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FOR MAX, GUSTAV, CALLE, AND JOSEPHINE




I find something more bitter than death:


the woman who is a net,


whose heart is like a snare,


and whose hands are fetters.


He who pleases God will escape her,


but the sinner she will ensnare.


Ecclesiastes 7:26





GUSTAVSBERG


A SUBURB OF STOCKHOLM
THE AFTERNOON OF OCTOBER 22
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Everything looks different from below.


The massive legs of the enormous dining table, the oak tabletop with the distinct grain, and the crayon drawing underneath—the one Mama hasn’t discovered yet. The tablecloth draping down around her in heavy, creamy white folds.


Mama also looks different from below.


Cautiously she sticks her head out of her tent, glances over at her mother as she stands at the stove. She is pushing down with one hand the spaghetti that’s poking out of the big, gray pot like pick-up sticks, smoking with the other.


There’s a snapping sound as the spaghetti breaks under the fork’s pressure.


Mama’s worn jeans are hanging so low over her rear end that Tilda can see the tattoo on her backside and those pink panties she wears.


Mama’s bottom looks enormous from below, and Tilda wonders if she should tell her so. Mama is always wondering if her bottom looks big or small. And she often forces Henrik to answer that question even though he doesn’t want to. He’d rather watch the horses running round and round on TV and drink his beer.


That’s called a hobby.


Mama puts out her cigarette in her coffee cup, then picks up a little spaghetti that landed next to the pot with those long fingernails and stuffs it into her mouth as if it were candy.


It crunches as she chews.


Tilda picks up a blue crayon and starts carefully coloring in what’s going to be the sky. The drawing already has a house, their house, with a red car out front, the one they’re going to buy when Mama gets another job. Through the window, the weak gray light of the fall afternoon filters into the kitchen, painting the room in a dark, depressing palette, but inside her tent it’s dark in a cozy way. Only a dim light seeps in, enough for her to see the paper resting on the floor in front of her and make out a hint of the colors of the crayons.


A steady stream of music from the radio, interspersed with commercials.


Commercials are when they talk, that much Tilda has understood. Commercials are when Henrik goes and pees out all the beer he’s drunk. Commercials are also when Mama goes out and smokes on the balcony, but when Henrik’s not home she smokes everywhere. Even when there isn’t a commercial.


The knocking is gentle and considerate, as if maybe it wasn’t knocking but just someone absentmindedly drumming lightly on the wood door as he or she passed the door of the apartment.


Tilda sees her mother light another cigarette, leaning over the sink, seeming to hesitate.


Then the knocking becomes pounding.


Thump, thump, thump.


And there’s no longer any doubt that someone is standing outside the door, someone who wants in. Someone who’s in a hurry.


“I’m coming,” her mother yells, and slowly walks over to the door with her cigarette in her hand. As if she had all the time in the world. And Tilda knows that’s so, because Henrik has to learn to wait. Everything can’t always happen at once, can’t always be on his terms. Mama’s told him so.


Tilda finds a light-yellow crayon she thinks will make a good sun and starts drawing a circle with round, sweeping motions. The paper crumples a little and when she holds it down with her other hand a small tear starts up in the right-hand corner. A crack in the perfect world she is so carefully creating.


She hesitates: Start over again or keep going?


Thump, thump, thump.


Henrik seems angrier than usual. Then there’s the sound of the safety chain sliding off and Mama opens the door.


Tilda searches through the crayons, which resemble grayish-brown sticks in the darkness under the kitchen table, as if she were sitting in the woods under a spruce tree playing with real sticks. She wonders what that would feel like; she’s almost never been in the woods. Just to the playground downtown and there aren’t any trees, just thorny bushes with tiny little orangish-red berries that the other kids say are poisonous.


Then she finds the gray crayon. Thinks it will be a big, dark cloud. One swollen with rain and hail in its belly, one that scares the grown-ups.


From out in the hallway she hears indignant voices and more pounding. Muffled thuds on the floor, as if something were falling over and over again. Sometimes she wishes they would quit fighting. Or that Mama would throw out those yellow beer cans, the ones that make Henrik grumpy and irritated and tired.


She lies down on the floor so she can peek out from under the tablecloth. They’re screaming now and something is wrong. The voices don’t sound familiar. Henrik doesn’t sound the way he normally does.


The hallway is cloaked in darkness.


Tilda can sense bodies moving around out there but can’t figure out what’s going on.


Then a cry.


Someone, she now sees that it’s her mother, falls forward headlong onto the kitchen floor. Lands flat on her stomach with her face down, and she can see a red pool growing where her mother’s head is lying. Mama’s hands grab hold of the rug as if she wants to cling to it and she tries to crawl back into the living room while something small, shiny, and glimmering-gold rolls into the kitchen from the hall.


Someone—the man—is cursing out in the hall. His voice is deep and sort of rough. Then footsteps come into the kitchen. A figure bends over, snatches up the small object.


She doesn’t dare stick her head out to see who it is, but she sees the black boots and dark trouser legs that pause next to her mother’s head, hesitate for a second, and then kick her, over and over again in the face. Until her whole face seems to come loose, like a mask from a doll, and red and pink goo gushes out in a puddle on the rug in front of her. The black boots are also covered with the goo, which slowly drips down onto the floor, like melting ice cream.


