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A few words before the rest of the words

This is a short story about what you would be prepared to sacrifice in order to save a life. If it was not only your future on the line, but also your past. Not only the places you are going, but the footprints you have left behind. If it was all of it, all of you, who would you give yourself up for?

I wrote this story late one night shortly before Christmas in 2016. My wife and children were sleeping a few arm lengths away. I was very tired; it had been a long and strange year, and I had been thinking a lot about the choices families make. Everyday, everywhere, we go down one road or another. We play around; we stay at home; we fall in love and fall asleep right next to each other. We discover we need someone to sweep us off our feet to realize what time really is.

So I tried to tell a story about that.

It was published in the local newspaper of my hometown, Helsingborg, in the southernmost part of Sweden. All the locations in the story are real – I went to school around the corner from the hospital, and the bar where the characters drink is owned and run by childhood friends of mine. I’ve got very drunk there on several occasions. If you’re ever around Helsingborg, I highly recommend it.

I live six hundred kilometres further north now, in Stockholm, with my family. So, in retrospect, I think this story was not just about how I felt about love and death that night I was sitting on the floor next to the bed my wife and our kids were sleeping in, but also about my feelings for the place where I grew up. Maybe all people have that feeling deep down, that your hometown is something you can never really escape, but can never really go home to, either. Because it’s not home anymore. We’re not trying to make peace with it. Not with the streets and bricks of it. Just with the person we were back then. And maybe forgive ourselves for everything we thought we would become and didn’t.

Maybe you will find this to be a strange story, I don’t know. It’s not very long, so at least it will be over quickly in that case. But I hope my younger self would have read it and found it to be … well … not horrible. I think he and I could have gone for a beer. Talked about choices. I would have shown him pictures of my family and he would have said, ‘Alright. You did alright.’

Anyway, this is the story. Thank you for taking the time to read it.

With love,
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Hi. It’s your dad. You’ll be waking up soon, it’s Christmas Eve morning in Helsingborg, and I’ve killed a person. That’s not how fairy tales usually begin, I know. But I took a life. Does it make a difference if you know whose it was?

Maybe not. Most of us so desperately want to believe that every heart which stops beating is missed equally. If we’re asked, ‘Are all lives worth the same?’ the majority of us will reply with a resounding ‘Yes!’ But only until someone points to a person we love and asks: ‘What about that life?’

Does it make a difference if I killed a good person? A loved person? A valuable life?

If it was a child?
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She was five. I met her a week ago. There was a small red chair in the hospital TV room, it was hers. It wasn’t red when she arrived, but she could see that it wanted to be. It took twenty-two boxes of crayons but that didn’t matter, she could afford it, everyone here gave her crayons all the time. As though she could draw away her illness, colour away the needles and the drugs. She knew that wasn’t possible, of course, she was a smart kid, but she pretended for their sakes. So she spent her days drawing on paper, because it made all the adults happy. And at night, she coloured in the chair. Because it really wanted to be red.

She had a soft toy, a rabbit. She called it ‘Babbit.’ When she first learned to speak, the adults thought she was calling it ‘Babbit’ because she couldn’t say ‘Rabbit.’ But she called it Babbit because Babbit was its name. That shouldn’t be so hard to understand, really, even for an adult. Babbit got scared sometimes, and then it got to sit on the red chair. It might not be clinically proven that sitting on a red chair makes you less scared, but Babbit didn’t know that.

The girl sat on the floor next to Babbit, patting its paw and telling it stories. One night, I was hidden around a corner in the corridor and I heard her say: ‘I’m going to die soon, Babbit. Everyone dies, it’s just that most people will die in maybe a hundred thousand years but I might die already tomorrow.’ She added, in a whisper: ‘I hope it’s not tomorrow.’

Then she suddenly looked up in fear, glanced around as though she had heard footsteps in the corridor. She quickly grabbed Babbit and whispered good night to the red chair. ‘It’s her! She’s coming!’ the girl hissed, running towards her room, hiding herself under the covers next to her mother.

I ran too. I’ve been running all my life. Because every night, a woman in a thick, grey, knitted jumper walks the hospital’s corridors. She carries a folder. She has all our names written inside.
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It’s Christmas Eve, and by the time you wake up the snow will probably have melted. Snow never lasts very long in Helsingborg. It’s the only place I know where the wind comes at an angle from below, like it’s frisking you. Where the umbrellas protect you better if you hold them upside down. I was born here but I’ve never got used to it; Helsingborg and I will never find peace. Maybe everyone feels that way about their hometown: the place we’re from never apologizes, never admits that it was wrong about us. It just sits there, at the end of the motorway, whispering: ‘You might be all rich and powerful now. And maybe you do come home with expensive watches and fancy clothes. But you can’t fool me, because I know who you really are. You’re just a scared little boy.’

I met death by the side of my wrecked car last night, after the accident. My blood was everywhere. The woman in the grey jumper was standing next to me with a disapproving look on her face and she said: ‘You shouldn’t be here.’ I was so scared of her, because I’m a winner, a survivor. And all survivors are scared of death. That’s why we’re still here. My face was cut to shreds, my shoulder out of joint, and I was trapped inside 1.5 million kronors’ worth of steel and technology.

When I saw the woman, I shouted, ‘Take someone else! I can give you someone else to kill!’

But she just leaned forward, looked disappointed, and said: ‘It doesn’t work like that. I don’t make the decisions. I just look after the logistics and the transportation.’

‘For who? For God or the Devil, or … someone else?’ I sobbed.

She sighed. ‘I stay out of the politics. I just do my job. Now give me my folder.’
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