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TO MUM AND DAD


Don’t be afraid of darkness,
for in darkness rests the light.
We see no stars or planets
without the dark of night.
The darkness of the pupil
is in the iris round,
for all light’s fearful longing
has darkness at its ground.
Don’t be afraid of darkness,
for in it rests the light.
Don’t be afraid of darkness;
it holds the heart of light.

—Erik Blomberg


SOME KIND
OF
PEACE


It seems so idyllic.

An insidiously calm, dew-damp morning. The rays of the sun slowly but relentlessly take possession of the art nouveau building’s clean plaster façade, triumphantly embracing it with their indifferent heat and giving it a sheen the night had hidden.

As if nothing had happened.

As if this summer morning heralded a day like any other. A day full of life: sweaty bodies on bicycles; suppressed giggles in front of the ice cream stand by the harbor; steaming, sunburned shoulders; clumsy summer sex as light-blue twilight seamlessly turns to daybreak; the nauseating smell of white wine and lemonade in the pine needle–carpeted edge of the forest north of the pizzeria; the cold water of the lake against skinny child bodies with ribs that seem ready to burst out of their cages, through the soft, paper-thin, milk-white skin.

Gawky teenage boys swim races to the island and back, outlined like pale frog people, amphibious sailing vessels, against the water’s saturated blue-brown darkness. They howl as they jump off the rock. The air is filled with the aroma of grilled meat and the sound of distant motorboats.

Mosquitoes. Wasps. Insects with no name: in your hair, in your mouth, on bodies, itchy, sweaty bodies.

As Swedish as it gets.

A summer without end.

As if nothing had happened.

•  •  •

Even the building appears indifferent. Heavy and listless, it sits in the lush garden, bedded in leafy, dew-covered greenery. Its massive three-story-high body reaches toward the blue of the brightening summer sky. The plaster has not flaked in a single spot. The gray-green paint that covers the windowsills and doors is fresh and still glossy. There are no cracks or dust in the leaded, stained windowpanes with their coiling organic flower patterns. The roof is covered with old emerald-green copper plate, the kind roofers no longer use.

It seems so idyllic.

But something is out of place.

In the neatly raked gravel parking area is a dazzlingly clean black Jeep. The paint of the Jeep reflects a clematis with large pure white blossoms climbing up a knotted old apple tree. Someone is lying under the low trunk and crooked branches of the tree.

A young woman, a girl.

She is curled up in the grass like a bird, her red hair covered by a thin film of dew. Her slender, pale arms are thrown out along her sides, her palms turned upward in a gesture of resignation. The blood that has seeped from her body is congealed in reddish-brown patches on her jeans and in the grass. Her open eyes seem to be inspecting the crown of the apple tree.

Up there, in the branches, there are small green apples. There are many: The tree will bear plenty of fruit in just a few months. Above the apple tree the swifts and gulls fly unaffected—what do they care about a dead human child?

Under the body, the smallest inhabitants of the garden have already discovered what no person has yet seen. A small black beetle creeps between the waistband and the cold, pale skin in search of something edible; flies have set up camp in the lush red forest of hair; and microscopic creatures are moving slowly but steadily deeper and deeper into the windings of the ear.

In a little while, the inhabitants of the house will wake up and look for the girl. When they don’t find her, they will search for her in the garden, where they will see her in the grass under the tree, her eyes gazing toward the sky.

They will shake her as if trying to wake her from a deep sleep, and when that doesn’t work, one of them will slap her hard across the cheek, staining her face red with her own uncoagulated blood on his hand.

They will take her in their arms and slowly rock her back and forth. One of them will whisper something in her ear, while the other one buries his face in her hair.

•  •  •

Later, the men who never knew her, who don’t even know her name, will come to get her. They will put their calloused hands around her slender, rigid wrists and ankles and lift her effortlessly onto a cold stretcher, cover her with plastic, and drive her far, far from home.

She will be placed on a metal table, alongside the surgical instruments that will open her up and—hopefully—solve the mystery, explain the unexplainable, restore balance. Bring clarity to something no one understands.

Create closure and perhaps peace as well.

Some kind of peace.
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Date: August 14


        
Time: 3:00 p.m.

        Place: Green Room, the practice

        Patient: Sara Matteus

        “So, how’s your summer been?”

        “Is it okay if I smoke?”

        “Sure.”

        Sara roots around in her camouflage-pattern cloth bag and pulls out a red
            pack of Prince cigarettes and a lighter. With chapped, trembling fingers she lights a
            cigarette and takes two deep puffs before she fixes her gaze on me. She inspects me
            awhile in silence before blowing out a cloud of smoke between us—a carcinogenic
            smoke screen—which for a moment conceals her heavily mascaraed eyes. There is
            something demonstrative about the gesture, something both playful and provocative that
            makes me decide not to release her gaze.

        “Well?” Sara says slowly.

        “Summer?”

        “Oh, right. Summer. It was good. I worked at that bar in Gamla Stan,
            you know, by Järntorget.”

        “I know. How have you been feeling?”

        “Good, really good. Just great. No problems.”

        Sara falls silent and looks at me with an inscrutable expression. She is
            twenty-five but doesn’t look a day over seventeen. Bleached-blond hair in various
            shades of white and butter-yellow curls down her slender shoulders, forming tangled
            ringlets along the way. Ringlets. She twists them with her fingers when she gets bored
            and sometimes slides them in and out of her mouth as she bites or chews on them. When
            she’s not chewing on her hair, she smokes. She seems to always have a cigarette
            ready in her chapped fingers.

