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Will You Care If I Die? is an autobiographical story. In order to protect those involved, the author has chosen to change certain names, places and course of events. 
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You moved in today.

Your bags are piled up in the hall and you’re sleeping on the couch in your training gear. Where you’ll sleep after this, I don’t know. Either I’ll bring down the mattress from the attic or you’ll have to stay on the couch.

I don’t want you here.

I’m afraid you’ll come to see who I am. That you’ll find out about my personality traits or things that happened in my family in the past, which you’ll dislike.

I’m afraid you’ll grow too close to me. That you’ll become demanding and suffocating in that way of yours I’ve come to know. I’m afraid that those nocturnal hours of total solitude, which I need so desperately, will be taken from me and that this will lead to anger and hatred and the ending of our relationship.

I don’t trust myself. It worries me that you do. I’m afraid I won’t be able to control the anger within me if you trigger it, and that I’ll turn violent. That everything will go to hell.

When you came here a few hours ago I met you with an embrace in the hall. I asked you how your day had been, listened to your expositions, and retreated to the bedroom with the excuse that I was tired. I tried to be cool and distant, verging on terse. But you, usually so sensitive to the slightest change in my mood, didn’t notice. You smiled broadly and looked around. Didn’t understand you weren’t welcome.

For a long while you rummaged around in the apartment. You looked for food in the fridge and the larder, without success. You went into the living room and sat down at the computer, then you passed out on the sofa.

That’s when I got up. Stole in to have a look at you. At the sight of your sleeping body, I felt a chill of horror. How would this look in other people’s eyes? What normal, rationally thinking grown-up human invites the children of strangers into his home? And lets them stay there? Stay the night? Move in?

Nicolas, what’s really your intention here? Why do you spend your time with other people’s children? What loathsome urge draws you to the boy?

Why not just notify the social services instead if you believe the boy is at risk?

I hear the voices in my head. I will them to come, in order to be filled with such self-loathing that I am able to distance myself from you and tell you to move back home.

I’m sitting on the bed now, with the computer on my lap.

There’s a compact darkness outside the window. The street light sways back and forth at eye level, stencilling a cone of light in the pitch black, and the snowflakes ignite like fireflies as they whirl into the orange glow.

All else is still.

I hear the swish of ventilation and water pipes. I hear my neighbour’s steps across the parquet flooring overhead. A moment ago, he pissed into the toilet, the purling sound forcing its way down with an unpleasant clarity. If I concentrate, I can also catch an intimation of the dull thumping of my own pulse. I hear the thumping against my temple. As if the heart has taken the place of the brain.
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For many years now I have been working with young people in the areas that are described as ‘vulnerable’. The children there seek me out. It’s a talent of mine. I play basketball with them, I provide them with food, we study and hang out. The youngsters pine to be close to me and under my protection. I embrace them. I ruffle their hair. And I think about how they may die.

Twenty-two children and adolescents in close proximity to me have either been murdered, have murdered or have died from overdoses.

I can see their faces, their way of looking up at me, their eyes filled with curiosity and anxiety. And then, when death comes along or when a child kills, the way the light in their eyes is extinguished.

I have more difficulty remembering the children’s funerals. I can only grab on to the odd fragmented memory. A small coffin, proportioned to the body. A worn-out football in a pile of flowers. A framed class photograph. The deafening silence. There’s often a strange stillness at young people’s funerals. It’s as if those who are close to them are holding their breath. Until the silence is cut by the cry of a parent, like a bolt of lightning. A cry so heart-rending, so filled with despair, that the chilling realization of what has been lost also seems to strike me down.

There are far more children who survive than there are children who die. But most of them are walking into a future that will break them down, crush their dreams and ambitions, their sense of self, and their bodies.

I see it happening. I know what I can do to avert the tragedy, but I make an active decision to keep out of it.

Time and time again, I enter into close relationships with these children. I win their trust and respect; make them believe I’m a person they can count on, turn to, someone who sees them and cares. I pump them full of strength and self-confidence. I tell them that they have to stand strong. In this country they’re nothing but blattes – anyone with an immigrant background – and the system is rigged against them, but they have the power within themselves to break free. I tell them that another future is possible. That everything can be changed, they can change, there’s no need for them to live like rats for the rest of their lives. They are beautiful and important just as they are.

