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“Are you out of your mind? How many times have I told you that you have to have your helmet on when you’re riding your bike? Don’t you care about what’s in your head?”

“But Mom, I just took it off for a minute!”

The boy stood beside his shiny new bike and dug his heel into the gravel. Did she really have to say this right in front of his friends?

“Now put it on, and do it now!”

“Okay, okay…”

Mumbling a few unintelligible words under his breath, he put the helmet back on. When he looked over at his helmetless, grinning friends he already knew what he was going to do as soon as he was around the corner. Miriam sighed as she watched her son bike down the road, helmet on, and turned to walk back into the house. The phone was ringing when she got inside.

“Hi Honey!”

It was her husband, Daniel, curious to know what they were having for dinner. As she talked with him, she could feel the irritation over her son’s carelessness start to run off her. Catching her own image in the hall mirror, she was surprised to see that her skin had a pinkish glow from working outside in her rose garden, even though it was the end of July. Her dark blue eyes sparkled, and she had a band of freckles over her turned up nose. Her long, thick, chestnut brown hair was tied up in a knot to keep it off her back in the hot summer day. After she hung up she went out to the kitchen and sat down at the breakfast table where the Gothenburg Daily still lay, since she’d only glanced through it in the morning. Why did Gothenburg only have one morning paper? Stockholmers had more than one to choose from, but then that was the “Big Metropolis” she thought sarcastically.

*

She pushed the paper aside and looked out over the garden. The roses were in full bloom in an array of different colors… pink, red, yellow and the latest addition, purple. They were so beautiful! Miriam had chosen types with a lot of fragrance, and they smelled strongest after a rainfall. But it hadn’t rained now for almost two weeks, and she had to water the garden daily. The apple tree caught her eye. It was over 30 years old and stood at the center of the garden with its branches sticking out in all directions. Even though the apples weren’t ripe yet, they were already large enough to weigh the branches down. Her thoughts went back to her childhood and all the times she’d eaten the tree’s large, red, delicious fruit. Once, when she must have been about 10 years old, she’d taken so many huge bites that the juice just ran down her face, and she remembered her mother wiping it off with her apron and a laugh.

*

Every fall her mother had spent hours in the kitchen baking delicious apple pies and making applesauce. But then a day came when she didn’t have the strength to do it anymore. Miriam never did much with the fall apples now. She left them for the children and their friends. Her work consumed most of her hours, and as a district nurse she was always responsible for more patients than should be possible. There was never enough money to hire more district nurses and finding the necessary resources for each patient was an incessant balancing act. She couldn’t feel that her job was designed to meet peoples’ needs; it felt more like a task to be performed in a way that would require the least amount of time possible. She was on vacation now but knew that they could call any minute and ask her to fill in. The last five years they had called much too often, and for Miriam it was almost impossible to say no when they begged her to work extra. Gazing at the old apple tree made her suddenly realize that she hadn’t been to visit her parents’ grave for several months. Maybe there would be time the day after tomorrow. She tried to visit the cemetery regularly, but after a glance at the clock she realized that she wouldn’t make it this day either.

*

In an hour Daniel would be home from work, and they’d start barbecuing. She walked over to the large pantry to see if there was any wine left from their last trip to Kiel. It was refreshingly cool in there, and the shelves were filled with jars of pickled beets and different jams. They were store bought though, and nothing Miriam could put “homemade” labels on. Her mother had designed and drawn this pantry, since her parents had built the house themselves three years after the end of World War II. In those days, there were a lot of people who had reacted to the fact that her parents had designed so much of the house themselves, but Miriam was proud of her parents’ work. She and her husband had bought out her older sister’s part of the house and then renovated it themselves two years ago. It turned out to be the right choice for everyone. Miriam loved the house and her sister had needed the extra cash. She climbed up the small ladder that was necessary to reach the top shelves and started feeling through the necks of the various wine bottles placed back in a cool, dark area. Grabbing one, she had to read the label when she was back down on the floor… it was a red wine, Weinhaus Ernst Bretz, from the Rheinhessen area. Couldn’t be better! She opened the bottle and left the wine to aerate on the kitchen counter.