        “No anxiety?”

        “Nah. Well, maybe a little… at
            times. I mean, Midsummer and that kind of shit. Doesn’t everybody get anxiety
            then? Who doesn’t get anxious at Midsummer?”

        She looks searchingly at me in silence. A smile plays at the edge of her
            mouth before she continues.

        “You can bet your ass I get anxious.”

        “And what did you do?”

        “Nothing,” says Sara, looking at me through the cigarette
            smoke with an empty stare. She seems strangely indifferent in the face of the emotions
            of anxiety and estrangement triggered, she claims, by the Midsummer celebrations.

        “You didn’t cut yourself?”

        “Nah… Well, just a little. On my
            arms, that is. Just my arms. Had to, couldn’t put up with the Midsummer thing
            otherwise. But. Not much. I promised you that I wouldn’t cut myself anymore. I
            always keep my promises, really. Especially when I promise you something.”

        I notice Sara hiding her forearms in a presumably unconscious gesture.

        “How many times did you cut yourself?”

        “What do you mean? Like, how many cuts?”

        “No, on how many occasions?”

        “Ahh, a few. A couple, maybe three times during the summer. I
            can’t remember…”

        Sara’s voice trails off and she puts out the cigarette in the blue
            flower vase that I had put on the coffee table in an attempt to make the room more
            inviting. I must be the only psychologist in Sweden who allows a patient to smoke, but
            Sara gets so restless otherwise, it’s almost impossible to carry on a conversation
            with her.

        “Sara, this is important. I want you to return to those occasions
            when you cut yourself. Try to remember what happened, what it was that triggered the
            feelings that made you do it.”

        “Uh…”

        “Start with the first time. Take your time. When was it? Start by
            telling me when it happened.”

        “Must have been Midsummer Eve. At the Midsummer
            celebration, that is. I already said that!”

        “What did you do that night? I mean, beforehand?”

        “I went to see my mom. It was just her and me. She had made some
            food and stuff. And she bought wine.”

        “So you weren’t at a Midsummer party?”

        “Nah, that was more like a, what’s it called… a
            metaphor. A metaphor for how fucked-up Midsummer is. Everyone’s so happy. You have
            to socialize with your family and be happy. It’s somehow so…
            forced.”

        “So the two of you weren’t happy?”

        Sara sits quietly for a long time without speaking and for once holds her
            hands calmly in her lap while she thinks. The only sound in the room is the humming of
            the video camera as it records our conversation. She sighs deeply, and when she starts
            talking again, I can sense her irritation despite the calm, expectant tone of voice.

        “Nah, but I’m sure you get that. I really don’t
            understand where this is supposed to lead. I’ve talked about my old lady at least
            a thousand times. You know
            she’s a drunk. Hello, do I have to write it down for
            you? It was like it always was. Everything was going to be so nice… and
            then… she just drank, and then she started bawling. You know that’s how she
            gets when she drinks. Sad and… like… She’s, like, sorry. Like she
            regrets everything. Like I should sit there and forgive her because she hasn’t
            been a good mother. Do you think I should forgive her?”

        “What do you think?”

        “Nah, I don’t think so. I think it’s unforgivable, what
            she did to me.”

        “So what did you do?”

        Sara shrugs, and I can tell by her posture that she no longer wants to
            talk about either her mom or herself. Her voice has become shrill, and pink patches are
            spreading on her neck like spilled wine on a tablecloth.

        “I split. I can’t stand it when she’s
            bawling.”

        “And then?”

        Sara squirms and lights yet another cigarette.

        “Home, I went home.”

        “And?”

        “But you KNOW what
            happened then. It’s the old bag’s fault. It’s like I
            can’t… can’t breathe when I’ve been there.”

        Now Sara is getting angry. That’s good. I’ll try to hold on to
            that feeling. When Sara is angry, the truth often comes out. The protective shield of
            self-manipulation disappears, replaced by the raw honesty of someone who doesn’t
            have much to lose, who doesn’t care what you think of her.

        “You cut yourself?”

        “Damn straight I cut myself.”

        “Tell me more.” I say.

        “But, seriously, you know what happened.”

        “This is important, Sara.”

        “I cut myself on the arm. Satisfied now?”

        “Sara… listen to me! What you’re describing, what
            you’re feeling, it’s completely understandable. It’s Midsummer, you
            see your mom, she is drunk and asks you for forgiveness, this stirs up a lot of
            emotions. Can you see that?”

        Sara looks down at her fingers, closely studying every fingernail. She
            nods, as if to confirm that she too thinks that maybe her emotions and reactions are
            understandable.

        “The problem is that when you start feeling anxious, you want to cut
            yourself, which is not a good solution, especially not in the long run.”

        Sara nods again. She knows that the cutting, the drinking, the impulsive
            sexual relationships provide relief only for the moment, and that the self-loathing and
            pain come back with redoubled force. Her desperate attempts to try to keep the anxiety
            at bay only seem to increase it.

        “Did you try to do what we talked about before? You know, trying to
            put up with the anxiety. In itself, anxiety is never dangerous. It just feels that way.
            That’s what you have to work with, putting up with that feeling. Just for a while,
            because then it passes.”

        “I know.”

        “And the other times?”

        “What other times?”

