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      To my brave giants 
August and Albin

      
        
      

    













     Dear God, 
 take away all the war and all the violence and everything that is unjust 
 and make it so that all the poor people have money 
 so they can buy a little food. Then make it so that 
 all evil people turn nice and nobody I know gets 
 really sick or dies. 
 Help me to be smart and nice so that 
 Mamma and Pappa 
 can always be proud of me. 
 So that they will love me.
   
 

  AMEN
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  1

  I swear upon my honour that in my work as a   physician I shall strive to serve my fellow man   with humanity and respect for life as a guiding   principle. My goal shall be to preserve and   promote health, to prevent illness, and to cure   the sick and alleviate their suffering.

 She had failed. The man who would soon die sat in the chair facing her, completely calm and still, with his aged hands resting in his lap. She sat with her eyes lowered to his voluminous file. Almost two years had passed since his first visit. Her assiduous attempts to cure him had amounted to nothing, and today she was forced to admit her defeat. To give him the news. It always felt like this. It was never a question of age or the fact that the disease was incurable, or that the lack of medical advances in research was not her personal failure. It was a question of life. Life, which she had not been skilful enough to save.
 He gave her a friendly smile.
 You mustnt take it so personally. We all have to die one day, and this time its my turn.
 She felt ashamed. It wasnt his job to console her, really it wasnt, but in some way he had clearly managed to see straight into her thoughts.
  Im old and youre young, think of that. Ive lived a long life and lately Ive actually started feeling quite satisfied. At my age, you know, there are so many people who have already passed on that it starts to get quite lonely down here.
 He fidgeted with a well-worn wedding ring on his left hand. It was easy to move it around; his sinewy fingers had grown gaunt over the years since the day it was slipped on.
 It was always the hands that attracted her gaze in these situations. How strange it was that all the experience and knowledge that had been infused into them through all the stages of life would soon be lost.
 Forever.
 But sometimes I wonder what He was actually thinking, I mean everything else is so ingeniously worked out, but this dismantling youre forced to go through, He should have done it a little differently. First you have to be born and grow up and learn, and then when you start to get into the swing of things its all taken away from you again, one thing after another. It starts with your eyesight and it just goes downhill after that. Finally youre back just about where you started.
 He fell silent, as though pondering what he had just said.
 But thats whats so clever about it all, when you think about it. Because when nothing works the way it should anymore, then it doesnt seem so important in the big picture. You start to feel that maybe its not such a stupid idea to die after all, and finally have a chance to rest a little.
 He smiled again.
  Its just a shame that it goes on for so long, all that dismantling.
 She had no reply, no suitable words to offer to his musings. The only thing she knew was that the dismantling didnt apply to everyone. Some were snatched away in mid-stride, even before the assembling was finished. And there was no rhyme nor reason to who was selected.
 Whom the gods love die young.
 There was no consolation in those words.
 In that case, God must hate the ones who were left behind. Why else would God think that His own well-being justified the devastation that death left in its wake?
 She didnt want to be hated by God. Even though she didnt believe in Him.
 But you know whats the best of all? Now Im going to go home and pour myself a glass of really good wine, since I havent been able to drink anything for such a long time. I have a bottle Ive been saving for a special occasion, and I suppose today could be considered one.
 He winked at her.
 So, every cloud has a silver lining.
 She tried to return his smile but wasnt sure she really succeeded. When he made a move to stand up she sprang out of her chair to give him a helping hand.
 Thank you for everything youve done. I know that you put up a good fight.
 She closed the door behind him and tried to take a deep breath. The air in the room felt stale. She saw by the clock that there was a little time left before she had to leave. Some papers on her desk were out of order, and she went over to tidy things up. Her hands flew across the desk, and when everything was in neat piles she hung up her white coat and put on her overcoat. She was annoyed to see that there was still plenty of time, but shed rather be on her way than spend any more time here.
 Because it was impossible to run fast enough when what you were running from came from inside.
  

 Hi, its Mamma. Just wondering what time youre going to pick me up. Call me as soon as you get this.
 The message was on her voicemail when she turned on her mobile phone on the way to the parking lot. It was ten past five, and she had agreed to pick her up twenty minutes from now. Why she had to call and agree on the time again was a mystery to her, but not doing so would be a bad choice in this situation.
 Yes, hi, its me.
 When are you coming?
 Im on my way, Ill be there in fifteen minutes.
 I have to stop by Konsum and buy some new candles.
 I can do it on the way if you want.
 All right, but buy the 110-hour ones this time. The last ones you bought burned down too quickly.
 If her mother had even the tiniest clue about how these constant visits to the cemetery tortured her, she wouldnt pretend that it was because of some kind of stinginess that the candles she bought didnt last as long as promised. She would gladly buy candles that burnt for a whole lifetime if anyone made them. But they didnt. The 110-hour candles were the most you could get. And since her mother had sold her car because she didnt dare drive anymore, it was Monikas eternal assignment to ferry her to the cemetery and light new candles as soon as the old ones had burnt out.
 Twenty-three years ago. He had already been dead longer than he had been alive. And yet he was the one who took up the most room.
 Who took up all the room.
  

 There were a couple of cars in the lot but the cemetery seemed to be deserted.
  

