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About the Book

“No doubt about it, Lindgren has joined the ranks of the greatest writers” Michel Crepu, La Croix

The woman had come from a city in the south to lecture in a small village amid the snowbound forests of northern Sweden. She was a writer. After the lecture in the village hall an old man who had been sleeping at the back introduced himself, as she was to be his guest for the night. So it was that she moved in with Hadar, a man who lived on his own and was in the last stages of cancer. Not another house in sight, save for one just a field away; there lived Hadar’s brother Olof, also on his own, and dying of heart disease. Neither brother would consent to die, the woman discovered, for that would give the other the satisfaction of outliving him.

Cut off by a snow blizzard, the woman settles into Hadar’s attic, leaving only to pick her way across to Olof’s, and in the days that follows she acts as both nurse and confessor to each of them. She learns of the woman they shared and the son of disputed paternity, uncovering the tissue of lies and self-deceptions that keeps the ailing brothers alive in a bond of mutual loathing. Ultimately to her roles of nurse and confessor she adds a third: the hand of Providence …

The author of The Way of a Serpent and Light is one of Sweden’s outstanding practitioners of black humour. In Sweetness he has achieved a work of brilliant comic invention.


SWEETNESS

TORGNY LINDGREN was born in Norsjö, Sweden, in 1938. He is the prize-winning author of novels, poems and short stories. His works so far published in English include his novels Bathsheba, The Way of a Serpent, Light, and In Praise of Truth, and a collection of short stories, Merab’s Beauty. His work is translated into 25 languages.

TOM GEDDES has regularly been Torgny Lindgren’s English translator. His translation of The Way of a Serpent was awarded the Bernard Shaw Prize. His recent translations from the Swedish include Björn Larsson’s Long John Silver.


Also by Torgny Lindgren in English translation

BATHSHEBA

MERAB’S BEAUTY

THE WAY OF A SERPENT

LIGHT

IN PRAISE OF TRUTH


[image: Figure]


AFTER THE LECTURE SHE was going to stay at a little guest-house, and would be moving on the next day. She had her clothes in the big bag with the shoulder-strap, and all her personal effects in her briefcase: books, writing pad and pens.

When the audience had taken their seats in the village hall, all fifteen of them, an old blind woman was wheeled up to the empty floor-space below the rostrum. Her eyes were open and covered in a grey film, with no pupil and no iris. It was to the blind woman that she chose to address herself, to her worn and weathered little face.

The girl who had pushed the wheelchair in sat down too, and was reading a comic that she propped up against the blind woman’s shoulder.

Holy fools.

Some of them are called saints, she said, but there are no common characteristics; the designation is ascribed to them by chance or by circumstance; if anything, they can be characterised by an impassioned or tormented awareness of existence, an almost morbid intensification of hearing and alertness yet at the same time an unworldly detachment in everyday life.

Some of them seem to have loved their fellow human beings, others not.

The audience sat there in their overcoats, smelling of damp wool. They had seen the little item about her lecture in the newspaper. They might have also seen the stencilled poster on the noticeboard outside or in the local Co-op. If I don’t go, they had thought, there’ll be no one there.

They sat completely motionless; the only person who made an occasional movement was the girl behind the wheelchair, turning the pages of her comic.

St Ethelreda went through two marriages intact, her absent-mindedness keeping her from the ultimate union; a concentrated, almost convulsive distraction holding its hand over her virginity. When St Methodius was executed he seemed hardly to notice, his decapitated head continuing to preach to the assembled heathens – on the resurrection of the body and on free will.

And so forth.

She had once written a book on Johan Axel Samuelsson, the felon who murdered the Mobergs, the vicar and his wife in Tillberga. He had wanted to live in imitation of Christ, but lacked the aptitude. That winter she had travelled from place to place lecturing on the lives of criminals, her talks paid for by cultural foundations and educational associations and lecture societies.

She obviously knew her text by heart. As she spoke her hand played incessantly with the buttons on her thick green and white striped cardigan. From time to time she put her thumb up to her right eye, probably to control some kind of nervous tic.

Over by the door a man sat fast asleep, his head fallen forward on to his chest, the pendants of the seven-branched chandelier on the ceiling reflecting on his shiny bald pate. He seemed not to be breathing, except for a sigh now and then, either of devout respect or in order not to suffocate.

She usually spoke for fifty minutes, or forty-five if for some incomprehensible reason her enthusiasm was aroused.

Even in this life holy men, or those so described, are imbued with an awareness that they represent, that they stand for something nameless and distinct from their own selves, rather than living in the usual sense; that their world is a world of representation, that in a dog-like way they are imitating their master. No, imitate is not the right word: in their own lives they incorporate an unknown life; they are metaphorically related to someone or something they do not know but would like to know. And even in this pale and shadowy form they contain a drop of that alien life; despite withered flesh and worn nails they are still a mixture of memory and desire.

