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A lie is like a snowball:


the further you roll it the bigger it becomes.


—Martin Luther









41-YEAR-OLD MAN MISSING WITHOUT TRACE


The alarm was raised when police were contacted by a relative on Tuesday evening. The man reportedly drove his car to work in Visby at around eight o’clock in the morning. After remaining at his place of work for the duration of the morning, he left around lunchtime. When he failed to attend a meeting scheduled for the afternoon, his employer contacted his wife, and she later reported him missing.


The police have worked together with his family and colleagues to identify places that he may have gone to. They have also searched the surrounding area but say that it is not possible to carry out a more extensive search as they currently have nothing to go on. The man’s mobile phone was last active in the vicinity of his workplace.


When he was last seen, the 41-year-old was wearing a black jacket, light shirt, and a pair of dark trousers. He is described as being of normal build, 5ft10, with short dark hair and brown eyes.


The police have encouraged the public to get in touch if they know anything about the disappearance.
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Jeanette


IT WAS ONLY once they left the busy roads around Visby and got out into the countryside that she was able to relax. There was always the same stress, the same fear that someone would recognise her sitting in the wrong car beside the wrong person. The lies at work: an errand to run, a dentist’s appointment, late lunch with a girlfriend.


You had to be inventive when pursuing forbidden love, and a good actor to boot.


Jeanette did not consider herself to possess either of these qualities. Yet here she was, her heart thumping and her cheeks crimson, using every ounce of calm she had.


What exactly was she playing at? Was it worth it?


She studied her lover discreetly from the side. The way he held the wheel with one of his coarse hands while the other hung loosely by one thumb. The superficial veins crisscrossing the back of his hand. The vigilant eyes taking note of everything happening on the road and around them. His chest rising inside the unbuttoned jacket as he breathed.


“Was everything okay?” he asked. “Did anyone say anything?”


“I said I needed to pick out new tiles for the bathroom.”


“And no one questioned that?”


She shook her head.


“Are you doing up your bathroom?”


“Don’t know,” she replied. “Seems like it.”


What did they need a new bathroom for? Her husband thought a new bathroom would change their lives for the better, but she needed something else. Clearly—since she was sitting here risking the entire world that she knew for a moment of love with someone else’s husband.


“I don’t like lying to my workmates either,” he said. “Leaving early under false pretences. But it is what it is.”


The relationship was a month or so old. They could no longer dismiss it as a passing whim. They had been sneaking off like this a couple of times a week, and it dominated every part of her mind.


She didn’t really know him all that well. Their workplaces were next to each other but had nothing to do with the other. She worked in a furniture shop; he ran a garage. They were never seen together, never called each other, never exchanged any secret messages in the car park. Anything that needed to be said was dealt with here in his car, always during the day, and compensated for with overtime on other occasions. No one ought to suspect anything, so they really had nothing to fear. They could simply let themselves be possessed by each other’s lust, the lingering warmth in their bodies and the desire for the next meeting.


“It is how it is,” she repeated. “Is that how it’s going to be?”


He smiled.


“What would you prefer? Is this enough for you, or would you dare to throw yourself into something new?”


She didn’t know what to say. Would he dare to take that step and leave behind the old? Her answer was dependent on his. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing exactly where he had her if he didn’t give her anything to hang on to.


Their love was passionate right now. She was in a state of sickness—she couldn’t sleep at night or concentrate in the day. But would it last if she was honest with her husband, asked for a divorce, and turned their shared home into a war zone? Would this new irrepressible love cope with that? And for how long?


Perhaps it was the validation she needed. The reassurance that she was still worth loving, still worth making love to. Now she had that, and perhaps it was enough. This man had given her so much energy and joie de vivre that it had shaken new life into her deeply soporific existence. But that wasn’t necessarily the same thing as her giving up her home and her finances, turning her back on the man that she had sworn to love. She was conscious that it was novelty’s charm that appealed. It wasn’t impossible to leave it behind, go home and be a good wife instead.


She tried to persuade herself, but she could already sense the scent of her lover’s naked body, the warmth of his breath and the passionate sounds that would soon fill the car.


Even so, she was still of two minds. She felt rather pathetic sitting there like a schoolgirl and dreaming of a future that almost certainly didn’t exist. Pathetic, and somehow dirty. She was lying and deceiving for just a few transient moments of devotion each week. Her lover was the direct opposite. He took life in his stride, a smile always on his lips. If she were to end the relationship, he would find a new cause for rejoicing and continue smiling.


They were getting close to the location of their rendezvous and heartbeats in the car quickened. He put his hand on her thigh and she could barely contain herself. She wanted to pull off her clothes and throw herself onto him, press her lips to his, and let herself be embraced, a wave of heat flooding over her.


The sky was getting dark and it began to snow gently. The weather forecast said it wouldn’t freeze until night, but the road already looked slippery. They approached the old limestone quarry by Madvar. For a moment, the tires lost their grip and the car skidded precariously.
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Sandra


HER ARMS FILLED with odds and ends, she stood in the car park outside the XL-Bygg DIY store cursing her stupidity. Today she had finally made it to the store to find some bargain Christmas decorations and outdoor lighting on sale. Of course, she hadn’t considered for a moment that she would, as usual, buy too much, all while her car was at the repair shop and her father couldn’t help her. She hadn’t meant to buy more than she could take on the bus, but here she was loaded up like a packhorse.


The ground was wet and dirty, making her reluctant to put down her boxes and paper bags. She didn’t have any gloves—it had been far warmer when she had left home in the morning.