 My beloved son 
 Lars 
 19651982
  

 She never got used to it. His name on a tombstone. His name belonged at the top of the list of results from some sports competition. In some newspaper article about the most promising young hockey players. When she couldnt impress someone any other way, she could always mention that she was Lasse Lundvalls little sister. He would have been forty this year, but to her he was still her big brother, two years older, the one his pals looked up to, the one the girls all chased, who was always successful in everything he tried.
 His mothers pride and joy.
 She wondered how things would have turned out if their father had stayed and lived with them all those years. If he hadnt already left the family while Monika was in her mothers belly, and her mother had been spared all those years of loneliness. Monika had never met him. Sometime during her teenage years she had written him a letter and received a brief, impersonal reply, but their plans to meet had fizzled out. She had wanted him to be more eager, wanted him to be the one to urge them to meet. But he hadnt done it, and then his pride took over. She certainly didnt want to make a fuss. And then the years passed and he slipped back out to the periphery.
  

 The candle, as expected, had burnt out, and she saw her mothers displeasure at the thought that it had stood there extinguished on the grave. She quickly took the matches from her pocket, cupped her hand to protect the flame, and lit another candle. So many times Monika had stood here and seen her mothers hands lighting the match, watched the flame growing stronger in the plastic holder until finally it found its way to the wick. Hadnt her mother ever been struck by this thought? That it had all started with just such a little flame? That it had been the cause of all the destruction? And yet she had to keep coming here and re-light the flame as soon as it went out. It would burn here on the grave in triumph over its victim.
  

 They headed back to the car. With one last sigh her mother had turned her back to the grave and started walking. Monika had stood there a moment, read his name for the millionth time and felt the familiar helplessness. What does a sibling do who gets the chance to live her life, when the one who seemed to have the best prospects has lost his? What did she have to accomplish to deserve this chance? To justify the fact that she was still alive?
  

 Youll come over and have a bite to eat, wont you?
 I cant today.
  What else do you have to do?
 Im just going to meet a friend for dinner.
 Again? I get the feeling youre always out these days. It cant be possible to do your job properly if youre out running around like that in the middle of the week.
 She dreamed about it sometimes. Sometimes she was awake when she imagined it. A high fence, completely white with a black, wrought-iron gate. A locked gate that would only open when she gave permission.
 Who are you going to meet?
 Nobody you know.
 I see.
 She closed her eyes for a second when she climbed into the drivers seat. She hadnt yet said anything about the course she had to go to next week, and now it was too late, now that her mother was already in a bad mood. No candles would be lit on the grave unless her mother took the bus out there, and this was no sort of news to give her when she was already in a bad mood.
 Monika put on the indicator and drove off. Her mother sat with her face turned away, looking out the side window.
 Monika gave her a quick glance.
 Im giving a lecture at the library on the twenty-third, about the welfare fund we have at the clinic. Youre welcome to come if you like, I can give you a ride.
 A brief silence, as she possibly considered 
 Imagine if she, just once 
 Just one time.
 Oh, I dont know.
 Just once.
  They sat in silence for the rest of the ride. Monika slowed down and stopped with the engine running in front of the driveway. Her mother opened the door and got out.
 And I bought chicken for dinner.
 Monika watched her back disappear through the front door. She leaned her head back against the neck rest and tried to see Thomass face before her. Thank God he existed, that he was the one she had found. His sincere eyes, that looked at her with an expression that she had never seen before. His hands, which were the only things that ever made her come close to anything that might resemble calm. He had no idea how important he was to her, and why would he? She had never really used the right words.
 The truth was that he had become essential.
 But the mere thought of how important she had allowed him to become filled her with utter terror.


    




    
 			2

 		It was pure coincidence that she noticed it, and that was actually thanks to Saba. The post basket on the door underneath the letter-box had been screwed on by one of those people from home care; why they had bothered to take the time and effort was completely beyond her. She realised of course that it was so that she would be able to reach her mail, but since she never got any it was a sheer waste of taxpayers money. Especially the way they were scrimping on everything these days. Occasionally a notice would arrive from the bank or somewhere, but since it wasnt so urgent for her to read that type of correspondence, it didnt justify the expense. Nor was she interested in any daily newspaper; there was enough misery on the TV news in the evenings. She would rather save her disability pension for something else. For something she could eat.
But now there was a letter lying there.
A letter in a white envelope with handwriting on the front.
Saba had sat down by the door with her tongue hanging out and looked at the white intruder; maybe it had an odour that was only apparent to her superior senses.
Her glasses were on the table in the living room, and she wondered whether it was worth sitting down in the easy chair. With all the weight she had put on in recent years it had become so hard to get out of it that she avoided sitting down unnecessarily, especially if she knew that time was limited.
Do you want to go out for a bit before I sit down?
Saba turned her head to look at her but showed no great desire. Maj-Britt moved the easy chair closer to the balcony door and made sure the picker-upper was within reach. That way she would be able to open the door without getting up. They had fixed things so that Saba could go out by herself for a while on the lawn. The home help had helped her unscrew one of the bars in the balcony railing, and she lived on the ground floor. But soon they would have to unscrew another one to make the opening bigger.
 		   