It gets quiet, except for the music still coming from the radio and Tilda wonders how it can be possible for the music to just keep going and going, as if nothing had happened, even though Mama is lying there on the kitchen floor like a pile of dirty laundry in a sea of blood that’s growing by the second.


Mama’s breaths are drawn out and wheezing as if she had taken a sip of water that went down the wrong way.


Then Tilda watches as her mother is dragged out into the hall, inch by inch. She’s still clutching the little kitchen rug tightly and it slides along with her, out into the dark.


The only thing left on the cream-colored linoleum floor is a sea of blood and pink goo.


Tilda hesitates for a second but then continues to color in the gray storm cloud.
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STOCKHOLM


TWO MONTHS EARLIER
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Vijay’s office—an infinitely large desk, where every last inch of the desktop is covered with paper. I wonder how he can ever find what he needs among thousands of papers, folders, and journals.


His laptop is perched on top of a stack of what look like essays, a superthin Mac. Vijay has always been a Mac person. Next to that, there’s a cup of coffee and a banana peel. A tin of chewing tobacco is half hidden under a memo from the chair of the department.


“Have you started chewing tobacco?” Aina asks, giving Vijay an incredulous look and contorting her face in disgust.


“Hm . . . I was forced to,” Vijay says with a smile. “Olle objected to the cigarettes, but he puts up with the chewing tobacco.”


Aina shakes her head in sympathy and says, “Too bad. And here I was thinking we should grab a cup of coffee and take a cigarette break in that biting wind out there, you know, for old time’s sake and stuff.”


All three of us laugh, remembering for a moment how we used to stand together in the pouring rain, the snow, the broiling sun, season in and season out, sharing cigarettes and coffee. Back when life was less complicated. Or maybe it just seems that way now that those days are behind us. Now that what was once “now” is in the distant past.


Aina, Vijay, and I are old friends from back in our student days, when we all studied psychology together at Stockholm University. Aina and I decided to do clinical work after we finished our degrees. Vijay decided to go the academic route and get a PhD. Now, ten years later, he’s a professor of forensic psychology at our old alma mater.


I study him: his black hair, now graying at the temples, his bushy mustache, a wrinkly blue-and-white-striped cotton shirt. He doesn’t look like a professor, but maybe that’s how you’d describe the Professor Look: the lack of any common stylistic denominator. What do I know anyway? I don’t know that many professors. Well, no matter how little Vijay looks like a professor, I can’t deny the fact that he’s aged, just like Aina and I. We’re older, possibly wiser, or perhaps just more tired and mildly surprised that life didn’t turn out the way we thought it would, back then.


“It’s not like you’d have to twist my arm. Maybe we should go have a smoke. Olle’s at a conference in Reykjavik so it’s not like he’d know.” Vijay picks up his tobacco tin and starts absentmindedly picking at the label. “But,” he continues, “that’s not why I asked you to come, to discuss my nicotine habit, I mean.”


Aina and I nod in confirmation. We know that Vijay asked us here to discuss an assignment and we’re grateful for that. Psychotherapists suffer from economic downturns just like everyone else and a long-term contract from a publicly funded institution would be most welcome.


“So, it has to do with a research project in which we’re going to study how effective self-help groups are for women who have been victims of violence. The target group is women who are at risk of developing post-traumatic stress disorder, but who for whatever reason don’t want to receive traditional treatment. The project is a collaboration between the municipality of Värmdö and Stockholm University.”


Vijay has put on his professor hat. His eyes gleam and his cheeks are flushed. He is passionate about his work, doesn’t view it as a job, a source of income, but as a lifestyle and perhaps also as something that gives his life meaning. Plus, he can’t deny that it does wonders for his ego, being the expert, the most knowledgeable.


Vijay is often quoted in the media, commenting on various crimes and their presumed causes. It would be easy to psychoanalyze him, to think that his attitude stems from a need for revenge—Vijay, the put-upon immigrant, doubly marginalized because of his ethnic origin and his sexual orientation, but that is far from the truth. Vijay’s parents are both well-to-do academics who came to Sweden on research grants and then stayed. His being gay was never an issue for his family. There were three other brothers to supply his parents with all the grandchildren their hearts desired. They viewed Vijay as eccentric but quite successful.


“If this is self-help therapy, where do we come in?” Aina asks, interrupting Vijay’s pontificating and forcing him to stop talking, something he isn’t that fond of doing.


“I’m getting to that, if you’ll just bear with me.” He pauses, opens his tobacco tin, stuffs a pouch of snuff under his lip, and then proceeds. “The idea is for you guys to run the pilot study. Test the manual, take a peek at the psychoeducational portions, see if anything needs to be added or removed.”


“Psychoeducation and self-help, that doesn’t sound like cognitive behavioral therapy,” I think out loud. Aina looks doubtful, and Vijay is smiling calmly.


“It isn’t CBT, not strictly speaking. But that doesn’t mean it can’t be effective,” Vijay says. “You guys know that there is far more demand for trained psychotherapists who use a CBT approach than there are psychotherapists. This is one way of allowing more people to participate in different interventions that we know are effective for post-traumatic stress disorder and trauma. We simply want to make this type of approach available at a lower cost. Besides, there’s a point to self-help groups, especially for people who have been victims. It gives them a sense of . . . of being in control, maybe. Empowerment. Well . . . you know.”


