup is fine for me.”
 
         “Ha ha,” said Oswald, who followed most of what was happening and thought about it, and who never had his brother to himself any more because of the summer child. “Ha ha. You’re our new slop pail, aren’t you?”
 
         “We eat what we eat,” Axel said. “But it’s not good manners to comment on what our guests eat. Food is not something we discuss. It’s just a fact of life.”
         
 
         “It most certainly is not,” Elis objected. “Think of all the poor people who don’t…” But that was as far as he got, because Axel banged his hand on the table and said, “Now you be quiet! And the rest of you, too. There’s no peace in this house any more.”
 
         Out of doors, though, all was completely at peace. It was a time of light breezes and soft summer rain; down in the meadow the apple trees were in bloom, and all of nature was at its loveliest. In previous summers, Tom had wandered the woods and along the shore through the bright summer nights, but it was no fun this year. He could never count on being alone.
 
         “Mum,” he said. “How long is he staying?”
 
         “People come and people go,” Hanna answered. “Relax. There’s a time for everything. This, too, will pass.”

         The worst part was that Elis was able to support all his arguments with incontrovertible statistics. Whenever the news came on, he glued his ear to the radio to collect new miseries or get the old ones confirmed. The news was the only programme he cared about. But he would sometimes mix actual catastrophes with his own fantasies, which then wormed their way so deeply into his dreadful prophecies that Tom didn’t know which way was up.
         
  
         With Elis around, you had to be constantly ready for the worst. For example, Granny was a long-term patient in the local hospital, but when Elis came in and said, “She just died!” it turned out it wasn’t Granny he meant, but a crow with one leg, for heaven’s sake, that he’d been caring for all week.
         
 
         One day when Hanna was taking the bus to go and see her mother, Elis asked if he could come along, and she thought why not. Of course he was a morbid child, but he did have great compassion for any creature in distress.
 
         The experiment was not repeated. Granny didn’t care for all the sighing and groaning at her bedside. He shook his head mournfully and pressed her hand as if saying a final farewell, and when he went out for a few minutes, she asked Hanna angrily, “Who’s this insufferable child you’ve dragged along?”
 
         There was no getting around the fact that the summer child was affecting everyone in the house. They were all a little afraid of him. Axel no longer smoked his pipe after meals but he stomped straight off to the boathouse. He’d grown sullen, and one day when Elis started interrogating him about his income and political views, he stood up and walked out in the middle of the fish soup. Little Mia was too small and innocent to understand, but she sensed the change and grew whiny and difficult. As for Oswald, he was openly jealous. Tom had no time for him any more, and when they did go out fishing together it wasn’t in the nice old friendly, peaceful way. Oswald developed a biting irony: “Are you really going to murder that poor little cod?” or “Look how many corpses in the net today!” And so forth. The whole family had fallen on evil days.
         
 
         Axel and Hanna knew they’d put a terrible burden on Tom with this summer child, but what could they do? They had their hands full with their daily chores and the kids pretty much had to look out for themselves.
         
 
         One day, Axel said, “Tom, forget about splitting that firewood, please, and go keep an eye on Elis.”
 
         “I’d rather split wood. But he’ll be around my neck in any case, so what difference does it make?” “Well, do what you want,” said Axel helplessly and started to walk away, then turned back and said, “I’m so sorry about all this.”
 
         You think you’re taking in an underprivileged child from the city, but no, you’re saddling yourselves with an implacably critical observer who never lets up about the wickedness and sorrows of the world. Do people in the city all raise their kids to view the world with suspicion? Do they all burden them with a conscience they’re too young to understand or manage? Axel discussed it with his wife and she thought maybe they did. The boy needed a change. Why not take him out on the water a bit, now the weather was so calm and beautiful? Hanna could use the time to visit some of her relatives in Lovisa, and Axel had to take some gas canisters out to the lighthouses in any case. The Coast Guard office had phoned that very morning to say the beacon at Västerbåda had gone out. Axel thought it was an excellent idea, so he went off to fuel the boat and stow the canisters, and Hanna started packing a lunch.
 
         Elis was very excited. He kept tapping the barometer for fear of storms and asking about the lighthouses on their islands – were they on real islands, tiny islands?
 
         “Real fly specks,” said Tom. “Why?”
 
         Elis answered solemnly that he’d once read a story called “The Isle of Bliss” where the island had been very small.
         
 
         “Yeah, yeah,” said Tom. “Hurry up; Dad’s waiting.”
 
         “Come on, jump in!” Axel cried. “We’re off on a holiday, leaving all of our troubles behind!”
 
