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A solitary white ocean bird glides along the corridors of the Stora Mans unit at Beckomberga Hospital. It is huge, and dazzling, and in my dream I am running in pursuit, but before I catch up, it flies out through a shattered window and disappears into the night.




The Last Patient (Olof)




 


The Spånga radio station mast, just outside Stockholm, late in the winter of 1995. A bleak, frozen landscape spreads out before him as he climbs up the mast in the icy wind. His body is old and frail, but inwardly he is young and brimming with strength. He keeps his eyes fixed on his hands to stop the dizziness, and all around him the night is clear: the stars, pinprick holes letting in light from another world, a powerful radiance glinting beyond the black, a promise of something else, a shimmering brightness that will sparkle and sustain him in place of the ever-seeping damp, the cold darkness of a grey sun, a gritty, grainy sunshine. On the horizon the first pale flicker of light, a thin atmospheric streak of pink and gold, and a few kilometres away, waiting for him in a dormitory at Beckomberga, his bed, empty, remade with clean sheets, alongside other beds on which the gently sleeping shapes of vulnerable bodies once lay under covers. Now, all gone.


*


He stands for a long time on the ledge at the very top and looks out over the darkened city and the white glimmer of occasional night-time lights. Then he takes off his coat and thick sweater, his black hospital cap and spectacles, and places everything in a neat little pile beside him. The world sprawls out beneath, a blanket of houses and streets and people breathing with one clear, firm, collective human lung; but there is no future for him in it, there never has been, he has always walked alone with the stamp of illness imprinted under his skin, visible to all apart from himself. Whenever he has approached a girl she has shied away. Every time he has offered his hand to someone it has been construed as hostile and he has been banished back to the hospital. An invisible grille has come down between him and the world; silent faces have turned away, making him wary of others, and so, gradually, he has withdrawn and kept to himself. No-one in the world will miss him and his clumsy greyness, there is nothing special connecting him to anyone in particular; he has never been naked with anyone, never touched anyone, as though he has been living under a hood of darkness, with no obligations, no human ties: only the grille, and the hidden chains holding him back and keeping him apart. When the nurse goes through the empty dormitories and turns on the lights in the last ward at Stora Mans, he throws himself out into the night with but one wish: that, even now, something will bear him aloft, a hand or a gust of wind; that something will sustain him in this world; but he is only a bundle tossed and turned in the air a couple of times before spinning over the edge of the earth, thudding into the ground, crumpling.


*


During the final months at Beckomberga he has been given permission to go out on his own, but he has never made use of it. Instead, he spends day after day sitting at the window looking at the trees; not once does he step out for a walk in the yard with the others. He stops switching on the light in the globe that has been by his bed for many years, and the day before he is due to leave the hospital, after the discharge interview with Dr Janowski, he stands outside the door to the ward sister’s room, cap and coat over his pyjamas, and announces he is going off for a few hours to pick flowers. (Pick flowers in February?) He disappears and does not come back that evening or the next day. A few days later his body is found under the radio mast; a woman out walking her dog in the area discovers him lying on last year’s yellow grass, outstretched in his striped pyjamas, his head smashed, rime frost on his clothes.




I




The First Conversation




 


“I saw in the paper that Edvard Winterson’s dead,” Jim says, as he sits in the little circle of light from my reading lamp on Jungfrugatan, fingering a newspaper clipping, a death notice. “The consultant on my ward at Beckomberga. Do you remember him, Jackie?”


*


As we talk the stars come out one by one in the firmament outside, a string of luminous pearls over the deep azure in the muted, muzzy light of evening, and of course I remember Edvard: standing as he did by the entrance to Stora Mans at nightfall, smoking a cigarette, a single wreath of smoke in the grey light, his wide smile when he caught sight of Jim, and how I once fell asleep on the faded cover of the back seat when he drove me home from the hospital.


*


In the soft lamplight Jim tells me that, during his time as a patient at Beckomberga, he would go with Edvard in his silver Mercedes to night parties in Östermalm. At sundown he would be collected from the ward and they would drive along the avenue of lime trees and on into the sleeping city that once had been his life. Edvard Winterson brought civilian clothes for him, a clean shirt, jeans and a jacket, waiting in a tidy little stack on top of the car, and by the time they swept out through the hospital gates he already had a cigarette and a drink in his hand.


*


“Edvard was a fantastic man,” Jim says, and laughs, “and he was completely mad as well. We fell in love with the same woman. Sabina. Do you remember her? She was a wild one. And because Edvard was just a rich kid from Östermalm, he had no idea how to handle her.”