She had called for a taxi twice and on both occasions she had been promised a car within a few minutes. Forty minutes had elapsed so she now put down her purchases to call again.


“This is ridiculous,” she said, making an effort to sound angry when she was really just irritated. “I live in the country and can’t very well walk all the way to Vejdhem.”


“How strange,” said the voice on the other end of the line. “There must have been a misunderstanding somewhere down the line. I’ll prioritise your booking and send a car immediately.”


Yes, that was certainly the case, and at that point Sandra should probably have made an acerbic comment. But she wasn’t especially ready for battle—more timid than anything—so instead she politely offered her thanks and ended the call. She sighed heavily, glancing resignedly at the mountain of shopping, and tapped at her phone, her chubby fingers frozen stiff, looking for an entertaining YouTube video to pass the time.


Before she had time to start watching, a man appeared in front of her. She had noticed him a little while ago when he had passed her with rapid steps on the road between the store and his car. Apparently he had changed his mind and turned around.


“Vejdhem,” he said. “Is that where you’re going?”


He looked pleasant; his thick dark hair, greying at the temples, reminded her of a younger version of her father.


“Yes,” Sandra replied. “I’ve been waiting for the past forty minutes for a taxi that is apparently never coming.”


“We can sort that,” said the man. “I’m going that way, so you can get a lift with me.”


Then he bent down and picked up her things, managing to get everything before walking towards the car.


“Thanks,” said Sandra in relief, following. “That’s really nice. I should probably cancel the taxi.”


“Do you feel they’ve done anything to deserve that?” he said with a smile.


Sandra didn’t disagree; she didn’t owe the taxi company anything.


He put the shopping in the boot and held open the passenger door. She got in and tried to blow life into her chilly fingers.


“It seems to have got really cold suddenly,” she said as they pulled away.


“It’s the ‘Siberian chill’ on its way,” he said, referring ironically to the alarming headlines in the evening papers.


He had a sense of humour, which made any conversation easier. After all, they were going to spend some time together.


“Do you live near Vejdhem?” Sandra asked.


“No, but I have an errand to run in your neck of the woods, so it isn’t even out of my way.”


Conversation flowed. Sandra didn’t get in many words, but she didn’t need to either. She listened with some interest as the man told her about his passion for Gotland’s history, as he summarised the ice hockey league standings, and when he told her about his efforts on behalf of human rights and against hunger and war and environmental destruction and everything else. He ensured there were no awkward silences in the car, and Sandra was grateful for that.


However, she thought he was driving a little carelessly. He wasn’t attentive enough when passing or at crossroads, and he was often looking at her rather than the road while talking. After a while it occurred to her that the loquaciousness and lack of concentration in driving might both be because he was not altogether sober, even though it was only a little before three o’clock in the afternoon. On reflection, wasn’t there a whiff of spirits in the car? Fortunately there wasn’t much traffic on the roads and she would soon be home.


They drove past the old limestone quarry at Madvar. The road was suddenly covered in black ice, and instead of slowing down the man accelerated into the corner.









3


Jan


HE ZIPPED UP his fly, did up the button, and tightened his belt. He bent forward and kissed her softly on the mouth and both her cheeks. She was steaming with warmth and had the diffuse scent of woman. Shampoo, lotion, soap, or a mild perfume—something attractive that tempted him to stay in the warmth around her body. But he restrained himself and a moment later he was in the driver’s seat, in an excellent mood in spite of everything.


Putting the key in the ignition made the music come on. He turned up the volume and tore away. Even if tires hardly ever screeched these days, he still loved the powerful forward motion of the car, the feeling of being pushed back into the seat. His fingers drumming the wheel in time with the bass, he pulled onto the main road.


It appeared out of nowhere without a moment’s warning. Just as he was exiting the corner by the ravine, the oncoming car appeared in his field of vision. It was rushing straight towards him at high speed across the black ice.


At the same moment he caught sight of it, he knew it was all over. For one or both of them. He had snow tires and wouldn’t be able to dodge the car, wouldn’t be able to stop even if he slammed on the brakes. He just wanted it to be over. Quickly.
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Jeanette


HER HANDS TREMBLING, she brushed off the worst of it. Earth, clay, twigs, rotting leaves. There was broken glass strewn all over the ground. All this glass and dented metal looked unreal when contrasted against nature. She was so shaken up that her body wouldn’t obey her, fits of shivering taking hold of her, her teeth chattering. She still had enough presence of mind to get out her mobile. To immortalise what seemed most unreal about the picture.


The blood everywhere inside the car. The man stuck in the driver’s seat with a large piece of glass in his throat.


Once again, she noted that he was presumably already dead. The large shard of glass was like the blade of a knife between cartilage and tendons, and surely made it impossible to breathe. He had an open wound on his forehead, and judging by the angle, his neck might very well be broken.


Jeanette debated with herself once again. What was the point of calling emergency services if the man was already dead? She would be obliged to disclose who she was, as well as having to explain under police questioning why she had been in this out-of-the-way location in the middle of winter. It would all come out, her husband would find out—everyone else too. The affair really wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny in the light of day, her reputation would be damaged and her future . . . No, you made your own luck, and she had a crucial decision to make here and now.


She did it. She laboriously pulled herself to the boot—the door was wide open after the passage through the air. She picked up the bag and forced the strap over her shoulder. She threw a regretful glance at the smashed-up car and its driver. But the decision had been made. She started to climb out of the ravine.