         The children jumped aboard. Hanna stood on the dock and waved as the boat set off straight out to sea. It was a mild day, dazzlingly bright with high cumulus clouds mirrored in the sea and no horizon visible. Elis clung to the rail and watched for islands, occasionally turning to grin at Tom; he actually looked as if he was enjoying himself for once. So you’re on holiday, you little shit, Tom thought. For the moment you’ve forgotten that the world’s about to end, and you’re only thinking of yourself. A bitter sense of injustice welled up in him and he decided to be totally indifferent to Elis all the way out and back again.
 
         The first lighthouse had been built on a very low skerry with a windswept crest of low bushes in the middle. When they landed, gulls rose and circled, screaming. Axel heaved the fresh canisters ashore and dragged them up over the rocks to the lighthouse.
 
         At first Elis just stood and stared, stiff as a poker, then he dashed off, rushed up into the brushwood, and flung himself back down again. Eider hens flew up from their nests with a great roar, but Elis hardly noticed. He ran back and forth shouting at the top of his lungs and finally threw himself headlong into a crowberry bush.
 
         “I told you he’s crazy,” said Oswald scornfully. “And you let someone like that run after you all day and night. That’s a fine friend you’ve made!”
         

         Tom walked slowly up to where Elis was lying looking up at the sky, shamelessly contented.
  
         Elis said, “I’ve never been on a real island before, one that looks like an island. It’s so small it could be mine.”
 
         “You’re babbling,” Tom said. “Anyway, it belongs to the eiders too.” Then he walked away.
 
         When Axel came back ready to move on to the next lighthouse, Elis wouldn’t budge. “I want to stay here,” he said. “I like this island.”
 
         “But it could take a couple of hours,” Axel objected. “We have to get to some lights a long way out. Much more interesting places, high ground, all kinds of things you’d like.”
 
         “It’s okay,” said Elis. “You go. I’ll stay here.”
 
         They couldn’t get him to change his mind. In the end, Axel took Tom aside and said, “You’d better stay here with him till I come back and pick you up. He might fall in the water or do something stupid, and we’re responsible for the boy.”
         
 
         Little Mia was shouting, “Want to go to the next lighthouse! Want to go to the next lighthouse!”
 
         “But Dad,” said Tom, “I could be with him for hours on this tiny pancake of a place!”
 
         “Course you could,” said his father, pushing off. “Sometimes we all have to do things we don’t like.”
 
         “Try and find him some old rotting birds!” Oswald shrieked across the water. “Babysitter!”

         It wasn’t till they reached the next lighthouse that Axel realised he still had the lunchbag with him. Hanna would never have done a thing like that, forgotten – but never mind, it could have been worse.
         
 
         Then an hour later it did get worse. The fuel line broke, and you can’t fix a thing like that with a flick of the wrist.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         “You know what,” said Elis, sounding almost reverent, “This island’s wonderful. It’s so far away, nothing dangerous can get to it. And the water’s absolutely pure.”
         
 
         “That’s what you think,” Tom said. He went farther out on the headland and began throwing small stones in the water. There was absolutely nothing to do but wait and let the time go by and be totally bored. Ha ha, some “Isle of Bliss”! Dark thoughts came and went and came back again: a whole summer of endless torture and responsibility, not a chance of ever being really alone, surrounded by a bunch of stupid burials and rubbish heaps… And, as if today’s misery wasn’t bad enough, he’d get to hear about tomorrow’s, when everything in the world would only get worse and worse. It wasn’t fair!
 
         And here came Elis running up with eyes out on stalks, shouting: “An island forgotten in the deep blue sea! It’s fantastic! It’s so clean! So desolate and deserted!”
 
         “Fantastic, my foot,” said Tom. “And it’s not exactly deserted, with so many eider chicks hatching this year.” He shrugged his shoulders and added, “Though there won’t be so many broods, the way you carry on.”
 
         “What do you mean?”
         
 
         “Just that if you scare an eider hen off her nest, she won’t come back. They’re very sensitive birds.”
 
         Elis said nothing. It was fun watching him stride deeper into the crowberry thicket, one slow step at a time with his elbows tight against his sides and his thin neck stretched forward. Now, by God, he could feel for himself what it’s like to have someone give you a bad conscience. Tom followed him. Elis was staring down at five chicks, very small, dark and fluffy, sitting in their nest stock-still.
 
         “Are they all right?” Elis whispered.
 
         “Oh, don’t think about it. Think about how you’re on ‘an island forgotten in the deep blue sea’, isn’t that what you said? It might interest you to know that a little island like this can get forgotten for real. It’s hard to find your way back.”
 
         Elis just stared.
 
         “Don’t you believe me? It happens.” Tom sat down and rested his chin in his hand. “I don’t want to scare you, but sometimes they find human skeletons on beaches around here. Best not to think about it. They probably just sat there waiting and waiting and no one ever came.”
 