But because these kids are so ruined by the circumstances that shape them, the violence all around them, and because I never have the intention to actually do what needs to be done, which is to fully take them on, this raising of hope is only a way of drawing out the catastrophe, a prolonged deception. For a long time I used to declare to others, and to myself, the Swedish sickness of considering it abnormal, unseemly, indecent, and maybe even paedophilic to feel a sense of responsibility for – an emotional engagement with – other people’s children. I rehearsed various retorts about how the asocial nature of the Swede impacted on young people in general, and blatte kids in particular. I offloaded this critique as often as I got the chance.

The problem – it pains me intensely to admit it – was that the only sort of pedagogic approach that seemed ethically defensible, and had some real effect, demanded emotional sensitivity, care and openness to the child. I could never live up to that.

I can’t be that person I so desperately needed when I was a child, the one who wouldn’t leave me alone with my haunted thoughts and feelings, the one who saw me. 

I am past thirty years of age. I live in a small, two-room apartment on Möllevången in Malmö. I don’t have one serious romantic relationship behind me, and the prospect of such a thing happening in the future isn’t exactly looking bright. I hardly have any family. I see my older brother sporadically. I have an aunt in Ängelholm, a grandfather in a care home. No one else.

I’m a frightened human being. I’ve always felt tiny and weak, ever since I was very young. That is why I live the way I do.

I only enter into relationships with people who can’t hurt me. I’m calculating: how involved can I get, how much can I allow myself to feel, without starting to love someone? That is how I stay on my feet.

Besides, I am saturated with violence. Few things have been so constant in my life as violence. I’ve sat astride another human being and, in a mad rage, beat them over and over, listening to their panicked yells slowly diminishing, with a feeling that I could keep hitting them until there’s nothing left but a dark stain beneath me on the asphalt. That feeling, of utterly smashing another living human being. And the reverse: the total loss of control over my body. The feeling of someone wishing to destroy me. To this day I scan other men around me on the basis of the violence they harbour inside.

My father disappeared from my life when I was four. I have few memories of him. But those that I have are memories of violence.

The violence has grown inside me. I have a tendency to revert to it if I feel sufficiently cornered. A few years ago, while I was working at a primary school, I got so enraged with a boy called Hassan that once, in a blind fury, I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and thumped him down on the floor. I held him down with my entire body weight and yelled directly into his face: ‘You do not fuck with me! You do not fuck with me!’ while punching my fist into the floor next to his head. 

On the outside I do what I can not to reveal my vulnerability, my fear. I try to present myself as emotionally secure and controlled, rational and self-confident, a charismatic and intelligent man. This is a character – or a caricature – that I know you very much admire. My own – and, come to think of it, also your – ideal of masculinity is not only based on the maintenance of a facade. It also requires one to be the least needy party in all relations. The one that stays in control.

That must be the reason why I work with vulnerable children. Their eyes seek me out and, when I look into them, I know that I am someone.

On one hand, the work is important. A large number of people’s lives have been made better by me. On the other hand, my motives are murkier. I’m not afraid of the ghetto kids. They don’t scare me with their hard attitudes, their unyielding manner. That’s why we click. That’s why they soften and their defences come down and I can embrace them as they are. I get so much, I give so little. The kids would never accuse me of abandoning them. Even though I see them, and their acute need of love and closeness. They have no expectations of the world around them. Their self-esteem is so low that they blame themselves even when other people misbehave. In this sense, these children are easy to deal with. Small gestures of tenderness and appreciation are enough. Really one only has to avoid acting like an arsehole or approaching them with suspicion; this keeps them going for a long time. They want nothing more than to throw themselves into my arms. They do their utmost not to seem as if they are hanging on, or needy, or weak.

Some of the kids are so hardened that one hardly notices their inner chaos, and it takes a long time before their damage can be seen with full clarity. Others are less skilled. They flatter and talk in a grown-up way, they joke and laugh and do their utmost to be seen. Others are defiant and disrespectful, aggressive, seeking self-affirmation with every step they take.

