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            For Tor, Efraim and Lucia

         

      
   


   
      
         
            
               To the Reader
   

            

            The parts of the text in italics are translated transcripts of actual letters, historical records and other documents.

            The text in regular type is a fictionalized reimagining of these scenes, but the main characters and the locations are real.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Farewell
   

         

         We request

         the honour of your company

         at the funeral of our dearly loved children

         Tor Ingvar

         Anders Artur Efraim

         Inga Britta Lucia

         at Vesene Parish Church

         on Easter Monday, 1929, at 5 p.m.

          
   

         Ingeborg and Artur Andersson

          
   

         Visitation at the home of the bereaved, Haggården, from 2:30 p.m.

      
   


   
      
         The four well-groomed schoolboys in black suits bore a heavy burden. The small, white-painted open coffin contained Efraim, their friend and neighbour. Efraim, a little boy named after his grandfather. Efraim, a little boy who was only three years old. He looked as though he was sleeping, lying there on his back in his white nightshirt. His hands were folded across his chest, resting on the blanket woven by his mother, clutching a white rose.

         At an unnaturally slow pace, the boys made their way up the aisle of the packed village church of a community in mourning. Overcome by the solemnity of their task, the heavy responsibility etched on their faces, they were barely able to lift their feet. Silently, inwardly, they counted down the number of steps to the chancel. They needed something constant to hold on to.

         
            
               
                  So I, when Sin
   

                  And Hell begin
   

                  To threaten my Undoing,
   

                  Run to the side
   

                  Of Christ, and hide
   

                  Me from the threaten’d Ruin.
            1

               

            

         

         The congregation sang a hymn. But what good was singing when it failed to dispel the sorrow?

         The verger, a practical man who knew how to foster a sense of security out here in the backwoods, had placed juniper sprigs in each pew to ward off evil. The scent of the bushes soothed the congregation, who were unsure of how to behave on an occasion like this, of how to console a devastated family.

         Time heals everything, people say.

         They were not saying that today. Time does not heal everything. Not the incomprehensible. Empty, uncomprehending eyes stared straight ahead. The resin in the spruce logs crackled in the fireplace, but the heat failed to warm the hundred frozen souls, or to drive the moisture from their wet coats. Steam rose toward the windows, causing them to fog up. The boys counted the juniper sprigs.

         A solitary, faltering man followed the boys. Until last week, he had been the object of much envy in the village. At the age of thirty-six, Artur seemed to have it all: a pretty young wife, three healthy children and a large farm. Now, he was a prematurely old man, bent under the weight of the second coffin on his right shoulder. The coffin of his eldest son, Tor. Five-year-old Tor, who was supposed to inherit the farm and follow in his father’s footsteps.

         Artur’s brother carried the third coffin. It contained Lucia, the youngest child, whom no-one had yet got to know properly. Now she was lying on her side, ensconced in the bedlinen that would have been given to her on her wedding day. She was sucking her thumb, just as she used to when her father put her to bed at night.

         The little procession stopped in front of the altar. A heavy silence descended within the solid granite walls as the last notes of the funeral march faded away. The men and the boys set down the draped coffins in front of three small wreaths of shiny green leaves with white flowers and ribbons. They lit the candles in the five-arm candelabra on the pedestal. The sulfurous smell of the matches mixed with the heavy scent of Easter lilies.

         The two young men honoured with the task of carrying the ceremonial mourning staffs assumed their positions on each side of the coffins. A flimsy black veil fluttered from the crucifix atop each staff. The pastor scattered the petals of a white rose over the three siblings in their beds and read from Johan Olof Wallin’s poem Angel of Death:

         
            
               
                  They go so peaceful in God to slumber,
   

                  They greet so joyful the final day:
   

                  No tribulations their rest encumber,
   

                  No visitations of fortune’s sway.
   

