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We were in the forest at this point. In a kind of twilight, but with no sun, a brownish rainy gloom settling over the scene. Could I have rung someone? No, I couldn’t, because even if there had been someone to ring, time would have run out. Now there was just the fading, submerged light and the huge trees and giant raindrops falling from the branches like the tears of grotesquely large beings and the two of us, he and I, and the feeling so intense of being the only ones left in the world, a feeling no reality could have changed, no cars we encountered on the roads, no lit-up telephone boxes we drove past, no voice on the radio gently purring, preaching, intoning like a devotional chant. The sound brought little scrapbook pictures to my mind. Of the Virgin Mary with the great menacing angel. Of Mary with the chubby little baby that was wheeling around at her breast in every painting, without wings but still beyond gravity’s pull. And finally of Mary alone, without her child, when he was gone from the earth.


*


I lay on the forest floor looking at the dark tree roots steadily pushing down into the lakewater. Everything was so still even the most gradual of movements showed, the treetops swaying in slow motion high above, the insects crawling on the under-side of every flower and the drops of water falling from the branches and breaking in a slowed-down splash against the earth, miniature pearls of reflection travelling through the air in an infinitely slow-moving arc. And now it was cold, and urine and blood and faeces ran down my legs. I was thinking that the trees must be suspended between man and God, stretching their crowns up to the heavens, their roots like dragons’ talons clawing into the earth where the dead reside and where soon I would be.


*


It was too late to ask for help now, too late for praying, time was irretrievably up. He said: “Get on your knees.” And I knelt in the black grass. He said: “I’m going to blindfold you now. It’ll be easier that way,” he said. “That’s good,” I said, wondering which of us it would be easier for. “Now I’m going to strangle you and you won’t be able to say anything else.”


“Do it,” I said. “I have nothing to say in any case.”


*


And now he cuts what is left of my body into seven pieces and stuffs the rest into two white suitcases. He throws my head into a slurry pit that has a surface the same pink colour as vomit. It is not very far from the lake, down a little path through the wood; he has worked everything out on an old orienteering map. He stands for a while staring out over the thick bubbling mass before he drops it carefully into the sludge. Green and black flies and shimmering dragonflies zigzag across the surface as my head sinks slowly to the bottom, not very deep, just a few metres. My dark hair spreads out like a black parachute above me until my head comes to rest where no-one will ever find it, for it will soon be eaten away by chemicals. That picture keeps coming back to me, my hair in the water, reaching upwards as my head strikes the bottom, before settling.


*


And then? He walks back along the path. The sun is on its way down on the far side of the lake. A gentle rain falls on the forest. I have always loved rain. Always – how brief that was. How brief life was.









I mean to let your world be, but suddenly I find myself looking in again. It has such beauty from a distance, the fragile, iridescent blue of the atmosphere surrounding your planet, slightly impaired but still there. Beneath it there are clouds drifting slowly over the sky that is yours and bare autumn trees reaching out for sunlight, and further down still the black water streaming into Stockholm from the sea, glistening dark and oily between the islands, just the odd fallen leaf dotted on the surface. A world as motionless as an old oil painting at the National Museum. Only when you come close do you see there is movement down there, the aeroplanes and birds in their sky, human beings on their earth, worms crawling through the flowers and the eyes of the dead.


*


I try to concentrate on things that don’t hurt. A child walking down the street, holding on to a balloon, unable to stop looking up all the time at its wondrousness. I watch rabbits playing in the grass at night outside the major hospitals. I often watch the light, at it constantly changing like refractions in a kaleido-scope. It affords me a kind of solace. Sometimes I watch two people making love; it is bad manners, there is no doubt, but nobody notices I am there and I think there is something beautiful in the way they cling to one another. I often look into hospital wards when a child comes flying in from eternity and alights at her mother’s breast. I always love that moment when everything is still perfectly intact between a mother and her child. The other day, at first light, I saw a youth stop to help an old woman who had collapsed in a drunken stupor in the park at Björns Trädgård. When he lifted her up from the ground, she draped her arms around his neck like a child who had fallen asleep. Before he left her, they shared a cigarette and laughed about something I couldn’t hear. But I saw the fear in her lacklustre blue eyes gradually give way to a faint glow; I saw her worn-out old soul light up in the first rays of sun. I avoid looking at evil wherever possible. I have already seen evil.


*


Someday I too will be indifferent to what happens on earth, like everyone else. But that takes time, and there are so many voices not yet hushed. A distant hubbub from professors and criminologists and private investigators and journalists. They say you die three times. The first time for me was when my heart stopped beating beneath his hands by the lake, and the second was when what was left of me was lowered into the ground in front of Ivan and Raksha at Solna Church. The third time will be the last time my name is spoken on earth. And so I am waiting for it to happen. I wish all the voices would hush soon. I don’t like hearing my name. It crawls like insects in the place where my heart once was.