Darkness was falling quickly now, and it began to snow heavily.
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Sandra


AT FIRST, she was more or less paralysed and didn’t know what to do. She was overwhelmed by a feeling of unreality—that she wasn’t present in her own life. Was it just a bad dream? She knew the answer, but couldn’t take it in.


Things like this didn’t happen to Sandra. She was too respectable, too grey and boring. Her upbringing had been sheltered: an only child pampered by her parents and poorly equipped for adversity. As a result, she lacked the experience required to respond sensibly when life deviated from its usual path.


Naturally, she ought to contact the police. Criminals couldn’t be allowed to get off simply because people didn’t dare to or have the energy to report them. But she sat at the kitchen table with the phone in front of her and couldn’t bring herself to call. Not the police, not her parents, not anyone else.


She couldn’t think clearly, let alone express herself in a composed and comprehensible manner. So what should she do? What would tomorrow be like if she didn’t do the right thing today?


Her body was throbbing and aching—should she at least seek care?


No, not today. Her body and soul were too lacerated. She didn’t have it in her to be examined or patched up, let alone explain herself, accounting for what had happened. Because that would certainly mean the police would be brought in, and she would be called to account: Why hadn’t she raised the alarm sooner? Why hadn’t she done anything? How could she let it happen? The smell of alcohol in the car should surely have been some kind of red flag?


Sandra knew she lacked the ability to make wise decisions and take control of her life. Not just today, but every day. So how was she supposed to change that right now when life was showing its very worst side?


Outside it was already dark. The snow was whirling down in huge flakes, and the thermometer in the window was showing several degrees below zero. Her gaze moved to the kitchen counter and lingered on the whisky bottle.


She eventually mastered her listlessness and got up. Then she stumbled to the kitchen counter, grabbed hold of the bottle and raised it to her mouth. She tipped back a considerable amount of what was left in the bottle and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand before putting the bottle in the larder. Then she went to the bathroom and got into the shower.









6


Jeanette


SHE REPEATED the same thing in her head over and over again: “it wouldn’t have made any difference, because he was already dead.” Occasionally with the addition of “or as good as.” Because she couldn’t be one hundred percent certain what condition he had been in when she had made her decision. Her selfish decision. When she had decided to leave him down there in the ravine to meet her new—and hopefully lighter—fate.


When she got home, she had pretended nothing had happened, which was easier said than done with a torn coat and muddy shoes. But her husband accepted her vague references to changeable weather and slippery pavements, and she babbled about the bathroom renovation, largely because the last normal, everyday conversation she had had before the accident had been about those bloody tiles.


He might have perceived her as unusually emotional, with an unexpectedly positive attitude towards the refurbishment in which she had previously been barely interested. But he didn’t ask any questions, talking on and seeming more content than he had for a long time.


His enthusiasm made her feel calmer for the moment but did nothing to alter her thoughts once silence fell. She went over what had happened from all angles, clumsily trying to shake the feeling of guilt. In her head was a constant dialogue between herself and some kind of superior moral entity:




Why should a dead man be allowed to drag me through the mud?


Because he might not have been dead.


After that crash and with those injuries, he must have been dead—he wouldn’t have survived until the paramedics arrived.


How do you know? Do you have any medical training?


Anyone could see that he was dead or almost dead. His life would have been intolerable had he been saved.


Who are you to decide what constitutes tolerable?


True.


If he had been saved, you said? So there was a tiny chance he could have been saved?


No. No, there wasn’t. Not even one in a million.


But still. Just leaving him there? Bleeding to death. Not able to breathe. Is that humane?


There was nothing to be done.


I’m not the first person to have a little something on the side.


Nor the last person to be seen as a whore on those grounds either. I have my life ahead of me—he was dead or dying. What does it matter?


It matters to someone. Wife, children, siblings, and parents who will miss him. Who have a right to know.


I acted in a way that benefitted me. Most of what I do is for others’ benefit, but I helped myself and my future. I did what was reasonable in the situation.





Jeanette fought with her internal demons, struggling to convince herself that her actions had been rational. To persuade herself of the long-term positive effects. But her conscience gnawed at her, eating into every single one of her thoughts and dreams.


She had to do something to avoid succumbing to the burden of guilt.
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Sandra


“YOU’RE WASTING AWAY, sweetheart,” said Dad, placing a hand on her shoulder.


Sandra jumped hard, which is what she did in response to any unpredicted touch nowadays. It wasn’t the first time that her parents—whom she often ate with but was not currently confiding in—had remarked that she had lost weight. The fact that her appetite had been blown away was a welcome side effect of that awful thing that she would have preferred to forget but couldn’t.


“Gosh, you frightened me,” said Sandra with a small laugh that was intended to trivialise her reaction.


Her father didn’t look especially convinced.


“I didn’t mean to,” he said with a concerned frown between his eyes. “Sorry.”


Both he and her mother had almost certainly noticed that something was off, but they maintained discretion and gave her the room she needed without expressing excessive curiosity. She was particularly unappreciative of unexpected sounds. She would glance constantly over her shoulder, semi-neurotically ensuring that no one was watching her from a distance. She struggled to fall asleep at night and found it hard to focus on work during the day. Of course, it wasn’t all that intellectually demanding, but she had to pay attention to customers’ expectations, perceive their needs as they wandered around the shop, and accompany them to the shelf they were looking for. And her distance learning course on which she normally spent her evenings was on hold for the time being. Her thoughts were elsewhere.


Her car had been fixed, but it was Sandra herself who felt like she wasn’t roadworthy. She was afraid of the cold, potential slipperiness, unpredictable manoeuvres by fellow motorists, and driving in the dark. She was highly strung and low spirited—far from her usual easygoing, good-natured self.