                  No longer thwarted,
   

                  As earth compels us,
   

                  They have departed,
   

                  The spirit tells us,
   

                  And their achievements shall follow them.
            2

               

            

         

         Artur produced a photograph from the inside pocket of his jacket: a well-thumbed confirmation card showing a lanky girl around the age of fifteen. She was wearing a long black skirt and a long-sleeved black blouse with a white ruffle. The bobbin lace was secured by a pin under her chin. The girl had a serious expression. Artur discreetly slid the photograph of Ingeborg under the blanket in Lucia’s coffin.

         “She didn’t mean it,” he whispered. “She didn’t know what she was doing.”

         Artur took his seat on the right-hand side of the aisle, next to his mother in the pew reserved for the family. Ingeborg — who didn’t know what she was doing — was not present.

      
   


   
      
         No. 119

         VÄNERSBORG PENITENTIARY

         When corresponding with the sender of this letter, the envelope must be addressed as shown above: inmate number (not name) and the name and postal address of the correctional institution. However, the letter inside must bear both the inmate’s number and his full name.

         Letters to inmates should be written in ink, in legible handwriting, and must contain only messages concerning personal matters. Press clippings and the like must not be enclosed. Paper, envelopes, stamps and soap are obtainable from the institution and must not be sent to inmates.

         Form No. 4008

         Board of Corrections, Stockholm, 1926

      
   


   
      
         Sunday

         
            My dear Artur
   

            Its so nice I am feeling a bit beter here and everyone is so kind and nice I think and I get to go out every day which is so nice and I can knit socks and stop and read I also have a hymbook and other books as well the doctor comes to see me sometime the Chaplin came to see me it was so nice he said I will be forgiven for what I done which I am very sorry for I think about the children all the time and about you but forgive me I didnt know what I was doing O God if it could be undone. are Farmor and Holger Elsa very sad what did father and mother say is father sick
   

            I am eating better now I get soup peas and meat potatoes and herring fish and other things which is so good, poridge milk and fresh bread And then I get coffee and pastrys every day you cant imagin how good and we never drank such good coffee at home just imagin if I didnt get it
   

            just imagin if I could get well again. I feel so tired when I have been outside now I am sleeping better to begin with I slept so bad, but I can never forget the children and you.
   

            And we have a church service every Sunday that is so grand it is just like being in our church. it would be nice if you could come here but if you cant come please write, now I cant write any more so lots of love to you all, give my love to Father and mother and comfort them, love to Tali
   

            I think I am in a convalesent home it is so hard to think about the children I dont understand why I done it. they were so sweet and inocent those little children. why did I do that. come soon it would be so nice to see you again. now I have had dinner potatoes meat soup,
   

            Ingeborg
   

         

      
   


   
      
         
            The Washtub
   

         

         Two withered geraniums stood in the window. Bright red petals had fallen to the windowsill, dried out and shrivelled up, turning a darker, blood-red shade. Ingeborg, who was still not dressed, was sitting at the kitchen table with her head in her hands, gazing out at the steadily melting snow. Water trickled down the branches and dripped to the ground, perforating the crust on the snow.

         “Aren’t you going to finish your porridge?” inquired Artur, Ingeborg’s husband, looking up from his newspaper.

         He was sitting across from her, reading an article about a Swedish expert committee that was drawing up proposals on sterilization. On receiving no answer, he got up, cleared the table and called for his son, Tor.

         “Help your mother with the dishes. She’s got a lot to do today.”

         Artur was the president of the local rifle club and had invited its members to his home tomorrow for their first meeting of the year. He had asked Ingeborg to bake some wheat loaves for them to have with their coffee, and to tidy up indoors while he and his brother went out into the forest to chop wood. Piles of dirty laundry were strewn across the bedroom floor, and he had no clean trousers to wear.

         “Shall I bring the washtub in, so you don’t have to stand out there in the freezing cold washhouse to do the laundry?” he asked his wife, but the only response came from Tor who, young though he was, nodded on his mother’s behalf from the sink.

