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Hunter in Huskvarna

There were huge, dark mountains that dominated the town, casting a special kind of darkness as they stretched steeply up into the sky. There was also God. And there was the firearms factory, which swallowed men up in the morning and spat them out again in the afternoon, when the siren sounded and a flood of people poured out of the building’s jaws and then dispersed. After a while the town would soak them up and they would become part of the mass of people wandering around, but for the time being they were just something the factory spewed out when it had finished with them.

*

I used to stand and watch them coming out of the factory. They wound their way forward as one single man, like smoke, like something flowing, a tide. And then I walked back to the waterfalls, where we lived in those days. Immediately before the falls was the black river, cold and sleek and filled with tiny leopard-spotted leeches that would latch onto our legs, with an electric current in its shallow, muddy water. I would linger at the river, because under the trees there was a special feeling that you couldn’t find anywhere else, the deep dark of lions, velvet shadows, a snake lying in the sun, glinting, empty beer cans someone had shot at. The marks left by the bullets showed on the tree trunks, black wounds in the birch trees’ delicate skin. It was the factory that made this region inviting, that drew people to move in from the forests all around. And God, naturally, he still retained his appeal here. There were places he was less popular, in Stockholm, for example, where we had lived before, where he had been superseded by pop stars, and stock market crashes, and romantic love, but here he was still someone. In the mornings we prayed on our school benches, and then Miss Elly stomped the day into action on the organ; and it groaned and squealed, and she looked as though she was battling with a giant angel. I don’t know if anyone believed in those prayers and hymns, but they could scarcely have done any harm. The only one who didn’t pray was Hunter: his hands lay open on the desk and he looked out of the window, his gaze following the birds rising from the enormous ash tree. When I glanced over at him by the window, he was immersed in himself; he could already do that, disappear into himself, as if in a dream. At that moment you wanted to be there with him.

*

My parents were called The Atheists, though they didn’t know it themselves, and it sounded a bit like we were a pop group. Hunter’s father always sat in the square outside the Rosen Hotel, and he shouted to us when we went past, and so we always sat down and listened to him and his colleagues, that was what he called them, and they would give us a few coins and we would run errands for them, buy shirt studs and snus and fetch hamburgers. We would sit there for a while on our way home from school, and Hunter was always so calm, sitting there on the very edge of the bench, with a patience and attentiveness he never showed with me. I knew he was just waiting to go, but he would never say so, never snub his father and his father’s friends. I wouldn’t either, I admired those men who were a little apart from the world, who had renounced everything and had done so with pride. They used to laugh at the people still working in the factory, the way they toadied to the higher-ups who had the power, and I think it ingrained in me the belief in that sort of life as an ideal, an intrinsic direction to follow, even if I would later take a different course myself. Hunter’s father had worked in the factory in the beginning. Like everyone else, I was going to say, but that’s how it was, the factory was the heart of the town. Then one day he just stopped going, and instead he went down to the centre of town in his work overalls. Sooner or later a person couldn’t face what lay in store for them, so turned off onto another road and continued on that path. My parents were pen-pushers, as I too would eventually become. I scuttled along in their footsteps like a little rat, without looking back. Hunter’s mother had left in the early days and was never heard of again. Some said she was in Ryhov Hospital, or the churchyard, but Hunter said that she’d just become fed up, and he understood. Had his father not needed him, he too would have left on the E4 motorway and headed south in a truck, he said. In the meantime he was rescuing dogs. He took them from the centre of town and released them in the forest. With me Hunter was often somewhere else, buried inside himself, as if the world really had nothing to do with him, and he didn’t always answer when I said something. I thought it was because he liked me best out of everyone. But then he could suddenly be so close it scared me, when we were sitting above the thundering falls at night and he looked at me with his big dark eyes.

“Why are you with me?”

*

I have never forgotten the twilight conversations on the benches. No-one had ever spoken to me the way they did there. It was never anything special, but somehow Hunter’s father could always weave what we said into something else, and all at once we were in a bigger story and my voice was one with other voices.

“You sound like Selma Lagerlöf,” he used to say to me. “What a classy little friend you’ve got, Hunter. Hold on to her and everything’ll be just fine. Little Selma Lagerlöf.”

