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To you who talk too much and sing too loud and cry too often and love something in life more than you should.






1 Stories


Everyone who knew Benjamin Ovich, particularly those of us who knew him well enough to call him Benji, probably knew deep down that he was never the sort of person who would get a happy ending.

Obviously we still hoped. Dear God, how we hoped. Naive dreams are love’s last line of defense, so somehow we always convince ourselves that no terrible tragedies will ever afflict those we love, and that our people will succeed in escaping fate. For their sakes we dream of eternal life, we wish for superpowers and try to build time machines. We hope. Dear God, how we hope.

But the truth is that stories about boys like Benji hardly ever end with them as old men. They don’t get long stories, and they don’t die peacefully in old people’s homes with their heads resting on soft pillows.

Boys like Benji die young. They die violently.






2 Storms


“Keep it simple.” That’s a common piece of advice in hockey, as it is in life. Never make things more complicated than they need to be, don’t think too much, and ideally not at all. Perhaps that ought to apply to stories like this as well, because it shouldn’t take long to tell, it starts right here and ends in less than two weeks, and how much can happen in two hockey towns during that time? Not much, obviously.



Only everything.



The problem with both hockey and life is that simple moments are rare. All the others are a struggle. This story doesn’t start today, it’s been going on for two years, because that was when Maya Andersson moved away from here. She left Beartown and traveled through Hed on her way south. The two forest communities lie so close to each other and so far from everywhere else that it felt like emigrating. One day Maya will sing that the people who grow up this close to wilderness maybe find it easier to access the wilderness within them, that will probably be both an exaggeration and an understatement, almost everything that’s said about us is. But if you take a trip here and get lost and find yourself in the Bearskin pub, and don’t get slapped for being stupid enough to ask how old she is, or asking for a slice of lemon in your drink, maybe Ramona behind the bar will tell you something important: “Here in the forest, people are more dependent on each other than in the big cities. People are stuck together here, whether we like it or not, so stuck together that if one bugger rolls over too quickly in his sleep, some other bugger loses his shirt on the other side of the district.”

You want to understand this place? Then you need to understand its connections, the way everything and everyone is tied to everything and everyone else by invisible threads of relationships and loyalties and debts: the ice rink and the factory, the hockey team and the politicians, league position and money, sports and employment opportunities, childhood friends and teammates, neighbors and colleagues and families. That’s made people stick together and survive out here, but it’s also made us commit terrible crimes against each other. Ramona won’t tell you everything, no one will do that, but do you want to understand? Truly understand? Then you need to know what led us to this point.

One winter, two and a half years ago, Maya was raped at a party by Kevin Erdahl. The best hockey player anyone had ever seen in these parts up till then. No one uses the word “rape” these days, of course, they speak of “the scandal” or “that thing that happened” or “well, you know…” Everyone is ashamed, no one can forget. The sequence of events that started at that party eventually affected political decisions, and money was moved from one town to another. That in turn led to a spring and summer of terrible betrayals, then to an autumn and winter of violence. It started with a fight in the ice rink and almost ended with war on the streets, the men in black jackets who the police call “hooligans” but who everyone in Beartown knows only as “the Pack” attacked their enemies over in Hed, and the men from Hed responded by setting fire to the Bearskin pub. In their hunt for revenge the Pack lost one young man whom they loved above everything else, Vidar, in a car accident. That was the culmination of everything, the final consequence of years of aggression, after that no one could bear it any longer. Vidar was laid to rest, two men from Hed ended up in prison, and a truce was declared among the hooligans, but also between the towns. The truce has largely held since then, but is feeling more and more fragile with each passing day now.

Kevin and his family moved away from here, they’ll never come back, no one would allow that. The whole of Beartown has done its best to erase all memory of Kevin, and even if no one here would admit it, that was much easier to do after Maya had also packed her bags. She moved all the way to the capital, started studying at the College of Music and almost became a different person, meaning that everyone who was left could talk less and less about “the scandal” until it was almost like it had never happened.

Benji Ovich, who was once best friends with Kevin, also packed his bag. It was much smaller than Maya’s—she left to go somewhere whereas he just left. She sought answers in the light and he in the darkness, she in art and he at the bottom of bottles. Neither of them probably really succeeded.

In the place they left behind, Beartown Hockey was on the brink of collapse. In a town that had always dreamed impossible dreams, hardly anyone dared to dream at all anymore. Peter Andersson, Maya’s dad, resigned as general manager and gave up hockey altogether. The sponsors fled and the council even discussed shutting down the entire club and letting Hed Hockey take over all the resources and grants. In fact it was only at the very last minute that Beartown was saved by new money and stubborn local businessmen. The factory’s new owners saw the club as a way of being accepted by the local community, and an optimistic politician named Richard Theo saw an opportunity to win votes, and between them just enough capital was conjured up in time to prevent the club’s demise. At the same time the old committee members were replaced, meetings about the club’s “brand” took place, and soon they were able to proudly present an entirely new “values system.” Brochures were sent out with the wheedling message: “It isn’t just easy to sponsor Beartown Hockey, it’s also the right thing to do!” And against all odds things did actually turn around, first on the ice, then outside the rink. Beartown’s coach, Elisabeth Zackell, applied for a job with a larger club but didn’t get it—the job went to Hed’s coach instead, so he left the forest and took several of Hed’s best players with him. Suddenly Hed was without a coach, and was soon digging in the same trench of plots and power struggles that all clubs in that situation seem to end up in. In the meantime Zackell put together a new team in Beartown, appointed a young man named Bobo assistant coach, and gathered a ragtag band of players with a sixteen-year-old called Amat at their head. Amat is now eighteen and easily the biggest star in the whole district, such a serious talent that there were rumors last winter that he was going to be drafted to the NHL and turn professional in North America. He dominated every game throughout the whole of last season until he got injured in the spring, and if that hadn’t happened the whole town was convinced that Beartown would have won the league and been promoted to a higher division. And if Hed hadn’t managed to gain a few miraculous points from their final matches they would have come in at the bottom and been relegated to a lower division.

So everything that seemed so utterly improbable when Maya and Benji left now feels, two years later, like merely a question of time: the green town is on the way up and the red town is on the way down. Every month Beartown seems to gain new sponsors and Hed has fewer, Beartown’s rink has been renovated while the roof of Hed’s is close to collapse. The biggest employers in Beartown, the factory and the supermarket, are advertising for staff again. The largest employer in Hed, the hospital, has to make cutbacks every year. Now it’s Beartown that has the money, this is where the jobs are, we’re the winners.

Do you want to understand? Then you need to understand that this is about more than maps. From above we probably look just like two ordinary forest towns, hardly more than villages in some people’s eyes. The only thing that actually separates Beartown and Hed is a winding road through the trees. It doesn’t even look that long, but you’ll soon learn that it’s a serious walk if you turn up and try it when the temperature’s below freezing and there’s a headwind—and there aren’t any other sort of temperatures and winds here. We hate Hed and Hed hates us. If we win every other hockey game throughout the entire season but lose just one game against them, it feels like a failed season. It isn’t enough for things to go well for us, things also need to go to hell for them, only then can we be properly happy. Beartown plays in green jerseys with a bear on them, and Hed plays in red with a bull, which sounds simple, but the colors make it impossible to say where hockey problems end and all the other problems start. There isn’t a single picket fence in Beartown that’s painted red, and not one in Hed that’s painted green, regardless of whether the home owner is interested in hockey or not, so no one knows if the hockey clubs took their colors from the fences or vice versa. If the hate gave rise to the clubs, or if the clubs gave rise to the hate. You want to understand hockey towns? Then you need to understand that here, sport is about much more than sport.

But do you want to understand the people? Really understand them? Then you also need to understand that very soon a terrible natural disaster is going to destroy things we love. Because while we may live in a hockey town, first and foremost we are forest folk. We are surrounded by trees and rocks and land that has seen species arise and be wiped out over thousands of years, we may pretend that we’re big and strong, but we can’t fight the environment. One day the wind starts blowing here, and during the night that follows it feels like it’s never going to stop.

Soon Maya will sing songs about us, we who are close to wilderness, inside and out. She will sing that the place where she grew up is defined by tragedies, the ones that hit us, and the ones we were guilty of instigating. She will sing about this autumn, when the forest turns against us with full force. She will sing that all communities are the sum of their choices and that all that holds us together in the end are our stories. She will sing:


It started with a storm



It’s the worst storm in a generation in these parts. Maybe we say that about every storm, but this one was beyond compare. It’s been said that the snow might be late this year, but that the winds are early, August ends with sultry, ominous heat before autumn kicks the door in at the end of the month and the temperature tumbles in free fall. The natural world around us becomes erratic and aggressive, the dogs and hunters feel it first, but soon everyone else does too. We notice the warnings, yet still the storm arrives with such force that it knocks the breath out of us. It devastates the forest and blocks out the sky, it attacks our homes and our towns like a grown man beating a child. Ancient tree trunks collapse, trees that have stood as immovable as rocks are suddenly no stronger than blades of grass beneath someone’s foot, the wind roars so loudly in our ears that the people nearby just see the trees fall without even hearing them crack. In among the houses, roof panels and tiles are torn off and thrown heavily through the air, razor-sharp projectiles hunting out anyone who is simply trying to get home. The forest falls across roads until it is as impossible to get here as it is to leave, the power cuts that follow leave the towns blind at night, and cell phones only work intermittently. Anybody who manages to get hold of anyone they love yells the same thing into their phone: stay indoors, stay indoors!

But one young man from Beartown is driving, panic-stricken, in a small car along narrow roads to reach the hospital in Hed. He doesn’t dare really leave home, but he doesn’t dare stay either, his pregnant wife is sitting beside him and it’s time now, storm or no storm. He prays to God the way atheists in the trenches do, she screams as the tree crashes mercilessly onto the hood and the metal crumples so violently that she’s thrown against the windshield. No one hears them.






3 Firemen


Do you want to understand the people who live in two hockey towns? Really understand them? Then you need to know the worst that they are capable of.



The wind isn’t whistling across the building on the outskirts of Hed, it’s howling. The walls are sucked outward, the floor is vibrating, making the red Hed Hockey jerseys and pennants hanging all around the walls swing. In hindsight, the four children in the house will say that it felt like the universe was trying to kill them. Tess is the oldest, seventeen, followed by fifteen-year-old Tobias, thirteen-year-old Ted, and seven-year-old Ture. They’re scared, like all children, but they’re awake and prepared, because they aren’t altogether like other children. Their mother is a midwife, their dad’s a fireman, and sometimes it feels like crises are the only occasions in which this family truly functions. As soon as they realized what was happening the children were out in the yard gathering together the patio furniture and swings and climbing frame so that they wouldn’t be thrown through the windows when the wind caught hold of them. Their dad, Johnny, ran off to help in a yard down the street. Their mother, Hannah, called everyone they knew to ask if they wanted anything. That was a lot of calls, because they seem to know everyone, both of them were born and raised in Hed, and seeing as one works at the fire station and the other at the hospital, there isn’t really anyone who doesn’t know who they are. This is their community, their children learned to ride their bikes in the same cul-de-sac where they themselves learned, and are being brought up according to simple principles: love your family, work hard, be happy when Hed Hockey wins a game, and even happier when Beartown Hockey take a thrashing. Help people who need help, be a good neighbor, and never forget where you come from. The parents don’t teach this last point to their children by saying it, but by doing it. They teach them that you can argue about everything, but when it really matters you stick together, because no one stands a chance if they’re alone.

