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TOVE JANSSON (1914–2001) was born in Helsinki into Finland’s Swedish-speaking minority. Her father was a sculptor and her mother a graphic designer and illustrator. Winters were spent in the family’s art-filled studio and summers in a fisherman’s cottage in the Pellinge archipelago, a setting that would later figure in Jansson’s writing for adults and children. Jansson loved books as a child and set out from an early age to be an artist. Her first illustration was published when she was fifteen years old; four years later a picture book appeared under a pseudonym. After attending art schools in both Stockholm and Paris, she returned to Helsinki, where in the 1940s and ’50s she won acclaim for her paintings and murals. From 1929 until 1953 Jansson drew humorous illustrations and political cartoons for the left-leaning anti-Fascist Finnish-Swedish magazine Garm, and it was there that what was to become Jansson’s most famous creation, Moomintroll, a hippopotamus-like character with a dreamy disposition, made his first appearance. Jansson went on to write about the adventures of Moomintroll, the Moomin family, and their curious friends in a long-running comic strip and in a series of books for children that have been translated throughout the world, inspiring films, several television series, an opera, and theme parks in Finland and Japan. Jansson also wrote eleven novels and short-story collections for adults, including The Summer Book, The True Deceiver, The Woman Who Borrowed Memories, and Fair Play (available as NYRB Classics). In 1994 she was awarded the Prize of the Swedish Academy. Jansson and her companion, the artist Tuulikki Pietilä, continued to live part time in a cottage on the remote outer edge of Pellinge until 1991.

THOMAS TEAL has translated many of Tove Jansson’s works into English, beginning in the 1970s with The Summer Book and Sun City and more recently, The True Deceiver (2009, winner of the Best Translated Book Award), Fair Play (2011, winner of the Bernard Shaw Prize for translation from the Swedish), and, with Silvester Mazzarella, The Woman Who Borrowed Memories (2014). He lives in Massachusetts.
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I traveled through America, through Florida, and came one night to a city that was completely silent. The next morning it was just as quiet and empty. The open porches rested in their greenery with long rows of rocking chairs, all turned to the street. The stillness was almost awful. And then I understood the city was one of the sun cities, the cities of the elderly where sun is guaranteed year-round. Everything is set up for rest and senescence, inexorable and ideal.

I have called the city St. Petersburg but it could just as well have another name. And calm it is not; it’s just as cool and adventurous a place as every place else on Earth. I have tried to write a book about becoming old. And described the love between two very young and beautiful people who live in the city of the elderly.

In America, and very intensely in Florida, a new belief that Jesus is returning, now, in the end times, is widespread, and it is the youth that are awaiting His return. I have made Bounty Joe one of those awaiting this. He works security on the movie-ship, the mutiny-ship Bounty, which sits anchored out in St. Petersburg’s harbor.

The whole city, as I experienced it, is a sort of last beach for departure and arrival, an open possibility headed anywhere. The sun city is a lovable, horrible, and very alive city.

— TOVE JANSSON

Translated from the Swedish by Maya Weeks


“SUN CITIES,
wonderful, peaceful towns, where
we guarantee perpetual sunshine,
paradise on earth, as refreshing
as old wine . . .”

—from a brochure


1

In St. Petersburg, Florida, where the weather is always warm and esplanades of palm trees skirt the blue sea, the streets are straight and broad and the houses are surrounded by luxuriant trees and bushes. In the fancy, placid neighborhoods the houses are mostly wooden and often white, and they have open verandas where rocking chairs stand outdoors all year, close beside one another in long rows. It is very quiet in the mornings, and the streets lie empty in their perpetual sunshine. By and by the guests come out on the verandas and down the steps and walk slowly over to the Garden or some other nice cafeteria. They often go in small groups or two by two. Later in the morning they sit in their rocking chairs or go for a little walk.