The thought of contacting the police was gnawing away at the back of her mind. Sandra wondered whether doing it would make her feel better or have the opposite effect. Of course, she ought to do her duty as a responsible member of society. Ensure that that man was stopped and punished, and that no one else was affected. At the same time, if the police managed—against all probability—to find him based on her vague description, then she would have to come face-to-face with him. That was something that horrified her rather than tempted her, even though it ought to be the other way around. She would have to testify against him in court, unless the case was dropped—which in all truth was the likely outcome. Because she had no idea what his name was, what car he drove, where he worked, or where he lived. And it was doubtful whether she would even be able to pick him out in a lineup with any certainty.


And what would the point be of using up police resources and taxpayers’ money, if any investigation would eventually be discontinued?


This was why Sandra came to leave such thoughts where they were. She pushed herself onwards in order to return, as far as possible, to an ordinary life. And the days passed.
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Jeanette


IT WAS MORE than two weeks later when the missing man’s photo was published and he was named in the local press. At first, Jeanette couldn’t believe her eyes, rereading the article several times before putting the newspaper down and putting her hands to her head.


Missing? What did that mean?


Investigations had met a dead end, according to the journalist—there was apparently nothing to go on.


In one way this was a good thing, but it was a bad thing in many other ways.


“Headache?” her husband asked from across the breakfast table.


She was so dazed by the traumatic news that she wasn’t aware of his presence, so lonely in this that she had forgotten she wasn’t alone in the room.


She said yes, excused herself, and went to the bathroom where the medicine cabinet was. She quickly gulped down a couple of painkillers, double the dose set out in the printed instructions on the box. Then she sat on the toilet seat lid with her head in her hands and tried to structure her thoughts.


In one stroke her entire already turbulent existence had been turned upside down. The police were asking for help; family and friends knew nothing. No one knew anything.


Except her. Jeanette had the answer to everyone’s questions; she was sitting on the opportunity to untangle all the knots and give the chief mourners some peace of mind.


But at what price?


Far too great a price, without doubt. She knew that she had committed a criminal act, even if she had no idea what classification it had. Jeanette was not willing to give up her own well-being for the sake of a group of strangers. She didn’t owe them anything, she really didn’t. And even if her well-being wasn’t great at the moment, she had made her choice down there in the ravine, and she couldn’t change that. It was too late to fix this. She didn’t want to spend years in prison for it—she wouldn’t survive that.


No one would feel better for knowing that she’d had a relationship with the missing man. It would merely add salt to the wound.


JEANETTE BARELY SLEPT at night. Despite her entire being downright screaming for rest, her brain refused to relax. Instead, it would paint ghastly pictures on the inside of her eyelids that made her heart pound and her skin sweat so much her sheets darkened with perspiration.


In a feverish half-torpor, she saw the man in the metal wreckage deep within the inaccessible ravine. The face damaged beyond recognition, covered in wounds and bruises. The shard of glass like a spike in his throat, and eyes that would open without warning and plead for help that never came. The rib cage that rose to permit a solitary, rasping breath, blood pulsing through the open wound on the forehead.


Fantasy and reality merged into one, and she lay there tossing and turning through the nights, unable to reason her way to relief in her conscience-stricken state.


It was only during the day that some sense took hold, when her rational inner voice had a little room to manoeuvre. But the restless nights took their toll and the lack of sleep led to something that began to seem like depression.


And the days passed.
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Sandra


IT WAS A slightly chilly but beautiful spring evening, and the blackbirds and willow wrens were competing in the auditorium that was her parents’ garden. It hadn’t rained for some time, so Erik and his grandfather were keeping busy by watering the shrubs. Sandra could hear her father explaining in full detail to his grandchild how important it was to water in the evening. Erik listened to everything his grandfather said with great interest. He adored his grandparents and the love was undeniably mutual. Erik was at least as spoilt as she had been during her own childhood. But you could hardly be loved too much, she told herself.


The meal was finished and Sandra helped her mother to clear the table. She probably didn’t want help, but Sandra felt she exploited her parents enough as it was, and at least tried to do her share. Coming here and eating so many nights a week seemed immature, but that was how all the other involved parties wanted it. She didn’t want to take that joy away from them, even if it didn’t exactly score her any adult brownie points.


“Volunteer work again this evening?” her mother asked.


“Of course. If I’ve got nothing better on, then I give my time to Friends-on-call.”


“Isn’t it hard work? Doesn’t it clash with your actual job? Surely you need to rest just like everyone else.”


“It’s not all that onerous,” Sandra reassured her. “I feel like I’m making a difference and that’s important to me. Almost therapeutic.”


“If you need therapy you can always come to me, dear.”


“I know that, Mum, and I have all the support I need from you two. But it feels good to help others. To comfort and care.”


“Isn’t it just a load of mucky old so-and-sos who call?”


“Mucky old so-and-sos?” Sandra laughed, putting the frying pan down in the sink. “No, definitely not. It’s mostly sad people who call. Lonely, perhaps frightened people who don’t feel they have anyone else to turn to with their thoughts and worries.”


“Isn’t it a great drain acting as a sponge for other people’s misery?”


“No, Mum. Quite the opposite. Your own troubles often seem trivial when you hear other people’s stories.”


“Troubles?” said her mother, frowning. “Aren’t things going your way?”


“Less and less,” said Sandra truthfully. “Almost never. But I have you and I have Erik. I have a varied job and colleagues I like. What more can I expect?”