The storm outside the window interrupted a different sort of storm inside, the parents were having another one of their fights, one of the worst. Hannah is a small, slight woman and she’s standing by the kitchen window biting her cheeks now, rubbing her bruises. She’s married to an idiot. Johnny is tall and broad-shouldered, with a thick beard and heavy fists. As a hockey player he was known for being the first to drop his gloves and start fighting, the mad bull in Hed Hockey’s badge could easily have been a caricature of him. He’s fiery and stubborn, old-fashioned and prejudiced, one of those stereotypically mouthy high school guys who never really grew up. He played hockey as long as they let him, then he became a fireman, swapped one locker room for another, and carried on competing in everything: who can bench-press the most, run faster through the forest, drink the most beer at the barbeque. She knew from the very first day with him that what made him charming could turn dangerous one day, sore losers can become aggressive, a passionate temperament can turn to violence. “A long fuse but a lot of powder, they’re the worst,” as her father-in-law used to say. There’s a vase in the hall that was once smashed into a hundred pieces, then carefully glued back together again, so that Hannah wouldn’t forget.

Johnny comes in from the yard. He glances at her to see if she’s still upset. Their fights always end like this, because she’s married to an idiot and he never listens, so something always gets broken.

She often thinks about how he tries to persuade everyone how tough he is, but how incredibly sensitive and thin-skinned he can actually be. When Hed Hockey gets beaten it’s as if he gets beaten too. Back in the spring, when the local paper said “Beartown Hockey represents the future, while Hed Hockey stands for everything old-fashioned and obsolete,” he took it personally, as if they had simultaneously said that his entire life and all his values were wrong. The club is the town, and the town is his family—that’s how unshakably loyal he is, and it always brings out the most extreme in him. He always tries to act tough, never show any fear, always the first to run toward disaster.

A few years ago the country suffered terrible forest fires, neither Hed nor Beartown was directly affected, but things were really bad just a couple of hours away. Johnny, Hannah, and the children were on holiday for the first time in ages, they were on their way to a water park down south when they heard the news on the radio. The argument started before his phone even rang, because Hannah knew the moment it rang that he’d turn the car around. The children huddled in their seats in the back of the van because they’d seen this before: the same argument, the same yelling, the same clenched fists. Married to an idiot.

Each day Johnny was away at the forest fires the images on the television news got worse and worse, and every evening Hannah had to pretend she wasn’t at all worried as the children cried themselves to sleep, and every night she went to pieces alone by the kitchen window. Then, at last, he came home, after what might have been one week but which felt like a hundred, emaciated and so filthy that some of it never quite seemed to wash off his skin. She stood in the kitchen and watched as he got out of a car down by the junction and staggered the last bit of the way on his own, looking like he might crumble into a heap of dust at any moment. Hannah ran to the kitchen door but the children had already seen him, they flew downstairs and pushed past her, tripping over each other on the way out. Hannah stayed by the window and watched as they threw themselves into Johnny’s arms until all four of them were clinging to his huge frame like monkeys: Tobias and Ted around his neck, Tess on his back and little Ture clinging to one arm. Their dad was filthy, sweaty, and exhausted, but he still picked all four of them up and carried them into the house as if they didn’t weigh anything. That night he slept on a mattress in Ture’s room, and all the other kids ended up dragging their own mattresses in there too, and it took four nights before Hannah got him back. Before she even felt his arms around her, breathing through his sweater once more. The last morning she was so jealous of her own children and so angry with herself and so tired of holding all her feelings in that she threw that damn vase on the floor.

She glued it back together again, and no one in the family dared speak to her until she was finished. Then her husband sat down beside her on the floor, as usual, and whispered: “Don’t be cross with me, I can’t bear it when you’re cross with me.” Her voice felt like it was breaking when she managed to reply: “It wasn’t even your fire, darling, it wasn’t even HERE!” He leaned forward cautiously, she felt his breath on the palms of her hands as he kissed them, then he said: “Any fire is my fire.” How she hated and worshipped the idiot for that. “Your job is to come home. Your only job is to come home,” she reminded him, and he smiled: “I’m here, aren’t I?” She hit him as hard as she could on his shoulder. She’s met so many idiotic men who tell themselves that they’re the sort who would be first into a burning building to rescue other people, but her idiot is the sort of idiot who actually does that. So they have the same argument every time he goes, because every time she gets just as angry with herself for getting so scared. It always ends with her breaking something. It was a vase that time, and today it was her own knuckles. When the storm began and he immediately went to charge his phone so he was ready, she slammed her fist down onto the sink. Now she’s rubbing the bruises and swearing. She wants him to go, but she hates it at the same time, and this is how it comes out.

He comes into the kitchen, she feels his beard against the back of her neck. He thinks he’s so tough and hard, but really he’s more sensitive than anyone, that’s why he never yells back at her. The storm beats against the window and they both know that the phone will soon ring and he’ll have to leave and then she’ll get angry again. “You need to get worried the day she stops being angry with you, because that will mean she doesn’t love you anymore,” Johnny’s dad told him when they got married. “A long fuse but a lot of powder in that woman, so watch out!” his dad had said with a laugh.

Hannah may be married to an idiot, but she’s hardly that much better herself, her moods can drive Johnny to the brink of exhaustion, and her chaotic behavior drives him mad. He panics when things aren’t in the right place so he knows where everything is, that goes for the fire engine and his wardrobe and the kitchen drawer, and he married someone who doesn’t even think you need to have fixed sides in bed. Hannah went and lay down on one side one night, then on the other side the next night, and he didn’t even know where to start with his frustration. Who doesn’t have fixed sides in bed? And she walks into the house with her shoes on, and doesn’t rinse the sink after her, and swaps the butter knives and cheese slicers around so that every damn breakfast turns into a treasure hunt. She’s worse than the kids.

But now, as she reaches up with her hand and runs her fingers through his beard and his hands clasp together on her stomach, none of that matters. They’ve gotten used to each other. She’s accepted that life with a fireman has a rhythm that other people can never understand. For instance, she’s learned to pee in the dark, because the first few times after they moved in together when she turned the light on in the middle of the night, he woke with a start, thinking it was the light at the station alerting them to a call out. He flew out of bed and got dressed and made it all the way out to the car before she caught up with him wearing just her underwear, wondering what the hell he was doing. It took several more confused nights before she accepted that he wasn’t able to stop behaving like that, and realized that deep down she didn’t really want him to either.

He’s the sort of person who runs toward a fire. No hesitation, no questions, he just runs. People like that are rare, but you know who they are when you see them.



Ana is eighteen years old. She peers out of the window of her dad’s house on the outskirts of Beartown. She’s limping slightly because she recently injured her knee at martial arts training after a boy the same age said something about girls not being able to kick properly. She cracked his ribs with a kick, then kneed him in the head, and even if his head was empty it was still hard, so now she’s limping. She’s always had a lightning-fast body but slow judgment, she’s bad at reading people but good at reading nature. She can see the trees moving outside the window now, she noticed them this morning and knew that the storm was on its way long before most other people. Children of dads who are good hunters eventually learn to feel that sort of thing, and there’s no better hunter around here than her dad. That man has spent so much time in the forest that he often forgets the difference between a hunting radio and a telephone, and says “over” at the end of each sentence when the phone rings at home. So Ana learned to crawl and walk in that forest, it was the only way she could be with him. The forest was her playground and her school, he taught her everything about wild creatures and the invisible forces of the earth and the air. That was his gift of love to her. When she was little he showed her how to track prey, how to shoot, and when she got older he took her along on searches when the council called him after accidents involving game animals, when wounded animals needed to be found and put down. If you live surrounded by forest you learn to protect it, but also how it can protect you. In the end you look forward to the same things as the plants, like spring and warmth, but you also fear the same things: fire, of course, but now, almost even more, the wind. Because the wind can’t be stopped or extinguished, tree trunks and skin don’t stop it, the wind crushes and snaps and kills whatever it wants.

So Ana could hear the storm in the treetops and sense it in her chest when everything was still calm and quiet out there. She filled all the tubs and buckets with water, fetched the paraffin stove from the cellar and put new batteries in the headlamps, dug out candles and matches. And finally she chopped wood, mechanically and determinedly for several hours, and hauled it into the main room. Now, as the storm reaches Beartown, she closes the windows and doors, noisily does the dishes in the kitchen, and plays her best friend Maya’s songs on the stereo, because her voice calms Ana, and because the sound of Ana doing everyday things calms the dogs. When she was little they used to protect her, but now it’s the other way around. If you ask Maya who Ana is, she’ll reply: “A fighter.” But she doesn’t just say that because Ana can beat the shit out of anyone, but because life has tried to beat the shit out of Ana since she was born, only it never stood a chance. Ana is unbreakable.

She’s in the last year of high school in Beartown, but she’s been an adult for a long time, the daughters of parents who take refuge in the bottom of bottles grow up faster. When Ana was little her dad taught her to watch the fire in the open hearth, to put more wood on at just the right time, to make sure it never burned out completely. When he has one of his episodes, sometimes for days, sometimes for months, he watches over his drinking in the same way. He never gets mean, never even gets loud, he’s just never properly sober. He’ll sleep through the whole of this storm, snoring in his chair in the living room surrounded by Ana’s martial arts trophies that he’s so proud of, and all the photographs of her as a child, which she has so carefully cut her mother out of. He’s too drunk to hear the phone ring. Ana is washing up, and turns up the volume of the stereo, the dogs are lying at her feet, they don’t hear it either. The telephone rings and rings and rings.



Eventually the doorbell rings instead.



“It’s nothing to worry about, just a bit of wind,” Johnny whispers. Hannah tries to believe that. He’s not going off to fight a fire this time, he and the other firemen are setting out with chain saws to clear a path through the fallen trees so that the other emergency vehicles and responders can get through. He often complains that being a fireman means being a lumberjack ninety percent of the time, but she knows he still takes pride in that. He belongs to this forest.

She turns around and stretches up on tiptoe and nips him on the cheek with her teeth, and his knees buckle. He’s biggest and strongest pretty much everywhere he goes, but no matter what other people might think, he knows that if the children were on the other side of a fire, she’d be quicker than him. She’s complicated and unruly and argumentative and really not very easy to please, but he loves her most of all for her brutally uncompromising protective instinct. “We help those we can,” she always whispers in his ear after the very worst days, when he’s lost someone at work, or when she has. As a fireman he has to be prepared to see death in every stage of life, but as a midwife she sees it in the very worst moments: the first seconds of life. When she says those words they are both a consolation and a way of reminding them both of their duty. We help if we can, when we can, to the extent that we can. It’s a particular sort of job, but also a particular sort of person.

Slowly he lets go of her, he never gets used to the fact that a messy troublemaker like her can still turn him upside down. He goes and checks that his phone is charging and she watches him for a long time, she never gets used to the fact that a nagging pedant like him can still, after twenty years, be the sort of person she wants to rip the clothes off of if he so much as looks at her.

She hears the phone out in the hall. It’s time. She closes her eyes and curses to herself, promises herself that she’s not going to fight with him. He never promises to come home safely, because that would be bad luck. Instead he always says that he loves her, over and over again, and she replies: “Good thing too.” The phone goes on ringing, she thinks he must be in the bathroom seeing as he hasn’t answered it, so she yells his name because the windows are already rattling loudly from the wind. The children are lined up on the stairs to give him a good-bye hug. Tess has her arms around her three younger brothers: Tobias, Ted, Ture. Their dad thinks it’s ridiculous that they all have names that start with the same letter, but when he and their mother first fell in love, he agreed that she could name the children if he could name the dogs. They never got a dog. She’s always been a better negotiator.

Ture is crying into Tess’s sweater, none of his siblings tell him to stop. They used to cry too when they were little, because you don’t just have one member of the family who’s a fireman, it doesn’t work like that, the whole family is in the fire service. They don’t have the luxury of thinking “it doesn’t happen to us,” they have to know better. So the parents’ agreement is simple: never put themselves in danger at the same time. The children must always have one parent left if the worst were to happen.