The kids orient themselves to their fear of having their inferiority confirmed, as well as their fear of losing what little power and position they have. That’s also one of the reasons why they kill one another. Which is why trivialities such as rumours, the coins in your pocket and taking offence can lead to murder. In actual fact, they’re not so trivial. Things that other people might find too ludicrous to mention can be the last few pieces of wreckage that these drowning kids are clutching on to to stop themselves sinking to the bottom. They can convince themselves that the lie is true, that the worthless thing they have is precious, that they are the rulers of matters that are out of their hands and cannot be changed.

These children own nothing. They are disoriented and defensive, pendulously moving between self-loathing and forced feelings of bravado.

When I compliment them, they react as if they have been slapped – turning away in shock and shame. These children group themselves and enter into friendships in which the concept of loyalty is as strong as their fear of one another. They only have each other, unlike privileged children who have a number of social contexts to move between, spaces where they can experience security and a sense of belonging, where their personal integrity is not under threat. Where the interplay is not defined by a constant positioning and dominance. Where violence and the threat of violence are not forcing their bodies into passivity. And above all, spaces in which they have affirmation and love. At home, in school, in the sports club, the youth centre, their circle of friends, the neighbours, grandparents – and further, in the public space: the supermarket, the swimming pool, the park, the cinema or library. If a conflict arises, or for some other reason they can no longer occupy one of these spaces, the loss and dissolution is much less painful since they have other spaces to be a part of.

What most characterizes a child at risk is the absolute opposite of this. He or she only has access to and feels secure – or at least less threatened – in a small number of spaces, which for this reason also take on a disproportionate value. The realization that one can lose one’s inclusion, and what this loss would mean, is constantly on their mind. The sense of need becomes excessive. And for the same reason, people are willing to drag each other down to the bottom if anyone so much as hints at a desire to be a part of other fellowships, other spaces. Which is why children who have been friends, fighting together in a war against the whole world, can suddenly turn their guns on each other.

That’s where I come in.

I see myself in them. But unlike the children, I am not lost in that feeling. I have learned to control it, in the same way as with time and effort one can learn to rein in a wild animal. I am no longer the same as these children, no longer constantly on my guard. The lack of equity in the relationship means that I rarely have to think of my own need for recognition or closeness. The children feed me. Hardly a day goes by without their letting me know how heavy I am, how wise and elevated. And I use this against them.

I know what to say and do to make them fall into line with my dictates. Sometimes I hear them talking about me when they don’t think I’m listening. Nick is cool, they say. He’s not like the others. He cares for real. And I do. I care about the kids, I want their best. But I care about myself more, want more of the best for myself.

In certain cases, once I have spent a long time with one and the same child, maybe several years, and we have got to know each other deeply, I can almost say that I love them. That’s how it is with you, Elijah. Because you’re my kid. You’re my boy. But I am also my kid, my boy. I feel sick at the thought that something could happen to you, that you could no longer exist. And I do my utmost to get you to seek out new ways and values in life, to create the strength in yourself to break free, abandon your existence at rock bottom, grow wings, rise up to the light. But there are limits. Those limits present themselves once the price for your well-being, your freedom, commits violence against how I wish to live my own life. And this is the basis for our interaction. That’s how it looks, our unspoken agreement, which you accept and adjust yourself to. I’m the one who decides, and I’ll find ways of retreating from relationships that I have come to see as damaging.

Put simply, one could say that I am exploiting my position in the age hierarchy. All children are controlled. All children have the power of adults inscribed onto their bodies. This is the very first form of oppression. Children know what’s expected of them, how they’re supposed to behave and express themselves, think and feel. They know what is of value, what lacks value, what will happen if they break against the rules and norms that adults have heaped on them, and what the likely consequences will be. Bellowing voices, sharp eyes, raised fists, backs turned on them. Being ignored, humiliated, stepped on and abused. Adults have the power to cast children into a hell of shame and loneliness, and children know this well. This does not only apply to children in vulnerable situations. Whereas children in decent circumstances realize to a certain extent that their subjugation and exposure is temporary and that in due course, as they become adults themselves, they’ll assume the same position and also hold power, the submission of vulnerable kids is existential. It’s a part of their being. It will never go away.
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The first time you and I saw each other I was standing on a stage during a basketball event at the Malmö Festival. It was just before midnight. I gazed out across the area and through the throng of people I saw a little boy making his way along.