They continued listening even after she had finished speaking. Why should they understand her? Without asking any questions, without so much as a glance of gratitude or empathy, one by one they got up and left. The girl with the comic wheeled the blind woman out.

Only the man who had been asleep remained where he was, fully awake now.

“I’m the person you’re staying with,” he said.

She did not seem surprised. Cheap accommodation, that was how the organisers saved money. She picked up her coat and bags and walked over to him.

They looked at one another.

He was wearing a filthy black leather jacket over a check shirt and woollen pullover. The skin drooped slackly on his face; he had obviously been quite a big man once, but all his bulk had been eaten away from within by unknown forces. He smelled of putrefaction.

She was a single woman in her forty-fifth year, a stranger from the south who had written books about love and death and saints, books that hardly anyone bothered to read; a speaker with a voice of such a mournful, shrill and monotonous quality that it could never convince anyone of anything. In outward appearance she was thin, sharp and self-contained.

“You drive,” he said, handing her his car key, which was tied to a shapeless piece of wood, black with grime and grease. When he stood up he tottered, and walked with knees bent and a waddling motion, as though he were carrying an enormous burden on his shoulders. His clothes hung limp and loose on his skinny body, as if borrowed from someone else, a giant.

He confided his name to her: Hadar. And she told him hers, despite the fact that he presumably knew it.

The car was parked outside the door.

“It’s not very far,” he said. “Ten miles or so.”

And he went on to ask, “Can you drive?”

“Yes,” she said. “I can drive.”

She drove without any show of of interest, as if indifferent. His car was old and dented and flaking with rust. He did not need to tell her the way: there was only one road.

Although it was already dark, the sky in the west still glowed yellow above the treetops. It was the twentieth of October, and there were patches of snow by the roadside.

“All landscapes and all the roads that wend their way across them have their own individual character and quality,” she said, as if talking to herself. “They all have their drawbacks and imperfections.

“This road is very straight and narrow, over a terrain of scrub.”

“I shall never drive again now,” he said. “Coming here was my last time.”

Though he did not say it quite like that. His speech was a northern dialect with grotesquely lengthened vowels and dark, gloomy diphthongs; what she heard was a translation of the kind that visitors always imagine they hear in foreign countries.

“I read about you in the paper,” he said. “You could have been sent by God. We’ve never had anyone like you hereabouts before. Not that there is a God. Nor any mercy either. But even so.”

She opened the window a chink. His smell was penetrating her nostrils and sinuses and clinging to the pores of her face and hands.

“How could God have sent me if He doesn’t exist?” she asked. “And why should He have sent me?”

“He knows about you. He’s heard about you. Because of all those holy people you go around giving talks about. He reads the North Västerbothnian.”

From time to time he raised his hand and pointed towards the beam of the headlights in front of the windscreen, as if he were trying to say ‘This is the way, along here!’

“It’s just how things worked out,” she said. “I wrote a book on holy fools, with nothing special in mind. You can write books on anything.

“And I’m giving up lecturing,” she went on. “This was the last. I’m going away somewhere tomorrow, early tomorrow morning, anywhere.”

When he turned towards her and breathed over her she gave a start as if she found it particularly offensive. It was really extraordinary that a person could smell like that.

The road was climbing steadily, and the countryside was becoming whiter.

“There used to be some things I believed in,” he said. “But in the end you can’t see any further than the hand in front of your face. Everything disintegrates and falls apart. I’ve got cancer and will die soon.

“But,” he added, “I’m in no hurry. We shouldn’t be too eager.”

She did not attempt to refute his claim that he was dying. It was altogether too obvious. He should have been dead long ago.

They met no other cars, and there was no sign of any houses with lights in their windows.

He probably had a housekeeper or a wife waiting for them, who would have made up a bed for the speaker in the living room, a folding bed with a lumpy, flattened mattress. And put out some old dry rye bread and butter and cheese on the table.

He leant forward and turned his face towards her, lifting the earflaps on his check peaked cap, as if he were expecting an answer. Perhaps he wanted her to comment on the fact that he was dying.

“Is it much further?” she asked. “Are we nearly there?”

“We’ve just passed Frans Lindgren’s peat bogs. So that’s where we’ve got to.”

He went on gazing at her, not seeming to notice that it was dark, almost pitch black, inside the car, as if willing her to speak to him. She slowed down a little and gave him her views on conversation, what she thought about conversation in general terms.

She had never found conversation appealing or enticing. In conversation thoughts are always being forced into unpredictable feints or digressions, they are twisted and distorted to please or annoy, they can be villainously treacherous. Solitary thought, on the other hand, is sovereign, it stays confined within and doesn’t have to make compromises. Even when you’re in two minds you remain whole. She wanted to be left in peace with her thoughts. But in fact she was not all that keen on thinking. Thoughts were corrosive.