“Well, if you say so,” her mother sighed, without sounding altogether convinced.


It wouldn’t be long before the question of whether Erik could stay the night with his grandparents came up. Sandra put the final bits and pieces in the dishwasher and wiped the kitchen counter.


“You know that we’re more than happy for Erik to spend the night here? To give you a little alone time.”


Sandra vaguely grasped that “alone time” had something to do with blokes and, by extension, wedding bells. That kind of pressure got a little tiring in the long run, but it was nothing she couldn’t put up with.


“I know, Mum,” she replied. “But I also love having Erik around me. Bathing him, brushing his teeth, and reading him a bedtime story. I like to know he is sleeping in his room as I do grown-up stuff. Thanks all the same—but not tonight.”


AN ELDERLY MAN whose dog had been run over was the evening’s first caller to Friends-on-call. He talked freely, not afraid to lay bare his feelings. He just needed someone to listen, and Sandra did. Occasionally, she would insert the odd encouraging rejoinder, and after around twenty minutes the man had talked it out.


He was followed by a young woman named Ellen who would call almost every evening when Sandra was on duty. She had learning difficulties and seemed rather happy-go-lucky—she just wanted someone to share her day with. Sandra asked questions with interest and listened to the amusing replies. It was an honour being someone’s confidant like this, sharing the daily life of someone whom she would otherwise never have met.


She then quickly dealt with a call from an unhappy mother who was having difficulties with her child who had ended up in a bad crowd.


Then the phone fell silent. That was to be expected. Three calls per shift was usually more than enough to cover the needs of fifty-seven thousand Gotlanders for an evening. Sandra went to get ready for bed. But just as she was about to set the phone to airplane mode it rang, even though it was almost midnight and her shift was due to end.


The conversation fumbled into life.


“Kerstin,” the woman replied with some hesitation. “My name’s Kerstin.”


Her voice was a little raspy; perhaps she’d had a tough life. But it might just be that she smoked a little more than her voice could cope with, or that she was suffering the aftereffects of a cold.


“I’m glad you’ve turned to Friends-on-call, Kerstin. Before we get started, I just have to inform you that if anything you say makes me suspect that you or someone else has committed or is planning to commit a serious crime, I will contact the police. Are you okay with that?”


“Of course.”


“Beyond that, you can be sure that what you say will stay between you and me. Does that sound okay?”


“That sounds good.”


“Great. Was there anything in particular you wanted to talk about?”


“Anything in particular? No, I’m not sure . . .”


“We can talk about anything. I’m here to listen, but the conversation is entirely on your own terms.”


“I’m also a listener,” said Kerstin. “Normally.”


Then she went quiet, and Sandra had to make an effort to keep the conversation going. It was unusual for callers not to have something specific they wanted to discuss.


“You step back and watch? Or do you mean that people come to you with their problems?”


“A bit of both,” Kerstin replied, without developing her answer further.


“Do you find it too much?” Sandra attempted.


“It’s okay.”


“Because it can be all too easy to become the shoulder that everyone wants to cry on.”


“Not for you, apparently.”


“You and I are anonymous to each other,” said Sandra. “That’s the difference. I can’t help you in any way except by listening and trying to cheer you up. If you’re there with a living, breathing person, then there are greater demands on what you do and how you follow up. It can be a tough job to be the one who has to put the pieces back together when someone around you doesn’t feel good.”


“It’s okay,” Kerstin repeated.


Sandra struggled to find a way to keep the conversation going.


“So you’re a listener. Does that mean you don’t talk much yourself?”


“Exactly.”


“Why is that? Perhaps you’re shy?”


“No, I wouldn’t say that. Just don’t have anything to say.”


The conversation continued hesitantly without anything really being said. The receiver was silent for long stretches. But there was something about this woman that awoke Sandra’s interest more than usual. The sad, restrained tone in her voice. Her unwillingness to talk at all and the courage it must have taken for her to do so anyway.


“I notice that you find it difficult to talk about yourself,” said Sandra. “So I have to say it’s great that you are doing it anyway.”


“I’ve barely said anything,” said Kerstin, with what might be a small laugh in her voice.


“You will,” said Sandra encouragingly. “We’re getting to know each other. Creating mutual trust. That takes time. It’ll be easier next time you call.”


“You think I should call again?”


“I definitely think so. Sometimes you need to be the person in focus. Particularly in your own life. If you don’t think it’s working well with me you can request to speak to someone else.”


“It’s okay. I might call again then.”


“Do. Take care for now.”


“Thanks for taking my call,” said Kerstin.


Then it was over. It had been a bit of an ordeal, mostly because Sandra herself wasn’t especially inventive when it came to topics of conversation. That yoke didn’t normally rest on her shoulders. Strictly speaking, they hadn’t talked about anything, yet strangely enough Sandra was looking forward to a potential next time. She assumed there was a tragedy behind the sadness in Kerstin’s voice, something weighing her down that would soon enough bubble up to the surface. It awoke Sandra’s curiosity, and she hoped she would be a part of it when it happened.
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Jeanette


IT WAS A rowdy afternoon by the East Gate in Visby. Some lads were being loud and the police had been by several times to try and make them see reason. They rarely detained anyone—the gang that hung out there by the benches was mostly harmless. But sometimes things got heated, and this was one of those occasions.


Jeanette was having one of her worse days. The anxiety was like a cancer in her stomach, and she knew that she had been irresponsible to mix sedatives with alcohol. Now she was dizzy and felt bad. She sat swaying on the bench with her hands over her ears. She simply hoped the racket would stop so that they could all have some peace and quiet in the spring sunshine.