There must have been a thousand people in motion in the park, and the reason why you in particular caught my attention was your loutishness. You shoved your way forward using your elbows, stuck your chin into the air and yelled in a high-pitched voice at people, telling them to get out of the way. You seemed either unafraid or so afraid that you had to play tough. Even though you were a full head shorter than the older boys sitting on the temporary stands, smoking, you challenged them to basketball matches. You had totally misjudged your position as an eight-year-old among teenagers.

I made my way down from the stage, tapped you on the shoulder, and asked if you wanted a game. You did, and while you were wriggling out of your jacket and putting down your bag, you looked me up and down. I asked people to give us some space, we played a game, and I won by seven points to nil. You started griping: ‘One more time. Come on, man, let’s play one more time!’

‘We can have another game in a minute,’ I said. ‘But first I want to eat. Winning has made me hungry.’

I convinced you to come with me to the hot dog stand. I bought us both burgers and fizzy drinks, and we went down to the canal and sat on some steps. Music, laughter and yells from the fairground and the basketball court thundered against our backs. The starry sky reflected in the black smooth water at our feet. Your cockiness was as if blown away; you went for your food and avoided my glance.

Once your timidity and hunger had lessened, and you picked up the courage to look at me, you started talking. About what a crap school you went to, who your favourite players were, and your dream of playing in the NBA. We sat there until long after the event was over, and then you wobbled off on your oversized bicycle. You had found a person to cling to. And ever since that night, that’s precisely what you’ve done. Clung on and refused to let go.
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When I woke up this morning, your first one in my home, I felt anguished. I had sat up writing until three o’clock in the morning. Only when I opened my eyes five hours later did I understand what I’d done.

I hadn’t thought of it as a kind of violence. But that I’d consciously opted out of giving you food, providing bed linen and a clean towel, while at the same time acting hard and introspective, was a way of committing violence against your person. 

All night long you’d slept in the same position. Or not so much slept as lain there utterly passed out. I had evidence for this: when I checked on you in the evening you were lying on your side, half curled up and wedged between two sofa cushions, your head resting in the palm of your hand. When at eight in the morning I went in again, you were still lying in the same position.

It was a good sign, I felt. You couldn’t be afraid if you slept so deeply, so immersed in yourself. At least I had satisfied your need for rest, security and recovery, which was demonstrably greater than your need for warmth and food.

I drew this conclusion based on my own experiences.

Whenever there were big changes going on or something was causing anxiety, my own nights used to be haunted by the most terrifying nightmares. Between the ages of eight and twelve I was plagued by recurrent night horrors. Soaked in tears, sweat and pee, I’d bounce out of bed, stand there on the floor still asleep and start taking swings at whatever it was that had come to get me. Or, as a consequence of this nocturnal horror, I’d sit awake in the darkness and stare into nothingness, limp with exhaustion and petrified of passing out and hallucinating more death and isolation.

Your first night in the flat had passed off peacefully. This soothed my nerves. I could have resisted your moving in, I could have said you should stay where you were and we should go on meeting in the daytime as before. I hadn’t done that. Which was honourable of me. For this reason, it wasn’t right to be too judgemental and harsh on myself now, I reasoned. Of course, I had been a jerk. It was reasonable to feel guilt and remorse about it. But the situation here was new and pressured.

I went into the kitchen, microwaved a coffee, and sat by the window. Hoar frost had formed on the pane of glass. A chill penetrated through the rotten ventilation drum. The mist hung heavy in the shoot-up park, adjacent on the left. Rooftops and pavements were covered in snow.

I should surprise you, it struck me. As soon as you woke up, I’d be ready. I’d tell you we were having a luxury breakfast, and then I’d suggest the buffet at the Hilton. It would catch you off guard. Make you forget the bad things and remember the good.

Which is precisely what happened. When you woke up, I was sitting on the sofa next to you, reading. ‘We have to celebrate!’ I burst out, pinching your cheek. You sat up on your elbow and gave me a dozy smile. ‘What do you say, breakfast at the Hilton? That would be nice, huh? But we have to hurry up. They stop serving in forty.’

