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She was travelling north to see her mother. She had to tell her that she was expecting a baby, and had no intention of marrying the father.

It was still late summer in the big city and the trees there were dark green. Past Sala the sycamores were streaked with red, and by the time she had reached Bollnäs, the north wind had risen and was whipping yellow birch leaves against the windscreen. She turned up the heating in the car.

Her mother was a sensible woman. When she heard that the little shoot wasn’t twelve weeks old yet, she would surely start to talk about an abortion. Katarina was determined to refuse. She wouldn’t try to explain. Once before she had had a tiny growth scraped away. It was three years ago, and ever since she had been tormented by the thought of not knowing who the unborn child might have been. She hadn’t told her mother of the termination then. No point in worrying her – and no point in giving her too much insight into her life.

Had the people in the villages up here in the valley of the river Ljusnan known how she lived, they would think her no better than a whore. There was no denying that she enjoyed being with men and was absurdly delighted at the start of each new affair. Unlike most people, she never confused having an affair with being in love.

‘Learning new things to do in bed is so exciting. It’s my idea of having a good time,’ she had said, laughingly, to someone she had known at school. Her acquaintance had been talking about her marriage and seemed to thrive on her role as wife and mother. Instead of laughing too, she had replied, ‘I feel rather sorry for you, you know.’

Katarina had not let her know that this was mutual. She had a mental image of the husband babysitting in the couple’s terraced house, waiting and watching TV while keeping an eye on the clock.

They had left the wine-bar and each had gone her own way. But she could not forget what the woman had said. The words were still festering.

Her relationships usually lasted no longer than six months, the average length of her infatuations. That was how she was, and there seemed no reason to change. Yet when a separation was painful, she sometimes wondered if she had run away because she had sensed in herself too much tenderness for the man.

I’m afraid of becoming too close to someone, she said to herself.

And now I want a baby. I want to give birth to a child, suckle it, carry it with me day and night for ever. The thought was so alarming that she had to stop the car. She needed to get out, breathe deeply and persuade her heart to slow down.

She stood in the car park, looking out over the river valley without truly seeing it. As usual, she could feel her confidence seeping away: I will fail, I won’t have the strength, won’t understand the needs of a child. I’ll be desperate to get back to my drawing-board at the office. I’ll be … The list seemed unending and the conclusion inevitable: I’m going to damage that child where it matters most: I’ll sap its will to live.

The wind was tearing at her clothes, and she was frozen. She walked back to the car and sat inside it. Only a few miles to go now. If she spun out this break a little longer, she could prepare better for the conversation with her mother.

Her mother would say, ‘You must have an abortion.’ She would reply, ‘But I want to have this baby.’ Then her mother would hesitate but in the end she would say, ‘You’re not suited to motherhood.’ She would screw up her face in the way she always did when she felt cornered into being firm – ‘tough for your sake’. She would have plenty of arguments to support her opinion. Katarina had been scrambling up trees when other girls had been playing with their dolls, had always felt an outsider in the giggling gangs of schoolmates, always thought that babies were repulsive. Every month the wretched business of her period infuriated her.

Eventually Katarina would cave in and return to the big city to have the shoot removed.

The indicator showed that she was turning, but tears filled her eyes and she had a problem seeing in the rear-view mirror. By the time she turned off on to the track that led to her mother’s summer cottage, her eyes were dry, a smile was in place on her lips and she felt in control.

She drove up the sloping drive and stopped on the grassed area in front of the cottage. Everything seemed smaller than she remembered it. The forest was slowly but relentlessly closing in on the cottage, the sloe bushes spiky and impenetrable.

Oh, my God, this is so desolate. So silent. The song-birds had fled to the south and those that had stayed had no need of people and bird tables. Even the magpies were quiet.

How lonely it was.

Her mother was outside before she had even engaged the handbrake. The two of them stood looking at each other. It was a moment of pure happiness. Then came the embrace, a long, tight hug that warmed them both.

When they finally let each other go, her mother said, ‘Dear heart, you’re looking so pale.’ And Katarina said, as she had to, that she was tired after the long drive. Tired and hungry.

So her mother replied, as mothers will, ‘I have a lovely potato gratin in the oven, made with lots of cream. It’s to go with brown trout, straight from the stream.’ Katarina had no appetite but answered as she had to, smiling as she must, ‘That sounds wonderful.’