         “But he’s got a map with him,” Elis said.
 
         “Does he? Come to think of it, he left the charts at home… and that could be bad.” Tom sighed and glanced quickly at Elis through his fingers. He had a violent urge to giggle. How’s this for one of your catastrophes? And I can make it worse. You wait and see.
 
         Elis went and sat down behind a rock. The sun wandered on toward afternoon, the blackflies sang, and the seabirds quietly returned to their nests.
         
 
         When Tom got hungry, he had a good idea. He went to Elis and told him they had a problem. They had nothing to eat – just like all those poor people all over the world. “Of course, you can eat crowberries,” he said. “But they can give you a really bad stomachache. And, if you’re thirsty there’s a rock pool right behind you, although the water’s so salty and stagnant that even the water lice have died.” He decided to improve on this. “You can strain off their dead bodies through your teeth,” he said, but he knew at once he was overdoing it, getting too personal, losing his touch. Elis gave him a long, sharp look and turned away.
 
         The sea-water was taking on a deeper tone. The hours passed; Axel should have been back long ago. And there was nothing to do but scare Elis. Why had Axel not come? What did he mean by making him uneasy and wasting his whole day this way? It was starting to feel ominous, and he didn’t like it.
 
         “Elis!” he yelled. “Where are you? Come here a minute!”
 
         Elis came and looked at him furtively.
 
         “Listen,” said Tom, “there’s something I should tell you. This weather’s not normal. There’s a storm coming up.”
 
         “It’s absolutely calm,” said Elis, distrustful.
 
         “The eye of the storm,” Tom explained. “You know nothing about the sea. It can happen suddenly – bang. Waves can sweep over the whole island.”
 
         “But what about the lighthouse?”
         
 
         “It’s locked. We can’t get in.” Tom couldn’t stop. “And snakes come out at night…”
 
         “You’re making it up.”
 
         “Maybe I am, and maybe I’m not. What are you going to do?”
 
         Elis said slowly, “You don’t like me.”
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         The worst part of all was having nothing to do. Tom took out his sheath knife and went in among the windfalls to cut some twigs for a hut like the ones he used to build for Oswald when they went on expeditions. He whittled and worked until sweat ran down his neck, and it was all completely pointless, but he couldn’t stand Elis looking at him all the time, and it was getting on towards evening and still no boat… And now Elis wanted to know if he was making a distress signal.
         
 
         “No! Anyway we don’t have any matches.” Tom lifted the roof section of his hut and anchored it in the thicket. It was totally stupid, the whole thing was stupid, and still no boat… If there was a problem with one of the beacons – no, in that case he would have turned back right away. It must be something else, something serious… And then the whole roof section collapsed and he swung round on Elis, shouting, “How do you know what it’s like when a storm comes up? You’ve never been in a storm! Everything goes dark… And you hear a strange sound coming closer and closer – and all the birds go all quiet…”
 
         This was clearly making an impression, so he went on. “Sometimes before a storm the water level rises, but sometimes it falls. Catastrophically! You can see how low it is! Nothing but green slime everywhere. Then the waves come in like a wall and everything gets swept away – everything!”
         
 
         “Why are you doing this?” Elis whispered.
 
         “What do you mean?”
 
         “Why don’t you like me?”
 
         “Well, why do you go on and on at me? I’m sick and tired of all of this; it’s no fun any more! Go and find somewhere to sleep.”
 
         “But what about the snakes? I’m scared!”
 
         “Oh all right, there aren’t any snakes,” Tom burst out impatiently. “There aren’t ever any snakes on these little skerries. I’m worn out! I’ve tried, I’ve tried everything I can think of, but you just don’t get any better. All you do is say weird stuff and you’re making me almost as weird as you are. And Dad hasn’t come, and he should have been here a long time ago!”
 
         “I’m scared,” said Elis again. “Do something… you know how to do stuff!” Suddenly he grabbed hold of Tom’s shirt and kept whining on about how scared he was. “You scared me,” he shouted. “Do something. You know how to do everything!”
 
         Tom tore himself free so violently that Elis was thrown backwards. He sat there on the moss staring. His big eyes had shrunk to slits and he said slowly in a very low voice, “Yes, absolutely, your father should have been here a long time ago. Why hasn’t he come? I’m sure it’s not because he can’t find us. You only said that to scare me. Something’s happened to him.”
         
 
         Elis waited a moment and then went on triumphantly, “Perhaps he’s broken his leg and he’s just lying there. And we’ll wait and wait, but he’ll never come…”
 
         “Bull!” said Tom, in a rage. “That sort of thing only happens in winter, when there’s ice on the rocks.” Then he suddenly remembered the time they sat waiting last autumn when Dad went out to the lighthouses with Oswald and the gas caught fire and shattered a lens right in his face, half blinding him, and he got them home as best he could, getting directions from Oswald, who just cried and cried…
 
         Elis went on talking, never taking his eyes off Tom’s face. “They don’t know anything back home. It gets to be late. Finally they realise that something’s happened. Does that sound right?”
 