Fifteen minutes later we walked into the packed restaurant. Heads turned as the middle classes stared at two tracksuit-wearing dudes: a grown man with a shaved head and a ravaged look about him, and then a boy so eager to get the food down, so greedy as he stormed the buffet with a plate in each hand, that he was roaring with happiness.




   

5

Two weeks ago, a young man was shot in a street you can see from your window. The man got out of a car and was hit by two bullets, one in his stomach and one in his groin. Social media is awash with a shaky video filmed with a mobile phone from a balcony. Two police officers are squatting over a man lying on the ground, writhing like a worm on a hook. The video is unbearable. The police try to hold him down, to calm him, save his life. Whether you witnessed the attempted murder, whether you stood in your window and saw all this happening, I can’t say. I haven’t asked you, and you haven’t said anything.

You preferred not to leave Nydala. A couple of times per week you would go to the sports centre to play ball, and once a year you would go to the Malmö Festival.

Beyond the outer limits of Nydala, the streets, buildings and people you’re familiar with, it’s as if you’re stepping into a force field. You can’t see it but you feel it pressing against your body, filling you with unease. To an outsider it seems odd. Why not leave if the circumstances are limiting you? For marginalized people the psychology works in the opposite way: If things are not safe here, in this place where I belong, what would await me on the outside? In addition to being subjected to violence and humiliation, you’d be confronted with all the things you did not have: money, status, power, social mobility, happiness, freedom.

After that night at the Malmö Festival, I started biking over to your home, meeting you outside the door, giving you lifts to your basketball training sessions to make sure that you got there.

You sat like a little tourist on the back of my bicycle, with your arms around my waist and your head rotating from side to side, captivated by the streets in Malmö that were simultaneously new and well-known, near and out of reach.

It was no coincidence that I took you to the Hilton, the skyscraper downtown, a symbol of luxury and excess. I realize this now. I wanted to break a pattern and set the tone. Now you’re with me. Now the streets and their palaces are yours.

Class divisions also cut through the city, the housing projects, where I grew up. The mental barriers could not be shifted. As if there were No Trespassing signs lining the roads where the affluent people lived. The milieu was entirely different. Their bodies moving around, fluidly and breezily. Their clothes. Flower beds. Cars. I didn’t belong here. And I was terrified that someone would realize, and I’d be kicked out and shown up.

Today I am someone else. I have a full-time job and own my apartment. To some degree I have lost the ability to read the threats and signals, which you’re so attuned to. But I know what I’m seeing when I look at you. When in a room of white people, among dressed-up, well-spoken adults, you crawl back into your shell, seek me out, grow anxious and edgy.

If you are with your friends, you stake out your presence by occupying the space, being loud, disruptive and destructive. You behave like a bunch of arseholes when you move in a flock, or when you take over a public space. Or when you feel that someone is looking down at you.

I used to be tough as well when I was in that flock. Broke things, made adults flare up, behaved like a pig, stole, yelled and fitted into the image of me that had been formed in the world outside. Now, instead, I am the adult who’s watching, observing an insecure, frightened bunch of young men who give off an impression of being dangerous – and who are dangerous, if pushed. It turns me cold. I don’t know how to behave. They’re the same as me, I know what they’re doing. Maybe for this exact reason I want to put them right, protect them, ask them to shut up.

It’s as if they’re embarrassing me personally, making me look bad. They make the job of humanizing blattes even harder. And it saddens me that they’ve taken on board what society thinks of them to such a degree that they have to behave in that way. Excluding themselves from all the things that, deep in their hearts, they’d like to be a part of.
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You started hanging out in the sports hall when you knew I’d be there. And you brought two friends with you, Abbe and Josef.

When I was running training sessions you sometimes stood on the sideline listening attentively, taking in the instructions I was giving, picking up the details and imitating my movements.

You looked so serious about it, performed the moves at such high speed and with so much engagement that people laughed at you.

But you were also the disruptive kids in the sports hall. Loud and horsing around. You were triggered by the smallest of things: one bad pass, one reprimand from a coach, or an unfair decision, and you were capable of flipping. Lashing out and swearing at other kids, but also at grown-ups.