        “That you cut yourself.”

        She sighs and looks pointedly out the window. Fury has
            partly been replaced by fatigue in her voice.

        “Oh, yeah. One time I was drunk, so that doesn’t really count.
            I’m not really myself then. It was at a party in Haninge, with a guy from
            work.”

        “Did anything in particular happen at the party that triggered those
            emotions?”

        Sara shrugs and drops yet another cigarette butt in the vase with my by
            now nicotine-poisoned flowers.

        “Try. Sara, this is important. And you have to help. I know
            it’s hard.”

        “There was a guy there…”

        “And?”

        “And, he was a little like Göran.”

        “Your foster dad?”

        “Yeah.” Sara nods. “He touched me like Göran.
            Suddenly… you know I don’t like thinking about that stuff, and when he
            started groping me, grabbing me with his icky hands, it all just came back. I pushed him
            hard, right into a table. He was really loaded, so he fell down and cut his
            eyebrow.”

        “What happened then?”

        “Well, he got really mad. Started yelling and chasing me
            around.”

        Sara suddenly looks exhausted and strangely small in her chair.

        “Listen, it wasn’t really as bad as it sounds. He was loaded,
            did I already say that? He couldn’t get ahold of me. I went home.”

        “And?”

        “And then I did it, okay? Can we talk
            about something else now?”

        “Try to describe how you felt just before you cut
            yourself.”

        “What I felt then? HEL-LO, you KNOW how
            I felt. Like I was about to fall apart. I thought about that
            disgusting guy and about his icky groping and about Göran, and then it felt like I
            was going to fall apart, or that I couldn’t get any air. And then I did it, and
            then it felt better. I felt, like, cleaner. And calm. I could sleep. Okay? Can we talk
            about something else now? I’ve got to go soon anyway. I have an interview for an
            internship. Can we talk next time instead?”

        “Until then I want you to do the homework we talked about,
            Sara.”

        “Sure. So I can leave now?”

        “Go ahead. See you next week.”

•  •  •
      
        I turn off the video camera and sink back in my chair. As always
            after my sessions with Sara, I feel drained. It’s not just due to all the awful
            things she tells me, it’s also because I have to be on my guard the whole
            time—being Sara’s therapist is like walking a tightrope.

        Her background is unfortunately not all that unusual. She grew up in a
            seemingly normal middle-class home in Vällingby, the youngest of three siblings.
            The only thing that was abnormal in her family situation was that her mother had
            problems with alcohol, but she could still function well socially. Sara always says that
            she even benefited from her mother’s drinking at times, when she was younger. Her
            mother kept silent at the parent-teacher meetings, for example, aware that she would
            expose herself as an alcoholic the moment she opened her mouth. She was always wasted
            when Sara came home, never questioned where she had been, why she came home in the
            middle of the night, or now and then where she got her new clothes—clothes her
            parents hadn’t bought for her.

        From an early age, Sara had difficulties concentrating and problems in
            school. In third grade she set fire to the curtains in the gym with a lighter she had
            swiped from the PE teacher (who would always sneak a smoke in the locker room while the
            kids jogged around the schoolyard, lap after lap in the fall rain). In middle school she
            rode in a police car for the first time after she was caught shoplifting at the Konsum
            supermarket. She started seeing older guys and paired up with Steffe, who was eighteen
            when she was thirteen. She got pregnant and had an abortion.

        It was around then that her parents realized they had completely lost
            control and they went to social services to get help. An investigation by the local
            office resulted in Sara’s being assigned a contact person and forced to submit
            regular urine samples. Such measures are usually pretty toothless, and they were in this
            case, too. Sara’s contact person gave up the assignment after
            Sara called her obscene names and spit on her desk. The social worker claimed that she
            felt threatened by Sara, but perhaps the truth was that she got tired of how difficult
            and demanding Sara was, and that not even she could cope with her.

        Aggressive? Absolutely. But I have never seen Sara hurt anyone other than
            herself. She has what might best be described as an unfailing, almost paranormal
            capacity to consistently choose the option most detrimental to her, always following the
            path that causes her the maximum amount of pain. She seems to have a kind of built-in,
            indestructible Via Dolorosa compass in her skull.

        After she offended the social worker, Sara was placed in a foster home.
            When she was fifteen, she was raped repeatedly by her foster father, which led her to do
            the only—from her viewpoint—logical thing: try to run away. She almost
            succeeded several times but was always caught and returned to the foster home by the
            overzealous local police force. That was when the truly destructive behavior
            started—the self-injuring and sexual acting out.

        When Sara was eighteen, she received a real psychiatric diagnosis for the
            first time: borderline personality disorder. As usual, the fact that psychiatry was
            finally able to put a label on what was wrong with her did not help. She got steadily
            worse. Shortly thereafter she was treated at a psychiatric clinic for two months for a
            presumably drug-induced psychosis-like condition. Sara herself usually refers to the
            psych clinic as “hell,” and I assume that in her descent there she more or
            less gave up any ambition of having a normal life, a “Svensson” life, as she
            always called it. In Sara’s case, the stint at the psychiatric institution was
            followed by increasingly intense drug abuse, and six months after she was discharged
            from the clinic, she was committed to a facility in Norrtälje for treatment with
            special focus on her drug problems, which at that point primarily consisted of abuse of
            amphetamines and synthetic hallucinogens.