         Artur pulled on his boots and walked across the yard. The sun was out and, as it thawed, the frozen gravel resembled a grimy, viscous gruel. As he opened the washhouse door, the acrid smell of newly skinned fox hit him. Artur had landed a direct hit the previous week, having put out bait and lain in wait for several nights running. From the hide on the hill, he had spied the red fox stealing down to the meadows. The animal had fallen to the ground as soon as he opened fire. Artur stepped inside and stroked the soft fur hanging by the mouth from a hook in the ceiling.

         This will make a fine boa for Ingeborg, he thought, wishing he could give her a full fur coat — although that would probably give the other village women a heart attack.

         Artur has delusions of grandeur, the locals would say.

         Making haste, he carried the large copper washtub into the kitchen and filled it with hot water from the tank and the pans on the stove. It was nearly half past nine.

         “Do you need a hand with anything else before I go?” he asked, walking toward the kitchen door.

         The floorboards creaked. His question unanswered, Artur turned to his wife and went on:

         “Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to attempt all this lot in a single day. Do you think you can manage to have dinner ready by half past twelve?”

         Artur opened the door and lingered in the hall. He opened his mouth and closed it again.

         “Look after yourself and the children,” he mumbled, and left without receiving any answer.

          
   

         “Are you really going to take Blaze out in this weather?” asked Artur’s mother, who was known to the family as Farmor, when he knocked on the door of the cottage to collect his brother and the farmhand.

         “He can manage to haul some firewood, the old nag. It’s not even a half-day’s work. I can’t let the children freeze, can I?” replied Artur.

         “No, of course not. But don’t overdo it, like you did last summer when the plough broke. You foolishly let the horse rest while you carried the machinery into the village for repair,” said Farmor, patting her eldest son on the shoulder. “By the way, can I borrow a sieve?”

         “There’s one at home, in the wooden bin in the pantry. Tor can run over with it after dinner. Ingeborg has promised to have it ready by half past twelve.”

         “It’s good that she’s starting to feel better,” said Farmor.

         Ingeborg rose slowly from the kitchen chair. She took out the washboard and assumed her position on a wooden stool next to the large tub. As she was about to start scrubbing Artur’s foul-smelling work trousers, her mind wandered and she sat there with the partially wet dungarees in her lap. Her nightgown became wetter and wetter, and the drops of water formed a puddle on the floor. The cat mewed and rubbed its black coat around Ingeborg’s legs.

         “What are you thinking about, Mama?” asked Tor.

         The hands of the American clock advanced haltingly across the elegant clock face with its Roman numerals, as the water in the washtub grew colder by the minute. Every half-hour, the striking of the clock resonated through the silent kitchen. Ten o’clock. Half past ten. Eleven. Artur had bought the clock for his wife at an auction last summer. He had searched long and hard to find one with hand-painted violets on its glass door.

          
   

         “I’ve left my watch at home, damn it!” said Artur to his brother. “I’m going back to get it. So I’ll take the first load to the woodshed while I’m at it.”

         Half an hour later, Artur had unloaded the logs from the sledge and was walking quickly across the yard toward the house. He scaled the back steps in two bounds and stamped the slush off his feet on the spruce twigs outside the door. He struggled out of his rubber boots on a blue-striped rag rug in the hall, leaving a lone sock made from leftover yarn stranded on the wooden floor. He opened the door and popped his head in.

         “Damn it, it’s cold out there!” exclaimed Artur, clasping his arms around him. “Why haven’t you opened the blind in the bedroom?”

         Ingeborg was sitting at the kitchen table, fiddling with the watch Artur had left behind on the wax tablecloth with its green floral pattern.

         “We got all the way out into the woods before I noticed I’d forgotten my watch. What time is it anyway?” asked Artur.

         “See for yourself,” replied Ingeborg slowly.