Abbe, who had just been put in foster care, was the instigator. Excess energy crackled around him, and a constant smile bifurcated his face, decorated with a set of braces. With his duality, at the same time devilish and joyously mischievous, he elicited peals of laughter one minute and raging lectures from grown-ups the next.

Abbe’s cousin brought him along to the hall for the first time. He was my age, and there was something gloomy in his eyes as he stared tensely down at his mobile phone or turgidly gazed over the children on the court. He wore a bulletproof vest. The strips and straps, which came up over his wishbone, could be seen through his long-arm T-shirt. Once he asked me if there were any jobs going spare, could I hook him up? ‘I’m good with kids, like,’ he assured me, not very convincingly. Sometime later he was shot in the face not far from my flat in Möllan, but he survived.

Josef was the youngest and quietest of you. He was intelligent, but he bore a darkness inside. He was polite without being ingratiating. And possibly the most stunning basketball talent I’ve ever seen. Josef’s father often picked him up after our training sessions. But I never spoke to him, he always waited in the car by the side of the road.

All three of you have great talent. Abbe is lightning quick, although quite short. You’re a bit podgy, but on the other hand you’re quick as a weasel and your skill with the ball is like none other in your age group. But Josef trumps you both. He’s expected to grow slightly over two metres tall. He has long limbs – he consists more of extremities than body – and he can already dunk high baskets even though he hasn’t even turned thirteen. Your range of attributes – mainly down to the fact that you are blattes in a white, middle-class environment – make you the black sheep of your respective teams. You stand out because you behave badly; you behave badly because you stand out.

To defuse and prevent conflict I usually gathered the three of you by the side basket at the far end of the hall, and then challenged you to matches, one on one. We could play for hours. With high, almost violent, intensity. You snorted with fury when you failed to beat a grown man. But because we went on playing together, I gradually gained your confidence.

Often after the three of you had been thrown out of the hall we sat for a long while talking in the changing rooms. You opened up about all sorts of things in life. Afterwards I took you into town. We had kebabs in Möllan Square and we laughed about the hysterical yells of the market vendors, we hung out in the parks, and we played pick-up on outside courts around Malmö. I had you in my grip.
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I’ve known for a long time that things were difficult for you at home. I’ve run into her in the sports hall, but I’ve kept out of the way, avoided contact.

Your mother has engaged herself a lot in your sports. I’m also aware of that. She talks to the coaches, makes sure that you can go to the training camps, but she also causes problems.

During the games she sometimes starts clapping at the wrong moment, cheers abruptly with no connection to what’s happening on the court. Once she fell asleep during one of your games. You ran desperately along the sideline, calling out: ‘Wake up, Mum! Wake up!’ Your teammates’ parents frown at her, the children titter and whisper about her. When I see things like this, I get furious, I break out in a cold sweat. I despise the grown-ups who judge both you and her. And I despise myself for staying passive, for not doing anything about it.

You lack the language and knowledge to make sense of your world. I can see how it torments you, but I don’t jump to help you with it. When you’re filled with this anxiety of not having the words, I pull back. I grow watchful and closed off. I focus on what we have made up our minds to do: train, train, train.

Until this winter, that is, when everything changed.

You grew morose and remote. Not during the training or when I gave you my attention. At those times you were normal. But as soon as your thoughts weren’t kept busy, they quickly drifted off in search of your mother. There was an anxiety about her health, and it felt to me that you’d normalized her issues and become co-dependent. And that your only way out was to make a break with her.

It was a good sign. A necessary liberation. But also an ill omen, as you would need to compensate for the loss and seek out a substitute.

I’d seen it before. Children from dysfunctional families test the water sooner or later; assess whether they dare let go of their lifebuoy once they’ve caught sight of another. They fix their gaze on you and start swimming.

I was constantly on my toes. If there were the slightest indication that you needed more of me, I’d take action. Resolutely, both with words and actions, I would make it clear: this far but no further. It simply had to be done. I had to stay on my toes, sensitive, adapting my distance to you according to your growing desperation. If you grew too clingy, I’d cut all contact, keep my head down for a few weeks or a month, blow off on answering your messages or showing up in places where we risked running into each other. In this way I’d give rise to a certain insecurity in you, establishing a crack between us, awakening the feeling of alienation. If, in your awkward way, you looked for intimate conversations, I’d change the subject, make a joke of it, and leave. This would hurt your feelings, but you’d get the idea and accept the reality. No human being has ever been a constant in your life, you have no one to lean on. You don’t trust anyone. Not even yourself. And for this reason, I persuaded myself, you’d quickly get over my betrayal.