Johnny is standing in the hall, raising his voice to speak into the phone, in the end he’s shouting, but there’s no one there. He thinks he must have pressed the wrong button by mistake so he checks the call log, but no one has called since he rang his mother ten minutes ago. It takes several rings before he realizes that it isn’t his phone ringing, it’s hers. Hannah picks it up, slightly confused, stares at the number, hears her boss’s voice at the other end of the line. Thirty seconds later she starts running.



Do you want to understand people? Really understand them? Then you need to know all the best that we are capable of.






4 Savages


Benji will be woken up by a bang. He won’t know where he is when he sits up, his hangover will mess up all sense of scale and he’ll feel too big for the room, as if he’s woken up in a doll’s house. That’s nothing unusual, it’s been going on for a long time, every morning these days he seems to open his eyes surprised that he’s still alive.

It will be the day after the storm, but he won’t know that yet, he won’t know if he’s forgotten what he was dreaming, or if he’s still dreaming. His long hair will hang down in front of his eyes, every limb, every muscle will be aching, his body still has the hard musculature of a life in and around hockey, but he’s twenty now and hasn’t worn a pair of skates for almost two years. He smokes too much and eats too little. He will try to get out of bed but will stumble onto one knee, the empty bottles of alcohol will roll across the floor among the cigarette papers and lighters and scraps of tinfoil, and his headache will hit him so hard that even with his palms clamped to his ears he won’t be able to tell if the noise is coming from outside or within himself. Then there will be another bang, the walls will shake so hard that he crouches down, afraid that the window above the bed is going to shatter and bury him beneath splinters of glass. And in the corner of the room his phone will be ringing and ringing and ringing.

Two years ago he left Beartown, and ever since then he has been traveling. He left the place where he had lived his whole life, and took trains and boats and hitchhiked for lifts in trucks until the towns along the way no longer had hockey teams. He has gotten lost on purpose, and has destroyed himself in every way imaginable, but he has also found things he didn’t know he had been longing for. Glances and hands and breath on his neck. Dance floors with no questions. It took chaos to set him free, loneliness to stop him being alone. He hasn’t had a single thought about turning back, going home, home could just as well be a different planet now.

Is he happy? If you’re asking that, perhaps you don’t understand him at all. Happiness was never what he hoped for.

He will stand at the window of the small hotel room, hungover and barely awake, looking down on the world outside without being a part of it. Two cars will have collided in the street below, that was the bang that woke him. People screaming. Benji’s ears will ring. Ring, ring, ring, until he eventually realizes that it’s his phone.

“Hello?” he will manage to say, his voice hoarse from not having been used for many hours, and used far too much before that.

“It’s me,” his eldest sister will say at the other end, heavy and tired.

“Adri? What’s happened?”

She’ll choose her words carefully, he’s too far away for her to be able to hold him the way a sister wants to hold her little brother when she has to say this. He’ll listen in silence, he’s spent his whole life training not to let on whenever something dies inside him.

“Dead?” he will finally manage to say, and his sister will have to repeat herself, as if he has forgotten parts of the language.

In the end he will simply whisper “okay,” and the crackle on the line as he breathes out will be the only indication of the little pressure wave as his heart breaks.

He will end the call and pack his bag. It won’t take long, he’s been traveling light, always ready to leave everything behind.

“What’s going on? What time is it?” another voice will whisper, from the bed.

“I have to go,” Benji says, already on his way out through the door, his chest still bare. The large tattoo of a bear on his arm seems paler after months in the sun, and his many scars glow pink against his suntanned skin, the way they do on savages. More on his knuckles than on his face, because he’s better at being savage than most other people.

“Go where?”

“Home.”

The voice will yell something after him, but Benji will already be halfway down the stairs. He could call back and promise to call the man upstairs, but if there’s one thing Benji learned where he grew up, it’s that he can’t be bothered to lie to anyone anymore.






5 Midwives


A storm sweeps in across two hockey towns tonight, felling trees and people. Tomorrow a young man and a young woman, he with a bear tattooed on his arm, she with a guitar and a rifle tattooed on hers, will turn homeward to attend a funeral. That’s how everything starts this time. In communities surrounded by wilderness people are connected by invisible threads, but also by sharp hooks, so when one turns too suddenly, it isn’t always just their shirt that someone else loses. Sometimes it rips the heart out of all of us.



Johnny runs through the house in Hed with his wife, up the stairs and into the bedroom, and she tells him the basics as she packs her work bag: a young couple from a farm north of Beartown is expecting their first child, and when her water broke they set off from home for the hospital in Hed, unaware of how violent the storm was going to be. They tried cutting through the small roads over to the east instead of taking the main road, and were in the middle of the forest between the two towns when they swerved to avoid a fallen tree. They didn’t see the next tree fall, and now the car is pinned down somewhere out there. They managed to call the hospital, but there were no ambulances nearby and no one knows if they’d even be able to get through the chaos now that the forest roads are impassable. The best hope for the woman and baby in the car is if a midwife who isn’t on duty tonight and who lives close enough can get herself there, even if she has to walk the last part of the way on foot.

Johnny stands by the bedroom door, wanting to ask his wife if she’s completely mad, but after twenty years he knows what the answer would be. She turns around so abruptly that her forehead hits his chest, and his arms fold tenderly around her and she disappears into him.

“I love you, I love you so damn much, you stupid idiot,” she whispers.

“Good thing too,” he replies.

“There are extra blankets in the loft, and the flashlights are…”

“I know, don’t worry about us, but you really need to… I mean, you can’t…,” he begins, and when she buries her head in his sweater she can feel that he’s shaking.

“Don’t be angry with me, darling. I’m the angry one, you need to be the sensible one,” she mutters into his rib cage.

“You have to take someone with you. Someone who knows the forest, darling, it’s going to be dark and…”

“You can’t come with me. You know that. Never both on the same plane, never out in a storm together, the children need…”

“I know, I KNOW,” he whispers disconsolately, he’s never felt so powerless, and that’s a terrible thing for a fireman to experience.

His silly superstitions always stop her saying “come back safe” when he goes out on a call, so she usually thinks of something banal that he needs to do the next day, so that he has to promise to be home for that: “Don’t forget that you’re going to the dump tomorrow” or “We’re having lunch at your mom’s at twelve o’clock.” It’s become their secret little ritual.

So he doesn’t say “come home safe” now. He doesn’t even tell her not to go, because he knows what he would have replied to that. He may be strong, but not even he can stop the wind blowing. She can deliver babies, she’s the one who’s needed now. We help if we can, when we can, to the extent that we can. As they leave the bedroom he just takes hold of her arm, he wants to say something banal and everyday, so that she remembers that there’s a tomorrow, and all he can think of is:

“I’m going to have sex with you tomorrow!”

She bursts out laughing, in his face, right at him.

“There’s something seriously wrong with you.”

“Just be absolutely clear about the fact that I’m going to have sex with you tomorrow!”

He has tears in his eyes, she does too, they hear the force of the wind outside and know better than to imagine that they’re immortal.

“Do you know anyone who can help me find my way in that part of the forest?” she asks, trying to control her voice.

“Yes, I know someone, I’ll call and say you’re on your way,” he replies, and writes down the address even though his hand is shaking.

She takes the van and sets out, into the night and into a storm that’s snapping tree trunks and killing people at will. She doesn’t promise to come home safe. He stands at the kitchen window with the children.



It’s the dogs that eventually react to the fact there’s someone at the front door, maybe it’s more instinct than the doorbell that makes them start to bark. Ana goes warily out into the hall and peers through the window. Who the hell is out in this weather? There’s a lone woman standing on the steps, the hood of her raincoat pulled up, her thin frame bent double by the wind.

“IS YOUR DAD HOME?” the woman yells when Ana forces the door open, the whole forest is roaring, as if they were standing inside a jar being kicked around by giants.

The woman’s van is parked on the grass a few yards away, rocking in the wind. What a stupid vehicle to set out in during a storm, if you absolutely have to set out anywhere during a storm, Ana thinks. And the woman is wearing a red coat, has she driven all the way from Hed? Maybe she isn’t actually real? Ana is so busy thinking that she barely reacts when the woman steps closer and yells once more:

“A car’s got stuck in the forest, and my husband says that if there’s anyone who can get me to it in this weather, it’s your dad!”

She spits the words out, Ana just blinks, still confused.

“Look… what? I mean, you know, why is a car even out in the forest at a time like this?”

“The woman in the car is having a BABY! Is your dad home or NOT?” the woman snaps impatiently, taking a step into the hall.

Ana tries to stop her, but the woman doesn’t have time to see the panic in her eyes. The empty beer cans and vodka bottles are lined up on the draining board, the daughter has carefully rinsed them so they won’t smell in the recycling bin and she won’t have to feel ashamed in front of the neighbors. Her dad’s arms are hanging listlessly by the sides of the armchair in the living room, but his abused lungs are making his chest rise and fall with the breaths of an addict. The midwife is stressed and her heart is in her throat, so when it plummets to the pit of her stomach the drop is more extreme than she was prepared for.

“I… I understand. Sorry… sorry for disturbing you,” she mutters to Ana in embarrassment and turns sharply toward the door, then hurries out to the yard and back into the van.

Ana doesn’t hesitate for a moment before she rushes after her. She bangs on the window. The woman opens it warily.

“Where are you going?” Ana cries.

“I need to get to the woman in the forest!” the woman shouts as she tries to start the engine, but the damn rust bucket merely splutters.

“Are you mad or something? Do you know how dangerous that is in this weather?”

“SHE’S HAVING A BABY AND I’M A MIDWIFE!” the woman yells back in a sudden flash of rage, slamming her hands down on the stone-dead dashboard of the van.

In hindsight Ana won’t be able to pinpoint exactly what happens inside her at that moment. Maybe it was something poetic, the sort of thing people say in films, that they felt themselves “called by a higher purpose.” But it’s probably mostly the fact that the woman looks crazy in exactly the same way that everyone always says Ana looks crazy.

She runs into the house, feeds the dogs, and turns up the volume of their favorite song by Maya, then comes back with the keys to a rusty pickup in her hand, and a jacket that’s far too big flapping behind her like a cape in the wind.

“WE CAN TAKE DAD’S TRUCK!”

“I CAN’T TAKE YOU WITH ME!” the woman shouts.

“YOUR CAR IS SHIT!”

“YOU THINK I DON’T KNOW THAT?” the woman yells.

“YOU’LL BE A HELL OF A LOT SAFER IF I’M WITH YOU!”

The woman stares at the crazy eighteen-year-old. This isn’t the sort of situation they teach you about when you’re training to be a midwife. In the end she sighs resignedly, grabs her bag, and follows the girl to her dad’s pickup.

“MY NAME IS HANNAH!” she yells.

“ANA!” Ana bellows.

It’s kind of fitting that their names are so similar, because Hannah will have plenty of occasions when she alternately swears and laughs at how much this crazy teenager reminds her of herself. They clamber into the front seats and struggle to close the doors properly as the wind peppers the chassis like hailstones. Then Ana sees the rifle on the backseat. She turns beetroot-red with shame, snatches it up, and runs back inside the house. When she comes back she says, without making eye contact:

“He sometimes leaves the rifle in the pickup when he’s… you know. I must have yelled at him a million times about that.”

The midwife nods uncomfortably.

“Your dad and my husband met during the forest fires a few years ago. I think they called your dad because he knows the forest. They’ve been hunting together a few times since then. I think your dad might be the only person from Beartown my husband respects.”

It’s a pathetic attempt to lighten the mood, she feels that her-self.

“Dad’s easy to like, he just doesn’t always like himself that much,” Ana says with a bluntness that makes the midwife’s stomach clench.

“Maybe you should stay at home with him, Ana?”

“What for? He’s drunk. He won’t even notice I’m gone.”

“My husband told me I should only trust your dad if I have to go out into the forest, no one else, and I’m not comfortable with the idea of you…”

Ana snorts.

“Your husband’s stupid if he thinks that old men are the only people who know their way around the forest!”

The midwife smiles resignedly.

