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‘Guard your heart above all else, for it is the source of life.’


Proverbs 4:23
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FOREWORD


I believe in sleeping outdoors, surrounded by tall fir trees, darkness and cold. Lying on my back and looking up at the stars, watching my breath form thin clouds.


Something happens when you’re surrounded by an infinite room. It gives perspective.


When I moved out into the forest almost twenty years ago, I lacked direction in life. I panicked when confronted by all the choices I had to make and all the thoughts I didn’t understand. For me, escaping from society wasn’t a social experiment: it was pure survival strategy.


Waking up after a long night’s sleep on a reindeer skin, my body warm in my sleeping bag, cool winter air on my face; it was like coming home. Everything was clear. Living in the forest felt like something certain: heat, food and everything else we take for granted were now my responsibility. It helped me recognize what’s really important.


Everything that had been weighing heavily on my mind all those years just disappeared. My blood flowed freely.


During the more than four years I lived under a cotton canvas in the Jämtland forest, I felt a calm that I’d never experienced before. In general, I’ve never felt as much as I did during that time, never enjoyed anything so much.
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This is a book about my and my family’s way out and what I mean when I say that we lose something if we always sleep in a temperature-controlled room with four walls and a ceiling.


I want everyone to feel the deep rest that I have found in the forest.
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CHAPTER 1 THE WAY OUT



It was hard at home and difficult in school. Life became clearer when I ran across the rocks on Öckerö, jumped from the bridge 20 metres down into the sea or steered my own boat. Nature was my school.


taking the first step [image: Image] challenging yourself
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FOR ME, THE JOURNEY started when I was twelve years old and opened my bedroom window. It was just an impulse, but I felt calmer with the winter air on my face. It was as if the cold dampened my worried, racing thoughts and a body that never seemed to stay still. The cold helped me sleep deeply. From that day on, I’ve always slept with an open window.


Mum had been suffering from MS for a few years and mostly lay on the couch and cried. It happened so fast that she didn’t have time to process it. The change from healthy to sick took only a few months. After that, she needed constant care. She had to ask for help with the smallest things. She was sad that life had become something she hadn’t imagined, about wanting to but not being able to do things.


Tears ran down her cheeks, her body in slow motion, a slow smile when she saw me. She wanted to be there for me, but she just couldn’t. She was so tired.


In the end, I couldn’t handle the crying, didn’t want to see or hear the tears. I felt a pressure inside that I didn’t know how to deal with.


School was like a meadow of knowledge, but when I turned around and looked back, I couldn’t see the path I’d walked through the grass. No trace of my steps could be seen; the information didn’t want to stick.


There was a bubble in my head where I could do things. But there was also another bubble and, like an hourglass, everything I learned would end up in the bottom glass. I didn’t know how to turn the hourglass over, so all the sand remained at the bottom.


Instead, I immersed myself in worlds that I filled with ideas of what I thought was good. Worlds I couldn’t get out of. Worlds that created even more pressure and worry.


I stopped eating sweets when I had the idea that I needed to be clean. I avoided eating sugar. I thought I’d get sick, flabby and lazy. Sometimes I had nightmares that I was so fat, I couldn’t get out of bed. I stopped eating potatoes.


I started sailing a dinghy and figured out how it worked: you look at the pennant at the top of the mast, if the sail is upright, catch as much wind as possible. Simple, clear. I quickly learned how to make my way through the buoys all the way to the finish line.


Every win was rewarded with a paper cone of marshmallows in different colours. I would come home with a salt-covered life jacket and tired hands, open the white dresser from Ikea and hide away the cone. I wanted to eat the sweets so badly, but I didn’t. By the end of the summer, an entire drawer was full of marshmallows, like sweet presents that just wanted to be eaten. As long as I resisted, it worked. I felt strong.