Nothing went as planned. When it came to it, I was the one who opened up.

It was a Friday night. The usual banter at the sports hall. We were sitting on the long bench by the handball goal, after a session, getting changed. You were quiet and introspective. You’d pulled the hoodie over your head, and you sat leaning forward, tying your shoelaces. 

I had an impulse. ‘What’s up, bro?’ I asked. 

‘It’s all good, bro,’ you answered quickly, and went on tying your laces. 

I put my hand on your shoulder. ‘How are you doing for real, Elijah?’ I said.

You stopped. Slowly you straightened up and looked into my eyes. Then you burst into tears. Your face contorted and tears ran down your cheeks. I’d never seen you cry before. Your chest convulsed as you tried to catch your breath. Your lower lip trembled. I hugged you, and you cried on my shoulder. After we let go of one another you went on crying, without shielding your face.

At the same time, the women’s team was training in the sports hall. Two of the girls by the nearest basket stopped. They stared at you. Not only was there a person crying right next to them, but this person – a thirteen-year-old teenage boy – was making no effort to hide their sorrow. I noticed them. I saw how in your most vulnerable state, you were being watched by strangers. It made something rupture inside of me as well.

‘Actually, it’s not going so good, Nick,’ you sobbed. ‘Not so good at all. It’s Mum. And it makes me so damn sad, Nick. I want her to feel good, but it’s like whatever’s going on with her is more important than everything else, more important than me.’

‘I understand,’ I said. ‘I understand it’s hard. And it’s brave of you to tell me about it. It’s good that you tell her how you’re doing, how it makes you feel.’ 

‘Yeah,’ you said. ‘But it doesn’t help. She just says, “Yeah, yeah, I know, but it’s not so bad.” Or she says she’s going to get better soon, but she has so much going on at work. Sometimes I don’t want to go home. Sometimes I just want to stay out at night and only come home once she’s fallen asleep, or not even come home at all. I can’t handle it any more.’ 

‘I get it, it’s hard,’ I said. We fell into silence. 

Then I said: ‘Maybe I should talk to her. Would you like me to? We can talk to her together. Maybe then she’d realize that I’m here, that I’m backing you up, backing you both up. And that she can come to me if anything comes up. We could tell her you can spend more time with me, to give her some space. What would you say about that?’ 

You looked at me, took a deep breath. ‘Can I?’ you said. 

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Course you can.’ 

‘Maybe I can hang with you on weekends,’ you said. ‘When there’s no school and stuff.’ 

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘We can sort that out.’ 

‘Maybe I can stay over with you after we’ve had a game, and then clear off in the morning.’ 

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘we have to talk about all this with your mum.’ 

You wiped your tears away with the sleeve of your jacket. 

‘Do you feel better now?’ 

‘Yeah,’ you said. ‘It feels better.’
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The lift wasn’t working, so we walked up the six flights of stairs to your apartment. You were giggly. Cycling out from town in the pouring, cold rain, you’d talked incessantly. I thought that you were nervous of my meeting with your mother affecting my perception of you. My thoughts were elsewhere. It had begun to clarify for me what my visit was really about, and on what basis it was taking place. I was not only there to talk to her, win her trust and offer my support. I realized that I was there to push her into a corner where she was most vulnerable, in her own home, and confront her with the reality that she was letting down her child. One could also see it this way. As the beginnings of an abduction, a planned snatch, with myself as the kidnapper of her son.

If she caused a fuss about it, she’d risk pushing you away even more.

Your mother didn’t stand a chance. I’d told you that my home was at your disposal for one weekend day per week. But I knew it was only a matter of time before you started staying over also on weekdays.

‘We’re home!’ you called out as you opened the front door. Quickly you took off your jacket, stepped out of your shoes and padded into the kitchen. I stood there on the doormat, looking around. The flat was dimly lit and neatly arranged. On the walls were pictures and photos of you, on the sideboard and small table there were ornaments. It was homely and freshly cleaned, smelled of detergent and cigarette smoke. She appeared in the doorway to the kitchen.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘So you must be Nick? Elijah’s talked so much about you.’ Her hair hung free, her face was discreetly made up and she wore a light blue blouse and blue denims. She was beautiful, in an older woman sort of way. 