With a grimace she sank into the easy chair. Whenever her knees had to bear her entire weight for a few seconds they always gave in. Soon she would have to get herself a new easy chair, a higher model. The sofa was already impossible to use. The last time she sat on it they had to send for reinforcements from Security to get her up. Two hefty young men.
They had taken hold of her, and she was forced to submit.
She didnt intend to allow that kind of humiliation again. It was disgusting when anyone touched her body. The loathing she felt at the mere thought made it easy to stay away from the sofa. It was bad enough that she had to let all those little people into her flat at all, but since the alternative was to go out herself, she had no choice. To tell the truth, she was dependent on them, no matter how repugnant it was to admit it.
They would come storming into her flat, one after the other. Always new faces that she never bothered to put names to, but they all had their own key. A quick ring of the doorbell which she never managed to answer and then the door would pop open. They had probably never heard of personal privacy. Then they would invade the flat with their vacuum cleaners and buckets and fill up the refrigerator with their reproachful looks.
Have you already gobbled up everything we bought  for you yesterday?
It was remarkable how obvious it was, the way peoples attitude changed with each added pound. As if her intelligence decreased at the same rate as her physical bulk increased. Overweight people had slightly less intellectual prowess than thin ones, that seemed to be the prevalent belief. She never refuted them but instead ruthlessly exploited their stupidity to gain advantage, knowing precisely how to act to make them do what she wanted. She was fat, after all! Handicapped by obesity. She couldnt help acting the way she did, she didnt know any better. That was the message they projected every second they spent in her vicinity.
Fifteen years ago they had tried to talk her into moving to sheltered housing. So it would be easier for her to get out. Who said she wanted to go out? Not her, at any rate. She had refused and demanded that instead they adapt her flat to her size. Take out the bathtub and put in a roomy shower, since they were always nagging her about how important hygiene was. As if she were a little girl.
 		   

The letter had no return address. She turned it over and read the front. Please forward. Who in the world would address a letter to her childhood home? She felt a pang of conscience when she saw the address. The house up there that was falling apart. The garden that would probably be impenetrable by now. The pride and joy of her parents. That was where they had spent any spare time they had after their devoted commitments to the Congregation.
How she missed them. To think it was possible to leave behind such a void.
I tell you, Saba. You would have liked my parents, you would. Its a shame you never got a chance to meet them.
She hadnt been able to go back there. Couldnt face the shame of showing herself up there, not the way she looked, so the house would have to stay the way it was. There was probably no hope of getting much for it, way out there in the sticks. It must have been the Hedmans who forwarded the letter. They had stopped writing to ask whether she intended to sell the house or at least do something about the furniture, but she assumed that they still looked in at regular intervals. Maybe mostly for their own sake. It might not be very pleasant living next door to a dilapidated and deserted house. Or else they had cleared it out on their own initiative and had stopped communicating because they had a guilty conscience. You couldnt trust anybody nowadays.
 		   

She looked around for something to cut open the envelope with. She couldnt possibly wedge her finger into that tiny gap. But the claw on her picker-upper worked just fine, as usual.
The letter was hand-written on lined paper with holes down one side and looked like it came from a college notebook.
Hi Majsan!
Majsan? That was a bit familiar.
She swallowed hard. Deep in the convolutions of her brain a tiny scrap of memory detached itself.
She instantly felt a desire to stuff something in her mouth, the need to swallow something. She looked around but there was nothing within reach.
She resisted the temptation to turn over the sheet of paper to see who had written it; or maybe it was just the opposite, maybe she really preferred not to know.
So many years since she had last heard that nickname.
Who had travelled down through the years, uninvited, and forced themselves in through her letterbox?
 I know you must be wondering why Im writing   to you after all these years. To be honest, I have to   admit I was a little hesitant to sit down and write   this letter, but now at least Ive decided to do it. The   explanation will probably sound even more peculiar   to you, but I might as well tell you the truth. I had   such a strange dream a few nights ago. It made a big   impression, and it was about you, and when I woke   up there was something inside me that told me to   write this letter. I have learned (at long last and after   hard lessons) to listen to strong impulses. Well, so   much for that 
I dont know how much you know about me and   how my life has turned out. But I can imagine that   people talked about it a good deal back home, and I   understand perfectly if you dont want to have any   contact with me. Im not in touch with anyone in my family or anyone else from back home. As you can   tell, I have plenty of time to think about things here,   and I think a lot about when we were growing up   and everything we took with us from those years, and   how much it affected us later in life. Thats why Im   so curious to hear how youre doing these days! I   sincerely hope that everything worked out and youre   doing well. Since I dont know where you are now or   what your married name is (for the life of me I cant  remember Grans last name!) Im going to send this  letter to your childhood home. If its meant to reach  you Im sure it will. Otherwise it will just circulate  around for a while and keep the post office busy which  Im sure would be a good thing since I hear theyre  having hard times.
In any case 
I hope with all my heart that in spite of your  difficult years growing up your life has turned out  well. I never fully understood until I was grown up  what an awful time you must have had. I wish you  all the best!
Drop me a line if you feel like it.
Your old best friend,  
 Vanja Tyrn
 		   

 		 	She heaved herself up out of the chair. The sudden burst of anger gave her an extra push. What sort of nonsense was this?
In spite of your difficult years growing up?
Shed rarely seen the like of such impudence. Who did she think she was, really, assuming she had the right to send her such condescending statements? She picked up the letter and read the address written at the bottom of the page, and her gaze fixed on the words: Vireberg Institution.
She could hardly remember this person, who clearly was locked up in Vireberg, but who still thought she had the right to sit in judgement over her childhood and thus by extension her parents.
She went to the kitchen and yanked open the refrigerator door. The cocoa package was already on the kitchen worktop, and she quickly cut off a chunk of butter and dipped it in the brown powder.
She closed her eyes as the butter melted in her mouth, soothing her.
Her parents had done everything for her. Loved her! Who knew that better than she did?
She crumpled up the paper. It ought to be against the law to send letters to people who dont want to get any mail. It was impossible to tell what that person was after, but to let her insult stand unchallenged was more than she could bear. She was going to have to reply in her parents defence. The mere thought of having to communicate with someone outside the walls of the flat without choosing to do so herself made her cut off another chunk of butter. The letter was an attack. A blatant assault. After all these years in voluntary isolation someone had suddenly clawed their way through her arduously erected barriers.
 		   