         “I say you’re a sissy!” Tom yelled. “You’re scared! You’re so scared I can smell it…”
 
         Suddenly, with incredible speed, Elis leaped to his feet and threw himself at Tom, who only had time to see two flashing rows of small teeth behind a desperate grimace before he was hurled to the ground in a grip that was bone-hard and blind with fury. They rolled in under the evergreen thicket where the light had almost gone, and fought under a low ceiling of tangled branches – you damned summer child, you little bastard, if you let go I don’t know what I’ll do to you, I’ll hit you and keep hitting you. The skinny bony body under him seemed tense to the point of bursting; it was clear that defeat was impossible, unthinkable for either one of them. They had to keep going. They fought in total silence, soundlessly, breathlessly. Tom threw Elis aside and they separated, but they couldn’t get up because there was no room under the branches, so they crawled back together and went on fighting, it was all they could do.
         
 
         The eider hen sat quite still on her nest; she was the same colour as the ground. She did not move even when they caught sight of her and when they very carefully crept out from under the tangle of branches and went off in different directions.
 
         Now it was night. The western sky was still burning like a rose down at the horizon, but it was definitely night. Tom walked down toward the beach where Axel usually came ashore. His whole body was shaking wildly and he was trying not to think, not think about anything. Let it be peaceful, please, let it be peaceful. All he wanted was to sit on the slope with his clenched fists pressed hard against his eyes and let it be peaceful. After a long time, a memory burst through and he let it come and it came. It was about the time the gas had exploded in the lighthouse. Mum asked, “Axel, what did you do?” Dad said, “I crawled for a bit till I could see again a little and got Oswald into the boat and tried to calm him down. At least there was no wind and that was good. You have to take things as they come.” That’s what he said – you have to take things as they come. And then I said, “Dad can get through anything and he’s never scared.” And Dad said, “You’re wrong. I was never so scared in my life.” That’s just what he said – I was never so scared in my life.
         
 
         Now came the midnight hour when the light in the western sky gives over to the dawn breaking from the other side. It was horribly cold. When Tom walked back in the half-light he could just make out Elis silhouetted against the sea, so he said, “He’ll be coming now. He’s been busy with something important, something he couldn’t put off.”
         
 
         “You don’t say,” Elis said.
 
         “I do say. And there’s no wind and that’s good. You have to take things as they come.”
 
         They stood a moment looking out to sea. Some gulls flew up from the headland and screamed for a while, and then it was quiet again.
 
         Tom said, “Why don’t you get some sleep? I’ll wake you when he comes.”
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Axel came back at daybreak. First they heard the motor like a weak pulse, then it grew stronger, then the boat appeared as a little black speck on the grey morning sea and then they could see the white moustaches thrown up by the bow. Axel rounded the reef, reduced speed, and landed. He saw them standing there waiting and he knew at once. One had an improbably swollen and completely altered nose; the other could barely see out of one eye. Moreover, their clothes were torn.
 
         “Well, well,” said Axel. “So everything seems to be under control. Engine trouble, broken fuel line. I’m sorry about that, but you have to take things as they come. Everything okay?”
 
         “Fine,” said Elis.
         
 
         “Come on, then. Jump in and we’ll get home. But don’t wake the kids, they’re tired.”
 
         They sat down near the engine cover, where it was warmer, and Axel covered them with a tarp.
 
         “Here’s the lunchbag,” said Axel. “Finish the lot or Hanna will be cross. There’s coffee in the Thermos.”
 
         As the boat crossed the bay the sky in the east lightened and turned pink, and the first tiny glowing shard of the new sun appeared over the horizon. It was cold.
         
 
         “Don’t go to sleep just yet,” said Axel. “I’ve got something for Elis that he’s going to like. Look. Have you ever seen such a beautiful bird skeleton? You can bury it with pomp and circumstance.”
 
         “It’s unusually pretty,” said Elis. “And it was very kind of you to bring it to me, but I’m sorry to say I don’t think I want it.”
 
         And he curled up next to Tom on the floor of the boat and they both fell instantly asleep.

      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/a017_online.jpg





OPS/9781908745217_cover_epub.jpg
|
“Tove Jansson was
\ a genius.
f\ n" Philip Pullman

TOVE JANSSON

Travelling Li(qht\
“\"

v, A






OPS/a203_online.jpg





OPS/a012_online.jpg





OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OPS/a004_online.jpg





OPS/a001_1_online.jpg
Sort Of
BOOKS