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Yeah, that’s right. Nice to meet you.’ I stepped forward and shook her hand. 

‘Would you like anything to eat or drink?’ she asked. 

‘No thanks,’ I said. You stood by the sink, and you’d just swept down a glass of water. Your eyes went back and forth between your mother and me. I pulled out a chair and took a seat while you took two slices of bread from a bag and put them in the toaster. Your mother stood by the open balcony door and lit a cigarette.

We did some small talk, the nasty weather, Nydala, what it was like living here, your school, your friends. ‘They’re nice boys,’ she said. ‘I like them all. Especially Radi. But they probably get up to a lot of no good as well.’ She tittered. 

‘No good,’ you said. ‘No one says no good, Mum. Plus, Radi doesn’t get into anything, he’s real smart.’ 

‘Yeah, I know,’ she said. ‘He’s a good lad. I’m just a bit hung up about how there’s so little to do around here.’ 

There was a silence. Two pieces of toast shot up with a rattling sound. You put them on the draining board, spread butter over them and smeared on a spoon of marmalade. 

‘Mum,’ you said. ‘Me and Nick have something we want to talk to you about. That thing I told you before, our idea.’ 

‘Oh yeah, that’s right,’ she said with a laugh. She pulled the balcony door shut and stubbed out her cigarette in an ashtray on the windowsill. The stifling smell of smoke welled over me. 

She crossed her arms. ‘You’re worried about me,’ she said. ‘But you don’t have to worry, I’ve told you. It’s not as if I haven’t got the situation under control.’ 

‘You don’t have control of anything, Mum,’ you said, raising your voice. ‘Don’t lie! I’m really worried.’ 

‘But you don’t have to be worried, darling,’ she said, ‘it’s not as bad as you say.’ 

‘You’re lying,’ you said. ‘And if things don’t change, I don’t want to live here any more.’

You looked at me. None of that mischief of yours was left in your eyes. Only anxiety and desperation.

Your mother turned around and took a step towards the window. I stood up and went to the draining board, took a glass from the drying rack and filled it with water. 

‘Nick . . .’ you said, then stopped yourself. 

I took over. ‘Maybe it’s best if your mum and I have a word, just the two of us,’ I said. ‘Is that okay for you?’ You nodded. Took your toast and left the room with your head down.

Outside the window it was pitch black. The wind whined. Rain ran in streaks down the glass, smattering against the windowsill. Your mother’s face had changed. This was no longer a pleasant visit.

‘I understand that this is hard,’ I said. ‘But I’m here to try to support you, both you and Elijah. I’ve known him for so many years and he trusts me.’ 

She spun around. Pulled out a chair and sank down heavily on it. ‘He’s . . . just so sensitive,’ she said, without looking at me. ‘Sure, maybe I have problems, but who doesn’t? I have some things I need to solve right now.’

‘But that’s what we wanted to say,’ I said. ‘If Elijah spends more time with me in the city, and gets away from the area around here, you get more time to focus on yourself. It’s not as if he’ll be away for ever. I’ve told him he can do a sleepover at my place on the weekends if he wants to. Then he’ll be here the rest of the time. If that’s okay with you, I mean.’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘He does what he wants. I just don’t understand why he’s getting so worked up about it. I do everything for him, I always have done, and he knows it.’ She started crying and I was unsure whether I should comfort her.

‘I know,’ I tried. ‘I know how much you do for him. How much you have been involved in his life, his basketball. And he loves you and wants you to be happy.’

‘Yeah,’ she said, tearing a piece of kitchen roll and blowing her nose. ‘Who doesn’t.’ She stood up and opened the balcony door. Tapped a cigarette out of the pack, lit it, and blew the smoke out of the crack. She looked at me. ‘I love him more than life itself. You know that? He’s my everything. It’s always been just the two of us. That’s how it’s been. But if he wants to stay with you, he may. He’s old enough to make his own decisions. I’ll be all right.’
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