Vanja.
She could remember so little.
If she made a real effort she could call up some scattered images. She recalled that they had hung out together a bit, but no real details surfaced. She could vaguely remember a messy house and the fact that sometimes the yard outside looked like a junkyard. Nowhere near as neat as her own home had been. She also thought she could recall that her parents hadnt approved of their friendship; and there, you see, for once it turned out that they were right! How they had struggled. She got a huge lump in her throat when she thought about them. She hadnt been an easy child but they refused to give up on her; they did their best to help her get on in life even though she was so difficult and caused them so much worry. And then this person comes along more than thirty years later, wondering how they had been affected by their upbringing, as if she were looking for an accomplice in her own failure, someone to blame for it. But who was the one sitting in prison? What nerve to come here with her veiled insinuations and accusations when she was the one who was locked up. She could only imagine the reason why.
She braced herself against the worktop when the pain in her lower back started up again. A sudden stab that almost made her black out.
Yet she really didnt want to know anything. She wanted to let Vanja remain buried in the past and let the dust she was stirring up settle again.
She glanced at the kitchen clock. Not because they ever bothered to be punctual, but they should be coming in an hour or two. She opened the refrigerator again. It was always stronger when something she didnt want to acknowledge was attempting to intrude on her consciousness.
The compulsion to stuff herself in order to shut up what was screaming inside.


    




    
 			3

 		He claimed that he loved her. In fact, everything he said and did indicated as much. And yet it was so hard to accept the words. That she was the one he loved.
What he tried to get her to believe was that he found her unique, that she of all the people in the world was the one he valued most, the one who was most important to him. The one he would under no circumstances ever betray and would always protect.
It was so hard to accept the words.
Because why should she be the one that a man like Thomas would love? Eligible bachelors were scarce when you started pushing forty, and you only had to take one look at him to figure out that he must be a desirable catch. Yet it was probably his mind that had captivated her first. His self-deprecating sense of humour that made her laugh in the strangest situations. Only a man who was so completely sure of his masculinity could laugh so heartily at himself. And only a man who had dared acquire some knowledge of himself would realise what was worth laughing at. She had never met anyone like him before. He possessed a curiosity and a voracious appetite for learning something new, understanding more. Always ready to abandon his entrenched views; if someone else suddenly seemed more reasonable, he would always try to look at things from new angles. Maybe this was one of the reasons for his success as an industrial designer, or maybe it was a consequence. His unusual talents and liberal way of thinking took their conversations to unexplored heights, and sometimes she even had to make an effort to keep up with him. She found it incredibly stimulating.
Intellectually he was fully her equal. Men like that were scarce.
So why was she the one he happened to fall in love with?
There had to be a catch somewhere. But no matter where she searched she couldnt find it.
Of course there had been other men. There were plenty of brief relationships in her past; other ambitions had guided her choices, and she hadnt put energy into trying to extend them. The long years in medical school had demanded her full attention. Getting a B on an exam was a failure, getting an A was a must to feel satisfied, and sometimes even that didnt help. She would prefer her professors to throw themselves across their desks out of sheer rapture over her marks and her brilliance, but she had been forced to realise that this was not at all easy to achieve. There were many talented students. Thats why she had always been filled with a sense of inadequacy, that she wasnt good enough. And this made her work even harder.
One by one all of her contemporaries had vanished into marriage and family life, while she, to her mothers dismay, had maintained her single status. It didnt happen so often anymore, now that it was almost too late, but for years her mother had assiduously informed her of her great disappointment that she would never have any grandchildren. And deep inside, in that place where neither her mother nor anyone else was ever allowed, Monika had shared that disappointment.
It wasnt always easy to live alone. Whether it was a cultural thing or not was impossible to say, but somewhere in the human mystery there still seemed to be a basic striving for connection. Her body spoke its unequivocal language. After months in solitude it begged to be touched. And she had no obligations to anyone. So she could initiate a little love affair just to brighten up her life for a while, but she never let her emotions take over. She permitted herself only restrained pleasure, and the relationship was never given the opportunity to become very important. Not on her part at least. A heart here or there had probably been hurt by her actions, but she had never allowed anyone to come anywhere near the core where little Monika lived, where she scrupulously concealed all her fears.
And her secret.
Sex was easy. It was genuine intimacy that was hard.
Sooner or later the balance would always be upset. They would start ringing too often, wanting too much, revealing their expectations and long-term plans. And the greater the interest they showed, the cooler she became. She would observe suspiciously their growing enthusiasm and then cut off the relationship completely. Better to be alone than to be abandoned.
Some of them had called her the Ice Queen, and she took it as a compliment.
But then she met Thomas.
It happened on a train, in the dining car. She had been to visit some friends at their familial idyll in the countryside one weekend, and took the train so she could use the extra time to read up on the new findings about fibromyalgia. On the trip home a gloom settled over her after having observed for forty-eight hours what was missing in her own life. How petty everything had become. She was the type of person who lived her life but who still hadnt managed to make anything out of it. But on the other hand, how happy did someone like her have the right to be?
She had gone to the dining car to have a glass of wine, and had ended up staying at one of the tables, on the seat nearest the window. He had sat down across from her. They didnt say a word, scarcely exchanged a glance. They had both gazed out at the landscape rushing by. And yet her entire being had been aware of his presence. A peculiar sensation of not being alone, the feeling that in the silence they shared they were still keeping each other company. She couldnt remember ever experiencing anything like this before.
She stood up when she saw they were approaching the station where she had to get off, and gave him just a quick glance before she went back to her seat to get her bag. On the platform he suddenly came running to catch up with her.
Wait! You really have to excuse me, but 
She stopped in astonishment.
You probably think Im crazy, but I just felt that I had to do this.
He looked embarrassed but then he gathered up his courage and continued.
I just wanted to thank you for keeping me company.
She didnt say a word, and he looked even more self-conscious.
I mean, we sat across from each other in the dining car.
I know. Thank you too.
His face broke into a big smile when he realised that she recognised him. He sounded almost excited when he went on.
Excuse me again, but I just had to find out whether you felt it too?
What?
Well, sort of  I dont really know how to say it.
He looked embarrassed again and she hesitated a bit, but then she nodded slightly and the smile he gave her should have made her run a thousand miles away out of sheer self-preservation. But she just stood there, unable to do anything else.
Wow! he said.
He looked at her as if she had suddenly popped right up out of the platform, and then he started digging around in his pockets. He pulled out a wrinkled receipt and looked around, grabbing the first person who came by.
Excuse me, do you have a pen?
The woman stopped, set down her briefcase, opened her handbag, and took out a ballpoint pen which looked quite expensive. He quickly scrawled something on the receipt and held it out to Monika.
Heres my name and number. I really ought to ask for yours but I dont dare.
The woman with the briefcase had a smile on her lips when she got her pen back and walked away.
Monika read the note.
Thomas. And a mobile number.
And if you dont call Ill never go to another Hugh Grant movie for the rest of my life.
She couldnt help but smile.
So dont forget, youre carrying his entire acting career on your shoulders.
 		   