        Then something happened. It’s not clear what. Not even Sara can
            explain it, other than that she decided to live. So as not to die.

        And today? Drug-free for two years and living in her own apartment in Midsommarkransen. Unemployed. Single. With many friends and even
            more boyfriends.

        Sara is truly a veteran within psychiatry. She has been analyzed from
            every which way: by psychiatric outpatient clinics and in institutional care. She has
            met more social workers, caseworkers, psychologists, and psychiatrists than I have had
            patients. This creates an obligation. Sometimes it feels as if she is evaluating me and
            my analysis, categorizing me and sorting me into a mental ranking of shrinks. She makes
            comments that undoubtedly are derived from conversations with my predecessors: “I
            see, but have you taken into account the increasing sibling rivalry that was the result
            of my parents’ early separation?” or “I realize this sounds really
            Oedipal, but sometimes I actually thought Göran loved me in that way.”

        I think of Sara’s thin, scarred legs and arms. They resemble a
            railroad yard where the tracks sometimes cross each other, sometimes run parallel. Girls
            who cut themselves to relieve their anxiety are often called “cutters.”

        But obviously Sara is much more than a psychiatric diagnosis. She is
            intelligent, an expert at manipulation, and, actually, pretty entertaining when she is
            in the right mood. Now she needs to be rehabilitated once again. To the kind of normal life she has never had and never expected to have.

        I put my hand on her file—as thick as a Bible—complete with
            investigations from social service agencies, case records from the psychiatric
            outpatient clinic and institutional care. I browse through the documents absentmindedly.
            My gaze stops at the notes from St. Göran’s Hospital, from the time when Sara
            was admitted to the psych ward.

         

                  Patient: Sara Matteus, ID no. 82 11 23–0424

                Reason for admission: Pat. comes to psych. ER 6:37 p.m. via
            Norrmalm police after having been taken into custody for shoplifting in the Twilfit
            store, Gallerian. As pat. acted confused and aggressive, police brought pat. to psych.
            ER.

                Current: Pat. is an 18-year-old woman with drug problems and
            anxiety disorder UNS. She has previously been in contact both with
            CAP and psychiatric outpatient (Vällingby outpatient clinic). Presently pat. has no
            psychiatric contact and is not on medication. Pat. states that she does not feel well
            and wants help. She is oriented for brief periods and then complains of severe anxiety
            and also says that she has taken drugs but cannot remember what. Otherwise aggressive
            and expresses paranoid compulsive ideas that she is being persecuted by social services
            and police. Pat. shows signs of self-injuring behavior (scars and wounds on forearms and
            inside of thighs).

         

        I sigh and let go of the heavy file, causing the documents to fall on
            the floor with a dull thud. I’ve had my dose of Sara Matteus for the day.
            It’s time to air out the office and see Ilja, the Russian mother of a small child
            who met her Swedish husband on the Internet. The woman who is doing so well in Sweden
            and already speaks fluent Swedish. The woman who is so capable and well-adjusted, and
            works as an OR nurse at Sophiahemmet, but who suffers from an irrepressible compulsion
            to hide all the knives and scissors in the family’s garden shed out of fear of
            hurting her baby with a sharp object.
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It seems so idyllic.

My small house is a stone’s throw from the shore. Large French windows cover the side facing the water—the house gets a lot of light. The floors are made of old, wide, worn pine boards separated by deep cracks filled to the brim with decades of dust. In the kitchen, the original 1950s cabinets with sloping blue plywood sliding doors live awkwardly side by side with new appliances. The bedroom faces the cliffs on the one side of the point, and through the large window the sea is visible on the other even when I’m lying on the bed, which is much too wide for me. The bathroom is in a separate building, in what was once a little woodshed. To get there I have to go out the door at the front of the house and pass through flower beds of dog roses.

In front of the house is a small expanse of lawn. Undisciplined and overgrown, it makes all traditional lawn activities impossible. I have trampled down two narrow paths through the wild vegetation: one to the lopsided old pier and one to the rocks. By the shore, red-leaved sedum grows among the heather and thyme. Small wind-whipped pines border the large rocks before the forest begins. Even though I live less than an hour from Stockholm, my closest neighbor is almost half a mile away.

It was Stefan’s idea to live like this, spartan and close to nature, close to diving sites. It seemed like a good idea. At the time. No dreams were too naïve, no ideas too wild for me then. Now I don’t know anymore. Along with the solitude, a strange passivity has come; changing lightbulbs is suddenly a major task and repainting the woodshed feels like an unachievable enterprise, impossible to break down into manageable stages of work. But moving isn’t an option either. I wouldn’t know where to begin.

My friends usually observe me with a mixture of compassion and horror when they visit. They think I ought to clear out Stefan’s things: the razor in the bathroom, the diving equipment in the shed, the clothes in the closet, the watch on the nightstand that I hold at night when the sense of loss is too great.

“You can’t live in a mausoleum,” Aina always says, gently tousling my short hair.

She’s right, of course. I ought to clear out Stefan’s things. I ought to clear out Stefan.

“You’re working way too much,” she says then, and sighs. “Come out with me this weekend.”

I always thank her and decline. There’s so much to do with the house and so many patient protocols to be written. Papers to be sorted. Upon hearing this, Aina always smiles as if she knows I’m lying, which of course I am.