It seemed she was the only one who thought that. The two at loggerheads with each other—about a negligible sum of money, which was what it was almost always about—had their fists clenched, ready to fight. The others—two women and around ten men—were trying to talk sense into them and keep them apart. Jeanette kept to herself, and didn’t have the energy to engage with them—she didn’t really feel that she belonged there.


Yet it was here she had ended up, here that she spent much of her long, meaningless days. She had come down a long way in the world, and it had happened so quickly. After living a well-ordered life with financial security, one day she had dropped it all to indulge in various chemical substances on a full-time basis. One thing led to another, and one day the benches frequented by the lushes by the East Gate had simply seemed like a better place to waste her life than the solitude of a one-bedroom flat in Gråbo.


They were almost coming to blows, and the profanities were coming thick and fast. Everyone was involved in some way, except for Jeanette. Curious passersby stopped to see how it would pan out, while the police were conspicuous by their absence at the very moment they were most needed. The volume was becoming unbearable and Jeanette decided to go. Not far, just towards the Money Box and Dalman Gate tower, where she would be able to slump down on the grassy slope until everything had calmed down.


The very moment she got up, she was floored by an elbow gone astray. When she came to, she was lying on her back on the asphalt path, her nose bleeding. The dispute had ceased and everyone’s attention was directed at Jeanette.


Both combatants were repentant and helped to move her into a semi-upright position on the bench. One of them, Lubbi, sat down with his arm around her neck and tilted her head back.


“Nanna is fetching ice from the Indian corner shop,” he said. “Sorry. We really didn’t mean it.”


“I know,” said Jeanette. “But there’s no bloody need to carry on like that at all.”


“Want some refreshment?” Lubbi asked in a transparent ploy to change the subject.


“Aren’t there lots of people standing around watching?”


“Who cares? Anyway, they’ve gone. The ambulance is on the way.”


“You’re joking?”


“I’m joking,” Lubbi confirmed with a hearty roar of laughter. “Here you go.”


Then he gently lifted her head and gave her a slug of vodka straight from the bottle. It might not have been exactly what she needed, but she didn’t decline it. It felt good to be fussed over; for once she was the focus of everyone’s attention. She leaned back again to stop the flow of blood.


“Here she comes, our very own Barbamama,” said Lubbi.


Nanna sat down on the bench on her other side. She had managed to procure a plastic bag of ice that she now applied to Jeanette’s nose.


“How does it feel?” she asked. “Does it hurt?”


“It’s working,” said Jeanette.


“Thank you for making peace between those two tearaways.”


“Did I?”


“You must have noticed,” said Nanna with a sneer at Lubbi. “Now they’re being nothing but doves of peace.”


Yet another guffaw from Lubbi. Jeanette laughed too and straightened herself on the bench.


“I think it’s stopped bleeding,” she said putting the ice pack down on the ground in front of her.


She looked around. Everything was back to normal. On the other benches they were sneaking swigs while bickering with each other. The spring flowers in the planters between the benches were resplendent in the hot sunshine. The birds sang and the air was finally warm. The perfect conditions for the life she was now leading.


People walked by with deliberate steps and airs of importance. Just a few years ago she had been one of them, someone who went to work every morning and came home with a bag of groceries in the evening. Someone who went to the gym and yoga, who took care of her health, her appearance, and other things like makeup and accessories. The bathroom tiles.


The anxiety that had temporarily left her in conjunction with the blow to her face returned. It couldn’t be cured, but there were two ways to deal with it in the short-term: tablets and alcohol. Both options were devastating in the long run. Her stomach was turning, her head spinning. She couldn’t take more right now; she would have to withstand the pain some other way.


“How are you, babe?” said Lubbi, putting a hand on her knee. “You’re ghastly pale.”


“I’m fine,” Jeanette lied.


“Perhaps we should have called an ambulance? You might have a concussion.”


“It’s not that, I promise. I’m just having a really shit day. In here,” she added, gesturing at her head.


And then the tears came. She felt stupid crying in front of all these people who really didn’t have it good either. But the tears welling up inside her couldn’t be stopped. It wasn’t a dramatic show, no sobbing, just a small and silent trickle of tears running down her cheeks.


But Lubbi saw. He put his arm around Jeanette again and pulled her close.


“What’s weighing heavy on your heart?” he asked pompously in an attempt to play down the situation.


“I miss home,” said Jeanette. “Miss everything I used to have before I became like this.”


“Like this?” said Lubbi. “You’re a good-looking girl, Jen. There’s nothing that needs changing about you.”


“I miss my daughter and my husband and our home and all our stuff. Not so much my job and . . .”


“Daughter?” Nanna interrupted. “You have a daughter?”


“You’ve never mentioned it before,” Lubbi agreed.


“Had,” said Jeanette in despair. “She died.”


“That’s shit,” said Nanna, putting her hand on Jeanette’s.


“I’m sorry,” said Lubbi.


He was quiet for a while before returning to the subject.


“I don’t want to dig around and open old wounds and all that, but if you want to talk then you’re welcome to. You might feel better?”


Jeanette wanted to talk, but hadn’t touched on the subject for a long time. She didn’t quite know where to start.


“She was called Charlotte,” she said simply.


“Beautiful,” said Nanna. “Beautiful name.”


“How old . . . was she?” Lubbi asked.


“She was four when it was diagnosed,” said Jeanette, wiping her nose with her sleeve. “Acute myelogenous leukaemia.”


“Leukaemia,” Lubbi repeated. “Fuck.”