“If you think that’s the only reason my husband is stupid, you don’t know many men…”

She’s been telling Johnny all year to take the van to a proper garage, but he just keeps muttering that all firemen can mend their own cars. She’s tried pointing out that in actual fact, all firemen THINK they can mend their own cars. Being married is easy, she usually thinks. You just pick an argument you’re really good at, then repeat it at least once a week for all eternity.

“So where’s this woman who’s having a baby?” Ana asks impatiently.

The midwife hesitates, sighs, then pulls out a map. She took the main road from Hed to Beartown, but hers was the last vehicle that got through, she saw trees fall across the roadway behind her. She ought to have felt scared, but adrenaline stopped her. She points at the map:

“They’re out here somewhere. See? They didn’t take the main road, they tried to take a shortcut along the old forest roads, but most of those are probably blocked now. Is it even possible to get out there?”

“Let’s find out,” Ana replies.

Hannah clears her throat.

“Sorry to ask, but are you even old enough to have a driver’s license?”

“Yes! I mean, yes, I’m old enough!” Ana says evasively, and puts her foot down.

“But you… you have got a driver’s license?” the midwife asks, slightly anxiously, as Ana skids out onto the road.

“Well, no, not exactly. But Dad’s taught me to drive. He’s often a bit drunk, so he needs someone to drive him around.”

That doesn’t exactly calm the midwife’s nerves. It really doesn’t.






6 Superheroes


Matteo is only fourteen years old. He isn’t important to this story, not yet. He’s just the sort of character who passes by in the background, one of the many thousands of faces that make up the inhabitants of a community. No one pays him any attention as he cycles around Beartown at the start of the storm, not just because everyone is busy trying to get indoors, but because Matteo simply isn’t the sort of person anyone notices. If invisibility is a superpower, it was never the one he dreamed of. He would have preferred superhuman strength instead, so he could protect his family. Or the ability to change the past, to save his big sister. But he isn’t a superhero, he’s just as powerless in the face of his existence as the town he lives in is in the face of nature.

He’s on his own at home when the wind starts whipping the trees and the electricity goes off in the small house his parents rent right on the boundary between the last buildings and the start of the forest. They’ve gone abroad to bring his sister home. Matteo is good at being alone, but he can’t bear to be in a house with no lights, so he gets on his bicycle and sets off. The defiant teenager inside his head doesn’t want to ask for help, at the same time the scared child in his chest hopes that someone will see that he needs looking after. But no one has the time.

A tall, fat man in a suit rushes past him in the other direction. Matteo doesn’t know his real name, only that everyone calls him “Tails,” and that he owns the big supermarket and is one of the richest men in the whole town. The man doesn’t even notice the boy he rushes past, he’s on his way down to the flagpoles outside the ice rink in a panicked attempt to take down the green flags with the bear on them so that they don’t get torn to shreds. That’s the man’s first instinct at a time of danger: save the flags, not people.

As Matteo carries on through Beartown he sees neighbors helping one another empty their yards of loose items, carrying in the sticks and nets that had been standing in every cul-de-sac. The kids around here play with tennis balls on pavement at this time of year, but as soon as the snow comes every other dad will spray water on their yard to make a hockey rink. Matteo has heard plenty of neighbors boast: “in this town we have good friends and bad yards,” because down south people boast about perfect lawns and neat flower beds, whereas here you gain status from having grit-strewn patches of ground and pucks littering the soil when the snow melts. That shows that you’ve used the frozen months for the right things.

Matteo often wonders if he’d be as odd and alone in other places as he is here. If anyone would have talked to him, if he’d have friends, be visible. Where you’re born and who you become there is a lottery, what’s right in one place and wrong in another. In almost all of the world, being obsessed with hockey would make you an outsider, a weirdo, but not here. Here it’s like the weather, all small talk in every social situation is about one or the other. And you can’t escape storms or sport in Beartown.

It gets dark and cold quickly, the snow hasn’t arrived yet but the wind is already eating through flesh and sinew, the boy has no gloves and is losing the feeling in his fingers. He pedals without really knowing where he’s going, takes one hand off the handlebars to get the circulation going again, and he loses concentration for a moment, sees the vehicle too late. It comes so fast and its lights dazzle him. He brakes so hard that his bike skids sideways. The headlights blind him and he waits for the impact, and when it doesn’t come at first he thinks he’s already dead, but at the last moment he somehow manages to shift his weight and throw both himself and his bicycle out of the way. He rolls over, scraping his hands and arms, and lets out a yell, but no one hears him over the wind.

Neither the young woman driving the vehicle nor the midwife sitting beside her see him in the darkness. It’s such a small event, everything happens so fast, but if the bumper had so much as grazed the fourteen-year-old he would have been tossed into the trees with horrific force. If he had ended up unconscious there in the middle of the storm, his lifeless body would probably not have been found for several days, by which time the invisible threads between him and everything that is on its way to happening would have been severed. But now he staggers to his feet, bruised but alive.

This is how small the margins are, between us never having heard of Matteo, and us soon never being able to forget his name.






7 Children


Beartown and Hed are old towns in an even older forest. People say that age brings wisdom, but for most of us that really isn’t true, when we get old we’ve just accumulated more experiences, good and bad. The result is more likely to be cynicism than wisdom. When we’re young we know nothing about all the very worst that can hit us, which is just as well, because otherwise we’d never leave the house.

And we would definitely never let go of those we love.



“Do you know… where you’re going?” Hannah wonders anxiously.

As a midwife, she wants them to get there quickly, but as a human being who wants to carry on being one, she can’t help wishing that Ana wasn’t driving like someone who’d just stolen the pickup.

The girl doesn’t reply. She’s wearing her dad’s jacket, bright orange and covered with reflectors, with the words “Game accident” on the back. He wears it when he’s tracking animals that have been hit by vehicles, the whole pickup is full of equipment to help you move through the forest in the dark, half of Ana’s childhood has consisted of running after him and the dogs out here. She has always thought she could find her way in a blindfold, and this storm is evidently planning on testing her.

“So… you know where you’re going?” Hannah asks again, and gets no response this time either.

Two tennis balls are rolling around on the floor by the midwife’s feet. She picks one up and smiles tentatively.

“So… how many dogs have you got?”

Still no answer, so she clears her throat and goes on:

“I mean, nobody really plays tennis around here, the only uses I can think of for tennis balls in Hed and Beartown are if you have dogs, if you play land hockey, or if you’re tumble-drying a duvet…”

Ana just peers silently over the steering wheel and drives even faster.

“What sort of dogs are they?” the midwife persists, and then the girl finally sighs:

“You’re the sort who talks when you’re nervous, aren’t you?”

“Yes…,” the midwife admits.

“Me too,” Ana says.

Then she says nothing at all for several minutes. The midwife closes her eyes and holds on tight. She does her best not to speak, but as her heartbeat increases her mouth stops obeying her:

“My husband wants to have dogs! He’s been going on about it ever since we first met. To be honest, I don’t really like animals, but I was thinking that I might surprise him for his birthday and let him buy one he can go hunting with! I’ve even spoken to a breeder! Apparently, you want a good hunting dog to have a clear ‘on and off button,’ so it’s really keen when it’s hunting, but can wind down as soon as it gets home? Is that right? I laughed when I heard that, because I wish the same thing applied to firemen and kids who play hockey…”

The pickup speeds up. Ana glances at her and mutters:

“For someone who doesn’t like dogs, you know a lot about them.”

“Thanks!” the midwife exclaims, and raises her arms in front of her face because she’s convinced they’re going to hit a fallen tree that Ana swerves around at the last moment.

Then the girl grunts:

“That’s one hell of a brave jacket to wear if you’re coming to Beartown. I’m wearing mine so we don’t get run over if we’re standing in the road, and you pick one that’s going to make people aim right at us…”

“What?” the midwife all but shouts before realizing that she’s wearing her eldest son’s jacket, the red one with the Hed Hockey logo on the chest, she grabbed it without thinking when she was on her way out of the house.

Tobias has grown out of it now, but it’s still too big for her. Life goes so quickly.

“Piece of shit team,” Ana declares so firmly that Hannah suddenly flares up:

“Watch what you say! That’s my kids’ team!”

“It’s not your kids’ fault you let them play on a piece of shit team,” Ana replies, completely nonplussed.

The midwife stares at her. Then she smiles reluctantly.

“So you like hockey?”

“I hate hockey, but I hate Hed more,” Ana replies.

“Our A-team’s probably going to beat yours this season,” the midwife says hopefully, grateful to have something to talk about to distract herself.

Ana snorts and slows down for a few seconds as she tries to get her bearings in the darkness.

“Your team couldn’t even beat a carpet. You’d need a calendar to measure the time it takes your backs to move from zone to zone…,” she mutters, squinting through the windshield.

The midwife rolls her eyes.

“My husband was right, there really isn’t anything as smug as Beartown smugness. It’s not that long since the whole club was on the brink of bankruptcy, but now you’re suddenly full of it? And you were only good last season because you found that guy Amat? Without him you probably won’t find winning so easy…”

“We’ve still got Amat,” Ana snorts, and lets the pickup roll forward slowly.

“He’s in the USA, isn’t he? Playing in the NHL? It felt like the local paper didn’t write about anything else all spring. How superior Beartown’s youth setup is, the talented players you’re producing, saying that you’re the new style of hockey and we’re the old…”

The midwife can hear her husband’s bitterness in her own voice, which surprises her, but that’s what life in Hed is like these days: you take everything personally. Every success for Beartown is a defeat on the other side of the town boundary.

“Amat never got drafted. He’s home again. I think he’s just injured…,” Ana begins, but falls silent when she spots what she’s been looking for: a narrow track through the trees, possibly not quite wide enough for a truck.

“For someone who doesn’t like hockey, you seem to know a lot about it.” The midwife smiles.

Ana brings the pickup to a halt, measures the gap with her eyes, then takes a deep breath. Then she says:

“It doesn’t matter if Amat plays or not, we’re still going to beat you. You know why?”

“No?”

Ana bites her bottom lip and slowly releases the clutch.

“Because you’re a shit team. HOLD TIGHT!”

Then she leaves the road fast enough not to get stuck in the ditch, and veers in among the trees. The gap is wide enough, but only just, and she can hear the trunks scrape the paintwork. The midwife loses her breath and stops babbling as they jolt over the uneven ground. She hits her head on the windshield, and it seems to go on and on for hours until Ana stops abruptly. She winds down the window and sticks her head out, then reverses a few yards so that they’re reasonably safe if a tree should happen to fall.

“Here!” she declares, nodding toward the midwife’s map, then out of the window.

The midwife can’t see her hand in front of her when they get out of the pickup, but Ana gestures with her jacket and the midwife grabs hold of it, and the girl leads her the last bit of the way through the forest, huddled up against the wind. It’s astonishing that she knows where she is, it’s as if she’s sniffing her way, then suddenly they reach the car and hear the woman inside screaming, then the man calling:

“THERE’S SOMEONE COMING NOW, DARLING! THE AMBULANCE IS HERE!”

He’s furious when he realizes that there isn’t an ambulance, fear turns some people into heroes but most of us only reveal our worst sides when we’re caught in its shadow. The midwife can’t help getting the distinct impression that the man probably isn’t just irritated by the nature of the vehicle they arrived in, but would above all have preferred male paramedics.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” he demands as Hannah climbs into the backseat and starts whispering to the woman.

“What’s your job?” the midwife asks in a controlled voice.

“Painter,” he replies, clearing his throat.

“How about I decide how we help your wife give birth, then you can make the decisions next time we paint a wall?” she says, nudging him gently out of the way.

Ana gets in the front seat, her eyes flitting about manically.

“What can I do?” she pants.

“Talk to her,” the midwife says.

“About what?”

“Anything.”

Ana nods, confused, then peers over the seat at the woman in labor and says:

“Hi!”

The woman manages to smile between contractions.