There are more hairdressers in St. Petersburg than anywhere else in the country, and they are specialists at creating airy little puffs of thin white hair. Hundreds of old ladies stroll beneath the palm trees with white curls covering their heads. There are fewer gentlemen, however. In the guesthouses, they all have their own rooms, or they share with another person—some of them for only a short time in the even, healthful climate, but most of them for as long as they have left. No one is sick, that is, not in the normal sense of sick in bed. Such matters are attended to incredibly swiftly by ambulances that never sound their sirens. There are lots of squirrels in the trees, not to mention the birds, and all these animals are tame to the point of impudence. A lot of stores carry hearing aids and other therapeutic devices. Signs in clear, bright colors announce immediate blood pressure checks on every block and offer all sorts of information about such things as pensions, cremation, and legal problems. In addition, the shops have put a lot of thought into offering a wide selection of knitting patterns, yarns, games, crafts materials, and the like, and their customers can be sure of a friendly and helpful reception. Those who wander down the avenue toward the bay or up toward the City Park and the church meet no children and no hippies and no dogs. Only on the weekends are the pier and the bay front filled with people, who have come to this attractive city to look at the movie ship, Bounty. Then the beaches are lively and colorful, and only at dusk do the last cars drive away.

The Berkeley Arms was located three blocks up Second Avenue. It was two stories high, and from the corner room on the second floor could be seen a bit of the ocean and the Bounty’s rigging, which was illuminated at night. The veranda at the Berkeley Arms was prettier than most, graced with a carved wooden railing. The fact that there were only eight rocking chairs gave it an intimate and friendly appearance. It might be added that the house was very old, almost seventy-five years.

Twice a day, Bounty Joe drove down the avenue on his motorcycle—a little before eleven when the ticket booth opened, and again in the evening when the rigging was lit. He drove at a terrific speed with the throttle wide open, and at the curve by the corner where Palmer’s was he would stick out one leg and let the sole of his boot skim the asphalt. Then it was quiet again. Bounty Joe was in love with Linda, who did the cleaning at the Berkeley Arms.

Mrs. Elizabeth Morris of Grand Island, Nebraska, seventy-seven years old, had the second rocking chair from the railing by the big magnolia. Next to the magnolia was Mr. Thompson, who pretended to be deaf, and on the other side was Miss Peabody, who was very shy. So Mrs. Morris could sit and think in peace. She had come to St. Petersburg several weeks earlier, alone, with a sore throat, and once at the Berkeley Arms her voice disappeared completely. On a page from her notebook Mrs. Morris had supplied information about her name, her condition, and some antique furniture that was to arrive later. Silence protected her from the reckless need to confide in other people that can be so dangerous at the end of a long, lonely journey. When her voice returned, the hazardous period of confidential fervor had passed. The others had grown used to her silence and did not ask questions.

Elizabeth Morris was solidly built, with an unusually erect posture. The only make-up she used was applied to her eyebrows, which grew in carefully outlined, powerful, dark blue wings below her gray hair and gave her a distinctly inquisitive appearance. But it was very seldom that anyone saw her eyes.

Miss Peabody leaned forward. “You have so many different sunglasses,” she said.

“Three,” Mrs. Morris said. “I can make the street blue or brown or pink. The blue one is the best.”

Bounty Joe drove by on his motorcycle. He accelerated after the curve and roared off in a straight line toward the bay. On the back of his bike he had painted a big white cross.

“He farts worse than I do,” said Mr. Thompson.

They waited for the mail. Every morning Miss Frey came out on the veranda with the mail. Sometimes she wore green slacks and sometimes pink. A skinny old lizard of sixty-five in pink slacks. Women! thought Thompson. He made himself stiff as a post in his chair and gave a long, howling groan from the corner of his mouth.

Peabody grabbed hold of Mrs. Morris’s arm and screamed, “An attack, it’s an attack, do something!” and Elizabeth Morris jerked away as if she had been bitten. Farther down the veranda Mrs. Rubinstein remarked that Thompson’s performance, if it was supposed to be a dress rehearsal, had not been very successful. Miss Peabody gave Mrs. Morris a sidelong look and whispered an apology. She had small, narrow front teeth and very much resembled a mouse. Mrs. Morris would have to understand that that’s the way she always was, much too impulsive, much too easily taken in—it wasn’t her fault . . .