And, she went on, if she had anything to say she would usually make a note of it and put it in her books or refer to it in her lectures.

The engine gave a cough now and then, but she seemed not to notice. And he was probably used to it.

“I must have a pee,” he said.

She pulled in and came to a halt at the side of the road. He opened the door, swung round and, placing his feet on the snowy verge, passed water from a half-sitting position. Possibly in order to avoid hearing the splash of urine against the side of the car she decided to say something.

“Saints are by definition dead,” she explained, “and that’s why I’ve chosen to write about them; they can’t dissimulate any more, all that’s left of them is individual bones. When you write about them you hardly need to know anything, really. They’re just ordinary people, although of course also touched by genius.”

And about death she had this to say:

“My parents died in a plane crash, when I was eight. Since then no one has died as far as I’m concerned. My idea of death is of falling. When we die, then immediately we have always been dead. Or something along those lines.”

When he had finished peeing she drove on.

At the top of a hill, where a cart stood upended to mark the bank of a ditch, she had to turn off to the right, on to a road that had not been snowploughed. The only indications that it was a road were the wheel tracks in the snow.

In the morning, she told him, she would take a bus south, to one of the small towns out on the coast; she would rent a room on the upper floor of a yellow wooden house, preferably with a sullen, short-sighted widow who could make tea and bake scones for her. There, on a heavy oak desk from the forties, she would write a book about St Christopher. Then she would be finished with these holy men for ever, finished with miracles and superhuman compassion and heavenly visions.

He started speaking again, and she translated to herself, muttering it under her breath as she did so:

“This is the most beautiful landscape on earth. No one ought to have to die here. You can stretch out your hand anywhere in this part of the country and always find yourself pointing at a wonder of nature, whether you want to or not, a sight or a miracle that far surpasses your understanding. I’ve never seen any other region myself, never felt the need.

“It’s a landscape for connoisseurs of snow and ice and hoar-frost, and also for lovers of ancient spruce, birch scrub, scattered stones, waterlogged marshes and cold springs. And ermine – which only show themselves to us humans when we are about to die, anyway.

“This was where I was conceived, beneath a pile of hayrack poles; my father showed me the place. Fifteen-foot poles! And eleven-foot cross-pieces, imagine that! That’s what you ought to write about!

“If it weren’t for the law – laws come from the south and they’re quite perverse – then my final wish would be to be buried here on the edge of a marsh under a giant fir with a magpie’s nest in its crown!”

The road continued relentlessly upwards; she drove in second gear. He blew his nose into the palm of his hand and wiped it meticulously on his trousers.

And at last a pair of illumined windows came into view. “There!” he said. “We’re here! Already!”

He opened the door and let her into the house. He was panting for breath from climbing the three steps and he turned the key in the lock with a groan, his lungs emitting a dull rattle as he said, “Now you can see a real house, a house a person can live in!”

He did not even give himself time to sit down, but straightaway showed her round: kitchen, bedroom, living room. Stick-back chairs, wash-stand, drop-leaf table, sofa bed, wall-hangings, pedestal table. And the table zither.

“Mother,” he said. “She used to play ‘By the Shore of Lake Roine’. It’s by Topelius.”

In the kitchen three big branches were fixed to the wall by the stove, looking like lopped-off misshapen bows.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Oh, that’s just a contraption,” he said. “A special contraption.”

He went ahead of her up the stairs to the attic, stopping half way to rest, supporting himself with his hands on his knees.

“This is where you’ll sleep,” he said.

“Anywhere will do,” she said. “It’s only for one night.”

It was a small mansard room with a single window. There was a white crocheted bedspread on the bed, a little square table in front of the window, and a heavy armchair.

“There,” he said, “you can sit and write there. About the man I’ve forgotten the name of.”

“Christopher,” she said. “St Christopher.”

To which she added, “But I only write in the mornings. And I’ll be leaving tomorrow morning.”

“I made this room for my father,” he said, “so that the old man would have somewhere to die.”

“It’s a nice little room,” she said.

“Well, he thought it was a good place to die, anyway,” said Hadar.

They ate supper in the kitchen, crispbread and boiled bacon. He showed her his painkillers and sleeping tablets as he pushed them into the butter under the meat. And she asked whether he lived alone, whether he had anyone to help him, whether there was anyone who came.

But he made no answer, saying instead, “Really and truly I can’t eat bacon any more. But what’s a man to do? What are we without meat? A life without meat, that’s not a life fit for human beings. It’s meat that keeps us upright. Without meat there would be no certainty in the world.”

She had nothing to say
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