Sometimes Aina stays with me instead of spending the weekend in the noisy bars of Södermalm in the company of men whose names she quickly forgets. We eat mussels cooked in wine, drink lots of cheap white wine, and talk about our patients or Aina’s guys—or about nothing in particular. We jump naked from the rocks into the water and listen to David Bowie at too high a volume while the forest animals watch in horror.

After she leaves, the house feels even emptier than before, with its windows gaping like big vacant holes toward the sea, and the deafening silence. I always wake up with a hangover and, because I’m too lazy to go shopping, I often end up eating vanilla ice cream for lunch and pasta with ketchup for dinner—with a couple of glasses of wine. When evening comes, I always make sure I turn on all the lights—because I don’t like darkness. It’s as if the absence of light erases the boundary between me and the world around me, which frightens me more than I want to admit and brings forth the feeling I know best of all: fear.

I have dealt with fear for many years now, and without exaggeration I can say that we are close, so close that I no longer notice when he arrives in the twilight. Instead, I receive him with resignation, like an old, if unwelcome, acquaintance.

And that is why I sleep with all the lights on.
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So I’m a therapist. On the door to the practice a shiny brass nameplate clearly states: SÖDERMALM PSYCHOTHERAPY PRACTICE. CERT. PSYCHOLOGIST, CERT. PSYCHOTHERAPIST. SIRI BERGMAN.

I sometimes wonder how my patients would react if they knew that the seemingly calm, competent woman they turn to with their secrets and fears cannot sleep alone in a dark house. What would they think about my inability to confront my own phobias, when I demand that they approach theirs head on? These thoughts make me feel ashamed; I’m a bad therapist, I’ve failed, I should have gotten over it, it’s in the past.

I should have moved on.

Aina always laughs at me and attributes my worries to my need for control and my perfectionism. “You are not your profession,” she says. “Being a therapist is not a stupid calling. You come here and see your four patients a day and then you go home and be Siri. Being a depressed, passive failure with phobias can make you a better therapist, damn it. Just as long as you aren’t that way with your patients. By the way, you should have learned about this during the first semester of psychology.”

And Aina ought to know, because her name appears under mine on the shiny brass plate: AINA DAVIDSSON. CERTIFIED PSYCHOLOGIST. CERTIFIED PSYCHOTHERAPIST.

Aina and Siri. A team since those first nervous weeks at Stockholm University. The strange thing is not that we’re still friends but that we made our dream of starting our own practice a reality. We have one other colleague, Sven Widelius, an old fox who has worked as a therapist for more than twenty years, with whom we share the office, a receptionist, and a break room. Our collaboration with him extends no farther than this. The practice is by Medborgarplatsen, in the same building as the futuristic premises of Söderhallarna, just a few floors up.

Every weekday morning I stop and catch my breath after running up the stairs. I look at the polished nameplate, think, hesitate, and then put the key in the lock.

And today is no different from the rest. It is the middle of August. The summer has been intensely beautiful in a dangerous, slightly erotic way. The scents and odors of nature are sultry sweet and suffocating, reinforced by the oppressive heat. In the city, the metallic odor of car exhaust and air pollution blends with the scents of cooking from restaurants and hot dog stands. And in the midst of this cacophony of aromas, it’s there—the unmistakable smell of decomposition.

Both in the city and out at my home, the vegetation quivers with intensity and the air is filled with thousands of flying insects. I can hear the sound of creeping, wriggling, primitive life as I walk between the bus stop and my home. The green carpet of the forest vibrates with the movements of millions of bugs, and every step I take crushes innumerable small organisms, creating new biotopes of trampled-down moss and squashed ants and beetles. For me, the fleshy sensuality of summer is the high point of the year.

But summer is also demanding. We must partake in happiness and social life, friendly gatherings and vacation. This year, my summer has consisted of a required stay at Mom and Dad’s cabin in the forests of Sörmland. For one week I was forced to listen to my parents’ and siblings’ concerns and fretting, before they dared let me go home again. I could see the fear just behind Mom’s smile and in my sisters’ way of treating me, as if I were made of brittle porcelain. And there was panic right below the surface of my dad’s attempts at conversation. I doubt that anyone really missed me when I finally went home.

The rest of the summer I spent sitting in my garden, looking out over the sea, thinking about taking up diving again. The equipment is here. I have the experience. I miss the feeling of immersing myself in another world—perhaps a better one. Diving doesn’t frighten me, despite all that’s happened, but I don’t have the energy to maintain the commitment that’s required. And I don’t want to have to see old friends from that period of my life.

Instead I puttered aimlessly about the flowerbeds and drank wine, played with the fat farm cat, Ziggy, who made a home for himself in my house a year or so ago, and endured the endless space of time called summer.

Until now.

It is my fourth day of work. Day four. With four appointments.

Marianne is at the reception desk. A part-time secretary is a luxury we don’t really need but indulge ourselves in anyway. She has only been with us for a year, but her work ethic makes the rest of us look downright lazy. She has transformed the office into a professionally run operation, where the patients always get written notices and the bills get paid on time.

Marianne. How would we manage without her? She grins as I come in, her short blond hair curling at her forehead.

“Siri! Now we’re at full capacity today, too! You have a cancellation at ten o’clock.”

She immediately looks regretful, as if it were her fault that Siv Malmstedt is no longer coming. If I had to guess, Siv has canceled in order to avoid being exposed to a two-hour subway ride. Marianne, who is familiar with the procedures, informs me that a bill has been sent and that Siv still wants her usual time next Thursday.