Actually, all she wanted to do was weep alone.

‘You’re frozen – come on, let’s go inside,’ her mother said.

All according to the script, Katarina said to herself. We will never be close. The reason why was clear enough: it was too easy for them to hurt each other.

‘Why don’t you take your bag upstairs while I get the food on the table?’ Elisabeth said.

‘Of course,’ Katarina replied, but she remained on the porch. The pale blue of the great river had changed to a deeper shade and then to violet along its green and gold banks. The little red houses in the valley were glowing like jewels against the blue of the mountains on the far side. As a child, she had known that the mountains spoke to each other across the valley, telling each other secrets and recalling old fairy-tales. She had wondered how they could speak and asked her mother, who had told her that they had been around for thousands and thousands of years, and that people could not enter their world.

She refocused her gaze and took in the brightness of the afternoon sun on the small panes in the porch window. The scent of lemon came from the pots on the sill. But Dr Westerlund’s plants, which were supposed to exude a smell that was good for the lungs, looked dried out and dead.

Katarina went in and stopped again on the threshold of the big room. The faded rugs on the floor were dirty. The sagging armchairs in front of the fireplace were shabby and none too clean, without the red rugs that Elisabeth usually threw over them. The pewter candlesticks stood on the table, as always, but they were empty. The striped runner was not properly ironed and the fatbellied earthenware pot did not hold the usual bunch of meadow flowers.

It looked odd and sad.

‘Supper is ready!’ The voice was full of conviction that food was a God-given pleasure.

I can’t cope with this, Katarina thought. But later, in front of the kitchen stove with its cosy wood fire, she enjoyed the food and realized with surprise that she was hungry.

I’m eating for two, she thought. Then she told herself how silly that was. The shoot was small and undemanding.

A little later still she heard her own voice say: ‘Mama, you must be so lonely up here in the forest. A whole long summer on your own.’

Her mother’s face grew serious, and the lines in her face deepened to become folds. She seemed to be looking into herself. ‘The loneliness isn’t a problem, but somehow I’m not enjoying life as much as usual.’

This frightened Katarina and her heart lurched. ‘Mama, are you ill?’ she asked.

‘No. Listen, I’ll try to explain.’ She was speaking slowly, as if to emphasize what she had to say. ‘I was looking forward so much to this summer. To standing in front of the cottage, watching the cranes flying northwards. To pulling on my boots and walking up along the ravine with the stream. Just listening to sounds, like the call of the cuckoo. Seeing the salmon jump in the waterfall.’

She fell silent, as if searching for words. ‘I had been looking forward to enjoying all the spring flowers, the blue anemones first, then the white ones, then the primroses, and – well, you know them all. And then the meadow flowers at midsummer. And, of course, I saw them all, watched everything. And yet …’

Her eyes fastened on Katarina’s before she continued, ‘Maybe the hardest thing to accept was the way I felt when the swallows returned to their nests under the roof. Remember how pleased we always used to be? We’d stand on the steps and sing our welcome-back song for them.’

Katarina nodded and tried to smile. ‘But now?’ she said.

‘Nothing. I just noticed that the usual chattering was going on under the roof-tiles. Then I went into the kitchen and sat down, thinking I’d died somehow.’

The twilight was deepening outside. Katarina said, ‘You must have been working too hard, Mama.’

‘That’s what I told myself, in the beginning. But that’s not it. I’m just getting old. You can’t stop age taking over. Gradually one’s senses – eyes and nose and ears – lose touch with one’s heart or soul.’

Katarina’s eyes wandered into the blue darkness outside to the edge of the forest, which looked as black as night. Then she collected herself, looked at her mother and said cautiously, ‘But I have felt just like you. That I lack vitality and the ability to enjoy things. It’s as if life has been reduced to endless repetition. As if everything is always the same.’

‘But, Katarina, you’re so young!’

‘I lead a hectic life, Mama. Sometimes it seems as if there’s nothing much left for me to experience.’

The next moment she put her hand on her stomach, as if to establish the presence of her little shoot. Could that be why … ?

Later they both felt drained by the conversation.

Elisabeth went for a walk. Katarina washed in a bowl beside the kitchen sink, then grabbed her bag and walked upstairs to the attic bedroom.

They met again outside, standing barefoot in the long grass to brush their teeth.

‘Goodnight, Mama.’

‘Goodnight, Katarina.’
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