“H-hello… are you a midwife as well?”

The man interrupts in exasperation.

“Are you kidding darling? She’s, like, twelve years old!”

“So go and paint something, idiot!” Ana snaps back, and the midwife laughs out loud.

For a moment the man is so insulted that he gets out of the car and tries to slam the door behind him, but the wind spoils his dramatic gesture. He can barely manage to stand upright out there, but with the wind in his eyes it’s probably easier to persuade himself that the tears in his eyes are tears of fear.

“What’s your name?” the woman in the backseat pants.

“Ana.”

“Thanks… thanks for coming, Ana. I’m sorry my husband…”

“He’s just angry because he loves you and he thinks you and the baby are going to die and he can’t do anything about it,” Ana blurts out.

The midwife glares at her disapprovingly, so Ana mutters defensively:

“You told me to talk!”

The woman in the backseat smiles wearily.

“You know a lot about men for someone so young.”

“They just think we want them to protect us the whole goddamn time, as if we need their fucking protection,” Ana snorts.

The midwife and woman in the backseat both laugh quietly at this.

“Do you have a boyfriend?” the woman asks.

“No. Well, sort of. But he died!”

The woman stares at her. Ana lets out a regretful cough and adds:

“But look, I’m sure you’re not going to die!”

Then the midwife says, in a friendly but firm way, that perhaps a bit of silence wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all. Then the woman screams and her husband races back into the car and takes hold of her hand, and then he starts screaming too when she almost breaks his fingers.



Johnny spends all night sitting by the kitchen window. It’s an unbearable position for a fireman to be in. All four children are asleep on mattresses on the floor around him. Ture, the youngest, in the arms of Tess, the eldest. Tobias and Ted, the two middle boys, start off farther away, but soon end up as close to the others as they can get. In a crisis we instinctively seek out the only thing that really matters, even in our sleep: the breath of others, a pulse for our own to keep time with. Every now and then their dad gently puts one hand on his sons’ and daughter’s backs, one at a time, to make sure they’re still breathing. There’s no good reason to suspect that they aren’t, but there’s nothing reasonable about being a parent. The only thing everyone said when he was about to become a father was: “Don’t worry.” What a meaningless thing to say. There’s an immensity of love that bursts from your chest the first time you hear your child cry, every emotion you’ve ever felt is amplified to the point of absurdity, children open floodgates inside us, upward as well as down. You’ve never felt so happy, and never felt so scared. Don’t say “don’t worry” to someone in that position. You can’t love someone like this without worrying about everything, forever. It hurts your chest at times, a real, physical pain that makes Johnny bend over and gasp for breath. His skeleton creaks, his body aches, love never has enough space. He should have known better than to have four children, he should have thought about it, but everyone said “don’t worry,” and he’s always been an easily persuaded idiot. Thank goodness. We fool ourselves that we can protect the people we love, because if we accepted the truth we’d never let them out of our sight.

Johnny spends the whole night by the kitchen window, and this is the first time he truly experiences what his wife has felt every hour of every night without him since they first fell in love: What am I going to do if you don’t come home again?



Hannah knows when something is wrong. It’s the result of training and experience, sure, but after enough years it’s also something else. If the midwife didn’t know better, she’d say it’s almost spiritual. It can be such tiny things, the slightest change in skin color, or a fragile little rib cage that’s rising and falling a fraction too slowly. She knows when it’s happening before it happens. Giving birth to a child ought to be impossible, the ocean is so vast and our vessel so fragile, none of us ought to stand a chance.

Even Ana is frightened now. When the wind snaps a tree a yard behind them it sounds like a pistol shot inside the car, and when it falls and misses the car by just a handsbreadth, the branches scrape the chassis with such a shriek that the sound echoes in her head for several minutes. The ground shakes and when the worst gusts of wind come they think plenty of times that more trees have fallen on them, then something comes flying and hits the windshield, it’s a miracle it doesn’t break, it was probably just a stone or a large stick, but the force is so great that it sounds like hitting an elk at a hundred miles an hour.

But through the chaos and noise the midwife’s voice is still calm, intimate, promising that everything’s going to be fine. The man is sitting ashen-faced in the front seat beside Ana now. Then the baby cries for the first time and the world stops turning. The midwife smiles warmly to the mom and dad, and it isn’t until she glances at Ana that the girl realizes that something is wrong. The midwife leans forward from the backseat and whispers:

“How close can you get your dad’s truck?”

“Close!” Ana promises.

“What’s going on? Why are you whispering?” the man exclaims, panic-stricken, he grabs the midwife’s arm and the midwife lets out a cry, and Ana reacts instinctively and hits him in the jaw.

He tumbles back against the side window. The midwife stares at him, then at Ana. The girl is blinking in embarrassment.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to hit him so hard. I’ll get the truck.”

The man is huddled up in pain, half on the seat and half on the floor, blood trickling from his lip. The midwife’s voice is gentle, her words all the harsher:

“Your baby and your wife need to get to the hospital. Right away. I’m pretty sure you can’t paint us there. That kid out there is pretty crazy, sure, but she’s all we’ve got right now. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

The man nods in despair.

“Will it… please, will the baby, will it…?”

“We need to get to the hospital,” the midwife whispers, looking him in the eye until his heart stops beating.

Ana rushes through the trees with her arms stretched out, so that her fingertips can memorize where they stand. Then she reverses her dad’s pickup blindly back between the trunks. Gently, gently the midwife and the new dad move the newborn baby and the new mother from one vehicle to the other. Then Ana drives on instinct through the darkness, she can only see a few yards in front of her, but that’s all she needs, a few yards at a time, then a few yards more. They don’t see the biggest tree sway and bend before it falls with terrible force over the car they have just left behind them in the darkness. Perhaps that’s just as well. It isn’t always a blessing to know how close to death you have been.

The mother in the backseat tries to whisper something, feeble and terrified, the midwife has to lean close to her mouth to hear.

“She wants you to know that she’s sorry about your boyfriend,” the midwife says, placing a gentle hand on Ana’s shoulder.

The man in the passenger seat has blood on his collar, and is beside himself with shame.

“What… happened to your boyfriend?”

“Well, he died, but it was two years ago so it’s okay, I mean, I loved him, but he was a right pain in the backside at times!” Ana blurts out.

She swerves between two tree trunks, and for a few seconds it feels as if all four wheels have left the ground, the man sees nothing but black outside the windshield, but suddenly Ana turns in to what seems to be a path.

“WHAT WAS HIS NAME? YOUR BOYFRIEND?” the man yells, mostly just so he could yell something.

“VIDAR!” Ana shouts, then accelerates, the others all grab hold of the doors in panic, so perhaps this isn’t the best moment for her to say:

“HE DIED IN A CAR ACCIDENT!”






8 Hunters


“LOOK OUT! FOR GOD’S…”

The car stops abruptly, the tires clutch desperately at the pavement, the man yells through the wound-down window and blows the horn hard. But the young woman in front of him calmly carries on crossing the street as if nothing has happened. It’s evening down here in the capital, almost no wind, no one knows anything about storms in the forests up to the north. Not even Maya Andersson. Do you want to understand Beartown? Then you need to understand her, the girl who moved away from there.

The driver of the car blows his horn again, more resigned than angry now, and at first Maya doesn’t even notice that it’s aimed at her. She crosses the road even though the light is red and skips up onto the pavement on the other side, weaving between the tower blocks and the roadworks. It took two years to become a different person. A big city person.

The driver of the car yells something at her, she doesn’t hear what, but she turns and notices the first half of the license plate.



SDS.



It feels like a whole lifetime since Maya thought about those letters, she’s changed so much. The driver of the car gives up and accelerates demonstratively away and she realizes several seconds later that she’s standing in the middle of the pavement daydreaming, and people are having to elbow their way past. She doesn’t know what’s got into her today, she’s been in such a good mood all evening that she feels… light. She’s on her way to a party with her classmates at the College of Music, carried along on a gentle rush of anticipation, it feels like she’s only just learned not to feel guilty about that. She’s allowed to feel happy, she’s kept telling herself over and over again during the last few months, she’s allowed to have fun. She’ll hate herself for that a few hours from now. She’s always wondered how far her musical talent might be able to carry her, and this is the answer: far enough that she doesn’t even know that the whole of Beartown is on the brink of being blown to pieces while she goes to a party.

She has one missed call on her phone, from Ana, but she can call her later. They live so far apart these days that she doesn’t call her back at once. They’re no longer so closely connected.

She sets off again, quicker, when she first moved here she couldn’t understand why everyone walked so quickly, and now it drives her crazy when she goes back to Beartown and the whole world is so slow there. She’s already forgotten the man in the car, she’s become so good at living in a big city: you have to forget everyone you meet in an instant here, our brains don’t have room for so many impressions otherwise, no one is allowed to mean anything.

In the forests to the north where she grew up there’s a storm, but here she hasn’t even buttoned her thin coat, so blissfully unaware of winds tearing through houses and people. She gets a text from her classmates at the party, and realizes from the punctuation that everyone there is already drunk. She laughs, because every so often it strikes her how remarkable it is: in less than four college terms she has constructed a whole new life. The last time she was in Beartown she accidently said she was going “home” when she came back here. She saw how much that hurt her dad, and now there’s a sort of silence between them. He wasn’t ready to let go of her, parents never are, they just have no choice.

Maya knows that everyone thinks she moved here because she wanted to grow up, but it’s actually the reverse. Kevin took so much from her, far more than she can explain, for him the rape lasted a few minutes but for her it never stopped. He took all the bright summer mornings, all the crisp autumn air, the snow under her feet, laughter that makes your chest hurt, everything that was simple. Most people can’t pinpoint the exact moment when they stop being little children, but Maya can, Kevin took her childhood and when she moved here she tore and ripped and scratched out a little bit of it and reclaimed it. She taught herself to be naive again, because she doesn’t want to be grown-up yet, doesn’t want to live a life with no illusions. Doesn’t want to learn that one day she won’t be able to protect her own children. That all girls can be victims and all boys perpetrators.

In the end it felt as if only her mother really understood why she left. “I’m so angry with you for leaving me, but I’ll be even more angry if you stay,” Kira whispered in her daughter’s ear that last morning in Beartown. “Promise me that you’ll be careful, always, but also that you… oh… that you won’t be sometimes. But not too much!” Maya laughed and cried and hugged her second to last, and her dad last, because he didn’t let go until just before the train started to move. She jumped on board and the forest closed around the windows and then Beartown was no longer home.

She soon got used to the crowds and rush-hour traffic and the freedom offered by anonymity down here. It felt like the answer to everything. “If no one knows who you are, you can be whoever you want,” she told Ana over the phone that first spring. “I don’t give a shit, I like you the way you are already, what do you want to change for?” Ana snapped. Not such a small compliment from a girl who looked at Maya the first time she started to light a fire when they were little and said: “Several million sperm, and YOU managed to win? Unbelievable!!!” Ana will never leave the forest, her roots are deeper than the trees’, Maya finds that both incomprehensible and enviable. Truth be told, she probably doesn’t know where “home” is anymore, she’s even started using quotation marks when she thinks about it. She’s tried explaining to Ana that she feels more like a nomad now, but Ana can’t understand that, a nomad wouldn’t survive a winter in Beartown, if you can’t find a home there you’ll freeze to death before morning. In the end Maya told her: “Here I can be something that I’ve done, but in Beartown I’m just something that happened to me.” Ana understood that.

Another text message from her classmates at the party. Maya crosses another street so she can cut through the big park, thinking that it would be quicker, not about what might be hiding in there. That’s how much she’s changed.



SDS.



She walks along the narrow gritted pavement and is halfway into the park when the letters on the license plate crash back into her consciousness. Her memories fight over which emotions to summon up, she thinks about Ana and almost starts to laugh, almost starts to cry. It feels like she hasn’t thought about her for ages, but they spoke on the phone just the other day, didn’t they? Or was it a week ago?