“Empowerment?” Aina asks, still looking skeptical and glancing over at me, looking for a sign, some indication of my take on this.


“How is it structured?” I ask. I’m curious and want to hear more about how they envision the plan will work.


Vijay explains, “Eight sessions, two hours each time. Each session will start with an instructional portion, reactions to trauma, men’s violence against women, information about common symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, topics like that. Then there will be a less structured portion; people can talk about their own experiences and listen to other people’s stories. The group leader’s role is to facilitate the discussion, make sure that everyone gets a chance to talk and that no one becomes too dominant. After that the leader will give a homework assignment, maybe to reflect on how their lives changed after the traumatic event or coming up with new goals for how they want things to be, what they lost, and what they think they can recapture, reconquer perhaps, and then how they’re going to do it. You’ll receive a detailed manual, but you’re free to improvise. Afterward, you evaluate the sessions together and offer opinions on the content. Everything will be documented. It’s important to remember that this is a self-help group, so your input level has to be just right: it should have substance and help them but you can’t get too involved. It’s not psychotherapy, and the program won’t be run by psychotherapists; the group facilitators will be women who themselves have been subjected to violence at the hands of men . . .”


Vijay cuts himself off and suddenly looks embarrassed. I know what he’s thinking and what he’s about to say.


“I, uh, Siri . . .” Vijay stammers, “I’m not asking you to do this because you’ve been a victim, but because you’re a hell of a good psychologist and psychotherapist, quite simply. You and Aina, you’re good, damn good.”


“But the fact that I was the victim of violence in addition to being a psychologist and a therapist, maybe that doesn’t hurt?” I ask, studying Vijay, watching him weigh the various alternatives. I know him well enough that I have some idea what he’s thinking. Tell it like it is or smooth it over? Pretend like nothing happened and that I’m the same person I was before, or concede that what happened, the fact that another person tried to kill me, actually changed who I am?


“Does it bother you?” he asks.


He looks hurt and anxious. I contemplate his question. Does it bother me that Vijay thinks my personal history makes me better suited than someone else to do this job? I realize it doesn’t. My personal experience is still with me, but it doesn’t hurt anymore. It’s no longer an open wound. I think I have control over my reactions and my ability to relate to what happened.


“No, it doesn’t bother me.”


The mood in the extremely cluttered office changes so suddenly that it’s impossible to ignore it. A calm wave of relief seems to spread through Vijay and Aina, and I realize that they must have discussed this together in advance but that Aina hadn’t wanted to sway my decision. She just wanted to give me a way to bow out of Vijay’s offer without losing face. Vijay leans over and strokes my cheek in an unexpectedly tender gesture.


“Siri, my good friend. I’m so glad you’re here.”


I am surprised at this sudden sentimental turn but touched by his sincerity all the same. There’s no doubt that he means what he’s saying. Aina looks me in the eye, raises her eyebrow almost imperceptibly, and I’m forced to look away because I know I’m going to start laughing and I don’t want to hurt Vijay’s feelings. Instead, I turn toward him and cock my head to the side.


“Enough said. Can we talk money now?”
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Rain that never ends, that refuses to let in sun or cold. It falls quietly over the waterlogged fields around my cottage, slowly dissolving the contours of what was once my lawn, which is now under water. A few isolated tufts of grass stick up here and there, like wisps of unkempt yellow hair. The path between my house and the little outbuilding, which contains a bathroom and storage room, is full of gaping holes where the black mud sucked hold of my rubber boots.


Inside my house it’s warm and dry and whenever I glance at the front door, I’m filled with that strong, primitive sense of joy at returning to a home that is actually mine, that keeps me—and sometimes also Markus and my friends—warm on these stormy autumn nights, a simple but sturdy wood construction.


Markus doesn’t live with me. I don’t want us to move in together, I’m not there yet. Maybe I value having my own space too much, maybe I don’t think we could handle all the compromises that a truly shared life would require.


Who am I trying to kid?


The truth—which hurts so much I only take it out occasionally to inspect it in the light—is that I’m incapable of loving him for real. Asking me to love him is like asking a man with no arms to tie his shoelaces; it doesn’t matter how much I want to. I can’t.


I fear there’s no room in my soul for him.


Not yet.


Stefan.


Still present, by my side night and day, when I work and sleep, when I’m making love to Markus.


Am I being unfaithful?


Most people would call that thought absurd. I mean, you can’t be unfaithful to someone who’s dead. And, heaven knows, if anyone would have wanted me to be happy, it was Stefan. He would have wanted that for me.


No.


It’s about my own inability to connect.


There you have it.


The only things that reveal Markus’s existence on the days when I’m on my own out here are an extra toothbrush in the bathroom, a drawer of briefs and XL-sized T-shirts in my dresser, and an ultraslim laptop, which he claims he needs for work, although if truth be told I’ve never seen him do anything besides play video games and surf the web on it.


Even though we’ve been seeing each other for almost a year, I still haven’t gotten over the fact that we’re so different. If anyone had asked me way back when, a long time ago, what I was looking for in a man—my ideal man—I could have gone on at length on the topic. He would be intellectual, read books, be interested in social issues.