The practice is small but cozy. We have three consultation rooms, a reception desk, and a small kitchen where we make coffee. At the far end of the practice is a bathroom with a shower. My office is casually called the Green Room, because the walls are painted a soft lime-blossom color, in an effort to evoke a peaceful atmosphere. Otherwise it looks like any therapist’s office: two chairs at an angle to each other, a small table with a hand-blown glass flower vase, and a box of tissues that signals that here you can open up, let go of your feelings, and cry.

A whiteboard is mounted on the wall, which is otherwise decorated with neutral lithographs by the usual suspects. What possibly distinguishes my office from most other therapy offices is the old video camera sitting on its tripod. I record the majority of my sessions. Sometimes so the patient can take a copy of the session tape home, sometimes for my own sake.

The tapes are part of the case records and are stored, locked, in a heavy green fireproof cabinet in the reception area. Aina claims that my tapes are further evidence of my need for control and complains that there is less and less space in the cabinet for her own records. I reply that she mustn’t worry, since she never writes notes longer than two lines.

She leaves me alone.
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I had to make her understand. That was how it all started. I had to make her understand what she had done to me. But how could I explain? That at night the pain twisted like a thousand knives in my guts, knives that work their way up through my belly and chest. As if a ravenous predator were eating me up from inside, a massive parasite with razor-sharp teeth and cold, smooth lightning-fast limbs from which it is impossible to free myself.

Would I be able to describe the emptiness and the loss? That every sunrise announced that yet another meaningless day was approaching. Meaningless hours filled with equally meaningless activities awaiting nothing. And with every day the distance increased. The distance from Her.

Would I be able to explain that my dreams were so intense and real that I wept with disappointment when I woke up, bathed in sweat like in a fever?

Can you get someone else to understand something like that anyway? And even if I succeeded, what good would it do?

Really?
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Date: August 16



Time: 1:00 p.m.

Place: Green Room, the practice

Patient: Charlotte Mimer

“Charlotte, I think we should start by looking at how things have been going for you over the summer. It’s been a long summer break.”

“I think the summer was just fine. I’ll be happy to show you my entries.”

Charlotte Mimer bends over her briefcase and pulls out a folder where the pages of her food diary are in perfect order. I note that as usual she has made all her entries with the same pen and in her signature tidy handwriting. Charlotte hands over the folder to me as she pushes her well-coiffed brown hair behind one ear. I see that she is expectant and proud, and I feel happy for her sake.

“Let’s start by looking at the entries from June.”

This summer I had asked Charlotte to take notes about every meal: where she was, what she ate, and how much. And at the end of each meal she would assess her uneasiness and distress. For an individual with a serious eating disorder, ordinary mealtimes often give rise to strong anxiety; food is associated with fat. To avoid this feeling, certain destructive behaviors develop and may last for years: starvation, vomiting, and excessive exercise. The patient may not even be aware that all this leads to renewed bingeing, and yet the anxiety is so strong and painful that for the moment it doesn’t matter. It’s a vicious cycle.

I pick up Charlotte’s meticulous food diary and look through the entries for June. Regular mealtimes, no high-anxiety estimates after finished meals, no overeating, no vomiting.

“Can you tell me about it?” I ask.

“I don’t know… it just went fine. Suddenly it was… easy.”

Charlotte is about forty years old and successful in business. She works as a marketing manager at a large international company. She has struggled with eating disorders in silence for almost twenty-five years. It was only when her dentist confronted her about the corrosion damage to her teeth that she sought help. She has been in treatment since the end of April and is something of a model patient. Just as she is a perfect marketing manager, she is also the perfect psychotherapy patient. Her major problems seem to stem from the incredibly high demands she places on herself. Charlotte is scared to death of failing. So far we have touched on this only peripherally, working on reducing her bingeing and vomiting. In contrast to Sara Matteus, Charlotte seems to spread energy around her. Her fear of being incompetent or inadequate makes me feel accomplished and capable.

We continue to study Charlotte’s notes. July, August: low anxiety, no vomiting. We find ourselves laughing together, and Charlotte finally gets the praise she so desires, and that she also deserves.

“There was something else, too.”

Charlotte looks hesitant. She squirms in the 1950s-style Lamino chair and, as always when she is worried, she starts wiggling one foot, today clad in a Tod’s loafer. I suspect this is a type of shoe I could never afford.

“Tell me!”

“I don’t know…”

Charlotte suddenly looks as if she is keeping a secret. A secret that she will soon tell me. You see, that’s the way it works: They tell me all their secrets in the little green room.

“I don’t know if it has to do with therapy exactly. I’ve been thinking, you know, about life.”

Charlotte stops herself and a blush creeps up her neck. I realize that it takes a lot of courage for her to bring up what she now wants to say.

“I’ve spent… how many years is it really—good Lord, twenty-five, maybe?—devoting all my time to thinking about food. And about my body. And about my stomach. And about my thighs. And about going to the gym. When I wasn’t doing that, I was working. Work. Body. Food. I’m the youngest, most successful marketing manager at the whole company, but I have no life. No real life. No friends. No close friends, anyway. No husband. No children. I’ve been so preoccupied with making myself perfect that I’ve forgotten why I wanted to be perfect. I wanted… to be… loved. I want to be loved. And now it’s too late.”