*


If I were to say who did it, would the voices be silent then? I don’t think they would, and no-one would believe me anyway. And it is so difficult to distinguish the light from the dark, and even harder when you are alone and time has ceased to exist, and space too. So I make some attempt to understand the difference. I have always confused love with insanity, heaven with death. I believed for a long time that the drugs came from the powers on high as compensation for my little brother. I don’t believe that anymore. My little brother and I were blind alleys. Eskil walked into the river when we were children and didn’t come back and, much later, I walked out into the immensity of the night to find him. Although sometimes I think I only entered the darkness because I had nowhere else to go. Maybe I knew I would never find Eskil there, in those endless labyrinthine nights, but it didn’t matter, the other world was already closed to me. In any event, our family line stops here. That last part isn’t really true, our family carries on with Valle and Solveig, even though they don’t know where they come from. Sometimes I see Raksha’s features in them both, appearing in their faces like a fleeting ripple in the water.


*


It is strange that I fantasise so much about Solveig. I don’t know her and I never have. All I have is those two hours on the maternity ward when she was a tiny bundle of warmth in my arms. But it is easier to think about her than to think about Valle, because I never did her any harm. I kept her safe by making sure she would never need to be with me. For Solveig I did the only thing I could have done, even if Shane could never forgive me for it.









We were in the forest. The sky above was criss-crossed with black branches and I told myself they were lightning cracks leading into another world, and this was the world I was travelling towards now. “Here I am, God,” I whispered. “Help me God, whoever you are.”


*


In the forest, where we were now, the only sound was of flowing water, water running everywhere, out of the lake, the sky, the treetops. I had that vague reeling sensation of watching everything from above, as if I were suspended up there like a fluttering angel. All the laws of vision had collapsed, only fragments of broken images through which I viewed the world: his back in a light-coloured anorak, the back of a large head, pale freckles covering hands that squeezed a girl’s neck on the grass. I saw the girl resting there against the earth’s dark membrane, and it looked as though the ground would swallow up both him and her as he clung on to her like a giant beetle. “I only want to be close to you,” he whispered to her, and I heard it even though I was floating some distance above. I wasn’t dead yet, but I was already floating. And then my hearing slipped away. I was glad, now we were moving within a sphere of complete silence. Without the sense of hearing, it was easier to see, as if the world became clearer and the colours more intense. I thought maybe the world had been filled with water because everything was happening so slowly now, time slackened its pace, the gods held their breath.


*


Out of the treetops and flowers flew demonic images, all of them featuring me. I didn’t want them. Grimy frames of film, momentarily lit up and immediately extinguished, they dropped from the trees like blazing flypapers and I shut my eyes, but the images seemed to be projected inside me and the whole of me was alight with these pictures. There I was, sitting with Valle at my breast, looking down at him. There was Nanna cycling through the first snowfall, before the filmstrip snapped and the forest came back. And now the man forced his way into the girl lying on the ground, me, into the dark opening between her legs, his fingers interlaced like a corset around her throat. A storm howled inside me and maybe that was why it was so silent outside. I saw a single butterfly teetering in the black grass beside the girl and the man. It must have been a snow butterfly because it was white. Were there such things as snow butterflies? Did butterflies exist? Did the world still exist?


*


Yes, it did exist. A string of vertebrae existed, large square pearls that formed a backbone that had once been mine and now was broken. There were sinews that had severed. There was my windpipe, through which air still passed back and forth, used air pushed up out of his lungs and down into mine, a mixture of carbon dioxide and fire and hunger for blood. And these lungs that had been mine were filled with black blood. A body existed, on top of mine, and it was so heavy it didn’t feel human; but human it was, this was what humans did, and this body crushed me against the earth and soon I would be earth myself, dark and cold and full of writhing worms. I had wished for something that would pin me down to the earth, a weight, a rope pulled tight across my wrists and ankles, something that eventually would hold me down and stop me. But this was not what I had wished for. Not this forest, not this hunter. Or maybe this was exactly what I had been waiting for all the time. Perhaps I had always hoped for a way out of the world, the black hole suddenly opening to devour me.