“She was in pain, had bruises everywhere, infections that never went away, and she was always tired. She had treatment for almost two years. Chemotherapy. And then she had a bone marrow transplant. Nothing helped. Her kidneys stopped working and eventually she couldn’t cope any longer. She was six when she gave up. Almost nine years ago. She would have turned fifteen this year.”


No one said anything for a while. Lubbi held her tight and Nanna squeezed her hand. It felt a little better now that someone actually cared. It didn’t change what had happened, but in that moment she felt warmth from these people, of a kind she rarely experienced any longer.


“She suffered so much during those years,” said Jeanette when she had collected herself. “We suffered too—my husband and I. It was horrible standing by and being unable to do anything except be there for Charlotte. And eventually having to part from our child, to bury her . . . It’s indescribable.”


“How did he take it?” Nanna asked. “Your husband?”


“While Charlotte was still alive, we were strong together. Incomprehensibly strong, on reflection. One or both of us were always with her. We were united against the rest of the world, against disinterested healthcare workers and unsympathetic authorities. But when we lost Charlotte, everything that had kept us together vanished.”


“You got divorced?” said Lubbi.


“Not at once. We wore each other down for another five years. He struggled on, pretending everything was normal. I became increasingly blasé, got tired of our empty lives and our boring conversations. I long for those now. But at least we shared our grief after Charlotte died. We could have talked about it. I wanted to, but he kept all that difficult stuff at arm’s length and wanted to move on with his life, as he said. He was probably right—I’m a much weaker person.”


The tears began to flow more heavily. Jeanette snuffled and wiped the tears on the arm of her jacket. Lubbi and Nanna sat quietly, waiting for more.


“I met a guy at work,” Jeanette continued. “He was married with kids, but we started having an affair. We used to sneak off in his car in the afternoons. For a rendezvous. It felt grubby and deceitful, but you have to start somewhere. You can’t leave your old relationship headlong before you’ve at least tasted the new one.”


Lubbi opened a can of beer and passed it to Jeanette. She knew she shouldn’t, but she still drank from it. She offered it to Nanna too, but she declined, so Jeanette handed the can back to Lubbi and carried on with her tale.


“We talked about a future together. I was head over heels in love with him, ready to give up everything I still had. It didn’t seem like much then, but looking back . . . And it went to hell with the new guy. A complete disaster. I got depressed and had panic attacks. I was on sick leave and started taking tranquilisers. Drinking box wine. I stopped working out, stopped socialising with people, stopped talking to my husband. He didn’t know about the affair, but after six months or so he’d had enough of me and the awful state I was in. Completely understandable, but I didn’t care. To begin with. Until reality caught up and I saw this worn-out, skinny pisshead looking back at me in the bathroom mirror. It didn’t exactly relieve the fear of going back to work and normal everyday life.”


Both Nanna and Lubbi cast their gazes down, probably because they associated that more with their own dreadful existences than with hers. Neither of them disagreed, so they were backing her up in a way.


“What did I do then?” said Jeanette. “Did I pull myself together and stop using? No, I sank even lower. I’m useless and my life is one huge fiasco.”


The conversation was over. The others came over and the mood was broken, perhaps partly because Jeanette’s final words could be taken to apply to any one of them. Lubbi and Nanna were free to ignore their own failures, so what was it that drove Jeanette to brandish the truth in their faces? Did she feel deep down that she was superior to them?


She decided to express herself differently in future. Not to say disparaging things about herself that essentially encompassed the whole wretched gang on the benches by the East Gate.
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Sandra


“MUM, WHY DON’T you want me to fight?”


Sandra was sitting in the armchair in her son’s room trying to read while Erik fell asleep. Not because he was afraid of being alone or the dark or needed company, but for her own sake. Sometimes it took a while for him to relax, in which case they would talk. About the book they had just read, or about something that had happened during the day. Sometimes about bigger things like outer space, the sea, and poverty, and often about everyday but equally fascinating things like buses, scarecrows, and electricity. Now it was apparently crime and punishment.


“Because hurting other people isn’t allowed,” Sandra replied. “It’s a crime that you go to prison for.”


“Igor isn’t in prison,” Erik retorted.


“We don’t put children in prison in Sweden.”


There was silence for a while before Erik continued.


“I don’t think it would be that bad to be in prison.”


Sandra had to stifle the laughter about to erupt within her. Goodness—where on earth had he gotten that idea from?


“It’s probably best if you avoid ending up in prison,” she said with a smile, pinching his cheek fondly. “Sleep tight, darling.”


Erik had a lot of thoughts and was good at expressing himself. He was early in many ways: he had already been walking by nine months and started talking at thirteen months. And he liked to talk a lot, bubbling with enthusiasm to say everything he thought and felt.


What a joy to have a son like this, Sandra often thought to herself. Reflective and empathetic, free-spirited and expressive. Rather a long way from her own personality, fortunately. She was uptight and scared. Didn’t look like much to the outside world: fat and clumsy, dull mousy hair and protruding teeth. The boys weren’t exactly queuing up, and it was something her parents refused to see and understand, whilst at the same time it disappointed them.


She didn’t get much reading done. Her thoughts wanted to stay in the real world with its many drawbacks as well as its bright sides. Erik was one of the best of these, and without him life would be barely worth living. She closed the book and studied him by the light of the reading lamp. What had she really given him? Apart from love and care? His colouring wasn’t hers, nor the body shape or the extrovert nature. But he’s good-natured, she thought, taking each day as it comes. And he wants the best for people.