*

Where were Elina and Christopher? It was already past five p.m., and she’d told her youngsters to be home in time to help with dinner. They were both clever at inventing excuses when they were late. Were they spoiled? She smiled to herself. Maybe she and Daniel had tried too hard to give their children the things they had missed out on themselves when they were children… material things, and nicer clothes. Of course the kids got plenty of love and encouragement, just as Miriam had received from her parents. When she was growing up there was never much money, although food and love were always bountiful. But in today’s world, clothes seemed much more important in school than they had been during her youth, at least as she remembered it. Now it had to be the right clothes purchased at the right place. She and her husband had tried to teach their kids that the way they treated their friends and teachers was more important than how they were dressed; that meant respect, helpfulness in balanced proportions, and tolerance for the differences between people and cultures. She did feel certain, though, that the kids had actually taken in their lectures and admonitions.

*

Daniel was born and raised in a Jewish family. In spite of having been transported to the concentration camp Auschwitz during World War II, his parents had somehow managed to survive and were eventually given the opportunity to emigrate to Sweden. But even though his parents worked hard, all through Daniel’s childhood his family’s finances were poor, and every penny had to be saved. In the late 1940’s, financial aid for anyone who was an immigrant was practically non-existent, and for some reason Daniel’s father had used false papers when he applied for emigration to Sweden. Upon release from Auschwitz he was a crushed man, scarred by the torturous conditions at the camp. At that time in Sweden, there was little or no expertise for handling psychosis caused by war. All federal and local authorities adopted the same attitude: the best thing for survivors of war was to stay occupied and work away their problems. The idea was that if one was busy there was less time left over to ponder one’s situation. This thesis was not such a good idea for everyone, and in particular not for Daniel’s father. He could finally no longer stand the pain in his body and spirit, and on the 12th of April, 1962, he hanged himself in the bedroom, where his son found him after he came home from school. Daniel was only eight years old at the time.

*

Miriam often reflected over what had happened to Daniel. She could sense how difficult it must have been for a little boy to come home and find his father hanging from a rope in his parents’ bedroom. Daniel’s mother, Sara, had never really recovered from his suicide and just failed, bit by bit. Ten years after her husband’s death, she died at Sahlgrenska hospital of a broken heart. Miriam had never met her parents’ in law and wished that Daniel would talk more about his childhood, but he avoided it. She knew enough, though, to understand that he had been a very lonely child. Later on, when the communist states collapsed, not only did the Berlin Wall open up, but even old dusty archives. Daniel took the chance to search after possible relatives, but he never found any. One question always came back to nag at her. Why had Daniel’s father been forced to use false papers when applying for emigration to Sweden? By the end of the war, everyone knew who Adolf Hitler was and what he and his thugs had done to large portions of the European population just because they were Jewish, mentally handicapped, or Romani. Couldn’t Daniel’s father, simply due to that, use his true identity as a Jew, and be granted permission to stay in Sweden? Whenever she talked about this with Daniel, he would smile and say with affectionate irony, “Sweetheart, your faith in the goodness of your fellow man is admirable. All I can say is that you were lucky to be born in Sweden and not in some other country!”

*

Daniel had studied law at university, worked with a reputable law firm for ten years, and then started his own firm. After high school he had struggled with the decision over whether or not to go to work and start making a living or stay in school in spite of the economic hardship. Miriam had faced the same decision. Without realizing it, both had decided to keep studying, just two days apart from each other. It was during their first meeting at the university café that they discovered the coincidence. Miriam felt sorry for Daniel when she heard about his difficult background, but that wasn’t why she fell in love with him. It was his eyes; those beautiful, melancholic, dark chocolate brown eyes that had goodness in them. She would just melt into him whenever he looked at her with those eyes. He was also funny, quick witted and very attentive. Daniel proposed on the one year anniversary of their engagement, and Miriam said yes without hesitation. When their first child was born he was by her side, and when he held his daughter for the first time, they both cried together. They had managed to keep their marriage alive for eighteen long years, and in two years they would celebrate Miriam’s fiftieth birthday. It felt strange to be turning fifty so soon, she thought. She’d been lucky with her family genes though, since she only had some small laughter wrinkles around her eyes and mouth; a lot of women her age were much more wrinkled. One thing she had vowed to herself… to not buy a lot of expensive creams that made promises they couldn’t keep. Nor could she imagine going to a plastic surgeon to make her face look like a stretched balloon. She wanted to age with grace instead of nips and tucks.

The doorbell rang in the middle of her reflections over the passage of time. She opened the door to find her neighbor, Viola Svalborg, standing in front of her.