Now I can coolly observe that I have found a man who is as far from my romantic ideal as you can get: policeman, athletic, doesn’t share any of my interests, not interested in reading, mostly likes to sit in front of the computer when he’s not working out. I think he votes liberal even though he’s from northern Sweden, but I don’t actually know. We never talk about stuff like that. Actually, we don’t really talk that much. We just . . . are. We share this cottage and those rocks along the shore. We share life, which moves leisurely along this long, drawn-out, dark fall. We share each other’s bodies with an intensity that is sometimes frightening, and which stands in glaring contrast to our more tepid, impartial everyday conversations and practical undertakings.


Sometimes I think that he serves the same purpose in my life as a pet—it’s nice to have someone else around. Maybe that sounds awful? But the opposite is also dreadful: requiring of life that a man—any man—should live up to a romanticized ideal, that he should share all my interests. It would be arrogant to demand something like that from life, from another person.


He’s also way too young for me, ten years too young to be precise. I decided a long time ago to ignore this fact, to convince myself that age is relative. And if I’m being honest, I enjoy it: the idea that someone—who is so young—actually wants me.


*   *   *


It’s early in the morning and the cove outside is still shrouded in darkness. Markus and I squeeze into the tiny bathroom in the outbuilding. He runs the razor over his face and studies me in the mirror. Slowly and perhaps a little provokingly, I rub oil over my naked, freshly showered body, glancing at him furtively as he stands there leaning over the sink.


“Why all the Bowie pictures?” Markus asks, pointing at the collage that covers one of the walls in the bathroom. “Isn’t that a little immature, hanging pictures of your idols on the walls?”


I laugh and pull on my panties. “I’m in love with him, always have been.”


“Isn’t he a little old for you?” Markus asks, grinning as he puts little bits of paper onto a pimple or a nick from shaving. I can see the blood suffusing the thin paper and growing into a little rose on his cheek.


“No, not Bowie as he is today,” I protest. “I love the seventies version of him, you know, the androgynous, wiry, punk guy, the one who wrote cool lyrics and loaned Mick Jagger his women. Or was it the other way around? No, they had sex, Bowie and Mick. That’s how it was, right?”


“You’re insane, you know that, right?”


“I’ve never claimed otherwise.”
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We’re having a referral meeting at the practice.


Elin, our receptionist, browses skeptically through the stack of papers sitting on our elliptical birch table. She scratches her tangled black hair a little.


“Well, where could they be? They were right here a minute ago. This is totally nuts.”


Suddenly Elin looks confused and much younger than her actual age of twenty-five. In spite of her extensive makeup and the piercings in her nose and lips, she looks uncannily young and fragile.


She looks unspoiled.


Maybe even innocent.


As if she were trying to prove the opposite, she chooses clothes that make people think about anything but innocence: short, tight-fitting black clothes, fishnet stockings, ragged sweaters, chunky boots, chains and rivets. Every once in a while she seems to get tired of all that black and comes in wearing pink-and-red-striped leggings and a sweatshirt. On occasion, patients have complained, although most of them don’t react to Elin’s appearance.


Sven clears his throat impatiently. As usual, his patience with Elin is very limited. It seems as though her very presence puts him on edge. And in a way maybe that’s as it should be because Elin is charged with an almost impossible task: to fill the space left behind by Marianne, our former—profoundly missed—multitalented receptionist.


So far Elin is still just in training; she was sent to us as a rehabilitation measure. We got her from the employment agency. None of us, not even Elin herself, knows how long she is going to stay, which I imagine must be stressful for her.


Aina and I like Elin for instinctive and perhaps somewhat vague reasons, although even we have to concede that she is not particularly effective. I am eternally amazed at how long it can take her to send appointment reminders to patients, locate patients’ files, or just run down to the bakery on Götgatan and buy cinnamon rolls. Plus she’s in a perpetual state of confusion—not a good quality in a receptionist who’s supposed to manage all the administrative tasks for the whole practice. She misplaces notes, forgets confidential documents like patient records in the waiting room, loses keys, and forgets to listen to the messages on the answering machine so no one has any idea if our patients have canceled or not.


But she’s just incredibly nice and she so desperately wants to please us that we overlook her shortcomings when it comes to organization and especially appearance.


“Isn’t that it in your other hand?” Sven asks, pointing at the paper Elin is holding in her left hand as she flips through the stack of papers with her right.


“Oh,” Elin says, blushing under her makeup and pushing the paper toward the middle of the table. “Sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking. Anyway, here it is. It’s from Fruängen Health Center. Okay, okay, female, born 1975, they write ‘post-traumatic stress disorder—question mark—following car accident in which her sister and mother died.’ Let’s see, it must be three years ago. Trouble sleeping. Hmm, who’ll take her? Sven, aren’t you really good at PTSD?”


Sven takes off his glasses and rubs his wrinkled but still-attractive face with his hand. His wavy hair, almost totally gray now, falls like a curtain across his forehead.


Sven Widelius is definitely the most experienced therapist in our practice and over the years that we’ve worked together he has always generously shared his knowledge.


“My dear Elin,” Sven says, “I thought I told you Monday, and last week as well for that matter, that I just can’t take on any new patients right now. I just don’t have the time for it. Things are incredibly busy right now with this eating disorder study.”


Sven’s voice is hoarse and there’s a hint of irritation in his words that none of us miss despite the fact that he is trying hard to look concerned.