*


I saw a cloud collide with the crown of a tree and be rent apart. I saw the pupil in an eye quiver like a compass needle. I saw the little tree that Raksha had planted by the river when I was born and it must have been uprooted in a winter storm, for now it was hanging upside down between heaven and earth. I saw its branches growing downwards to the black soil while its roots reached up for the light of the sky. The branches made me think of veins in a placenta or arteries filled with a deadly black liquid as they grasped for the depths of the earth. I saw Valle in front of me. He was crawling around by himself at Sergels Torg wearing only a little nappy and high above hovered a bird of prey, waiting for the square to empty of people. And I saw myself, sitting at a table at Burger King, waiting for a dealer, as the huge bird dived out of the sky and took off again with my child in its claws.


*


And when the air abruptly returned, I dropped back down to earth, to the perspective of the slithering ground. I saw the world from below, I saw the sky skating from one fixed point to another and the light falling in golden shafts through the treetops. He had loosened his grip for a second and the world had come back with its choppy, broken light, the butterflies and the drooping dandelions, and then he took out a knife and it gleamed like a little mirror in his hand. A butcher’s knife or a hunting knife and I am sure only the Devil would have answered me if I had knelt in prayer. Just before death, when fear and pain are overwhelming, the quarry is stunned. As it is for animals, so it is for human beings. When it is too late to defend yourself and futile to try in any case, the terror and despair transmute into a gentle anaesthetic fluid that unfurls like a vapour through the bloodstream.


*


Once, in the beginning, it had been like that with the drugs as well. When the bubbling brown liquid shot through my veins, something happened, something akin to this last moment of my fate at his hands, when everything suddenly stilled and I stopped fighting back. As the bewitching fluid swept through me, so vanished the feeling of being inferior and unworthy, of being nothing more than a piece of vermin to be eliminated. Because when this world holds no hope, your body goes numb and fear vanishes, as if the fear that has preyed upon you, day and night, was never there, and you float in the moment before death, like a patch of sky.


*


Even though I was so young and at the very start of something, I had always had the powerful sense of being at an end, standing right by a precipice I was about to slide off. Rubbish, feeble, weak and useless, a Friday-afternoon dud amidst that mass of fifties’ girls the world didn’t need, who would disappear one day without trace, missed by no-one.









We were on our way through the trees and the last stretch of the path was narrow and stony before the forest finally opened out to a lake lying before us like a shining mirror. Did I think it was my grave, that I would die in the water?


*


The rain was falling on the trees and the trees had stood there for a hundred years or more, their realm a slow and silent one. And they saw everything happening in the human world but couldn’t intervene. If I had begged to stay and make one last call in that telephone box just before we reached the silver lake, I would have stood inside the misty panes of glass, a large black receiver in my hand, with choking, rattling breaths, and snot and saliva and tears dribbling from my nose and mouth, and fear like an icy claw around my spine. And if the rings had suddenly been interrupted by Raksha picking up in Svartviksvägen – according to the map still no more than a few kilometres away, in reality separated from me by a whole universe – I would probably just have dropped the receiver and left it dangling at my feet with her voice calling out. For what would I say? “Mamma, Mamma, I don’t know where I am.”


*


A long time ago, when I was still a child and was making a call to Raksha from a telephone box outside the church by the river, my hand clamped around the large black receiver as if it were life itself, it seemed as though I would never breathe again if I didn’t hear her voice. Raksha’s heartbeat was in that telephone receiver and nowhere else. She had left and gone to Stockholm and Ivan was sinking deeper into his loneliness on the kitchen sofa. And all I had was her voice living in the telegraph wires running under the ground all the way down from Stockholm, where she was clattering along in a metro carriage far below the city in which she and I would later live without Ivan. But this time it was too late. This time there was no way out. The raindrops running down the windows were as large as globs of spittle sliding down the streaked glass with unnatural restraint until they hit the ground and disintegrated.


*


In the summertime this formidable, fusty space was so vast and monstrous, and these trees so primeval where they stood, their crowns heavy with water. In the car he sat absolutely still, as though he was listening to a voice within him that drowned out the radio music, and he had no thought that I might dash into the forest and flee. The headlights illuminated the world of rain around us and everything apart from the two of us was swallowed up by the creeping mist: the city, the people and the future that no longer concerned me. He switched the radio off and all that could be heard was the slow sweep of the windscreen wipers and the warm sound of the engine and in some places the sky was so low the trees seemed to disappear into the clouds. Long ago I had tried to stretch my hands up to touch Eskil in heaven.


*


And I could still have run away, run, run, my heart, into the forest like an animal. A faint sun glimmered through the rain-laden trees and it was still possible. He opened the car door and looked at me and when he turned to the forest his gaze was impenetrable. I could have disappeared into the trees if I had run now. But the thing is, even now I had nowhere to go. The forest would have come to an end and I would be standing at the side of the road and he would come driving past again and pick me up and drive me back here, to the banks of the silver lake and the slurry pit. So I remained sitting in the car, which was gleaming white against the faint brownish light settling on the landscape in the heavy summer rain.