“Hi! Are you busy?”

“Not really… I was just daydreaming. Come in! Would you like a cup of coffee?”

Viola walked right in and headed straight for the veranda. As she sat down on one of the cushioned summer chairs, Miriam noticed that she seemed tense.

“Is something the matter Viola?”

As soon as Miriam asked the question her neighbor burst out in tears.

“Kenneth is leaving me and the children!”

Miriam went over to her and just held her in her arms.

“What can I do for you?”

“I don’t know! Having you here right now is enough!”

“Is there someone else? I mean, has he met someone else?”

“No, he hasn’t, if I can trust what he says. But we both know he’s been unfaithful before. That time I took him back and he promised me never to do it again. But look at me now! These goddamn men!”

Miriam remembered what had happened the last time. It was about three years ago. That time Daniel had spent hours on the phone listening and talking with Kenneth, trying to get him to meet with Viola and talk through the separation, but Kenneth just kept pulling away. Viola and her kids, Patrick and Gustav, had practically lived at their house for three months. It was tough on everyone. Finally, Kenneth came back home with his tail between his legs and begged for forgiveness. Viola took him back, and everyone thought that all was well. So now it was time again. Miriam wondered if Viola would take him back this time.

Suddenly Viola let out a little scream. Miriam jumped nervously, but it turned out to be just Daniel who’d arrived home in the middle of Viola’s sobs.

“What’s happened Viola?” asked Daniel as he walked out on the veranda. “Is something wrong with your mother, or, it’s not the kids is it, God forbid…”

“No, it’s Kenneth again,” sighed Viola. “He’s tired of his family. He’s tired of us!”

“Has he met someone else?”

“He says he hasn’t… but I don’t know if he’s telling the truth. He says he needs to follow his dreams!” She practically spit out the words.

“Do you think it could be a turning fifty crisis, just a little late?” asked Daniel, trying to lighten things up. He went over to Viola to give her a hug. She tried to laugh, but it all went straight back into tears again.

Daniel remembered Kenneth’s fifty-fifth birthday party a couple of months ago. How could he forget it? Kenneth had gotten stinking drunk and sat down and cried in front of everyone about how boring his life had become. One could have surmised already then that things would end up like this. He sighed and hoped that Viola would be strong enough this time to break loose from Kenneth. There are men, and there are men, thought Daniel and patted Viola on the arm.

“Would you like to eat with us?” he asked.

“Yes, we’re barbecuing some pork tenderloin, and we’ll have a nice red wine with it,” Miriam said encouragingly.

“And we have plenty of red wine, don’t we honey?” said Daniel, looking at Miriam. She nodded.

“Well, actually, that would be great, as long as I’m not disturbing your plans,” said Viola with swollen, teary eyes.

“Of course, not… hey, that’s what friends are for, right?”

“I’ll take the meat out of the fridge,” Miriam said, glancing at the clock as she walked back into the kitchen. Now it was five thirty p.m.. Where were the kids?

“And I’ll light the grill. This is the best grill we’ve ever invested in,” he said cheerfully patting the grill on its cover. “And I can make a salad if you want…”

“No, let me make a salad,” said Viola. “I need to stay busy with something!”

*

Elina and Christopher burst through the front door, laughing and teasing each other. Miriam stopped them dead in their tracks by standing in front of them. Elina looked surprised.

“What?” she asked.

“What do you think?” said their mother sternly.

“Well, I don’t know!” the teenager retorted, defiantly flipping her head so her long dark brown braid flopped from front to back.

“Do you know what time it is?” asked Miriam.

“Mmm… what time it is? But Mom, I was in line with Mia and it took so much longer than we expected…”

Christopher stood silently holding his helmet. He looked at his watch and then looked down at the floor when he realized what time it was.

“Uh, you know Mom…” he started.

Miriam held up her hands like a stop sign and spoke with her sternest voice.

“No thank you kids, I don’t want to hear it. Here’s the deal. This will be the last time you come home late. From now on, we’ll be deducting your monthly allowance for each minute you’re late. In other words, if you come home ten minutes late, you’ll be without your allowance for ten months. Is that clear?”

Miriam hoped she wasn’t being too tough. Both children looked at their mother in shock, and then Elina looked at her father, who nodded in agreement with his wife. A wave of anger was on its way up and out in the teenage girl, when she abruptly turned around and ran up the stairs to her bedroom, slamming the door.