         Artur glanced at the American clock on its shelf in the corner. Half past eleven. So they would have time to fetch another load from the woods before dinner. But first, he would just go and open the blind — it shouldn’t be left down in broad daylight. What would the neighbours say? He walked across the kitchen in the direction of the bedroom. The lug of the copper washtub was sticking out from behind the half-open door. But Artur had left the washtub in the kitchen. Why had Ingeborg dragged it in there? She should have finished the laundry ages ago, anyway. Suddenly it struck him: the windows had not fogged up as they usually did in the winter when she hung up the laundry indoors. There was a sour smell, and the house was unusually quiet.

         “Where are the children?” he asked, receiving no answer.

         On opening the door to the bedroom, Artur saw the large, round copper washtub sitting just inside. It was half full of water, and the rest had spilled out onto the floor. The water left in the tub contained traces of vomit. Tor was on his knees on the floor, his thick hair wet through. Efraim and Lucia were hanging over the right-hand side of the tub. Efraim’s head was submerged, and Artur fell to his knees and pulled him out, trying to shake his beloved child back to life. Efraim’s head and the clothes at his neck were wet, and there was a trickle of blood from his left ear. The boy’s body had already started to grow cold, so Artur grabbed a wool blanket and wrapped it around him. It could not end like this. Efraim’s life could not end like this.

         “Ingeborg, help me!” yelled Artur.

         His forearm brushed against Lucia’s cheek, which was warm. He let go of Efraim, and the boy dropped to the floor with a thud. Clasping the girl to his chest, Artur thumped her hard on the back several times, praying to God that she would come to with a cough and throw up on his shoulder. He wished so fervently for her to start breathing that he could almost feel her chest moving. But nothing happened.

          
   

         “What are we going to do, Mother?” whispered Artur when the children’s grandmother and aunt turned up a little while later to pick up the sieve.

         “What’s happened?” cried Farmor, rushing into the bedroom, where she fell to her knees.

         Artur was sitting in a puddle on the floor, surrounded by his two sons, slowly rocking Lucia back and forth in his arms. Farmor embraced her son from behind, looking at her dead grandchildren and wishing she could lift them out of this sorrow, bring them to safety. Artur’s sister Elsa, who had been standing silently in the doorway, began hitting her sister-in-law and screaming hysterically.

         “Get out, you’re crazy!”

         Then she collapsed on the floor in tears.

         “Dear children. My dear children. What are we going to do?” whispered Farmor quietly to herself, stroking their cold, wet limbs.

         “I won’t survive this, Mother,” whispered Artur.

         This is my fault, thought Farmor.

         She stood up wearily and lifted Tor onto the bed. He had grown so tall, but was slight like his mother. Efraim, although a year younger, was already heavier. She gently removed the wet shirts from the boys, caressing Tor’s cheek and stroking a few stray hairs out of Efraim’s face. She placed them side by side in the bed and tucked them in. Her beautiful grandchildren. Lastly, she tried to release Lucia from her son’s clasp, but Artur refused to let go, burying his face in the girl’s little body. Aged only fifteen months, she had still not grown into a little person in her own right. Tor was always carrying her around.

         You’re spoiling her, Farmor used to say.

         More fool me, she thought. Now, she wished she had carried all three of them all the time. Carried them through life.

         “Yes, what are we going to do?” she said, stroking her son’s hair.

         Artur looked up, staring straight ahead with unseeing eyes. Farmor picked up the little girl, placed her in the bed between her two brothers, and closed her eyes. Lying there on the soft white pillows, the children looked as though they were sleeping. On the pillowcases were two delicately embroidered initials: I for Ingeborg and A for Artur. Ingeborg had brought the pillowcases in her bridal chest.

         Farmor walked toward the kitchen and stopped in front of the telephone on the wall. Ingeborg was still sitting in silence at the kitchen table, clasping the watch. It was one o’clock. Farmor placed her hand on the heavy metal telephone, turned the wooden crank several times, and picked up the receiver.

         “Could you put me through to the sheriff’s office, please?” she said to the operator at the Siene Kyrkby exchange.

      
   





The Sheriff



“Saddle the horse! We must get to Vesene right away!”