She had hesitated for a few days. Followed her usual pattern, not wanting to look too eager, but to tell the truth he had been in her thoughts the whole time. Finally she managed to convince herself that it really couldnt hurt to contact him. They only had to see each other once. The fact that her body was hungering to be touched also made it easier to press those ten numbers on the phone.
On the third day she sent him a text message.
Guilt feelings about Hugh becoming intolerable. Cant stand the responsibility.
Her phone rang a minute after she sent the message.
That same evening they had their first dinner together.
 		   

Columba livia. Do you know what that is?
He smiled and filled her glass.
No.
Thats what carrier pigeons are called in Latin.
Animals arent my strong point, but if you have some body part youre not sure about, Im sure I can help you.
She could hear how it sounded the instant the words came out.
I mean, tell you what its called in Latin.
She could feel herself blushing, and that was certainly something out of the ordinary for her. She could see that he noticed it too and that it put him at ease.
My grandfather had a pigeon roost when I was little; he kept carrier pigeons. I used to stay with him and Grandma in the summertime, and I was always allowed to help out in the pigeon roost. Feed them, let them out when they had flight training, band them, everything really. It was a whole little science in itself.
He seemed to sink into pleasant memories, and she took a moment to study him. He really was a beautiful person.
When I say that Grandpa had a pigeon roost, I mean that he really lived for those birds. Grandma may not always have thought it was so great, but she let him keep them. You know how a carrier pigeon finds its way home?
She shook her head.
They follow the magnetic fields.
Oh really? I thought they navigated by the stars, I read that somewhere.
Then how do they find their way in the daytime?
Well  I havent stayed up nights thinking about it.
The waiter cleared the table, and they assured him that the food had been delicious and that they didnt want dessert but would like a cup of coffee. Monika had almost forgotten the pigeon lesson when he suddenly brought it up again.
Do you know why they always fly home and dont fly off somewhere else?
She shook her head.
Homesickness.
He leaned forward.
They stay together for life, a pair of pigeons. Theyre faithful to each other the whole time, so no matter where you let one of them loose, it will always fly back home. One of Grandpas pigeons had apparently flown into a high-tension wire, because its legs were gone when it returned, but it still came home, by God, home to its life partner.
She pondered his story. I almost wish I were a pigeon instead, at least if you ignore the part about the legs.
He smiled.
I know. When I was little I used to think that when I grew up one day in some terribly distant future and met my wife, it would feel just like that, like a sort of magnetic field. That was how I would know I had chosen the right one.
She brushed away some invisible crumbs from the tablecloth, because she felt like she wanted to ask but at the same time she didnt for the life of her want to seem too pushy.
So was that how it was?
What?
She hesitated a bit, because she realised that she didnt really want an answer. Then she fidgeted with her napkin a bit.
When you met your wife.
He took a gulp of wine.
I dont know.
She could feel the disappointment in her stomach. The way it contracted when she realised that he was married. One of those cowards without a wedding ring. She never got involved with married men.
I felt the magnetic field, I really did. But the part about the wife is too soon to say.
Another waiter interrupted the moment and asked if everything was all right. They both nodded without taking their eyes off each other, and he quickly withdrew.
So now you probably have a better understanding of my behaviour there on the platform. Since it was the first time I ever felt that magnetic field, I just had to do something about it.
What a strange man she had met. On the way here she had been open to the possibility that they might spend the night together. As the evening went on she grew more and more doubtful. Not because she didnt want to anymore, but because she felt that she wanted it too much. But when the matter was finally mentioned, it was his decision.
I dont think Ill ask you to come home with me tonight.
She stood quite silent. They had stopped under the awning outside the restaurant to keep out of the rain.
This isnt something I want to fritter away. It feels much too good for that.
 		   

