
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			Katarina Mazetti

			Swedish writer and journalist

			
					Born in Stockholm in 1944.

					Notable works:	God and I Broke Up (1995), novel

	Benny and Shrimp (1998), novel

	Familjegraven (“The Family Grave”, 2005), novel




			

			Katarina Mazetti was born in Stockholm in 1944, and worked as a journalist, teacher and radio producer before turning her hand to children’s literature and publishing a number of books, including her popular series Kusinerna Karlsson (“The Karlsson Cousins”), which follows the adventures of four cousins on a small Swedish island.

			Her novels for adults, including God and I Broke Up (1995), its sequel Det är slut mellan Rödluvan och vargen (1998, “Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf Broke Up”) and Tarzans tårar (2003, “Tarzan’s Tears”), have also been very successful and have been translated into a number of languages. However, she is best known for her novel Benny and Shrimp, a quirky love story full of humour and witty observations which brought Mazetti to international renown.

		


		
			Benny and Shrimp

			An unusual love story

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Mazetti, K. (2010) Benny and Shrimp. Trans. Death, S. London: Short Books.

					1st edition: 1998

					Themes: love, differences, misunderstandings, humour

			

			Benny and Shrimp was inspired by the author’s experiences of living in a rural area. The novel tells the story of a romance between two people who seem like complete opposites, but who are irresistibly drawn to each other. The narrative alternates between the perspectives of the two protagonists, Desirée and Benny, who take it in turns to recount the unlikely love story that blossoms between them.

			The book comprises a total of 54 chapters, with the two protagonists taking it in turns to share their perspectives of the same events. Their sometimes contradictory viewpoints give the novel a comical tone, which has contributed to the novel’s resounding success: it has proven a hit with thousands of readers, and has been adapted for both the cinema and the stage.

		


		
			Summary

			An unlikely encounter

			Desirée is a 35-year-old librarian who was widowed five months ago when her husband, Örjan, was hit by a lorry and killed. She is visiting his grave when she meets Benny, a 36-year-old farmer who is tending to the grave beside Örjan’s, which belongs to his parents. They covertly observe one another, and both consider the other gravestone ridiculous and tacky, which is an early hint that their outlooks and everyday lives are fundamentally different:

			“Next to Örjan’s stone there’s a really tasteless gravestone, an absolute monstrosity.”
“What sort of a stone do you call that? It looks like something a surveyor put down as a boundary marker!”

			Although they both visit the graves of their loved ones several times each week, they have never spoken to each other. They do occasionally share ambiguous glances, and are used to each other’s presence. One day, a little girl who often comes with her mother to tend to the next tomb over makes Desirée laugh by innocently commenting, after watering her grandfather’s grave rather clumsily, “Now Grandpa will be really cross, won’t he?” Desirée sees that Benny is smiling too, which makes her think he is sharing in the moment, but the following chapter, which is from Benny’s perspective, reveals that he was actually smiling for a completely different reason: “To pay her back for her snooty attitude I try to picture her with fishnet stockings and a curly mauve nylon wig”.

			However, when Benny does not see Desirée at the graveyard for a while, he goes into town to find her, and follows her to the library when he sees her. He then awkwardly asks her about a random book and eventually asks “Don’t suppose you’d fancy… fancy… coming along to the cemetery with me?” They have dinner together in town on Desirée’s 35th birthday, without even knowing each other’s names. Benny frantically goes out to buy presents for her before their second date, which she finds quite tacky. By spending these magical moments away from the farm, he loses out on the day’s dairy production.

			Opposites attract

			Their relationship gradually develops, and they start visiting each other at home, both at Desirée’s flat in town and at Benny’s home in the countryside. While Desirée finds Benny’s house dirty, he feels ill at ease in her squeaky-clean apartment and dislikes the organic meals she makes. Furthermore, Desirée distrusts Benny’s friends, whom she considers very uncouth, and Benny finds Desirée’s colleagues condescending. In fact, they seem to be as different as two people can possibly be: she is a voracious reader, while he hardly ever cracks open a book, and their taste in films is so different that they always end up renting two films. They also have completely different priorities: when Desirée discovers that Benny got good grades in school, she suggests that he continue his education, but he considers this impossible because he cannot abandon his farm, as there is no one else to look after it.