I liked hard rock – Rainbow, Led Zeppelin, Accept – with fast guitars, heavy bass and strange symbols on the album covers. Then I began to think that the devil was there in the music and that he’d sneak out of the lyrics at night and crawl into my head. He’d gain dominion over me, make me a hollow-eyed addict with needle track marks on my white forearms and my life would be over.


It came to a point when I could no longer sleep with the hard-rock albums in my room. I’d put them out in the hallway when I went to bed. A whole pile of LPs.


Heavy thoughts to walk around with when you’re twelve, thoughts I didn’t share with anyone and that made me turn inward. I knew that my world would scare those I talked to about it.





I OFTEN WENT to visit my grandma and grandpa after dinner. Their house was next door to ours, so it took ten seconds to get there. Still, I wanted Mum to follow me with her eyes when I darted over there, because I was scared of the dark. I wanted her to watch me through the window the whole way. I never even considered the shortest and fastest way there: through their basement door. That dark basement was more than I could handle.


I knocked on their front door and hoped Grandma would open it as soon as possible. I’d feel a slight panic before I finally saw her through the leaded window pane. Then I’d look back and wave at Mum as Grandma let me in.
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ÖCKERÖ


When he retired, Grandpa moored his 12-metre fishing boat Kristina in the harbour. I was there almost every day helping, talking or just hanging around. When I turned twelve, I was allowed to take the Kristina out on my own. In the foreground of this image is a shipyard with a crane from which I used to hang by my knees over the water and sometimes over the dry dock.







My grandma and grandpa lived in my grandma’s parents’ home, a three-storey house covered with yellow Eternit stucco – Grandpa tore down the old, wooden facade when he grew tired of painting it. In the basement was a laundry room as well as a baking room where they made crispbread and soft wheat bread a few times a year. It was important that the door be kept closed at those times. I don’t know how many times I was scolded: ‘Markus, close the door before the bread collapses and is ruined!’ I can picture Grandpa, sleeves rolled up, standing at the oven with a flat baker’s peel; Grandma at the milling table, kneading the soft dough. Both red in the face from the heat of the fire.


Grandpa would go to bed at half past eight and Grandma an hour or so later. When I slept over, I always went to bed at the same time as Grandpa. We said our evening prayers and I lay in the middle of the wide bed. He crawled in next to me. He never minded me interfering with his sleep, just as he never minded me coming over unannounced, running up the stairs and slamming doors.


Grandpa could sleep anywhere: out on the rough sea, in the middle of the kitchen floor after a night of mackerel fishing or on his back on the sofa without even a blanket. He had perfected his sleeping abilities during his many years on the North Sea.





ON MUM’S BOOKSHELF was a book series about the history of the northern Swedish archipelago.


Black-and-white photos of white-painted wooden fishing boats, all with ‘GG’ for Gothenburg stamped on their bows. Facts about the boats: where they were built, how long they were, how much horsepower the engines had.
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Manhood.







Pictures of fishermen mending their trawls and nets, working in teams, shoulder to shoulder. Everyone had their task.


One of the fishery teams was called ‘Manhood’. In the picture, they are standing on a slab of granite in front of a large seine net hung on a wooden stand. All are dressed in cotton overalls and thick wool sweaters. Sweaters that their wives and other women knitted during the dark winter months from oily wool yarn sheared from the sheep that grazed the surrounding islands. The sheep were outside in all types of weather and, just like the fishermen, they had been toughened by salty rain and strong winds.


Grandma often sat at the loom in their basement with the radio on. In the kitchen, Grandpa and I could hear the beating of the loom as she worked. The rags she used were torn from thin cotton fabric and stored in large bags on the floor. Some came from white cotton sheets embroidered with ‘AS’, after my grandpa’s father August Simonsson, who died in 1962. Those sheets had lived a full life on the North Sea, been slept on for a thousand nights and supported August’s head, full of dreams and hopes, and sometimes sweaty from worrying over a bad season. Other rags were light blue and came from sheets that Mum had embroidered with her initials when she was young, before the illness. The rag rugs contained all this. They were woven from memories.
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