The tears have burst forth and are running down Charlotte’s blushing cheeks like little streams. She sniffs and takes several tissues from the box. Blows her nose, dries her tears, and cries some more. I push the box across the table toward her and place my hand lightly on her arm.

“Charlotte.” I catch her gaze. “It’s not unusual to feel this way when you’re going through what you are right now… You’ve been handicapped, held back by a severe illness, and now you’re starting to get healthy. Of course there will be insight into the years you’ve missed. It’s not strange. It’s good. What I want to know is why you say it’s too late now.”

She sits silently while inspecting the wall above my head before answering in a cracked voice.

“Old, I’m getting old. And it’s as if I can’t understand it, can’t take it in. It’s like I’m just waiting to… that I’ll be young again.”

“Young again?”

“Well, by spring maybe?” she says and smiles—a crooked, melancholy smile, filled with pain.

I smile back. The thought sounds familiar somehow, as if time were a channel, where it was possible to travel in both directions under controlled circumstances, instead of a waterfall. She shrugs slowly and fixes me with a dejected look.

“Who will want me now… I am… maybe I can’t even have children now.”

Charlotte’s sorrow. Charlotte’s fear. So close to my own. No children. Too late. No husband. No idea. Never again.

I try to collect Charlotte’s thoughts and do something with them. Get her to look at them from outside. Objectively. Assess the level of truth in these assertions. We agree on an assignment for Charlotte to work on, and then her forty-five minutes are over and she takes out a brush, pulls it through her hair, and somehow manages to collect herself. When she shakes my hand and says good-bye, the sobbing little girl Charlotte Mimer is no longer there. Out of the room walks marketing manager Charlotte Mimer and I, psychotherapist Siri Bergman, stay behind.

I go to the window and look down at the street. Far below me, on the stone pavement of Medborgarplatsen, a group of preschool children walks by. The August sun is shining like it doesn’t have the sense not to. No noise penetrates my office, but when I close my eyes I can imagine how the children’s voices sound down there. A quiet feeling that I cannot identify fills my chest. Maybe it’s sorrow, maybe it’s only calm and emptiness.
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Evening.

There is a ritual I have to perform every evening. Almost without exception, I bring work home with me. When it’s finished, I go for a swim in the sea. When it’s summer I try to take the opportunity to swim a little. Then I prepare dinner.

Dinner for one.

It’s never elaborate or nutritious: spaghetti with canned tomato sauce, frozen pancakes, Frödinge brand quiche, grilled chicken from the ICA supermarket in Gustavsberg. I don’t even own a cookbook. I drink wine with dinner, carefully clean up after my meal, and then go outside and walk the short stretch between the rosebushes to the bathroom in the shed; I don’t want to risk needing to go outside after the onset of darkness. I call for Ziggy. Sometimes that works. Certain nights he wants to go his own way instead of warming my bed. When I’ve returned to the house, I go through all the rooms and turn on the lights. All the lights: ceiling lamps, bed lamp, desk lamp, even the stove light in the kitchen. I check that the big flashlight is strategically located next to my nightstand. Power outages are not unusual where I live. Then I look out into the darkness through the big windows, which at this time of evening are like empty, black holes.

I fall asleep, deeply and dreamlessly, with the help of a little more wine.

•  •  •

One of my earliest memories from childhood is when my sister locked me in the closet in her room because I had smeared Nutella in the hair of her Cindy doll. I hadn’t planned to transform the doll’s flowing locks into a poop-brown cake of oily, rancid Nutella. The idea was to make Cindy better looking. My mom and my sisters all used face masks and hair packs when they wanted to look really good.

I clearly remember how I begged and pleaded for her to let me out as she roughly and mercilessly shoved me deeper into her closet. “You brat! I’ll kill you if you touch my Cindy again!”

It was dark and stuffy in the closet, the heavy air felt like it was pressing against my face and my thin limbs, forcing me farther and farther back against my will. I remember a faint odor of wool and dust and something else, like rubber.

Haltingly, I made my way in the darkness with my hands stretched out in front of me. Clothes that had been stored away for the summer brushed against my cheeks and the steel edges of a pair of old skis struck me on the shoulder.

My heart was beating faster and faster, and a strange pressure was growing in my chest. My first feeling was surprise rather than fear; it was as if my body became afraid before my intellect understood what was happening, as if I could clearly feel and register all the physiological expressions of fear before I actually realized I was afraid. I heard the hangers screeching against the rod above and instinctively starting waving my arms. Down jackets, cardigans, and old ski clothes tumbled down with dull thuds around me on the floor, and to my own surprise I heard a peculiar shrill sound emerge from my throat. It sounded just like the pigs we had seen when my class went on a field trip to the farm in Flen.

“Aaauuaa,” I screamed.

I then fainted, among the woolen mittens, tracksuits, and neat bundles of My Life’s Story magazine.
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Date: August 21



Time: 3:00 p.m.

Place: Green Room, the practice

Patient: Sara Matteus

“I have to tell you something!”

Sara is eagerly picking at a scab on her forearm with a long, green fingernail. Picks, scrapes, lifts up the scab until pus comes out.

“Of course,” I say encouragingly, studying Sara more closely for the first time since our conversation began. She seems exhilarated and energetic. Manic. Drumming the lighter faster and faster against her pack of cigarettes, she opens her eyes wide. She evidently is having a hard time sitting still. My cynical brain immediately thinks uppers, but I know that’s wrong. Sara is clean.