The morning was cool and fresh and smelled of grass. The smell of grass is the same wherever a lawn is mowed. I shouldn’t have pulled away, Elizabeth Morris thought. It happens every time someone touches me, and now I’ve hurt the feelings of this mouse.

The rocking chairs were too close together. Only Hannah Higgins was actually rocking. She was always rocking, slowly and peacefully back and forth. She had her scissors and pen and a polystyrene egg carton, and she was very deftly cutting out lilies with deep cups and four outspread petals, one after the other. These lilies always stood on the piano at Easter. At Christmas, Mrs. Higgins cut out snowflakes and Christmas stars. It was remarkable how many things could be made from egg cartons. Her nearsighted eyes followed the movements of the scissors very carefully from behind thick glasses. Her broad face was covered with thousands of microscopic wrinkles, as tiny as the wrinkles in crepe paper. She would be seventy-eight in June. Mrs. Morris had noticed that it took a certain amount of attention to keep a rocking chair from rocking. The least motion would set it going. She learned quickly, but every time she arose from the blessed chair her legs were stiff from suppressed tension. Sometimes she wondered if it was the same for the others.

When Miss Frey came out of the vestibule she said, “Hi everybody, sunshine again.” She said this every morning, but today she was tired and said it more sharply than usual. Thoughtlessly, as if she were guided by demons, she made straight for Mrs. Rubinstein. She walked right up to her and in that tone of voice occasionally used for very small dogs or other people’s children, she said, “A little letter! A little letter in the mail!” The huge, black-eyed woman turned slowly in her chair and looked at Miss Frey, at the worn, painted face beneath the wig, and then she lowered her eyes just as slowly and stared at the letter, without taking it. They all knew that now she was going to be obscene again. Miss Frey’s hand began to tremble, and finally Mrs. Rubinstein spoke. “My dear Miss Frey,” she said, with caustic charm. “My own little letter with its own little stamps. Modesty, Miss Frey, only modesty keeps me from telling you what to do with this letter.” And she gave a short, hoarse laugh that indicated clearly where Miss Frey could dispose of the letter. Thompson sat up in his chair. “What did she say?” he said. “Did she say something obscene again?”

“Nothing important,” Mrs. Morris said.

Miss Frey blushed. She gave Mrs. Rubinstein a playful pat on the shoulder and said, “Oh my, how wicked we can be,” dropped the letter on the floor, and walked away.

“What did she say?” Thompson asked again.

Through Mrs. Morris’s sunglasses the lawn was blue, the emptiness of the street was like a distant moonscape, and Thompson looked blue and sickly. “Nothing important,” she said soothingly. “Mrs. Rubinstein was trying to be funny.”

“But what did she say? What did she say?” Thompson insisted. He got up from his chair and pushed his crooked little features right in her face and screamed that that was the way it always was with women! “A person never gets to hear anything funny! A person might as well be dead! Dead as a doornail! And that goes for you too, whatever your name is!” He stood there waiting with his hand behind his ear, and the whole veranda was absolutely silent. Mrs. Morris took off her glasses and when the man wasn’t blue any more he looked comparatively normal. She replied coolly that what Mrs. Rubinstein had meant presumably was that Miss Frey could use the letter in question for toilet paper. Thompson listened carefully and then sat back down in his rocking chair. “Very funny,” he said, and turned his gaze out toward the street. “Ladies, you are irresistibly hilarious.”

It was possible that the strictly frontal placement of the rocking chairs, parallel to each other and facing straight ahead, was the only practicable arrangement. It is probably difficult, thought Mrs. Morris, to place rocking chairs in groups, that is, rocking toward each other. It would take a great deal of space, and in the long run it might be tiresome. Of course the original, the natural idea was a single rocking chair in motion in an otherwise static room.