She had never met anyone like Thomas. They said good night and he promised to call her the next day, but his first message appeared on her phone after only eight minutes. That night the keypads on their mobiles grew hot with use, the art of communication reached unimaginable heights, and she found herself lying there smiling to herself in the dark when she read his ingenious messages. Inspired by the challenge, she did her best to come up with equally witty replies. By five a.m. she was forced to concede defeat.
Life and the night are approaching each other with haste. Never are dreams so close as now.
She was finally speechless.
And he had gone up a notch or two.
 		   

And wait they did. In the time that followed they explored each other. Slowly but surely, inside and out. Two lonely people who were cautiously approaching their innermost hopes about everything they had always lacked, what they had always dreamed they would find someday in their lives. Each conversation was an adventure, each discovery a new opportunity to plumb the depths. She knew that she had never before entered that place where her feelings had now led her. Everything was enveloped in benevolence. Bit by bit she got to know him, and none of what he told her or confessed dampened her interest. On the contrary.
Step by step they came closer to the moment, and both of them were brave enough to admit that they were as nervous as teenagers, middle-aged though they were.
But, as usual with Thomas, everything fell into place quite naturally. One Sunday afternoon they just couldnt hold out any longer.
And she realised that she was actually a virgin.
She had had sex many times. But she had never made love before.
The experience was revolutionary, overpowering, so far from her normal intellectual domain. To be completely and utterly dissolved and merge, not only with another body but in an absolute presence. For a brief time to be blessed with clear vision, to discern the simplicity in the immense mystery of the meaning of life. Overwhelmed by the desire to let down all defences, reveal her vulnerability, and in complete confidence put herself at his disposal, let happen whatever was going to happen. She had never been so close to her innermost core. Where there was no turmoil and no loneliness.
But when Monday came, fear had taken her over once more.
She didnt communicate the whole day. When she listened to her voicemail after the last patient had gone, he had left three messages and sent four text messages. She should have been annoyed. If everything had been as usual, his interest would have been the death knell for their relationship. Instead she only grew more afraid. Youre just being a coward didnt help. Not even Look at it as a challenge. Her normal ways of tricking herself werent working, not this time; the challenge involved risks that were much too great. She was still scared out of her mind. If he dumped her shed never survive, to have let him in so close and then end up abandoned. It was dangerous to make herself dependent on something that couldnt be controlled. To reveal herself as profoundly as his intimacy demanded made her more vulnerable than she could bear.
 		   

At twelve thirty that night, when she had still not replied, he was standing outside her door.
If you dont want to see me anymore you can tell me to my face, you know, rather than hide behind a mobile that youve switched off.
For the first time she saw him angry. And she could see how worried he was, how he fought against his own fear.
She didnt say a word, just moved into his embrace and began to cry.
 		   

She was lying on his arm. Outside the bedroom window it was starting to become light. She lay as close as she could but it still didnt seem close enough.
Do you know what Monika means?
She nodded.
The one who warns.
Yes, in Latin. But in Greek it means the lonely one.
He turned his head and stroked her forehead with his index finger.
I dont think Ive ever met anyone who tries at all costs to live up to her name.
She closed her eyes. The lonely one. Thats how it had always been. Until now. And now she wasnt brave enough to let herself be rescued.
He sat up and turned his back.
Im scared too, dont you realise that?
He had read her thoughts. He had the ability to see straight through her. It was one of his many qualities that she appreciated, but also feared in equal measure. He got up and went over to her bedroom window. Her eyes wandered over his naked skin. How beautiful he was.
Ive always been able to weigh the pros and cons, go back and forth about how I should behave, and get dragged into all those stupid games people play so they dont seem too eager. But that wont work with you. Ive longed so much to be hit by something like this, to feel so much that it seems I just dont have any choice.
She wanted to say something but she couldnt think of a single word. All the words that would have been suitable were inaccessible, deep inside some cranny, because she had never before needed them.
I only know that Ive never felt anything like this before.
He stood there just as naked as his confession. She got up and went over to him, stood behind him and slid her arms through his.
So dont ever leave me alone with a silent phone again. I dont know if I could stand it.
He was the most courageous man she had ever met.
Im sorry.
For one dizzying instant she dared to feel total trust, and take comfort from the feeling of being loved through and through. She felt the tears rising again, felt something black and hard inside her begin to dissolve.
He turned round and took her face in his hands.
I ask only one thing, and thats for you to be honest, that you tell me the truth so Ill understand whats happening. As long as were honest then neither of us has to be afraid. Dont you think?
She didnt answer.
Dont you think?
Only then did she nod.
I promise.
And at that moment she meant it.
 		   

They were supposed to have dinner that evening. The following morning she had to leave town to attend the course, and she was already missing him. Four days. Four days and four nights without his presence.
Her mother had been upset. Not about the course itself, but about the fact that the grave would be dark for several days. Monika had promised to hurry home. She would pick her up at three on Sunday when she returned.
 		   

She spent a long time going through the clothes in her wardrobe. Actually she had already decided what she was going to wear, knew so well what he liked best, but she wanted to check one last time that she wasnt mistaken. On the way past the window she stopped by one of the orchid plants and pinched off a withered flower. The others still stood in their full splendour, and she regarded their perfect creation. So insanely beautiful, in such absolute symmetry, so utterly without shortcomings or flaws. And yet he had compared her to them when he noticed them in the bedroom window, so he wasnt that smart after all. An orchid was perfect. She wasnt. He had the ability to make her feel unique, both inside and out, but only when he was there and she could dwell in his compelling gaze. When he wasnt there, the other took over, what she knew was inside and wasnt worth loving. Swiftly and ruthlessly it would take back the ground it had lost.
 		   