“I met a guy!”

I look discreetly down at my notebook so that my eyes will not reveal what I’m thinking, but Sara sees through me.

“I know what you’re thinking, but this time it’s different! And I know that now you’re thinking that I say that every time, but this time it’s true. Promise! He’s much older. He has a real job, he’s supersmart. Makes an awful lot of money. But that’s not what matters,” she adds, as if to downplay the fact that the man she has met possesses all the right conventional attributes.

She lowers her voice and whispers dramatically. “He sees me and understands me like no one else has. Don’t be offended, but I can talk with him about the kinds of things I can’t say to anyone else, not even to you. He listens to me for hours. Listens to my harping, you know.”

Sara smiles, lights a cigarette, and slowly shakes her head, making her golden curls dance over her shoulders.

“He wants me to move in with him.”

She says this slowly and in a contemplative tone, but there is also something triumphant in her voice.

I gather my papers together and try not to stare at her flushed cheeks and defiant expression.

“I’m happy for your sake, Sara. Truly. How long have you known this… man?”

Sara looks down at the carpet, resting her upper body against her knees and rocking slowly back and forth.

“Oh, a few weeks. But we’ve been seeing each other a lot. He gave me this bag,” she adds, and as if to prove the legitimacy of the relationship, she holds up an oversized, monogram-patterned Gucci bag.

“He takes me out for dinner.”

I say nothing.

“He’s nice to me.”

Sara shrugs and looks questioningly at me, waiting for validation.

“Sara, you’re a grown-up and hardly need my approval before you start a relationship,” I say, but my tone of voice reveals how worried I really am.

It doesn’t seem right. A middle-aged, successful man courts a young girl with bright green nail polish, a charming borderline personality, and arms and legs zebra-striped with scars from razor blades and knives. I realize to my own surprise that I’m afraid he will exploit Sara.

After the session, I stay sitting for a long time in my green office, looking out the window. During the entire time I’ve been her therapist, Sara has been with one guy after another. Most often they have been her age, usually with problems that resemble hers. Rootless, beat-up young guys with scars from syringes and God knows what else. And other, much worse scars, carved into their very souls. Every time, Sara has been just as enthusiastic, just as infatuated as she is now, and every time it ended the same way: in bottomless, dark despair.

I wish I could prevent this from happening again.
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I met Stefan at a party in a barn outside Eslöv in Skåne seven years ago. It was a lovely but cold midsummer evening. I remember that he had warm hands and that he generously lent me his jacket as we walked through the fields of canola. He fascinated me, which I decided afterward was due, at least in part, to the fact that we were so different. Stefan was tall and blond—I’m small and slender with short black hair and a boyish body. He was constantly happy, never gloomy, had lots of friends, and was always on his way to something. I think I was hoping that a little of his joie de vivre would rub off on me. And it did.

It feels so strange that Stefan isn’t here anymore. But I really believe I have accepted his death. The complete paralysis and the panicky sense of being all alone went away long ago, making room for a gentle, melancholy sorrow and an almost physical emptiness: My body still remembers how soft his skin felt, my hands miss the feeling of touching his thick blond hair, my tongue longs for the salt of the skin on his neck.

So I’m a widow. How can you be a widow when you’re only thirty-four? I always tell anyone who doesn’t know me that I’m single. I don’t want to end up in conversations about the diving accident, or how they know exactly how it feels because the same thing happened to them a hundred years ago, or how it would be good for me to get out more, or something else that would only make me angry anyway.

I never need to explain it to my friends, who already know everything. They let me be and don’t try to fill the silence with meaningless blather. They let me sit in my cottage and sip wine instead of forcing me out to some bar.

For my patients, I am Siri the therapist, and no one ever asks about my private life, which in itself is a relief.

To them, I am a professional spiritual adviser without a past.

I’m comfortable with that.

When Stefan and I met, he was doing his residency at the hospital in Kristianstad and I worked in Stockholm. The back-and-forth between the two cities was really trying. When Stefan was in Stockholm, he stayed with me in my little studio apartment on Luntmakargatan. Then a routine took shape that we would follow for the next year: work and friends during the week, isolation in my apartment on the weekends. We spent that time wrapped up in each other, fused by our longing in my narrow, uncomfortable bed.

All my friends thought Stefan was good for me. He made me blossom and dampened my dark, brooding traits. He had an uncomplicated relationship to the big questions in life and often answered my despondency with statements along the lines of, “If you only got out more you wouldn’t feel like this” or “Stop thinking about that and help me with this plank instead.” He had a way of resolutely but carefully guiding my thoughts away from dark abysses, and I never missed my difficult side. I was never really happy with the way I intellectualized emotions and problems, and so I received his frank, simple manner with joy.

Then Stefan started his specialist training at the Stockholm South General Hospital. No one was surprised when he chose orthopedics. That was so very Stefan. If something was broken, he wanted to fix it, not just study it or talk about why it didn’t work.

When Jenny Andersson, one of my patients, committed suicide, Stefan was a big support. I lost myself in doubt and self-examination, questioning both my choice of profession and my capacity for empathy. Stefan made me realize that it was not my responsibility. In his resolute, analytical way, he explained that if someone truly wanted to take her own life, then neither I nor anyone else could prevent it. I still remember our conversation that evening, as Stefan tucked me in on the couch under the patchwork quilt his grandmother had sewn out of old handkerchiefs in the 1960s.
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