“I have to go,” said Miss Peabody. “I have some things to wash out in my room.” She began to sob, and left the veranda hurriedly. Mrs. Higgins observed that now she was all upset again, poor little thing, and Mrs. Rubinstein lit another cigarette and replied that all Peabodies in all ages have always rushed up to their rooms whenever they got upset. They were always so compassionate, and they always had to be comforted all the time. She opened her paper and read about the world, knowingly and contemptuously. It was her fourth cigarette before lunch. Rebecca Rubinstein was eighty-one years old. Her hair was a white tiara, and below her half-closed eyelids her cheeks hung in smooth heavy folds, still with the full color of slightly overripe fruit.

Dead as a doornail, thought Elizabeth Morris, pretending to sleep behind her glasses. That was his trump card. It wasn’t playing fair, but the old bastard had to have his fun. I don’t believe, she thought seriously, I don’t believe there are so many things left to be afraid of. Nebraska, maybe, and confidences, and certain kinds of music, but not death. Not death, that isn’t important, and making an impression on people, that isn’t important either, not any more. She forget to mention fear of her room—the room you leave open behind you can be full of pitiful carelessness. You have to hide away the signs and appurtenances of old age, small unesthetic oversights, all the supporting constructions of helplessness, so unnoticed and so obvious. Mrs. Morris hid things, she tried to restore the dignity of objects, and every day she did her best to present Linda with an empty and impersonal room. By the time she had dressed and hidden things, she was tired, but she never dared fall asleep on the veranda. She might snore, her mouth might fall open. Linda’s vacuum cleaner droned back and forth in the vestibule. Sometimes it hit the wall and then continued on again. Mrs. Morris fell calmly asleep. Her head sank to one side and she slept silently, her teeth firmly closed. The Pihalga sisters stood up simultaneously at the other end of the veranda. They took their books and wandered slowly down toward the bay. When they were reading, the Pihalga sisters were completely cut off from everything that happened around them. And they were almost always reading.

As Evelyn Peabody went up the stairs, one step at a time, she carried with her a great compassion that only swelled and grew heavier and more unwieldy every time she did not dare to defend what she believed. Word by word and step by step she went over the disgraceful and unnecessary conversation on the veranda. Oh these people who threw words around the way you threw stones or tossed out garbage! And poor old Mr. Thompson, who was left out of everything! Saying he might just as well be dead. And she had run away and told another fib. She didn’t have any clothes to wash out. How did it happen that a person who loved the truth had to tell so many fibs and that a person who sought justice should have such a hard time fighting? Imagine saying that he might just as well be dead! How dreadful! But he was so right, a man of eighty has survived a good deal longer than he ought. She was seventy-four, absolutely nothing for a woman. He was poor too, and lived on the charity of the house and by all appearances had been a good-for-nothing all his life. That was what happened when you didn’t plan ahead!

Miss Peabody decided to be nice to him and show him as much understanding as she could, in spite of his being such a dreadful, cross old man. She rinsed out a scarf for the sake of truth and got out her long gray dress and began to take it in. A person shrank as the years went by. And it was soothing to sew. Evelyn Peabody had been sewing all her life, altering old clothes and turning and taking in and letting out. It took skill and patience to hide what was worn and poorly made and to emphasize what was pretty. Later, at the Salon, the fabrics were new, but the art of hiding and emphasizing was still essential. She sewed swiftly and surely. Nowadays her eyes only lasted half an hour at a time. Miss Peabody never sewed for anyone but herself any more. As the needle flew through the fabric taking a long row of small, even bites, she always thought about the ladies who wanted sweat pads under the arms, the ladies who never recognized her because they only looked in the mirror, and when she was through with them she thought about the dreamlike morning when Evelyn Peabody won the State Lottery. No one did any work that morning. Miss Arundell screamed, “Dear God, her of all people! Look at her, she’s pale with joy . . .” They asked her what she was going to buy and she cried, “Sunshine! Sunshine! A room of my very own!” That was what she had answered, without having to think about it for an instant. Her body was small and cold and she had won on her own, with her own lottery ticket, and finally there was justice.