Erik had fallen asleep now, so Sandra turned off the light and left the room. She tidied a little in the hall and the living room, having cleaned up in the kitchen after dinner. Then she sat down at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and a magazine, expecting her mobile to ring.


She was completely different on the phone. There she pretended she was someone other than who she was. First and foremost, she dared to think aloud and talk. She might not be that talented at keeping a conversation going, but periods of silence were also permitted. For most people, it was her ear that was most important, her patience and the brief comments. No one knew who she was or what she looked like; she hid behind a voice that sounded empathetic and experienced all at the same time. Or perhaps it was the opposite, that she didn’t need to hide behind that voice because it was her own.


This was something she often thought about. Whether, with a little mental effort, she could disregard her appearance and take the sting out of her anxiety when around people, instead playing the role of a woman standing on a cliff in the wind. She cared and supported, with mild admonishment recalibrating people who had ended up in spiritual imbalance.


But no—no one could consciously suppress their fears and the knowledge of their own weaknesses.


Her mobile vibrated. Ellen was first up. Wonderful, cheerful Ellen, who most often saw the bright side of life. It was the same today, and her mood was infectious. There was a long account of a visit to the swimming baths followed by a request that Sandra talk about her day. She did—albeit taking care to maintain her privacy and being careful to avoid disclosing any identifying details about where she worked or lived. In Ellen she had nothing to fear, but sooner or later she was bound to be saddled with a psycho.


Then there were two calls from the same person about an hour apart. He introduced himself using different names and talked about completely different issues, however. Sandra pretended not to notice, approaching the problems with enthusiasm. The first was to do with a cancer diagnosis and the crisis that had followed it, the second about anxiety relating to something he feared might be considered domestic violence in the eyes of the law, but which was really just physical contact of the rougher kind.


Sandra thought she dealt with all of it well, particularly the second call when she strove not to judge but simply to get the man’s feelings about the whole thing straight. Strengthened by faith in her own objective therapeutic abilities, she took her second call from Kerstin just before midnight.


“I’m glad you’ve called again,” said Sandra.


She really did mean it; she had been looking forward to this call since their last one had ended. Kerstin said nothing.


“How are you?” said Sandra.


“So so,” said Kerstin with some hesitation.


“Do you know why?”


“What do you mean ‘why’?”


“Why don’t you feel all that good?”


“I have a sore throat,” said Kerstin.


“That sounds annoying. But it will pass,” said Sandra, who didn’t believe that Kerstin was calling Friends-on-call to discuss streptococcal infections.


“I cry a lot,” said Kerstin unexpectedly. “My husband died.”


“That’s very sad. Did it happen recently?”


“No, but it comes in waves. I think about how old I’m getting and how empty it will always be here in the house.”


How to answer this kind of statement? Loneliness was what callers to Friends-on-call had in common. But loneliness took on many different guises. Some felt lonely in a bad relationship, others were frozen out at school or work. Then there were those who were lonely in all ways—those who had no one to share their life with, no work to go to, no children or grandchildren. Some perceived themselves as lonely because they couldn’t think straight, or were unable to open up and let other people in.


“I could say things like ‘you’re no older than you feel’ or ‘there’s plenty more fish in the sea,’” said Sandra. “But I don’t know anything about you and your situation, so they would just be empty words. But perhaps you would like to tell me something about your husband. What was he like?”


“You still wouldn’t understand,” said Kerstin.


“When did he die?” Sandra asked instead.


“Four years ago. I waited and waited, but he never came back. I knew he was in the car, knew something had happened. I had spoken to him just before the accident, and he was supposed to be home soon.”


“A car accident? How terribly tragic.”


Indeed it was. But Kerstin was talking. She had uttered several sentences in a row of her own volition, talking about something that was surely the worst thing she had experienced. Just as Sandra had guessed, painful tragedy lay behind Kerstin’s broken voice and inability to share her thoughts. However, Kerstin was not alone in having lost a loved one, her life partner, in dramatic circumstances. She was one of many, and ought to be able to find support and comfort from people with similar experiences. But she had turned to Sandra—Sandra who had no comparable experiences of her own. Absurdly, she felt honoured, and was overcome with inexplicable tenderness towards Kerstin.


“He was missing for four days,” said Kerstin. “Do you understand?—for four days.”


“Missing?” said Sandra, who didn’t quite follow this.


“There was black ice and the car crashed into a ravine. He was stuck there for four days before someone found him.”


Now Sandra didn’t know what to think. If Kerstin had spoken to him just before the accident then the police with all their resources must surely have been able to locate him. What was more, surely the smashed-up car must have been visible from the road—another motorist must have asked themselves why there was a car down in the ravine.


“It took several hours for him to die,” said Kerstin, and Sandra now heard her voice cracking.


“How awful,” was all she could bring herself to say.


“According to the police, he was stuck there with a cracked skull and difficulty breathing for more than two hours before he died. And it was four days before they found his body.”


“Despite them searching?” said Sandra, who was beginning to feel physically sick as the picture of the horrible accident emerged with increasing clarity before her.


The receiver fell silent. The only thing audible were stifled snuffles.


“Despite them searching?” Sandra repeated, who really couldn’t believe the four days being mentioned.


“The car was quickly covered in snow,” said Kerstin. “It wasn’t visible from the road until it thawed four days later.”


“But still,” Sandra couldn’t stop herself from persisting. “You must have had some idea about roughly where he was, and the police have dogs and thermal cameras. I don’t understand why it took four . . .”


But Kerstin was gone. And Sandra was sat there with the mobile in her hand, staring blankly into space.
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