			They both therefore find it very difficult to put themselves in the other’s shoes:

			
					Desirée loves her job and would find life as a housewife unbearable, especially in the countryside;

					Benny is similarly attached to his farm, and has no interest in adapting to urban life, as he places a great deal of importance on his heritage.

			

			After taking a great deal of time to think it over and breaking up for a while, Benny nevertheless decides to ask Desirée to resign or switch to part-time work, move in with him and start a family together. This makes Desirée lose her temper, as she does not want to give up her life in town. As they do after all their arguments, they break up again and reconcile shortly afterwards. However, Benny eventually comes to the conclusion that a relationship between two people who can only see each other for three hours per week has no future, and decides to break up with her while they are in the cemetery together. Desirée agrees, and promises to see him again in 50 years.

			Finding a compromise

			Both Benny and Desirée throw themselves into their work, and Benny even starts dating Anita, who seems like the perfect match for him. Meanwhile, Desirée realises that her greatest wish is to become a mother, as she had never had children with Örjan. She therefore decides to call Benny and ask him if he will father a child with her.

			Benny agrees, on two conditions: firstly, that his name is on the child’s birth certificate as the father, and secondly, that they make three attempts, and never see each other again if all three of those attempts fail.

		


		
			Character study

			Desirée Wallin

			Desirée is a 35-year-old librarian whose husband was killed in a car accident. She had a comfortable, middle-class upbringing, but her father always behaved distantly towards her and her mother after she was born. Given that her parents never showed each other any affection, she has no idea what a loving marriage really looks like.

			When Desirée and her late husband Örjan were together, they were considered one of the power couples of their social circle, although Desirée was never really known for her looks. Benny initially describes her as a “beige woman” who is easy to overlook, although at her job she is admired by all her male colleagues and envied by all the women. Benny later affectionately nicknames her “Shrimp” because she is so thin.

			After her husband’s death, she is left feeling utterly lost: at the start of the novel, she even ironically proclaims “You’ll have to be on your guard! An aggrieved, single woman in a distinctly abnormal emotional state. Who knows what I might get up to at the next full moon?” She then states that she has never felt like a particularly sensual person, but later in the novel she discovers a much more passionate side of herself with Benny: she is left with red marks on her chest after they spend the night together (which never happened when she was with Örjan), and admits that “the men in [her] fantasies were all strapping types with rough chins and callused hands”. However, after spending the day at Benny’s house, she admits “I had a sense of being in the middle of someone else’s dream”. At this point, she starts feeling as though she needs to return to her “natural habitat”, namely her home in town and the library she works at.

			After a great deal of introspection, she realises that she is “totally fascinated by children”, and makes it her life goal to have offspring of her own.

			Benny Söderström

			Benny is a 36-year-old farmer who inherited his farm from his parents. He lost two of the fingers on his left hand in an accident when he was a child. He has never had a serious relationship, only a few flings, although he occasionally meets people at dances. He is so awkward that most people know him as “Big Benny of Rowan Farm”, and he mentally calls himself “Smarmy Benny”.

			However, Benny matches Desirée’s fantasies perfectly: “With his cap off and his face alive with attentiveness, he didn’t look dreary, or well into middle age, just very real”.

			Benny is pragmatic by nature, and thinks that his ideal partner would be a woman who knows how to cook and look after the house without being told to do so; for example, his friend Anita matches this profile perfectly. At the start of the novel, he explains that he is attracted to women who are “invested […] in getting noticed”, but he ends up falling for Desirée

			
			Inez Lundmark

			
			
			Märta

			
			
			Anita
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