She hesitated in the doorway as she was leaving. If she left this minute she would get there right on time. What would happen if she arrived late? Quite a bit late. How annoyed would he be? Maybe it would make him realise that she wasnt as wonderful as he imagined. Then maybe he would finally reveal his hidden side, expose that flaw that she was convinced he must have somewhere. Show that he only loved her as long as he thought she was perfect. She turned off her mobile and sat down on the hall bench.
 		   

She made him wait forty-five minutes. Soaked to the skin he stood in the middle of the square when she finally came running up. He had refused to leave their meeting place.
Finally  God, how worried I was, I thought something had happened.
Not one mean word. Not the slightest hint of irritation. He pulled her to him and she hid her face against his wet jacket and felt ashamed.
But she wasnt completely convinced. Not deep inside.
 		   

They slept together at her place that night. When morning came and she had to leave soon, he lingered and held her in his arms for a long time.
Ive worked out that youre going to be gone for a hundred and eight hours, but Im not sure I can hold out for more than eighty-five.
She crept closer to him and rested in another dizzying moment. She wanted to stay this time, and for once allow life itself the opportunity to make the decision.
You know Im coming home soon, pulled by magnetic homesickness.
He smiled and kissed her on the forehead.
But whatever you do, watch out for those high-tension wires.
She smiled and saw by the clock that it was high time she left. She had so wanted to say those three words that were so difficult to utter. Instead she put her lips lightly to his ear and whispered.
Im so glad I was the one who became your girl pigeon.
And at that moment neither of them in their wildest dreams could imagine that the Monika who was just about to leave would never ever come back.
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 It took four days before she managed to gather her thoughts enough to begin to formulate an answer. The nights were filled with restless dreams, all taking place near large bodies of water. Enormous shapes hovered beneath the waters surface like black clouds, and although she stood on land she perceived them as threatening, as if they could still get at her. She was thin again and could move unhindered, but something else had prevented her from moving. It had something to do with her legs. Several times she awoke just as a giant wave came rolling in towards her and she realised that she wouldnt be able to escape it.
 The big pillow behind her back was wet with sweat. She wished she could lie down properly. For just one night, to be able to lie down and sleep like a normal person. That possibility no longer existed. If she lay down she would be suffocated by her own weight.
  

 It had been so many years since she had written a letter. She got one of the little people to buy her some stationery on the first day, but then she hid it in the top drawer of the desk. The letter she had to answer was in there too, smoothed out after having been crumpled up, and every time she passed the desk her eyes were drawn to the elegant brass fittings.
  * * *

  In the past few days some more fragments of memories had surfaced from the depths. Brief images in which Vanja was present. Vanja laughing on a blue bicycle. Vanja deeply engrossed in a book. She had distinctly seen her dark-brown ponytail, always tied back with a red elastic band. And then a vague image of the woodshed back home, whatever that had to do with the whole thing. Small shards that refused to fall into place. Small objective fragments utterly devoid of emotional content.
  

 She had emptied the refrigerator. She had eaten everything. On three occasions the urge had been so strong that she had to call the pizza delivery. The menu said half an hour, but just like all the other idiots they were never on time.
 To think that something that was empty could hurt so much.
  

 The letter was still occupying her thoughts. Most of all she would have liked to tear it up and throw it away, but it was too late. She had read the words and they had become etched inside her and were now impossible to ignore. And, worst of all, her anger was starting to subside and suddenly leave room for something else. An obscure feeling of dread.
 Alone.
 That feeling hadnt bothered her in a very, very long time.
 The nights were the worst.
 She tried to convince herself that she didnt have anything to be afraid of. Vanja was locked up and couldnt reach her; if another letter showed up she could toss it away unread. She mustnt let herself be lured into the trap again.
 But no amount of clever words helped. And she realised that it really wasnt Vanja who scared her. It was something else.
  

 On this morning she had got up early, before it was even light. She never dared get into the shower when there was a risk that the little people might catch her unawares. It was so hard to dry off properly between all the rolls of fat, and she knew how the eczema on her back must look. The itching told the tale. If they saw it they would sound the alarm, and never in her life would she permit anyone to rub lotion on her. She owned two dresses that she always wore. Ankle-length tents with holes at the top. She had had them made fifteen years ago, and she didnt want to think about the fact that one of them would soon be too small.
  

 After Saba had had her morning walk on the lawn and the balcony door was locked, Maj-Britt went to the kitchen and sat down at the table. She looked at the clock. It should be three or four hours before anyone showed up, but what did she know? They came and went pretty much as they liked. But, to be honest, she was eagerly awaiting them today. Her empty stomach was screaming to be filled. And despite the reproachful glances she had ordered extra provisions.
 Hi, Vanja.
 She really had no desire at all to say hi to her, but how else did you start off a letter? And how did you refute implied insults without revealing how upsetting they were? She wanted to sound cool and unperturbed, show that she was above all the embarrassing things that a confused inmate thought she was entitled to write.
  As you guessed, I was surprised by your letter, to say  the least. It took a while before I remembered who   you were. As you said, some years have passed since   we last saw each other. Both my family and I are   doing fine. Gran is working as a department head   in a big company that makes appliances and I work   in the banking industry. We have two children who   are both studying abroad now. I am quite content   with my life and have only happy memories of my   childhood. Mother and Father passed away many   years ago, and I miss them terribly. Thats why we no   longer drive up there very often, but prefer to take   our holidays abroad. So I havent talked to anyone   and know nothing about you or your fate. But I understand   from your address that you wound up in trouble.
 Tonight Gran and I are going to the theatre, so I   will have to close now.
 Best wishes,   
 Maj-Britt Pettersson

 She read over what she had written. Exhausted from the effort, she decided that it would have to do. Now she just wanted to get it out of the flat and mailed so that she could put the whole thing behind her.
 It had irked her to write his name.
  