The distance between the lights in the park gets longer, the sound of traffic and humanity thins out, and she walks slower without reflecting upon it. She forgets to look around, doesn’t notice the man a little way behind her slow down too. When she speeds up again, so does he.

She really ought to be missing Ana less and less the longer they are apart, but the reverse seems to be happening. She remembers every detail of the look on her face the time she exclaimed: “You know? Shoot… dig… silence? SDS!”

“What?” Maya said, and Ana, never able to hide her astonishment at all the things Maya didn’t know about the world, exclaimed: “Have you seriously NEVER heard that? That Toronto where you used to live is still on the planet EARTH, isn’t it? Sometimes it feels like you were made in a laboratory, that’s why you’re so pretty, but there are some seriously loose connections in there!” She grinned, tapping the top of Maya’s head.

Maya felt like an alien. She remembers feeling confused and scared for the whole of her first year in Beartown, as much of the wilderness as of the people, as much because this new place seemed to have grief in its heart as the fact that there always seemed to be violence in the air. She couldn’t for the life of her understand how anyone would choose to live there voluntarily, in a little cluster of houses besieged by darkness and cold and trees, trees, trees, nothing but millions of trees in all directions. The narrow road through the forest that you drove along to get there seemed to go on forever, into a world with no horizon, so long and deep that in the end it seemed to curve downward and disappear into the abyss. Maya was only a child, and in all the stories she had read only witches lived in places like this. She thought she would never get used to it, but children get used to almost everything.

During the years she grew up and became a teenager she never really realized how much Beartown had changed her. She didn’t even know she had the local accent until she moved away. There in the forest Ana teased her for pronouncing her vowels wrong, but whenever Maya’s new classmates at the College of Music wanted to tease her, they made fun of her grammar, the way she never conjugated verbs. She pretended it was funny, even though they were mimicking a dialect from hundreds of miles away in Beartown.

So she tried to sing the way the teachers wanted, smoothing off her rough edges until she sounded like everyone else. Most of her classmates had attended music schools and had had expensive private tuition since they were young, they knew all the secret codes, knew exactly what was expected of them. Maya had gotten there on raw talent alone. She cried a lot at night during those first months, at first from insecurity, then out of anger. It felt as if all the other kids had to do to get into the college was to have rich parents and be able to sing adequately, whereas all Maya had to do to get there was to be the best. Best of all.

When one of the teachers talked about the music industry during her first term, he said you needed to bear in mind that “we live in a small country.” Maya thought that something like that could only be said by someone who had never noticed two-thirds of the map. She was astonished to realize that some of her classmates thought they lived in the middle of the country when they actually lived pretty close to the bottom. She thought about Ana’s father, and how he would sometimes bump into tourists from the south in the forest who were surprised how far you could walk without seeing a house, and how when he got home he always muttered: “They think they own this country, and they don’t even know that seventy percent of it is trees? Only three percent of the entire country has been built on! Three percent!!!” One time he roared: “There’s less agricultural land than bog in this country, but they probably don’t even know what a bog is!” at Maya, then Ana had to whisper to Maya what a bog was, so she could nod in agreement. And now she herself was surrounded by people who didn’t have a clue. In the end she realized that it was her classmates, with their expensive clothes and complacent smiles, who were the real uneducated ones, not her. That was when she stopped crying at night. Stopped waiting and started to make a space for herself, stopped imitating other people’s voices and started singing with her own. Everything changed.

Last winter she found a small, artificial skating rink in the middle of the apartment blocks and rush hour traffic, and the next day she took some of her classmates there, and remembers how shocked she was that so many of them couldn’t even skate. Every child in Beartown can skate, probably more of them than can ride a bike. After all, how could anyone not know how to skate? When the autumn came, her new friends complained about the cold, and said the darkness made them depressed. Maya felt ashamed of herself when she realized how quick she was to judge them for their weakness. Depressed by the darkness in a city where the lights are always lit? Cold? This wasn’t cold!

She can remember how the breath was knocked out of her when she fell through the ice at the age of six when she was skating alone in Beartown. That was just after they had moved there, no one even knew she was down at the lake, she would have died if that hand hadn’t suddenly appeared out of nowhere and pulled her out. Ana, as scrawny as if she was never fed at home, but already incredibly strong, sat wide-eyed on the ice beside her, wondering what on earth she was doing. Couldn’t she see the variation in the color of the ice? Didn’t she understand anything? Ana thought Maya was stupid, and Maya thought Ana was an idiot, and they became best friends instantly. Ana taught Maya to use a rifle, and Ana’s dad muttered that the pair of them were “the smallest hunting team in the area, and probably the most dangerous.” Sometimes, if only for a moment, Maya managed to convince herself that she belonged in Beartown. That never lasted long.

Once when they were little, she had a sleepover at Ana’s, almost every other time during their childhoods it was the other way around, but this time they were going to sleep out in the forest, only the weather turned bad and they set off for the nearest house: Ana’s. Later that evening they heard Ana’s dad answer the phone. Someone had seen a wolf. Ana’s dad asked tersely: “You haven’t called it in yet, have you?”

Maya didn’t understand what that meant, so Ana explained in a low voice: “You’re supposed to report wolf sightings to the authorities, but if you do that, it means the wolf exists. Get it?” Maya really didn’t, so Ana sighed: “If the wolf exists, the authorities will miss it if it disappears. But something that doesn’t exist can’t disappear. So… SDS.”

Then a man came and collected Ana’s dad, he had a rifle on the front seat of his pickup, and shovels in the back. When they returned at dawn the next day they had soil and blood on their boots. Shoot, dig, silence. That was how Maya learned about that.

When Kira came to collect her a few hours later Maya pretended nothing had happened, and it wasn’t until several years later that she realized that her mother was also pretending. She knew perfectly well what had happened to the wolf, everyone in Beartown knew. Maya wondered if her mother still thinks about that, the way that silence reflected all the other silences that Beartown taught its children?

The only person who didn’t keep quiet was Ramona. Maya only remembered that recently, it was the sort of memory her brain had archived, only for it to pop up suddenly one day when she was at the other end of the country. A few days after Maya learned what SDS meant, she had to go with Ana to the Bearskin pub to pick up Ana’s dad’s car keys, because sometimes he got drunk enough to sell his car for a couple of last beers, and Ramona always let him do it because it was better for him to walk home after two more beers than drive home without them. Unfortunately Ana’s rucksack was in the car and she needed her math book the following morning, so the girls had no choice but to trudge to the pub. Naturally, Maya’s parents would have gone crazy if they’d known she’d been to the pub, it was full of the men in black jackets who fought with the opposing team’s supporters on hockey nights, and with each other pretty much every other night. Ramona handed Ana the keys across the bar counter, and told her not to forget to take the rifle home as well, because her dad had left it in the pickup as usual. Ana promised. Then Ramona looked down at Maya, the old woman looked far too much like a witch for the girl to be able to look her in the eye.

“I heard you saw the shovels. Those stupid old men could have spared you that. But I guess sooner or later you have to learn that predators need to be dealt with. Maybe it isn’t like that everywhere, but that’s what it’s like here,” Ramona hissed, then gave them both a chocolate cookie, coughing so much she almost couldn’t carry on smoking. But only almost.

Then a fight broke out right next to the bar between two men and sixteen beers, Ramona swore and swung her broom and Maya pulled Ana away, terrified. Ana, of course, was so unconcerned by the violence that all she was annoyed about was dropping part of her chocolate cookie on the way out. The girls had different types of parents, they were used to expecting completely different things from adults. Maya learned more slowly, but she did learn.



Shoot. Dig.



Ramona was wrong, Maya thinks now. It wasn’t predators that people in Beartown got rid of, it was problems. Because when Maya came running out of Kevin’s bedroom several years later, it wasn’t the predator that most people wanted to attack, it was her. Because it would have been much easier for everyone if she had just disappeared rather than Kevin. She was the problem.



Silence.



She slows down. The park is so quiet she can hear the movement of every piece of grit beneath her shoes. She glances over her shoulder. No, it isn’t her imagination, that man is following her. Damn. She suddenly feels so stupid that for a moment it stops her feeling scared. How could she let her brain lose itself in memories and not notice the danger. “Pull yourself together, Maya! Think!” she snarls to herself. One of the streetlights in the park isn’t working, she’s been moving between circles of light, but now she’s swallowed up by the shadows. “What the hell am I doing? Why did I take the shortcut through the park? If anyone should know better, it’s me!” she yells inside her head. That’s how much she’s changed, how well she’s taught herself to be naive again. Out of the corner of her eye she sees the man a short way behind her, a bit closer now than before, black jacket, hood pulled up.



Damn damn damn.



She has time to think of her mother. Has time to wish she was home.






9 Mothers


“Home.”



There really ought to be several different words for that, one for the place and one for the people, because after enough years a person’s relationship to their town becomes more and more like a marriage. Both are held together by stories of what we have in common, the little things no one else knows about, the private jokes that only we think are funny, and that very particular laugh that you only laugh for me. Falling in love with a place and falling in love with a person are related adventures. At first we run around street corners giggling and explore every inch of each other’s skin, over the years we get to know every cobblestone and strand of hair and snore, and the waters of time soften our passion into unfailing love, and in the end the eyes we wake up next to and the horizon outside our window are the same thing: home.

So there ought to be two words for that, one for the home which can carry you through your darkest moments, and one for the home which binds you. Because sometimes we stay in towns and marriages simply because we would otherwise have no story. We have too much in common. We think no one else would be able to understand us.



Kira Andersson is alone in her office over in Hed when the storm gets going for real. She sent all her employees home when the radio first started reporting that trees had fallen on the roads. In the end even Kira’s best friend and colleague, the woman she owns the business with, set off for home. She refused at first, of course, declaring that “those old men on the radio get incontinent the minute we get a puff of wind,” but Kira pointed out that when there’s a storm people usually stockpile important groceries, and that maybe all the wine would run out, and that’s when her colleague panicked and left.

Kira’s husband, Peter, wanted to stay too, of course, but Kira insisted he go home to their house in Beartown so that Leo wasn’t on his own. Not that it would really make that much difference, the teenage boy will just sit at his computer hidden under his earphones, and as long as there’s electricity the storm could have been an alien invasion and he still wouldn’t notice anything. They live in the same house but his parents barely see him, he’s fourteen now, meaning that they no longer have a child but a lodger.

Peter gave up and set off before it even turned into a discussion, Kira isn’t sure if it was disappointment or relief she saw in his eyes. Two years ago he stepped down as general manager of Beartown Hockey to work with Kira instead, drawing a line under a whole life that had been about nothing but sport, and now he’s married to her when they’re at home but employed by her when they’re here. Sometimes they both forget the difference. From time to time she asks him if he’s okay and he smiles and nods. But she can see that he’s unhappy. She’s so angry with herself for being so angry with him about that.

Today she promised him that she was just going to do a few last things before she went home, but she hasn’t actually turned her computer on since the door closed behind him. Nature is tearing itself to pieces outside the window and she’s sitting on the other side of the glass with the tips of her fingers on a framed photograph of her children.

Her psychologist told her, not that long ago, that she often returns to the idea that she’s a bad mother. Not that she feels bad, but that she is bad. She replied that it was true, because she could have had just a job, but chose to have a career. You have a job for your family’s sake and a career for your own. She’s selfish with her time. She could have lived for them, but that isn’t enough for her.

“We’ve talked about your extreme need to control things before…”

“It isn’t extreme!”

She’s only been seeing this psychologist for a couple of months. She hasn’t mentioned it to anyone because it’s nothing serious, she’s just been having panic attacks again. She pays the psychologist in cash so Peter won’t find any invoices in the mail and think she’s got problems. She hasn’t got problems.

“Okay. But both your children are older now. Leo is… fourteen, is that right? And Maya’s eighteen? She’s even left home now, hasn’t she?” the psychologist said.