“Oh, sorry. I didn’t know . . .” Elin mumbles, looking confused. She is tugging at her lip piercing, which makes her look like she has a gigantic wad of chewing tobacco stuffed under her upper lip. I get mad at Sven because he’s picking on Elin as usual. We all know he’s busy. His wife of more than thirty years, Birgitta, left him and their big house in Bromma to live by herself in a studio apartment in Södermalm. “She must really hate me to camp out in that rat hole,” was all Sven would say about the matter.


But anyone who knows Sven knows why Birgitta moved out. Sven has been, at least for as long as I’ve known him, notoriously unfaithful. The fact is that everyone wonders how Birgitta put up with him as long as she did. She isn’t exactly a downtrodden woman. She’s a professor of gender studies at Uppsala University—internationally acclaimed, interviewed on TV fairly regularly.


Aina shoots me a rather worried look.


Aina is my best friend and near-constant companion. It’s not an exaggeration to say we share almost everything. We have a sort of intuitive connection and as usual I have an idea of what she’s planning to say before she starts speaking.


“Seriously, Sven,” Aina says, “we all have a lot to do. You know I billed almost two hundred hours last month. And Siri . . . well, Sven, you have to do your part, too.”


Aina, who is wearing her long, blond hair in a braid, tugs at it irritably as she narrows her eyes at him.


“I’ll take her!” I say.


The room is quiet as Sven, Aina, and Elin all turn to look at me at the same time. It’s obvious that they all think I work way too much. Elin nervously runs her hands over her black jeans as she looks to Aina for guidance.


I chuckle and say, “Come on, take me up on it. I’m volunteering my services.”


Aina gets up from her chair without answering, brushes the crumbs off her jeans, and pulls her frayed wool cardigan more tightly around her body. She walks over to the kitchen to get another cup of coffee and says, as if in passing, “And you think that’s a good idea?”


“No worse than listening to you guys argue about the division of labor every time we have a referral meeting.”


Aina is back now, standing in front of the table with a determined, serious look that almost makes me laugh. She says, “Okay, I’m going to say what I think about that. Siri, you don’t do anything but work. You need to get yourself a hobby or something. I simply can’t allow you to take on even more patients while, Sven, you were hardly even here last week. That just isn’t what I call teamwork.”


“And since when does the responsibility for new patients rest solely with me?” Sven asks. “I took both of the patients from the Maria Outpatient Clinic last week. And that guy the Construction Occupational Health Committee sent to us. You cannot seriously think that . . .”


Suddenly Sven throws his crooked, wire-framed eyeglasses onto the table, jumps out of his chair, grabs his brown corduroy blazer, and storms out of the room, muttering.


Aina stifles a snort. “We are so ridiculously dysfunctional!”


Elin laughs a little now, too. Timidly.


“Anyway,” Aina says, “you’re not taking on any more patients, Siri. Sven can take this one.”


Elin suddenly looks confused again and stammers, “Well, how am I going to . . . Are you going to tell him, or . . . ? Because I can’t . . . He would just get . . .”


“You can just leave that to me. It won’t be any trouble,” Aina says, rubbing her hands together and grinning.


And I don’t doubt for a moment that she’s right.
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I don’t usually do couples counseling. On some level I doubt my ability to help people with troubled love lives, maybe because I can never seem to get my own romantic life in order, but at the moment I do have a couple in counseling. They’ve been having trouble in their relationship for a long time, and for the last six months Mia—that’s the woman’s name—has also been on disability leave from her job as a copywriter at a small advertising agency. Her family doctor recommended that Mia contact us: we cooperate to some extent with a number of family practice physicians here in Södermalm.


Patrik is tall with limp, straw-colored hair and a rough complexion. He reminds me vaguely of a pop musician from the eighties in his skintight jeans, striped T-shirt, and horn-rimmed glasses. He reveals his nicotine-stained teeth when he smiles and shakes my hand, after which he folds himself up like an accordion and sits on the edge of my sheepskin-covered armchair in an improbable position, curled over forward, like a giant insect.


A gigantic grasshopper in skintight jeans.


He has a firm handshake. In some ways it’s like Patrik himself: straightforward, dominant, self-assured, decent handshake, one that knows what it wants.


Mia stands behind him. Expectantly she brushes a light-brown strand of hair from her sweaty face and tugs at her faded cardigan as if she wanted to hide her large breasts.


“Come on in,” I say. “How are you guys doing today?”


Mia glances quickly at Patrik, as if to check her answer with him before she speaks. “Fine, I guess,” she says slowly, still looking at him, but she sounds unsure. As if she were asking me a question, or maybe Patrik.


“Would you like to start, Patrik? What happened since last week?”


“Well, I don’t really know where to start.” He says, crossing one leg over the other, revealing a well-worn shoe sole.


“Has there been a lot of conflict?”


Neither of them answers. Mia glances down at her ample thighs and Patrik clenches his jaws, hard, staring off into space.


“Well, has there been any conflict?”


Patrik clears his throat and stares blankly at me. He says, “You know, I think it’s exactly the same as always. Even though we’ve been over this a hundred times. It’s like it never gets any better. And it’s just so typically Mia—”


“Wait a sec,” I interrupt him. “What never gets any better?”


“You know,” Patrik explains. “We’ve talked about all this. Mia is so unbelievably . . . passive. She just lies around the house watching soap operas all day, doesn’t have any energy to watch the kids. It looks like . . . things look atrocious when I get home. And little Gunnel was eating the dog food again yesterday, hadn’t had her diaper changed in God knows how long. Awful diaper rash. And Lennart bit the daycare lady again. Twice.”