 The home help arrived at one oclock today; a new one, someone she had never seen before. Another one of those young girls, but at least she was Swedish. The kind who went about dressed in suggestive sweaters with the bra straps showing. And then they were surprised that rape was on the increase. When young girls dressed like whores, what were the boys supposed to think?
 Hi, my name is Ellinor.
 Maj-Britt looked with distaste at her outstretched hand. Never in her life would she dream of shaking it.
 I dont suppose youve been informed of the routine in this household?
 What do you mean?
 I hope at least you took along the correct shopping list when you went to the store.
 Yes, I think so.
 The intruder kept smiling, and this irritated Maj-Britt even more. She took off a worn denim jacket decorated with small colourful plastic buttons with slogans printed on them; they gave the garment an even more slovenly appearance, if that were possible.
 Shall I put the stuff in the fridge or do you want to do it yourself?
 Maj-Britt scrutinised her from head to toe.
 Just put the bags on the kitchen table.
 She always put away the food herself, but she could no longer lift the heavy bags. She liked to know where all the food was stored. In case she was in a hurry.
 When she was left alone in the hall she took a look at the small plastic buttons. With her thumb and forefinger she gingerly pulled out the jacket and snorted as she examined them. DONT KEEP SILENT! STOP THE TORTURE. FEMINIST  DAMN RIGHT! IF I AM ONLY FOR MYSELF  WHAT AM I? A candle wrapped in barbed wire with the legend rights for all. A multitude of small self-righteous messages about this and that, as if she had taken on the responsibility of changing the world all by herself. Oh well, it would pass when she got a little older and understood the way things worked.
 She heard the little person go into the bathroom and fill a bucket with water.
  

 It took about half an hour for her to finish. Maj-Britt stood by the balcony door and waited for Saba to come in. Outside in the playground stood a father pushing his child on a swing. The child, who couldnt be much more than a year old, whooped with laughter each time the swing changed direction and fell back towards the fathers outstretched arms. She had often seen them there. Sometimes the mother came along too, but she seemed to suffer from some kind of pain, because sometimes the man had to help her up after she had been sitting on the park bench. Saba stayed near the balcony and never paid any attention to the people she met outside. And Maj-Britt would send the home helps out to pick up the dog shit; she didnt want any complaints from the neighbours about letting Saba out alone.
 She opened the balcony door to let Saba in. At the same moment a window opened on the second floor across from her, and the mother of the kid in the swing stuck her head out.
 Mattias, theres someone on the phone asking if you want a ride to the course youre taking. Something about car-pooling.
 That was all Maj-Britt heard, because now Saba was back inside and there was no reason to keep the door open. She pulled it shut. When she turned round, Ellinor was standing in the room.
 I can take her out for a while if you like. I did the cleaning so fast that I have time for a short walk.
 Why should you do that? Shes just been outside.
 But I thought she might want to go for a longer walk. It might be good for her to get some exercise.
 Maj-Britt smiled to herself. This was a bolder move than most of them made, but there would still be some way to get rid of her.
 Why do you think she needs that?
 A little exercise is always a good thing.
 For what?
 Maj-Britt could see her gaze waver. She was suddenly searching for a better choice of words, and that was certainly needed. The objective was to make her opt for no words at all.
 Maj-Britt didnt take her eyes off her.
 What do you think would happen if someone didnt get any exercise?
 Now she was finally speechless.
 Maybe you think someone might get fat, if they didnt exercise?
 It was just a suggestion. Im really sorry.
 So what youre saying is that it would be dangerous to get fat. Am I right?
 So. This one shouldnt be any problem in future.
  

 Ellinor had already opened the front door when Maj-Britt handed her the letter.
 Could you post this for me?
 Of course.
  Her eyes scanned the address with curiosity just as Maj-Britt had foreseen.
 I didnt ask you to deliver it in person. Just stick it in a post-box.
 Ellinor put the letter in her handbag.
 It was nice meeting you. Im the one coming next time too, so well be seeing each other again.
 When she received no reply, she closed the door behind her. Maj-Britt looked at Saba and sighed.
 We can hardly wait, can we?
  

 It turned out as she had anticipated, only easier. As soon as the letter was out of the flat, the walls managed to regain something of their old ability: to provide a boundary between herself and everything out there she didnt want to deal with. She felt safe again.
 She had two days to be happy. Then Ellinor was back again, and Maj-Britt understood right away that she hadnt managed to shut her up as properly as she had intended. The girl wasnt in the flat more than a few minutes before her torrent of words caused another deep rift.
 Say, is it okay if I ask you a question? I know you dont like to talk to any of us who come here, but 
 She had both asked the question and answered it herself. Why should Maj-Britt have to join in her conversations? She caught Sabas eye, and they were in agreement. They had to see about getting this person replaced.
 That letter that I posted 
 She didnt even have to finish her sentence before Maj-Britt wanted with all her heart to get her out of the flat so that she could open the refrigerator undisturbed and select what she was going to stuff in her mouth.
 Was it the Vanja Tyrn?
 Maj-Britt was trapped again. Once more her long since forgotten best friend was trying to force her into something against her will. She didnt intend to permit it. She didnt intend to reply. But it was no use. When Ellinor didnt get an answer she just kept going on her own, and the words she said made the cracks grow to huge holes exposing her to the hostile outside world.
 The Vanja Tyrn who killed her entire family?
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