“She hasn’t left home! She’s studying at music college, she lives in a student residence, that’s not the same thing!” Kira snapped, close to tears, she felt like yelling at him that she doesn’t have two children, she has three: Isak, Maya, Leo. One in Heaven and two who barely answer the phone. But instead she mumbled:

“Please, can we just focus on the reason why I’m here?”

“Your panic attacks? I’m inclined to think they’re linked to the fact that you’re…”

“What? A mom? Am I supposed to stop being that because I have a business to run?”

The psychologist smiled.

“Do you think your children would describe you as overprotective?”

Kira sulked in silence. She felt like yelling, asking if the psychologist knew what the worst thing about being an overprotective mother is. Sometimes being RIGHT! But she kept quiet, because she hasn’t told the psychologist about what happened to Isak, nor about what happened to Maya. She doesn’t want to talk about that, she just wants to sort out the panic attacks, get some medication or whatever it’s going to take. Even with psychologists she wants to be efficient and show how clever she is.

But he’s right. The children are small in all the photographs on the desk in the office, to help her forget how big they are now. Leo is a teenager, and soon Maya won’t even be that anymore. It’s been two years since she moved away to the big city to study at her beloved College of Music. Two YEARS, it’s almost as incomprehensible that her daughter has been gone so long as it is that Kira has started using the phrase “big city.” She used to chuckle at how provincial it sounded when the people around here said that sort of thing when she and Peter and the children moved here. Now she’s become one of them. Forest folk. The sort of person who mutters that “even the elk are lazy down south,” and is only half-joking when she says: “There’s nothing wrong with the big city, it’s just so damn hard to get to.”

“All teenagers think their moms are overprotective. I could be in prison and they’d still think they saw too much of me,” she eventually muttered to the psychologist.

He clasped his hands together in his lap, because by now he had learned that if he made any notes, Kira would immediately demand to know exactly what he was writing. Not that she needed to be in control, obviously. No, not at all.

“You sound like my own mother,” he said gently.

Kira’s eyelashes quivered.

“That’s because you don’t get it. We’re your mothers. We loved you first. Maybe everyone else loves you now, but we loved you first.”

“Doesn’t feeling like that make you a good mother?”

“It just makes me a mother.”

The psychologist chuckled.

“Well, you’re right about that, of course. I’m almost sixty and my mom still worries that I’m not eating properly.”

Kira raised her chin but lowered her voice.

“We’re your mothers. You can’t stop us.”

The psychologist really wished he could have written that down.

“What about your husband, Peter? You gave up an awful lot for his career for many years, and now he’s given up his career for you for a while. Do you still feel guilty about that?”

Her breath whistled in her nostrils.

“I don’t see why we have to talk about that. I’ve told you that I… well… yes, I feel guilty! Because I don’t know how to make him happy. That’s the only thing I never needed to do for him in all the years he devoted to hockey, I did everything at home and I fitted the whole of my life around his career, but I never needed to make him happy. Hockey did that. And now I don’t know if I can.”

The psychologist asked, the way psychologists do:

“Is it really your responsibility to make him happy, then?”

Kira’s voice may have wavered, but her answer was firm:

“He’s my husband. He can’t stop me.”

She meant it, she still means it, yet she’s still sitting in her office on her own right now. She still has time to get home, but she doesn’t leave. She just looks out of the window and sees the storm approaching, not frightened even though she knows she should be.



You can learn everything you need to know about Ana from her way of driving tonight. She’s driving as if it’s her fault if they don’t all make it, her fault if everyone isn’t happy, her fault if something goes wrong. Anything at all. The midwife sees it, recognizes it, she reaches forward and touches the girl’s shoulder and brushes her hair aside so it isn’t hanging in front of her eyes. Ana probably doesn’t even notice, she’s peering through the windshield with white knuckles clutching the steering wheel and her feet dancing across the pedals, and the pickup surges through the darkness. Afterward the others will barely remember how they got out of the forest, but all of a sudden the vehicle is on a road, and soon they see the lights outside the hospital.

Ana stops right in front of the entrance and then everything happens incredibly fast: hospital staff seem to rush out from every direction to help them. All the pickup’s doors are opened, the wind is roaring outside, nurses shout at one another and Ana sits in the middle of the chaos, feeling so much in the way that she daren’t move at all. Hannah, the dad, the mom, and the baby disappear in the tide of people and the truck doors close behind them and suddenly everything is silent. So unbearably silent.

Ana takes out her phone and calls Maya. She wants to tell someone about all this, but how on earth can she even start? She doesn’t have to. Maya doesn’t answer. Ana slips her phone into the compartment in the door and leans her head on the steering wheel.

It takes an hour before the mother and baby are stabilized to the point where it occurs to Hannah that Ana is probably still sitting outside in the parking lot. When she goes out, the girl is still sitting with her forehead on the wheel, her eyes wide open. The midwife gets into the passenger seat, it takes all her strength to close the door and stop the wind breaking the hinges and tossing it away like a glove. The pickup is rocking, the rain arrives, and they sit in silence beneath the clatter on the roof for a long time before Hannah says:

“You did really well, Ana.”

Ana blinks hard.

“Is the kid okay?”

“Yes, everything’s going to be fine. Thanks to you. Are you okay?”

“Yeah… Yeah. That was… I mean, when you delivered that baby there in the car, and when he cried for the first time, I don’t know how to describe it… it was like being high! Do you get what I mean? I mean, I’m not saying I do drugs! But you know? I mean… you do know?”

“I think so.”

“Is it like that every time?”

“Not every time.”

“Because you get used to it?”

The little lines in the skin around the midwife’s lips are the scars of relief rather than laughter lines when she replies:

“Because not everyone always makes it. You have to make the most of the happy endings whenever you get the chance.”

The silence that follows presses them deep into their seats.

“I need to get home to Dad,” Ana whispers.

“Is your mother home?”

“She doesn’t live with us.”

The girl says this so matter-of-factly that the midwife doesn’t ask anything more. There’s no mother. There was a woman who gave birth to Ana once upon a time, she lives somewhere else now and has a new life, but there’s no longer a mom. When the midwife carefully touches her fingers to the girl’s cheek, her shock eases and tears trickle over Hannah’s hand.

“You promise the kid’s going to be okay?”

“I promise, Ana.”

“I’m sorry I hit that stupid painter. And I’m sorry I drove so fast. And I’m…”

The midwife hushes her gently.

“You saved a baby’s life tonight, Ana. You’re a bit daft, sure, I’m not going to pretend otherwise. I wouldn’t even let you use my sewing machine if there hadn’t been a storm, I can tell you that much. But you’re also really, really brave. You’re the sort of person who runs toward fire. Believe me, I recognize the type.”

Ana tries to nod like she believes that. Her dad is still asleep in his chair when she gets home, a bottle still in his hand, he hasn’t even noticed that the world is falling apart outside the windows. Ana finishes the dishes, then checks the batteries in the flashlights before lying down under a blanket on the floor in front of the open fire with the dogs huddled closely around her. She’s left her phone in the truck, where it lies, ringing and ringing and ringing.

The next day Ana doesn’t tell anyone what she did the previous night, not even Maya.



In the hospital a woman is lying in a bed. No one told her how it would really feel to be someone’s mom. Which is just as well. She’s going to be scared forever now.

“Vidar is a good name,” she whispers.

“It’s a brilliant name,” the dad sniffs.

And it is. A name for a boy born far out in the forest between two towns that hate each other, on a wild night during the worst storm anyone can remember. A child of the wind, saved by a hunter’s daughter. If that boy ever starts to play hockey, it will be one of our very, very best fairy tales.

We’re going to need them. Fairy tales are what help us cope with funerals.



Hannah goes back inside the hospital, into the locker room, where she gets changed and leans her forehead against the door. Then she allows herself to have a minor breakdown, just a small one, only for a moment. She lets all that is brightest and darkest sing inside her without struggling against it. Then she closes all the dampers and hatches inside herself and opens her eyes, so that she doesn’t take all those feelings home. No one can bear to feel everything all the time. She’s only a few miles from home, but as she walks toward the parking lot she realizes that the van is still parked outside Ana’s house in Beartown. It’s far too dangerous to walk home in the storm now, especially when she’s so exhausted, so she calls her husband, hardly able to speak: “It all went fine, darling, but I haven’t got the car here so I’m going to stay until the storm…” But Johnny has already hung up, he carries all four sleeping children to the neighbors’ and borrows their car to drive to the hospital and collect his wife. Not even a natural disaster can stop her idiot from doing that.



Kira is sitting on her own at her desk in the office, she can see nothing but herself in the window, the other side is pitch black, the sky has swallowed the earth. She thinks a hundred times that she’s going to phone her daughter, but it’s so late and she’s probably at some party with her classmates, Kira doesn’t want to worry her. But most of all she doesn’t want Maya to hear in her voice how frightened she is. How lost.

The storm is going to be worse than they said on the news, much, much worse. But Kira doesn’t go home. She ought to, but she doesn’t.

Towns and marriages consist of stories. Where one starts, another one ends.






10 Migrating birds


Maya has heard many times back home in Beartown that “in a crisis you find out who you really are.” People love their damn aphorisms in hockey towns. “When your back’s against the wall you find out what you’re really capable of,” they declare, without ever questioning what that really means. After all, the vast majority of people never find out what they’re capable of, most of them don’t even know if they’re the sort of animal that runs, or the sort of animal that hunts. Maya envies them. She envies them so much.

She walks a little faster through the park but without starting to run, she knows that the man behind her would catch up with her in a matter of seconds if she did that. She’s trying to buy some time, get as close to the exit of the park as possible before making a break for it, hopefully get him to underestimate her.



Idiot.



Maya used to watch the migrating birds as they passed over the forest between Hed and Beartown in the spring, and wonder why they did that. “I mean, I understand why they leave but not why they come back,” she said to Ana, but Ana just shrugged her shoulders and said: “They’re gone for the whole of the hockey season. Smart!” She always used to laugh off anything painful, but when Maya left to attend music college she whispered: “You’re like those birds now. Flying away.” Maya dearly wished it could have been so easy.

They spent their first night on opposite sides of the country talking on the phone until the sun came up, Maya was making a huge effort to pretend that she was normal to her classmates, but everything crumbled when she was on the phone. She admitted in a low voice to Ana that she wondered if she was a psychopath who no longer even regretted holding that rifle to Kevin’s head. Ana groaned at the other end: “God, you were a psychopath WAY before that!” Maya smiled. It always ended with a joke from one or other of them, so that they wouldn’t dig too deep. Maya hated herself for having been in that room with Kevin, Ana hated herself for not being there. Maya spared him out on that jogging trail, but Ana would never have done that. “All animals fight for their own survival first, they hunt if it’s in their nature, and they die if they have to,” Ana said, and Maya thought for a while before she replied: “But not all animals want revenge, we’re the only ones who do that, waiting in the darkness all night so we can get back at someone for something. Only we do that.” Ana snorted and told her about how her mom had hit one of her dad’s hunting dogs on the nose, then a few weeks later the dog crept out and pulled down all the white laundry Ana’s mom had hung on the clothesline. “It was getting its revenge,” Ana grinned.

They continued talking on the phone, but less and less frequently, and less and less about animals. Maya really did try to forget everything. Her new classmates knew nothing about her, so she decided to become someone else, someone nothing had happened to. It almost worked.



Idiot idiot.