“Come on,” he said.


*


And even if time hadn’t run out and even if there had been someone to call, Raksha or Shane or an angel, I still wouldn’t have had anything to say. For what could I have said now that I hadn’t managed to say before? Perhaps the reason I was already at the end, too soon, far too soon, on this muddy road at the edge of an unknown forest, was because I had no words for who I was and what I had come from. Inside me was voiceless silence, above me only a bare, defenceless sky and beneath me the earth’s unrelenting gravity, pulling me down.









“Mamma, Mamma, I don’t know where I am.”


“Is that you?”


“Yes, I think it’s me.”


“Whereabouts are you?”


“In the forest.”


“You have to tell me where you are so I can help you.”


“I can’t.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t know where I am, I told you.”


“What can you see around you?”


“Rain and huge black trees. Ancient trees. A lake a bit further away. And birds screeching. No signs . . .”


“You mustn’t hang up now.”


“I only wanted to hear your voice. That was all I wanted.”









A few weeks later they found me. It was a woman out with her dog at daybreak. On the shore below Haga Palace there was a white suitcase containing parts of me. Later that summer they found another suitcase by a cliff at Hägersten right beside the motorway. They transferred the contents to a room of death, and that was all there was of me. A pelvis with genitals and uterus cut out. Two arms, a femur, a calf and two breasts, but no head. And since the head was missing, cause of death could not be ascertained; in other words, they couldn’t rule out the possibility that, like Snow White, I had been poisoned by an apple or had choked on my own collar.


*


Nobody missed me at first. Valle and Solveig were too young and too far away, placed somewhere along the length of Sweden. Shane had disappeared and that I didn’t turn up at the local authority office when I should have done was nothing unusual. That was how it used to be. I came and went, and sometimes I went to ground and would be gone for months. For a long time, Ivan thought that was it, I was somewhere under the city, in the metro system or the culverts beneath one of the big mental hospitals. Ivan always had his theories and at the end of that first summer he began to search for me. He never believed it was me in those suitcases.


*


I could have told the police right from the start how it would end. I could have said straightaway that there was no point in bringing anyone in for questioning, the perpetrator would deny everything, that is what they do. I could have told them he would say that he had never met me, that he had never been to the desolate street that runs like a gaping wound over the Brunkeberg ridge. The guilty deny death with such force they end up believing themselves. And my life is no longer a legal concern; the statute of limitation expired ages ago. What sort of concern am I then? No concern whatsoever, presumably. I died, that was all.









We were at the edge of a primordial forest somewhere beyond the city. I had gone with him in the way I always went with people. Because I needed the money, because I had a mission that went on day and night and there was nothing outside that mission. “To be free,” as Nanna would say. “To punish myself,” as people who thought they knew a thing or two would say. What should I be punished for? They never said. I had followed him like a dog.


*


In some other time, something about him might have caused me to back off when we were on Herkulesgatan, to shut the car door and walk away. In some other time I might have said to Nanna and the rest of them that they should beware of him, but that time was as distant as Nanna was now. Of course, you learn to pick up the signs on the street, it is pure instinct, but in the end you can’t even bother about signals any more. Signs such as the sky suddenly opening over the Brunkeberg ridge, letting unbridled light flood in, violet-yellow and ominous. Or the harsh strident squawks of the white bird screeching from the roof of the bank headquarters. Or the cloven-hoofed beat of the music streaming out of the car radio. He said it was Mozart, but it sounded like death. The silence hung over him like a cold smoke, the Arctic sea smoke that rises out of the water at dawn, and now I know the same silence enshrouds a grave.


I had arranged to meet him on Herkulesgatan. I was still wearing the wristband and joggers they had given me in the hospital and I had on my fox-fur boa and a pair of red shoes. I was clearly of this world, but it felt as though I was dead. I had brushed with death so many times, I had stopped being afraid and for some reason I had been flung back into the world of the living once again. He stepped out of the shadows.


“Come on,” he said.


*


We drove out of the city. When I turned and looked out of the back window, the road we left behind us was a sinking nothingness of mire and decay and the buildings were toppling into the abyss.









The forest we were in was inundated with brown water; I remember thinking the lake must have burst its banks because all around was the sound of running water. No, it wasn’t nature weeping. Not even I was weeping. And the ground had a strange undertow, as if invisible hands were snatching at me from the underworld and globs of dank saliva dripped out of his mouth onto my face.


*


The mellow sunshine that had lingered in the air made every movement restrained and slow, almost suspended.