*


One or two straggling clouds drift over the smudged Indian ink drawing that is the sky, that first winter afternoon when Jim comes and tells me about Beckomberga. He is on one of his sporadic visits to Stockholm and in a few days he will be going back to Cariño, to his house by the Atlantic. The sun’s fading red striations and the curls of smoke trailing from his mouth while he speaks make me think of the mist hanging over the district the first time Lone and I went to visit him, the wisps of snow lingering between the buildings.


*


Around us, as we walked along the asphalted paths trying to read the signs, everything was frozen. It looked as if someone had cut the bark off the wet tree trunks and I can still hear the magpies’ shrill calls echoing between the buildings of the barrack-like yard as we hurried in the direction of Stora Mans. Lone in bright red coat and boots, leaning forward slightly, her hands holding the lapels tight, as though she were walking through a storm. Jim’s pale, unsmiling face, his eyes glazed, his hands shaking so much when he tried to light a cigarette that he was forced to give up and put it aside. Lone, who had actually given up smoking, picked up the packet and lit one for him and another for herself. She took a couple of quick draws before crushing the cigarette under the heel of her boot.


*


Jim: I’d tried many times before, but never very seriously. Many times, Lone came home from work to see me lying with my head in the gas oven. A bouquet of roses on the kitchen table and the gas on. Those were experiments. This time it was like being in free fall. I fell, and I carried on falling.


*


Jim’s friends at the hospital called him Jimmie Darling and after a while I started to call him Jimmie Darling too, when we were sitting with the other patients on the little slope surrounded by birch saplings. The smoke rising towards heaven from the cigarettes was a signal to those who were on the other side of the fence, a greeting to the world beyond. I collected the butts and gave them to Jim and Sabina and later to Paul.


“Jimmie Darling?”


“Yes.”


“Will you get well again?”


“I don’t know, Jackie.”


“Don’t you want to be well?”


“I don’t know what I want anymore. I don’t know what it means to be well. And I feel at home here, more at home than I’ve ever done anywhere else. The people here are different, they have nothing, and I’ve learned this: that it doesn’t matter what you have or where you live – it’s the same for everyone, there isn’t any way to shield yourself.”


“Shield yourself against what?”


“I don’t know. Against loneliness . . . against some inner precipice.”


“So you won’t come back?”


“I don’t know yet, Jackie. Don’t wait for me.”


*


Sabina is lying flat on her stomach in the black grass outside the chapel with a book open in front of her.


“All I ask is freedom,” she says, and as she looks up at me her pupils dilate despite the bright sunshine, until all that remains of her eyes is black ink and pure pain. “And when freedom is denied me, as it always is, I take it anyway.”


*


I will never forget her eyes, how they widened and shrank in the strong light under the Beckomberga trees. Large, dark and unmoving in her face, hardened by drugs and alcohol. For a long time she was my picture of the future; now I do not know anymore. One evening, as I stand in the window of Ward 6, I see her running down the bank by the birch trees behind Stora Mans with Edvard behind her. By the big oak tree he catches her and pulls her down onto the grass. He snatches off her necklace and pearls fly through the air, cascading like water, blue raindrops.


*


For months I keep finding pearls in the grass under the oak tree. Cornflower blue, Indian, cerulean, sky, fading ever more with time; the rain has completely washed away the colour on some of the pearls and they are white as ivory, blanched. At first I intend to give them back, but later there is no-one to give them back to.


*


Jim resembles an elderly little boy when he sits in the sunken armchair, making it look enormous, with his long scraggy legs thrust carelessly forward. The armchair is one of the few things that remain after Vita and Henrik; everything else has disappeared, sold long ago when Jim needed money. In the photographs they grow ever younger as the rest of us grow older. Vita was just under forty when she departed, a little younger than I am now, and the light still shines from her eyes in the old black-and-white wedding pictures.


*


No-one has ever believed Jim would become old. He has always stood beyond the bounds of time and lived according to his own rules, like an overgrown child, dangerous and unruly, and he has always liked death too much for anyone to imagine him in his dotage. I sometimes think Jim managed to avoid all impress of life after adolescence, of ageing; he has always done what he felt like doing, followed all his whims and instincts: dishonesty, deception, drink and desertion. I do not believe he has ever loved anyone. Not me, or my half-brothers, perhaps not even Lone.


“Come on, Jackie,” he says, oblivious of the fact that he will be seventy next year. “I’ll never be old. I’ve lived too hard for that. And I’ve never wanted to live. Not really. Not like you.”