“You never tell us anything about yourself, we’ve known you for two years but it feels like we hardly know anything about you!” one of her classmates exclaimed recently when they were studying in the library. Maya was shocked when she saw that all the others around the table agreed. There was no malice in the remark, just curiosity, they had no idea what doors they were trying to open. She tried to laugh it off and said she was really a contract killer for the mafia, adopting her strongest Beartown dialect because she knew that always made them laugh. What else was she supposed to say? Where could she start? Their world was far too small for them to understand, they were still children, they got drunk at every party because they weren’t worried about not being in control, because nothing had ever happened to them. They’ve never hated themselves so much that they wanted to kill themselves simply because they went to a party when they were fifteen in a town where afterward everyone wished that they had never existed, because someone who doesn’t exist can’t be raped. They’ve never wondered what would have happened if they simply hadn’t gone to the police, hadn’t said anything, had just let life go on without turning the entire world upside down for the people they loved. They’ve never dreamed of a rifle against a forehead and woken up as relieved as Maya does, because she’d rather dream about what she did to him than about what he did to her. They’ve never wondered if perhaps they should actually have followed the advice the town had given her: Shoot. Dig. Silence.

At a party a few months ago one guy asked Maya why she never drank more than one or two glasses of wine, and what could she say? Because of guys like you. Because you’re everywhere.

But she almost succeeded in becoming a different person in this city. She almost succeeded in changing. She succeeded to the extent that one evening she decided to take a shortcut across the park in the dark without thinking about it.



Idiot idiot idiot.



She quickens her pace on the gravel path, just a little, and the man behind her speeds up too. Perhaps she’s wrong? Perhaps it’s her imagination? So she slows down, and he almost stops then. When she starts to move again she is no longer in any doubt about what he wants, and by then it is already too late. Her hand fumbles in her bag but her fingers feel clumsy and her phone slips from her grasp and lands on the path. He’s approaching so quickly. She hears his breathing and the next second she feels his breath against her cheek.

She has time to get so angry with herself, so furious with everything and everyone, but most of all herself. Because she already has the knife in her hand. That was what she was looking for in her bag when her phone fell out, she knows she wouldn’t have time to call anyone anyway, only defend herself. The blade is thin and not particularly long, she tells herself that she’ll aim at the man’s hands, he isn’t wearing gloves, so if she cuts him there the pain might be bad enough to give her a head start when she starts running. They’re so small, his hands, she finds herself thinking. The last thing that flits through her mind is the wish that she had tied her sneakers tighter. That’s how much she’s changed: she’s become the sort of person who doesn’t tie her shoes properly when she goes out. As if the world weren’t full of men.



He moves. She lashes out.



She hears herself scream, not with fear but rage. Two years. She almost succeeded in becoming another person here. But in a crisis she finds out the truth about herself, and then she remembers Kevin’s breath, his hard grip, her pounding heart. But she also remembers his gasps, his trembling fingertips when he saw the rifle, the smell of urine when he pissed himself with fear. Is he still out there on the jogging track at night, the way she’s still in the room where he raped her? Did he ever come home from the forest? Is he still scared of the dark? She hopes so.



The man in front of her in the park screams, a pathetic little whimper. Did she get him with the knife? God, she hopes so.



It was Ramona who gave her the knife, on the morning of Maya’s last day in Beartown before she left. “Take this and keep it in your handbag. Down there in the capital people are so damn touchy that they probably don’t even let you take a shotgun with you if you’re going into town. But for God’s sake don’t mention this to…,” she began, and Maya misunderstood and hurried to promise: “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything to Dad!” Whereupon Ramona snorted so hard that the candles went out on the other side of the bar: “Why the hell would you think I’m scared of your FATHER? Now, your mother, on the other hand… if she hears I gave you a knife, I’ll probably get it in the ass. Literally.”

Ramona wasn’t good at hugs, so Maya did most of the work, but it was at least a hug. Maya has thought of getting rid of the knife a thousand times, but it’s stayed in her handbag. “I daresay everyone has already asked you what the point of moving away from here is,” were Ramona’s parting words, “so all I’ll say is that you need to be damn clear that the only people who move away from Beartown are smug bastards who think they’re really something. And that’s good. I want you to think you’re something, girl.”



“Wait. WAIT!”



Maya doesn’t realize it’s the man yelling at first, the voice is too young, too thin. He’s leapt backward and Maya stays the knife at the last moment. He’s standing with one hand in the air, the other is holding out her phone, trembling so much that it almost falls to the ground again. Shame washes through Maya when she realizes that it isn’t even a man, it’s a girl, about thirteen years old or so. A little kid. She stares at the knife in Maya’s hand with tears streaming down her face.

“Sorry! I’m sorry!!!”

“What the HELL?” Maya yells, dropping the knife into her bag in panic, she’s shaking uncontrollably now and the girl stammers nervously:

“Can I… can I walk with you? They took my phone and I didn’t want to tell them the code, so they chased me and I saw you and thought…”

Only then does Maya see the other three girls, the same age, farther away in the park. Maya’s heart is beating so hard that her ears are buzzing, and all she can think is what her mother said about the difference between moving to little Beartown from Toronto with its several million inhabitants: “In Beartown you only need to worry about wild animals if you go out at night, Maya, but in a big city you have to be afraid of everything.” She was wrong, and she probably knew it even back then, it was as much a lie for her own sake as her daughter’s. There are predators everywhere, just different sorts.

“Here… your phone…,” the girl in front of her whispers.

Maya sees the red marks on her wrists and knows how you get those: you tear yourself free, you fight for your life. She takes the phone, the girls farther away see the screen light up her face, maybe they think she’s calling the police, because they turn as quickly as they appeared and vanish.

“Come on. Hurry!” Maya whispers, pulling the girl with her in the other direction.

The girl runs close beside her until they reach the end of the park.

“Where… where can you get a knife like that?” she asks when she eventually dares to speak.

Maya is leaning over breathlessly, hands on her knees, and wishes Ana was here to make fun of how out of shape she is. She avoids the girl’s gaze and mumbles:

“A witch in the forest gave it to me.”

“What?”

“Never mind. You shouldn’t get a knife.”

“Why not?”

“Because you should only have one if you’re prepared to use it,” Maya whispers, and hopes the girl is never as prepared as she is.

She hands the girl her phone and tells her to call her parents, and the girl does as she says. Maya hears her explain what happened, and swear over and over again that she’s fine, Maya can see she’s trying not to cry, not for her sake but her parents’. Most people don’t know when their childhood ends, but this girl will always know exactly.

Maya remembers the hospital, after the rape, when her own mom wanted to murder the whole town and her dad whispered: “What can I do?” and all Maya could manage to say was: “Love me.” It’s a terrible moment for all kids when we realize that our parents can’t protect us. That we won’t be able to protect our own. That the whole world can come and take us whenever it likes.

The girl hands the phone back, says her mom wants to talk to Maya, and she hears a woman sobbing at the other end of the line:

“Thank you, oh, THANK YOU, I’m so happy my daughter was lucky enough to find you! We’ve taught her that if anything happens, she should run to an adult!”

This is the first time anyone has called Maya that. She waits with the girl until they see her parents’ car come around the corner, the girl looks away from Maya for a moment, and when she looks back Maya has disappeared. Disappeared into the city where no one knows who you are and you can be who you want to be.



But who do you want to be?



A couple of blocks away Maya sits down warily on an ice-cold bench and goes to pieces. She sobs so hard she can’t breathe. Everything she has spent all these months trying to forget is suddenly back: the sound of the buttons of her blouse bouncing across the floor, the posters on the walls of Kevin’s room, the weight of his body, and the panic, the panic, the panic. The smell of him on her skin afterward, which she tried to scrub away until she was bleeding.

People say that our worst moments reveal who our real friends are, but of course most of all we reveal ourselves. Maya pulls out her phone. She could call any of her classmates, but what could she say? They don’t have knives in their bags. They wouldn’t understand.

Most of all she just wants to call her mom, she wants to hear her ask: “Is everything okay, darling?” and whisper back: “No, Mom, no, I’m not okay I’m not okay I’m not okay.” She wants to yell into the phone that her mom should drive the whole way across the country and pick her up, the way she did so many times as a child when she went camping in the forest with Ana and got scared of the dark. Her mom was always in the car before Maya had time to finish the question, she always slept with her clothes on when the children weren’t home. That’s the only thing that stops Maya calling now. Her mom would have set off at once, driving all night, all the way, without any hesitation, but Maya has just been called an adult. So that’s what she tries to be.

So instead she calls the only person she’s got, the only person she’s always had, because that’s the question a crisis asks us: Who’s your person? She calls Ana.

No reply. She calls again and again, and in the end she sends a text: Pick up! I need you! She’ll feel so ashamed of that a few hours from now. She’s going to hate herself so much when she finds out what’s been going on at home.






11 Flagpoles


Home. It’s never felt like home for Matteo. This town has never been interested in him.

He’s sitting crouched in the ditch, when he flew off his bike he landed on his arm and now it’s hurting so badly that for a few seconds he wonders if he was actually run over. He lets out a whimper as he stands up, the car is already long gone in the darkness. Ana, who was driving it, and Hannah, sitting beside her, didn’t even see him. The trees shriek in the wind like metal scraping against porcelain. It’s the space of a blink in an entire life, but perhaps it’s there and then that Matteo finally decides he’s had enough of being powerless. Enough of being weak. He decides to give as good as he gets, to anyone, any way he can.

He hauls himself up onto the road again, leaning into the wind and dragging his bicycle behind him. He loses his bearings. When he looks up he realizes he’s gone in completely the wrong direction. He’s up in the Heights, where the most expensive houses in town are, he can walk here from his own street in less than half an hour, but it’s like a different country. The houses here are so large that two people could probably shout at each other from either end and still not hear each other, the windows so high that Matteo can’t imagine how anyone cleans them. There are two cars parked in each drive, and a trampoline in each yard. This town is incredibly good at telling you what you can’t afford to have.

He stops on the jogging track where there’s a view across the whole lake, if you follow the shore with your eyes you can see all the way to the ice rink. Outside it there are twelve flagpoles arranged in two neat lines, green flags with the bear on them are always fluttering at the top of the poles, but someone is taking them down now, one by one, so they don’t get torn to shreds in the storm. As carefully and tenderly as if each one of them were incredibly valuable.

The chain on Matteo’s bicycle has come off, he tries to put it back on but his frozen fingers are shaking too much. He drags his bike most of the way into the center of Beartown, but in the end he gives up and abandons it.

No one who is out sees him, no one offers to help, all they care about is flags.






12 Roofs


Everything and everyone is connected in this forest, we’re connected to the extent that when the roof collapses at an ice rink in Hed, a man automatically starts running in Beartown. One of the man’s former coaches once said: “You get success by having extremely high integrity but absolutely zero prestige. Because integrity is about who you are, whereas prestige is only about what other people think of you.” The man often thinks that this might be true in sports, but when you’re talking about the survival of a town the opposite is true: prestige is everything. That’s why he’s running.

At some point during the past two years, hardly anyone knows exactly when because it wasn’t even reported in the local paper, a few men and women gathered in a small room in the council building and made a political decision that seemed like a formality at the time: it has been proposed that the renovation of the ice rink in Hed should be postponed and renovation of the rink in Beartown brought forward instead. Afterward no one can remember on which grounds the decision was made, exactly, but it’s the usual story, politics isn’t always decided by politicians around here.

What actually happened was that a small but vocal “interested party” in Beartown had spent months cultivating the people in power, in conference rooms and in hunting lodges and in the supermarket, while the committee over at Hed Hockey was too busy trying to recruit a new coach to have time to object. Naturally not all the politicians were convinced that Beartown’s ice rink was more important than Hed’s, but enough of them buckled out of fear of losing allies. Political reality is harsh: the gaps between elections seem to get shorter and shorter, and election campaigns longer and longer.

The interested party managed to produce a survey which concluded that the risk of a collapse at Beartown ice rink was suddenly “imminent,” which was obviously of additional concern given the club’s extensive youth program. Surely they had to think about the children? The fact that the survey was conducted by the brother of a committee member at Beartown Hockey was never discussed. When someone asked to look at the report a couple of weeks later, no one could find it. But by then the decision had already been made and one ice rink had been prioritized over another.
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