I see how Mia stiffens sitting on the upright chair; Patrik claimed the armchair first as usual. Mia rubs her hands together as if she were cold and were trying to warm herself up.


“Patrik, honey,” her voice is a hoarse whisper, “you know it isn’t my fault that Lennart bites the daycare lady.”


“Yeah, well, that’s exactly my point, isn’t it? You never take responsibility for anything. And now that I have a job, a, uh . . . career, it certainly makes sense for you to help out with some stuff at home, not just sit there like a cow in front of the TV all day.”


Patrik runs a small specialty music business that produces a few Swedish rock bands. I’m guessing that he doesn’t make very much money at it, but his work seems terribly important to him, almost like a natural extension of his identity.


Mia brushes invisible wisps of hair out of her face and gives me a dejected look. And when she speaks it’s to me, not to Patrik.


“I know, I ought to help out more, be a . . . better mother, but I don’t know . . . I just don’t have the energy. I know, I need to . . . get it together.”


“You always say that,” Patrik laments. “I don’t believe you anymore. You know, I’m just so tired of you.”


“I know. I need to,” Mia repeats in a monotone, her eyes still trained on me as if she wants something from me, like she’s demanding that I promise to repair the mortal wound between them. Because that’s what they’re paying me for.


“Wait a sec,” I interrupt them. “Have you been following the responsibility chart we made last week?”


Patrik scoffs, swinging his worn black boot. “Mia was supposed to take care of—”


“But I did!” Mia says, dejectedly. “Three times—”


“Mia didn’t buy bread,” Patrik complains. “Mia didn’t buy coffee—”


“Well, I don’t drink coffee.”


“No, but I do!”


“Yeah, sorry. That was dumb.”


She tugs again on the gray man’s cardigan and I can see that one of the buttons on the front is missing. As if she could read my mind, she suddenly covers the spot where the button should have been. Embarrassed. As if I had caught her in the middle of some sort of shameful act.


Patrik continues, “Mia didn’t buy cereal for the baby. Mia didn’t buy Colgate.”


“I bought Sensodyne!” Mia protests.


“You know that I don’t use that junk. You know what toothpaste we use. How many times do I need to tell you?”


“I’m sorry. I know, I forgot—”


“Wait a minute, both of you,” I interject. “First of all, Patrik, you’re breaking our rules when you belittle Mia like that. I would like you to apologize.”


Patrik sighs melodramatically and lets his whole long body fall back against the back of the chair with a jerk, studying his wife from below his furrowed brows.


“Yes, sorry. That was dumb,” he says. His voice is so neutral that I can’t decide if he’s being serious or sarcastic.


“Second of all, do you realize that you’re arguing about a tube of toothpaste?” I ask.


Silence.


“Hello?” I continue. “Does it matter if Mia buys Sensodyne or Colgate? Does it make any difference? Is that how you evaluate your relationship?”


“That’s not what I’m saying,” Patrik responds heatedly, not aggressively but more as if he were eager to explain to me how it all fits together, explain the situation. “I mean, it’s not that the toothpaste really makes a difference, but it kind of symbolizes everything in our relationship. About Mia. She can never really do anything . . . right. It doesn’t matter how many times you tell her.”


“Sorry, sorry,” Mia repeats as if it were a mantra.


I turn toward her and lower my voice. “Mia, how does it make you feel when Patrik says things like this?”


She hesitates and glances uncertainly at Patrik again. “I don’t actually know . . .”


“Last time we met you mentioned that you sometimes felt like Patrik insulted you. Do you maybe feel a little bit insulted right now?” I prompt.


“I don’t actually know,” she says again.


“You see?” Patrik counters without hesitation. “She doesn’t even know what she thinks. Okay, so I’m a jerk, but at least I can admit it. At least I know who I am.”


I don’t take my eyes off Mia.


“Mia, how does what Patrik is saying right now make you feel?”


“I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know . . .” Mia is visibly frustrated, rocking back and forth in her chair. “I don’t know anything anymore. I just know that . . . that I love Patrik and I want to . . . I want him . . . to love me back. And for us . . . to be a family again.”


Patrik shakes his head and gives me a look of triumph. “What did I tell you?”
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Excerpt from Pediatric Health Care Center Patient File


18-month checkup


A boy 18 months old comes in for developmental assessment. The mother thinks the boy is behind, which concerns her. The mother describes the child as having abnormal language and speech development and says he does not always seem to understand her when she talks to him. The child does not speak but is responsive and does not withdraw from his parents. The mother also thinks her son has delayed psychomotor development and explains that he only recently learned to walk. No siblings in the home; the mother admits that she does not have much experience with children and nothing to compare him to.


During the visit the child is pleasant and cooperative. Nothing abnormal detected on his somatic exam. The child makes good eye contact and seems curious and interested. He appears somewhat behind in gross motor skills. Has some difficulties walking without support. His fine motor skills appear to be slightly delayed. He is unable to stack blocks or draw. However, this may be because the child is not interested in the tasks. I explained to the mother that all children develop differently, that speech and motor skills can vary dramatically and still fall within normal parameters. This seemed to reassure the mother, and no further action is currently considered necessary. We also made an appointment for the boy to see Nurse Ingrid for his vaccinations.