When Linda came in with clean towels, Miss Peabody stood up. She always stood up when Linda came into her room. It was a ritual. She was captivated every time by the same calm, dazzling smile that was so unbelievably beautiful, and she smiled back with her hand in front of her mouth. Linda walked unhurriedly into the bathroom. She was always dressed in black, and her black hair hung down her back in a sparkling shock. Her well-formed face was pale, with light shadows of sadness that lay completely at rest. Linda was a Mexican name meaning sweet and lovable.

On the veranda, Hannah Higgins continued cutting at the egg carton, which she held right in front of her nose, adding lily after lily to the collection in her lap. She mentioned that there were no yellow pipe cleaners this year, so the pistils would have to be green. Out of habit, Mrs. Rubinstein wondered if she ought to say something obscene about pistils, but she lost the impulse and let her heavy eyelids sink over her immense disdain. She disdained Easter decorations, verandas, pleasant climates, and, for that matter, everything that conveniently could be disdained on a pretty, empty day in St. Petersburg, Florida. Thompson slept. And now, said Mrs. Higgins, now it was almost time for the Spring Ball, and for her part she was planning to go in black. It was a good color for old women, at least where she came from, and especially if you’re overweight. Suddenly she dropped what was in her hands, threw her head back, and laughed—a surprisingly clear almost innocent laugh. Thompson would make a fine escort—one of them couldn’t see and the other couldn’t hear! Wasn’t that funny? Mrs. Rubinstein listened distractedly. She looked at her attractive old hands and the rings that adorned them. Abrascha’s ring was the largest. In spite of its vulgarity, she wore it always. His monthly letter was four days late. Egg cartons. Easter lilies. A farmer’s wife in black. She turned her large face with its prominent nose toward the street and Friendship’s Rest that lay opposite. They had come back from breakfast and all the rocking chairs were occupied. A dozen white faces staring straight ahead, a dozen old asses, each in its own rocking chair, thought Mrs. Rubinstein. And soon they’ll be swinging them around as best they can at the Senior Club’s Spring Ball. Goyim nakhes, she added in silent contempt, which in translation means “Gentile joys.”

•

Miss Peabody stood waiting behind a palm tree. A little before twelve, Thompson usually went around the corner to Palmer’s and had a beer. It was said that he did this to show his disdain for those who ate lunch, but it may have been that he couldn’t afford both beer and lunch and so chose the one he preferred. His cane came tapping down the street, closer and closer, and Peabody leaped out in front of him and remarked rather loudly that it might be nice to have a glass of beer.

“Beer,” said Thompson, shuffling past. “So who’s keeping you from having one?” Up close this way you could tell he didn’t wash as often as he ought, and you could see he was cross. They walked on toward Palmer’s in single file, he in front and she following in silence, and at the corner they met Mrs. Morris coming toward them wrapped in her own isolation. Peabody caught at her coat and whispered loudly, “May I treat you to a glass of beer?”

“I hardly think so,” Mrs. Morris replied, but the woman stood there and rambled on about how of course he was an unpleasant old man but she had to try to comfort him because after all a person had to do her best and there was some good in every human being . . . “Calm down,” said Mrs. Morris. “Don’t explain so much.” They went into Palmer’s, and she thought fleetingly of how often it seems to be the case that compassion derives from guilt and gives rise to contempt. Ready-made virtues struck her as being common, and she didn’t like Miss Peabody. The tavern was empty. They sat at the bar, Thompson farthest in. He ordered three beers and a sandwich. The room was very dark, and long and narrow, with a door at one end. It was a thoroughly ordinary bar—shelves lined with bottles and those unnecessary, infantile objects that overload the shelves in every bar, a mirrored wall reflecting their own half-hidden faces, which became as incidental and anonymous as everything else in the room. The bartender served them in silence and turned his back.

“This is nice,” Peabody whispered. “Believe it or not, Mrs. Morris, I’ve never been inside a real bar.” The beer tasted bitter. She rested her arms on the bar, which felt nice for her back. People should always have high tables, it was restful and secure. The gaily colored shelves in front of the mirror gave her the feeling of being in a strange world far from St. Petersburg. Thompson ate his sandwich in silence. Without attracting attention, Peabody took out a five dollar bill and held it crumpled in one hand. It might be too soon and only make him mad. It wasn’t long now until the Spring Ball, and had Mrs. Morris joined the Senior Club? She really ought to, there were so many ways to pass the time, hobby rooms and bridge and gymnastics and singing lessons. You had to be sixty years old was all.