*


He has made up his mind to die, again. He announces it, in so many words, as soon as he comes through the door on Jungfrugatan. “I don’t want to be old, Jackie. There’s nothing left to live for.” He has come to Stockholm to say goodbye to Marion and me. In a few months he plans to swim out from the little bay in northern Spain. He has saved a box of Imovane sleeping pills and asked for my blessing; and I have given it to him because I generally give him what he asks for. I have always been silenced by his presence, all thought inside me erased.


“Do as you wish, Jim,” I say, briskly. “You always have.”


*


After he left Lone and me for a tiny rented room on Observatoriegatan, Jim began writing to me. That was before he went to Beckomberga.


“Jackie, you must help me, please. Just come for a little while after school, Jackie. You’re the only one who can save me now. Won’t you come? It’s so lonely here.”


I never answered his letters because I did not know how to reply, and because I have always had the feeling that I could not rescue Jim even if I tried. In the end he has always been saved by someone else, by a woman like Sabina, or by alcohol.


*


Jim is not himself. His face is pale in spite of the scorching sun over the house in Cariño and he is dressed in a smart suit several sizes too big for him, and elegant shoes, the sort of clothes he would never have worn previously. Before, it was always jeans and washed-out T-shirts and trainers. It looks as though he has dressed up for his own funeral. And the light that has always been in his eyes is there no longer. The beautiful, terrifying, desolate light that spilled over, illuminating the night around him and betraying a special kind of intensity and recklessness, something unstoppable, a raging fire, the sheerest drop. One dark-blue iris is clouded by a faintly milky film, and his glance is restless, searching. Without women and alcohol, without the glimmer of sexual passion for destruction within him, there is nothing left but ash, an old body in a suit too large, without a future, without hope. Like a prancing newt in the air of summer, its tiny elastic body taut, vibrating, glistening with water, bursting with life and energy, then drying up in the winter cold.


*


Long ago I believed our family was blessed with a special light; I thought no harm could ever befall us. Jim had a way of talking about the world that made me feel we were exalted and chosen, and when I listened to his stories about our life, the world around us brightened. When I came to Beckomberga and met the old men who spoke about themselves like aristocrats and royals, I recognised in them something of Jim. Their lives were also gilded, elevated. They floated alone, slightly above everyone else’s lives. Inside themselves they were driving through the world in golden carriages, adored and feared by all.


*


Outside my window the white threads of the winter sun touch the pine trees and turn the treetops into gold before they disappear behind the church of Hedvig Eleonora. For a second I imagine the huge trees on fire. The roots and naked trunks burn like flames in the half-light, but the faint golden glow soon ebbs into shadows. It is an unseasonably warm winter, deceptively mild.


*


Jim looked frail when we met in Humlegården Park earlier today, unsteady even when sober, disoriented in the new Stockholm. If he has grown old, I can’t be young any longer, I thought, as I stood and watched him looking out anxiously for me in the crowds, like a child searching for his parents. Lone is more timeless; sometimes she seems younger than me. I have never heard her speak ill of anyone, not about Jim, nor about anyone else. I think she must have a special aptitude for love. Marion is drawn to her as to a flower.


“Tell me more about Edvard,” I say to Jim, who is sitting in the soft circle of lamplight; I have a strong sense that he really is on the way out, that this is our last time together before he finally disappears. He carries on speaking as the light of the blue hour rapidly sinks and is replaced by the cold glare of street lamps.


*


When Edvard and he returned to the hospital at dawn, he was given back his hospital clothes as well as something to help him sleep, a little pale pink tablet. Edvard stopped the car a short distance away and let him get changed under cover of a cluster of pine trees. Jim was let into Ward 43; he crept past the night-shift nurse and lay down to sleep for a while before wake-up time. A few hours later Edvard had resumed his official position behind his desk. Jim and he held long conversations during the therapy sessions, about loneliness and the meaninglessness of everything. Edvard said: “There’s no way of knowing whether someone really wants to take his own life.” And he continued: “I don’t believe you want to die, Jim. You’re not a suicide case. I think you were desperate to see your mother again, Vita. I think there was something you wanted to ask her. I want you to make me a promise. For as long as we’re making our nightly trips, I want you to cut it out. I need someone like you.”


*


Jim gives me his wide smile as he sits opposite in the velvet armchair and lights a fresh cigarette from the butt end of the old one.


“Edvard always said I wasn’t ill. ‘You don’t really need to be here, Jim,’ he said. ‘The car will be waiting for you at half ten outside Stora Mans.’”


*


I reach out my hand to Jim to light yet another cigarette. Darkness has fallen around us and his face is lit up by the little flame from the matchstick and then by the glow of the cigarette bobbing through the night.