Sture Bengtsson, MD




The windows are black and the rain forms narrow rivulets that meander down the glass. I open the window, lean out, and see the neon lights on the complex of yellow brick buildings that house the Forsgrénska Pool and Medborgarplats Library. The light reflects off the wet cobblestones of the square below, and silhouettes of people make their way across the lit-up surface. Fall has taken over the city and the darkness feels both relentless and comforting. Raindrops fall on my face and the cold and damp penetrate my thin clothes.


I quickly shut the window and glance around the room to make sure that everything is tidy. There’s an oval table in the middle of the conference room. There are seven chairs around it. Five of the places also have notepads and pens. On the wall there’s a large, painstakingly cleaned whiteboard with the track lights aimed right at it. To the side there’s a smaller table with mugs, a thermos, tea bags, and instant coffee. At Aina’s and my places at the table there are two copies of the Self-Help Treatment Manual for Women Who Have Been Victims of Violence. Everything seems to be in order. Naturally I wouldn’t want to overlook anything.


I glance up at the big clock over the shorter end of the table. Quarter to seven. The members of the first group will be showing up soon. The only thing missing is Aina. I feel a sense of irritation growing and feel guilty about it at the same time. What Aina has done for me can never be compensated, never be repaid. It is petty and small-minded of me to be upset at her for being fifteen minutes late. Aina comes running through the door with her keys in her hand and a bag containing a box of doughnuts between her teeth.


“Sorry, I couldn’t help myself,” she says through her clenched teeth, alluding to the bag.


“I thought you didn’t want this to be coffee-and-doughnut therapy.”


“No, shit, I know,” Aina says. “But then I changed my mind, because this isn’t therapy. It’s self-help. And we’re supposed to sit here for two hours. And it’s almost seven o’clock. And we’re going to be hungry.” She took the bag out of her mouth and now she’s balancing on one leg, trying to take off her knee-high boots. Then she curses and sits down in the doorway and starts tugging at them with both hands.


“You know from the beginning I suggested coffee—” I say.


She holds up her hand to stop me from objecting, to show that she doesn’t want to have a pointless debate, the one we have for almost ritualistic reasons. We always find some minor detail that we don’t agree on and then agree on all the big issues, the important ones.


The phone rings, alerting us that someone is down at the front door. Aina stands up, grabs her boots and the doughnuts, and runs out to the kitchen. I head out to open the door.


*   *   *


“Well then, now that everyone is here, I would like to start by welcoming you all to this group of women who have experienced violence.”


Aina and I are standing at the whiteboard. I glance over at her. She has her blond hair up in an elaborate knot and she is wearing a beautiful knit shawl around her shoulders. She looks calm and collected, sure of herself, like someone you want to confide in. For my part I feel tired and tousled. The rain and wind have made a mess of my short, dark hair and my clothes are wrinkled. Not that I think it would matter if I were all dressed up; the dishevelment just makes me seem more approachable.


I look for the first time at the women attending the session. There are five women of various ages seated around the table. They are all avoiding looking at each other, keeping their eyes focused on Aina and me or straight down at the table. There’s something helpless and insecure about them all.


The woman sitting closest to me appears to be about the same age as me. She has thick, dark hair, which she has up in a ponytail, and she’s wearing worn jeans and a hooded sweatshirt. I’m struck by how normal she looks. She looks like someone’s sister or friend, a daycare worker or a bank teller. If you saw her in town you would never think she’d been the victim of violence, which makes sense of course. There’s no template for how people like them—like us—are supposed to look. The woman squirms uncomfortably as if she has noticed that I’m looking at her. She looks me in the eye. Her eyes are dark, unflinching. She smiles cautiously, hesitantly, and then looks down at her hands resting on her knees.


Aina starts talking. She discusses the purpose of the group: “not a psychotherapy group, a self-help group led by a professional facilitator . . .”


And the rules: “Everything said here is confidential; you are all bound by an informal confidentiality agreement . . .”


And the guidelines: “once a week for eight weeks . . .”


It feels strange to have two group leaders. I can’t help but study Aina, evaluate her efforts. She’s doing well. The word confident comes to mind. Aina seems confident and secure. You can tell she’s experienced. I think about how insecure I am in my role in this project. I’m a group leader, but at the same time a former victim of violence. A thin membrane separates the two, group leader instead of participant, professional instead of victim.


“I think we’ll start with a little presentation,” Aina says. “It’s unusual that you’re all from the same town. You may recognize each other or have seen each other before. For that reason, we would like to remind you again of our confidentiality agreement. It’s really important that you all feel safe here. None of you need to worry that what you say here in this group will become public knowledge. Okay?” She looks around the table, seeming to make eye contact with each of the participants. I look at the women, who nod earnestly and murmur their agreement.


“Why don’t we go around the room so you can tell us your names, your first name is enough, and then a brief word about why you’re here. Of course you don’t need to say any more than you want. Maybe you could also say something about what you hope to get out of attending this group, what you expect the group to help you with.”


Aina smiles and manages to look both interested and compassionate at the same time.


“I’ll start.” The woman next to me looks around and smiles again, tentatively and a little nervously.


“My name is Kattis. Well, that’s my nickname. It’s really Katarina, but, Kattis, everyone always calls me Kattis. And I work at the Employment Center, as a caseworker slash instructor. Although maybe I shouldn’t have told you that.” She interrupts herself and shakes her head. “Sorry. I’m nervous. It’s hard to talk about this stuff.”