“Mom, I’m sorry. I’ll do better, I promise,” said Christopher and squeezed his mother’s hand. “Do you want me to go up and talk to Elina?”

“No honey, I don’t want you to do that; I will,” said Miriam, stroking her son over his hair. “You’re forgiven of course, but you have to learn to be on time. You’re only thirteen years old and having so much fun with your friends that you forget you have to be home at a certain time. But learning not to keep people waiting is an important lesson for life! Now go help Dad and Viola set the table, and I’ll go up and talk with your sister,” said Miriam smiling affectionately toward her son.

Miriam went up to the second floor and knocked on Elina’s door. Silence. She knocked again, harder.

“Come in!”

Miriam opened the door to a dark room. Elina had pulled down the shades and lay on her canopy bed with her head buried in pillows. Miriam put the shades back up and sat on the edge of the bed. Stroking her daughter’s hair, she could see the similarities between Elina’s behavior and her own when she was the same age. Once, the most popular boy in school had asked Miriam to go for a walk with him. She felt so special that she let go of any promises to be home on time. When the boy asked what time she had to be home, she lied and said she could stay out as late as she wanted, just to impress him. He pulled her to him roughly and tried to put his hands all over her body, but she succeeded in pushing him away. When three of his friends suddenly showed up, he just left with them, leaving Miriam sitting alone on a park bench in the middle of the night. By the time she got home, it was midnight. Her father was standing by the door, furious, and her mother was in tears in the kitchen. She was only 16 at the time, and had promised to be home at nine p.m.. That was the last time she had made that mistake.

“Have you met someone?” asked Miriam.

“What do you mean?” replied Elina with her face still turned away.

“Well, you’ll be 16 soon, and you’re a very pretty and smart girl. Why wouldn’t the boys be interested?” Miriam was proud of her daughter. She wasn’t cute… she was already beautiful in spite of her young age. Elina had sweet dimples whenever she smiled, with naturally red lips and even, white teeth. The long eyelashes framing her soft brown eyes needed no mascara, and her dark hair was thick and shiny. Now in summer when her fair skin was a little tanned from the sun, she was even prettier, and she had a good head between her shoulders in addition to all of her physical virtues. Her daughter was already interested in the world at large such as animal rights issues and the fate of the less fortunate in society. Miriam couldn’t be angry with her daughter for any length of time. She also appreciated Elina’s surprising sense of order. Instead of throwing her clothes around her room, she would hang them neatly in her closet. Even socks and panties, as well as the latest purchase… a new bra, were folded neatly and put away in drawers. But learning to be on time was an important part of growing up and Elina had issues with it. Even her teachers had complained that she was often late for classes and had poor excuses for her behavior. Miriam was determined to put an end to this. She wanted her daughter to learn to show more respect for others who always, one way or another, suffered from someone who never showed up on time.

“No, Mom, there is no boyfriend if you think that’s why I’m always late,” mumbled Elina.

“Can’t you turn around and look at me when we’re talking?” asked Miriam softly.

Elina turned toward her mother and smiled reluctantly.

“OK, I promise to try harder to come on time, from now on!”

“Good sweetheart!” said Miriam, giving her daughter a big hug. “Now come down and help us with dinner. We’re barbecuing pork tenderloin, and Viola is eating with us.”

“Are Patrick and Gustav going to eat with us too?” asked Elina, sitting straight up in bed.

“I know they are noisy, but I think we can handle them,” laughed Miriam.

“They are such a pain! Mom, do we have to?”

Miriam explained what had happened to Viola and rounded off by saying, “So we feel it’s wright to support her through this… what do you think?” Elina sighed.

“Sure… we’d want the same thing if it happened to us.”

“OK, come on. Let’s go down… the others are probably wondering what’s taking us so long.”

Arm in arm they went downstairs to find the table set, Viola at the grill, and Daniel and Christopher playing ball with the boys.

“Can you take over the grill for a minute?” asked Viola when she caught sight of Miriam and Elina. Just in time, thought Miriam when the fat from the turned meat caught on fire. As she was getting the grill back under control, Viola and Elina went off to chat in the shade of the old apple tree. The boys’ laughter, the late afternoon sun, and a soft breeze that spread an appetizing smell from the grill all gave Miriam a lovely, secure feeling in spite of Viola’s situation. It was wonderful to have a family to love and to be loved by in return.
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