“Really?” said Mrs. Morris.

“Yes. They do so much for senior citizens. Believe me, there isn’t a place in the whole world where they do so much for us. Always summer and the whole ocean all around!” Mrs. Morris remarked that perhaps those details had a natural explanation, and Thompson said, “Another beer. And quick.”

“Can you imagine, Mrs. Morris?” Peabody said. “I’ve never been in a real bar before!”

“Yes, you told me.”

“Did I?” said Peabody uncertainly. “Maybe I did.” She was quiet for a while and then mentioned that the Spring Ball was just as important as the Autumn Ball. Everyone danced at their own risk, and the spotlights rotated whenever they played a tango or a waltz. In the ballroom you were not allowed to drink or smoke. The gowns were fantastic. A lot of ladies took part in the great Cavalcade of Hats, which was a contest for the prettiest hat in St. Petersburg. “And Mrs. Rubinstein wins every time!”

“Potato chips,” said Thompson. “And music. The first waltz is on Palmer’s.” The bartender started the jukebox, and the room was filled with leisurely, howling cowboy blues at full volume. Elizabeth Morris shuddered but said nothing. She had to get used to it, she had to. There was music everywhere and you couldn’t escape it. Then a motorcycle blared around the corner and the good-looking boy from the Bounty dashed through the door and walked up to the bar. “Hi,” he said. “Nothing for me?”

“No,” said the bartender.

“No letter? Nothing? Nothing from Miami?”

“Not a thing,” the bartender said.

Joe left again without looking at them, and his motorcycle roared on down the avenue.

“If you want to dance,” said Peabody, “did I already tell you that if you want to dance the best thing is to sit on one of the benches right at the front? Then they know what you want.”

“Who does?”

“The gentlemen.”

“And where do the gentlemen sit?” Mrs. Morris asked.

“They circulate. There aren’t so many of them . . .”

“They’re all dead,” Thompson explained. He had been listening the whole time. Peabody turned toward him suddenly and touched his arm, but Mrs. Morris said “Hush!” and she pulled back her hand. The jukebox scratched vacantly and let down a new record. It was rock. Maybe Thompson liked rock, he let his head sink in his hands. It was also possible that he was trying to protect his ears, or that he was simply tired. As unobtrusively as she could, Peabody pushed the five dollars under his elbow and he immediately lowered his arm to secure the money. “Three more,” he said.

“Two,” said Mrs. Morris. Did Miss Peabody like beer?

She guessed not much, not really, but she liked the drifting away. Would Mrs. Morris like to know what she bar. Her thoughts were light and untroubled, constantly did before? Before she came to St. Petersburg? But Mrs. Morris didn’t answer. She just smiled vaguely from behind her sunglasses. Peabody turned toward the mirror behind the bar and thought, What difference does it make? She would never understand what it was like. Seamstress? she’d say. Really? In the lottery? What fun! I’ll tell her we were a big family and now I’m the only one left. How sad, she’ll say, and there we’ll sit and we won’t really have said anything at all. Her with her blue eyebrows and no eyes! Thompson began to groan again, and his head rolled slowly back and forth. Oh sure, thought Peabody angrily, just carry on any way you like. But I guess I don’t have to be the only one who’s nice.

“Good music!” said Thompson suddenly. “If it’s gonna be noise then it ought to be noise, and they’re keeping the beat for once, too. Peabody, put in some more money. I don’t have any change.”

Mrs. Morris made a sudden gesture but let it go at that. If they wanted noise, then let them have noise. Anyway, her headache had already started, down at the back of her neck. She clenched her teeth and waited for them to finish their beer.

When they got back to the Berkeley Arms, Thompson held the door for them. “Ladies . . .” he said, with chivalrous contempt.

Peabody.
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