Aina catches her eye and gives her an encouraging nod. Kattis takes a deep breath and starts again.


“I’m here because I was abused by my ex-husband. I hope these sessions will help me move on, put Henrik behind me, and forgive myself for being so damn stupid to have stayed with him.” Exhale. Silence. Kattis looks as though she can’t quite believe what she said.


“Welcome, Kattis. I’ll keep your goals in mind,” Aina says, nodding and jotting something down on her notepad. Then she turns to the young girl sitting next to Kattis. She can hardly be much older than eighteen, I think, young, thin, and frail, looks like she might break at any moment. Her long, narrow fingers are incessantly picking at something: her short skirt, her hair, her face.


“I’m Sofie, and I’m here because I was physically abused by my stepfather. Not incest or anything like that. He just used to hit me, when he was drunk or if I did something wrong, mostly. I’m here because I want . . .” Sofie stops talking and stares intently at the floor as if searching for the right words. “I want what she wants—Kattis, I mean.” She smiles a little shyly at Kattis. “I want to move on and stuff, you know?”


Aina nods and makes a note. The other group members also nod. They look touched and interested.


After Sofie there’s another young woman, a few years older but still young. She looks strong and energetic, with short, bleached-blond hair and a sporty outfit. I get the sense she’s an athlete. She looks around and seems to be looking at everyone in the group at the same time.


“I’m Malin. I was raped by a guy I thought I could trust. I’m here because I hope it’ll make me a little less angry. And because I don’t want to feel like a victim. I think talking about it helps. I think things can get better.”


Her voice is strong and clear and she tentatively makes eye contact with Aina. As if she’s challenging her.


Aina writes something on her notepad and then moves on to the next woman. She’s the oldest one in the group, probably in her sixties, permed hair, dyed red, and fingernails yellow from smoking. Her face is wrinkled and marked with age spots. Everything about her seems tired and downtrodden. As if life hasn’t been kind to her. For a second I wonder what I have in common with these women. Probably nothing, I scold myself silently. I urge myself to focus on them, the women in the group, not on myself. I feel like a hopeless egocentric and keenly long to be outside in the darkness thick with rain.


“I’m Sirkka,” the woman says in a thick Finnish accent. “I’m here because I was abused by my husband. As I have now come to understand, after all these years. He died last winter, and after that I started wondering.”


She sighs, a sigh so deep that it causes all other activity in the room to cease. She has everyone’s attention.


“I wish . . .” Doubt. “I wish I could start over again, like you young girls who are here. I’m too old now, but I guess I still hope that I can . . .” More doubt. “Make peace with myself, maybe.” Sirkka bobs her head to indicate that she’s said what she wanted to.


Now to the last of the participants, a beautiful woman in her forties, short, dark hair that frames her face, green eyes, deep, wine-red lipstick, perfectly applied. She’s impeccably dressed, the kind of woman you notice. She glances up from the table and decides to focus on me instead of Aina.


“I’m Hillevi, and right now I’m living in a shelter with my three kids, my boys.” Hillevi smiles and looks happy, maybe at the thought of her sons.


“I lived in Solgården before I started getting beaten up by the father of my sons, uh, well, my husband.” Hillevi pauses. It’s not an interruption because she’s not sure what to say next, but rather a carefully considered pause, and it strikes me that Hillevi is an experienced speaker, comfortable talking in front of a group. She looks around the table but then turns her eyes back to me.


“I can live with the fact that he beat me. I was raised to believe in marriage. My parents are conservative Baptists and they taught me that marriage is for better or worse, come rain or shine. Jakob didn’t hit me often, and afterward he was always unbelievably full of remorse. He’s not a misogynist. He respects me. He loves me. He’s just so hot-tempered. He just gets so mad. We’ve seen a marriage counselor. Jakob has been trying, working on his behavior. I thought it had gotten better.” Hillevi stops to think. “It did get better. Really. But then he hit Lukas.”


She stops talking again. I look her in the eye and only now do I see the shame.


“He hit Lukas, that’s our oldest son. He’s almost seven.”


Hillevi bursts into tears and lets them flow down her cheeks and down over her thin, pale neck.


“I’m here because I need to accept that I can’t live with the man I love and because I need to forgive myself for not being able to protect our children.”


I nod slowly to confirm that I’ve heard what she said. That I’ve witnessed that her world is crumbling and needs to be put back together in a new way.


Aina’s voice brings me back to the group again and to the evening’s agenda.


“Okay,” she says. “Now we know a little more about each other. We thought we would proceed by describing some of the common reactions in people who have been the victims of these types of things, and also some of the most common phases people go through in dealing with such a crisis. But this isn’t a lecture. It’s intended more as a dialogue, so please feel free to interrupt me.”


I clear my throat and turn around to grab a whiteboard pen. It’s my turn to speak.


“People usually describe a crisis as having different phases. Have you ever heard this before?”


I outline the anatomy of a crisis on the whiteboard in front of us. The group sits quietly, watching me, waiting for my instructions. Suddenly I feel my cheeks burning. I’m not used to this, not used to leading groups this large. Not used to talking about the assault and abuse of women, not used to getting so close to my own fears while I’m at work.
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