“I only want to be close to you,” he whispered, and I laughed, because it was so unexpected, such a childish thing to say, almost comical, and I wasn’t afraid anymore and all the pain from the hurt before was gone now. I laughed, and I heard the hard, metallic noise I made, and I wanted to say something, but when I tried, earth dribbled out of my mouth, a turbid, greyish fluid, a mixture of sludge and slime and decaying leaves. And there was no sound, no words, just those lumps of graveyard soil and something white, a grainy, rancid liquid with the stench of truffle. He gave my head a quick, hard twist and from the side a sliver of sky reflected in my eyes. Sky, against my will. But what was my will, in truth? I had wanted to be free, light as a gossamer, but it didn’t work. I had one hand reaching for the firmament and one hand scrabbling in the mud. And in the heavens, night was falling now. Pink clouds, slightly frayed and fuzzy, clung to planet earth’s great membrane. How could there be such beauty in heaven and such horror on earth? Where do you run to when you have nowhere to go?


*


“I only want to be close to you,” he whispered, over and over. It sounded like a sermon and I laughed again, louder this time, and I don’t think he liked people laughing, especially not girls, because then darkness came, as if someone had thrown a blanket over the sun, a dreadful howling blackness, and I was falling through an immense void. In the passage of an instant and a thousand years. I prayed for an angel to come, but there was no angel. I hoped this wasn’t the end, but it was.









One day nothing about my story will matter anymore, not even to me. One day all of us will be part of the thin black layer of earth that covers this planet, amongst all those who died in bygone times. The human body is so easily damaged, its substance mere fluids and chemical compounds. Our bodies give us a place in time, and time is a form for evil, a vessel for dark encounters. Though sometimes I think brightness is worse; there were instants entirely without shadow and yet Shane and I couldn’t sustain them. Like the moment Valle soars into the sky in his baby swing and Shane and I watch him whizzing away and hurtling back towards us. And now I have so much time, I see that all along he looks at me with eyes full of openness and trust, and those eyes still have faith in me.


*


Raksha’s birthday came and went in June, soon after I turned twenty-four. Even though I didn’t keep in touch at any other time, I always rang Raksha on her birthday, so she began to count the days. Two days passed, then ten, and suddenly it was three weeks. It was a time when nights were never more than twilight, when daylight lingered all night long, summer nights when dawn was just a breath on the horizon, a softly glimmering veil. Did Raksha realise I was dead, that I was no longer anywhere in this world? Was she aware that what had once been part of her was swimming in liquefied remains? Did she feel relief when they discovered the suitcases, a kind of wild release, something forbidden that went through her head like a flake of ash from a night-time fire? At last it’s over, there’s nothing left to grieve. Not Eskil, not her.









When I was seven I was given a baby brother. It was the best thing I ever had from Raksha and Ivan. We used to keep him in a laundry basket and transfer him from room to room, like a tiny candle that we had to keep alight. But a few days before my twelfth birthday he drowned in the river.


*


Raksha and I are in the same situation. We should all have the chance to understand one another, and yet we never do. Then again, perhaps we did understand one another, but we didn’t like what we understood. If I turned up at her house now, she might ask, like she used to ask, “Surely you’ve missed me a teeny bit, my silly little girl?” And she would be right, because I always longed to be with Raksha, even though I was hurt by her every time I came close. Later she would whisper, in her stifled, guilty little voice:


“You know I’m always so clumsy. I lose everything and forget what’s important.”


“Yes, I know.”


“I even lost my beautiful babies.”


“That makes two of us, Raksha,” I could say at that point, since it was true, even if nobody cared about the truth anymore; but there is a certain kind of misery you cannot share, at least not with the one who bore you.









It is an archaic landscape swept by cold, harsh winds; it looks modern but it is ancient. A cluster of islands surrounded by motionless seawater beneath a naked sky. A patchwork of faded facades in yellow and pink with modern buildings made of black steel and glass. Bank headquarters, shopping malls and multi-storey car parks have a futuristic look, but age-old thoughts fill people’s minds, ponderous, inalterable; there are victims, there are perpetrators, there are witnesses, and they all peer down at the ground. The well-heeled live in the centre, as they always have. And the lifeblood of this city circulates along Herkulesgatan and from there to the banks, the money moves in and out of the state, and the architecture framing all of this is raw and cold. Some are doomed to failure, others destined to advance, a certain few will rise above the rest; and you can see the early signs, children defined from the start. A secret watermark or a caste mark glowing under the skin on a child’s brow. And in this city there is also someone who has been stalking me for quite some time, or chasing someone like me, a girl who no longer cares what happens to her. Let us call him the huntsman.
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