“Where do you think they are now?”


“Who?”


“The old patients at Beckomberga.”


“Here,” he says, laughing, “in your armchair.”


“What about the others?”


“They’re out there, somewhere.”


“Yes, but where are they?”


“On the streets and in hostels and in prisons, I suppose. Or under bridges. Where else would they be?”


“And you, Jim, where are you?”


“Here at yours, Jackie.”


“I know that, but are you happier now?”


“I’ll never be happy, but I’m doing well, all the same.”


*


“But why was he admitted to Beckomberga if it wasn’t the alcohol?” Lone asks, standing under the stars in her coat, gazing up at Beckomberga’s silhouette against the night. She looks young, as she always will, even with grey streaks appearing in her hair, silver strands emerging from her head like moonbeams. It is a dream I have, that Lone will come back with me to the hospital. Here, at the deserted asylum, is where Jim is, and the night; where there is something unfathomable I have always tried to keep at a distance, a brutality and an immense love.


“I don’t know,” I say. “Why are some people worse at defending themselves?”


Louring sulphurous clouds in the sky above us herald a storm. Sometimes I have the feeling that Lone has not really been touched by life, that after all those years with Jim she has retreated, like a wounded animal.


“What should he be defending himself against?”


“Life, I suppose.”


“Ah, that.”


Lone gives a short laugh, the soft, ringing laughter that swathes the world in the veils of fables, before she slips out of my thoughts.




The Night


“Male, born 1945, admitted to Beckomberga following suicide attempt . . . within days suffers repeated epileptic seizures as a result of long-term alcohol and prescription drug abuse . . . employment, housing, ex-wife, thirteen-year-old daughter . . . Antabuse treatment started and later discontinued at patient’s request . . . suicide risk . . .”




 


A sole photograph from Beckomberga: I found it in one of Lone’s albums. I have a hat on my head and the old fox-fur boa hanging round my neck. It must have been Edvard who took the photograph on one of her rare visits to Beckomberga, and, strangely, a white butterfly has wandered into the picture and been locked in, sitting forever fixed beside my braid – at first glance you might think it a bow in my hair. There were so many butterflies in those days, and birds; they were everywhere. In the photo we are standing a little apart, as if unaware of the others in the picture, or as if we are just about to go our separate ways. Behind us, scattered clouds are reflected in a window. Lone is moving out of the picture; she has never liked being captured in a photograph. I have bent to pick something off the ground and am covering my hat with my hand so it does not blow away. Jim is the only one standing still, staring straight at the camera with his intense, dark-blue eyes.


*


Sometimes I think Marion is like Jim; they walk in the same way. Loose, fast, and slightly jerky steps, a sudden joy sweeping through the body like a wind. A current that makes Marion run through life and makes Jim keep on moving, never staying still, never stopping to rest. Marion came to me one stormy night; in the early hours that November morning six years ago I sat in the hospital with a blood-soaked bundle in my arms. He lay wrapped in blankets and blood-stained towels, the room enveloped in a smell of animal and foul water. Out of the bloodstains shone a pair of bright blue eyes, and a heart was beating under the pallid skin that looked several sizes too big. I remember wondering if his eyes had gleamed like that in the darkness inside me.


*


When Jim comes he jokes with Marion for a few minutes and then forgets he is here. Marion’s light voice eludes him, as if children exist in a frequency to which Jim is not attuned. Marion likes it when he is here, nonetheless; he looks at him with delight in his eyes and asks when he is coming back to us.


“I don’t know,” Jim answers. “Maybe I’ll never come back.”


“Why won’t you come back?”


“Because life is hard and living just gets harder with time. You should be glad you don’t know what’s in store for you, Inspector Belmondo.”


*


Just before I fall asleep I can smell smoke. I search through the apartment, ashtrays, the gas oven, old burnt-out candles, but nothing is on fire and I have learned to sleep regardless. Just below the surface of my consciousness is a trail of purple smoke and at night comes terror: a cold band around my chest, a liquid chill running down my spine, seeping through my veins, like snow, like dry ice. I wake again in the night and imagine that the earth is about to collide with a star; I wake because I am falling. I am afraid that the block of flats will topple over, I am afraid that everything will be gone when I rise, I am afraid of the slow advance of wars across the world. It is our long night, Jim’s and mine, opening up beneath me like the dark vault of heaven; and I go in to Marion and look at him, spreadeagled like a little cross on the bed, his hair dark with perspiration. I wish I could protect him against the night, against my face and my gaze; I wish I could carry him still, inside me.
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