As he hung up the telephone, Sheriff Dahlstrand was sitting at his desk across from the cells, looking out of the barred window of the Gäsene courthouse. He was not sure he had understood everything Farmor had told him, despite asking her to repeat herself several times. The line was bad and she had stumbled over her words.

“You must come with me as a witness.”

The clerk went out to hook up the horse and wagon. The sheriff put on his doublebreasted uniform of blue cloth with gold-plated buttons. The mare shook her mane and trod impatiently on the spot while the clerk fastened the sheriff’s brown briefcase to the bed of the wagon with a couple of leather straps.

“We’re all set,” said the clerk, picking up the reins, after the two men had taken their seats.

The trusty steed set off down the hill at a trot. In the next village, an old man sawing logs watched inquisitively and waved. His wife was hanging out fish on a line by the river.

After little more than twenty minutes, they arrived. In the middle of the yard, an abandoned horse, harnessed to a sledge, was whinnying. A light brown hound, chained to a rope running from the barn to the outhouse, was trotting back and forth, barking. As the visitors alighted from their wagon, the dog slunk into his kennel to hide. The sheriff and the clerk approached the front door of the house and peered in through the glass. Having seen them arrive, Elsa opened the door and invited them in.

“Good afternoon,” began the sheriff, taking off his coat. “So tell me, what has happened here?”

Wordlessly, Elsa took the sheriff’s gold-braided cap, which bore the Älvsborg county coat of arms, and pointed toward the bedroom. The sheriff made his way through the hall while the clerk dried off his galoshes before following. A woman with silvery grey hair was sitting on the edge of the bed next to three children, crying quietly, her hand resting on one child’s arm.

As he caught sight of the washtub and the sour smell hit him, the sheriff realized the children were dead.

“Oh my God!” he exclaimed, standing dumbstruck in the doorway holding a hand to his face.

“Sorry for your loss,” he said once he had pulled himself together.

“Sorry for your loss,” repeated the clerk mechanically, taking out a pen and writing the date, Friday, March 22, 1929, in his notebook.

“What has happened here?” asked the sheriff again, stepping into the room.

Artur was still sitting on the wet floor, his arms clasped around his knees, rocking back and forth. The sheriff placed a hand on his shoulder.

“My daughter and I came over to borrow a sieve,” began Farmor, placing a hand over her mouth. “By then they had already passed away.”

The clerk turned to a new page and began making notes.

“Were they in the bed?”

“No, I put them to bed. They were so cold and wet.”

The sheriff took out a measuring tape.

“One hundred and five centimetres tall, slight build, normal musculature,” he mumbled, describing five-year-old Tor.

“Would you like a cup of coffee, sheriff?” asked Farmor, getting up.

“Please don’t go to any trouble on our account,” replied the sheriff, waving his hand dismissively.

“We were going to have one anyway.”

Farmor went into the kitchen, where Ingeborg was still sitting quietly at the table, fiddling with Artur’s watch. With trembling hands, Farmor took out the best china from the varnished sideboard in the parlour. She then had a look in the pantry, but managed to find only a few old, dry jitterbugs, a kind of puff pastry filled with meringue. These were Ingeborg’s favourite cakes, but she had not baked any for a long time. Farmor considered popping home to fetch some wheat buns, but assumed the two gentlemen had just had dinner. At any rate, the clerk smelled of cooking.

“Four-year-old, well developed, normal build. Girl, fifteen months, normally developed for her age, normal build, unremarkable musculature,” the sheriff dictated.

Farmor removed the coffee pan from the stove and gripped the countertop with both hands. Leaning forward, she took a deep breath before straightening up and returning to the bedroom. Standing in the doorway, without looking at the children, she managed to hold her emotions in check as she announced:

“The coffee is ready.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” replied the sheriff. Turning back to the clerk, he added, “No sign of external violence,” before following Farmor into the kitchen.

The sheriff put the measuring tape in his pocket and sat down opposite Ingeborg.

“I’m afraid I have nothing to offer you with your coffee,” said Farmor apologetically as she served the hot drink, the pan shaking in her hand.

“Thank you, ma’am, thank you very much. That will warm us up nicely in this cold weather.”

Farmor drank her coffee at the stove. Elsa was standing by the dresser.

“Why did you do what you did?” inquired the sheriff, addressing Ingeborg.

There was no response. Ingeborg continued staring out of the window and fiddling with her husband’s watch, passing it back and forth from one hand to the other. But she said nothing. She did not know how to answer the question. She did not know why she had done it. It was just a notion that came to her.

“Were they not good children?” the sheriff continued, after receiving no reply.

Yes, they were good children. They were never particularly troublesome or sickly. Tor had asthma, of course, but it had almost cleared up recently.

“Did you and your husband exchange any harsh words this morning?”

Artur and Ingeborg never exchanged any harsh words. Artur had helped the children get dressed before he set out for the woods. All that Ingeborg had to do was to feed them breakfast. What had happened to the oatmeal she got out? Did the porridge get burnt? The children could be so unruly when they were hungry.

“Did you and your husband exchange any harsh words today?” repeated the sheriff.

“No,” replied Ingeborg.

“Can you tell me what happened, Ingeborg?”

“I took the eldest first,” she said calmly but distantly.

“Why did you take the boy’s life?” inquired the sheriff, receiving no answer.

He rephrased his question but it remained unanswered.

“Why did you do it?” he asked, trying for a third time.

“I don’t know.”

“Are you quite well?”

“I don’t think I am insane.”

 

Ingeborg had been feeling down at heart lately. Her appetite had disappeared and she had lost weight. She was sleeping badly and felt tired. Now, she didn’t know how to answer all the sheriff’s questions. She knew her surname was Andersson but couldn’t tell him her first names or what year she was born. She knew she had several brothers and sisters but couldn’t remember how many. Nor could she remember where she went to school or where she was confirmed. But she could remember the day Artur proposed.

“To what do we owe the honour of this visit?” Artur’s mother had said. “You might have told me you were going to bring your fiancée home, so I could have the coffee ready!”

Ingeborg had quickly pulled away her hand, which Artur had been holding.

“You’re scaring the life out of us, Mother!” Artur had said “I thought you’d gone into town with Elsa?”

“Your sister’s piano lesson was cancelled. The teacher is off sick. There’s a nasty bug going around. Good afternoon, Miss Ingeborg,” Artur’s mother had said after climbing the stairs to the upstairs hall.

”Good afternoon, ma’am,” Ingeborg had replied, curtseying deeply with her gaze fixed on a twig in the floorboards.

“Call me Farmor, my dear,” Artur’s mother had said before returning to her cottage.

 

“The wife cannot be persuaded to talk coherently about what has happened, but answers most of my questions with a simple affirmative or negative.” The sheriff summed up the interview and rose from the table.

“Right, well then,” he said, pausing for a moment. “We must be on our way.”

Farmor hurried out of the kitchen, before returning with a soft, round hat, which she attached to Ingeborg’s head with a couple of hairpins. She tried repeatedly to tuck in Ingeborg’s short hair, which was sticking out below the brown brim, but it would not stay put. Farmor disappeared again, returning this time with a scarf, which she wrapped around Ingeborg’s head.

“There we are! Now the hat won’t blow off along the way,” she said.

“I must ask you to come with me, Ingeborg,” said the sheriff.

Ingeborg showed not the slightest sign of having understood what was going on, or what was about to happen.

“Would you let me pack her up a little something to eat?”

“By all means,” replied the sheriff.

“I’ll put in a piece of rye bread, some cured pork and a bottle of milk. That will do nicely, won’t it, Ingeborg?” said Farmor, her voice trembling.

When she had finished getting it ready, she walked over to the table, placed the little bundle in Ingeborg’s lap and patted her daughter-in-law on the cheek. Ingeborg did not respond, but continued staring out of the window.
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