We would sit with Hunter’s father for a few hours, before wandering on into what was our life. It didn’t add up to much: the invariable circuits of the town centre, the roar of the falls where we would stand with our bicycles, the porn magazines we stashed in the forest. There were times when we arrived and somebody had got there before us. Then you would wait, or you would rush forward shouting at the top of your voice, and the little boy or girl would run away, their knickers around their ankles. Sometimes it was an adult, and we would wait behind the trees until they had finished. Then we would go up and sniff at the old magazines, their pages exuding a stale but quite exquisite smell. Hunter and I did everything together, even this. While we read and pleasured ourselves, we didn’t know that was what we were doing; this took place before we knew about sex. Everything was a game, nothing was real, not for Hunter either, I don’t think. We had just discovered the sweetness we could evoke in one another. Sometimes more people turned up, shadows, hiding behind the white trunks of the birch trees. And hovering over the whole thing was God, watching us as we lay beneath the towering beech trees, and I don’t know what he thought, though I shouldn’t imagine he was particularly interested. But people here were obsessed with him. On every corner there was a little church with a blue neon cross. Everybody believed in the same God in those days. When children squinted upwards they could see angels gliding through the air. I never saw any, but I didn’t tell the others that. And in a way God was rather like those magazines full of bosoms: a pretext for being together.

*

Hunter picked up dogs that were tethered outside buildings in the centre and took them out of town, where he let them go; I went with him sometimes. When we were heading back to town, the dog would watch us like an alien being in the wide landscape, surprised and uncertain about what it should do with the freedom. I don’t really remember my parents during this phase with Hunter and the dogs. My life unfolded apart from them, but it was as though they expanded in their absence, they became both more unfamiliar and more definite, as if our childhood waxed as we grew up. I always thought I would leave too one day. I couldn’t see myself living forever between these mountains. But I stayed nonetheless.

*

When darkness fell we were on the motorway slip road in black binbags, waiting to see if the cars would run us over.

“Are you scared?” I asked, inside my sack.

“No. Are you?”

“A bit, maybe. Not very. Do you think it’ll be quick?”

“Really quick. Like heaven.”

“Do you believe in heaven?”

He was silent inside his sack.

“What if it only gets one of us?”

I heard him breathing next to me inside the plastic, but when a car approached we always ended up leaping for our lives into the ditch, where we crouched until we heard the car pass. We didn’t want to die, we just wanted something to happen, for something to erupt, to rip apart the film of inertia covering the town. It was like standing on a high bridge and feeling the creature inside you who wants to throw herself off. But as we stood there waiting, listening to the sound of the E4, I felt as though I had been shot through with light, with inordinate happiness, and I thought I would always have his electric breathing beside me. That didn’t happen. Hunter disappeared and I stayed. Sometimes I think we actually knew it would be like that, but also that our destinies were intertwined for a moment, and that is what friendship is, sharing destiny for a time. In that moment it looks as if you are one and the same and that your lives will move in a single direction. I can see all the people I have been friends with in my life, relatively few, but how close we were, always heading the same way, never imagining life would become so different for us all. And no-one has ever been as close to me as Hunter, not even my ex-husbands, no-one comes near to what we had. And yet there was still no sex, at least not in the way I have come to know the rules of that particular game. Certain things happen so early in life, and you think it is just a beginning, but in fact it is the end of something, because there won’t be any more to come. Those I truly loved, I loved too soon, and since then something inside me has drained away and I have lived my life in first gear.

*

The roar of the falls has been silenced now, and there is just the tentative trickle of a little brown stream where once there was the surge of a foaming torrent. The factories are silent too, standing as a reminder of all that went before, like a sleeping behemoth next to the mountain. Sometimes, when I walk past on my way home from work, I notice it is almost four o’clock and inside me I hear the siren that sounded when the first shift was over, and the shadows of all those who once worked there walk beside me for a while before they dissolve into the intense light. I see the slender figure of Hunter’s father in his work overalls, before his silhouette fades away. And I see Hunter, a vision coming across the square in his little denim jacket, a German Shepherd at each side. The dogs look like royalty, gliding along beside him, terrifying yet cuddly at the same time. The Smedsby park looks the same as ever. New dogs trample over the lupins, children climb around in the playground as if it’s their job.

*

We wandered about in the wreckage of Ryhov, the old mental hospital, amid broken windows and dilapidated facades and grounds that had grown wild. Inside, along the abandoned corridors, we rode on our skateboards and collected things that had been left behind, mirrors and medicine bottles and scalpels and tins, abandoned as if someone had left the place in great haste. Later they built a new hospital, and I worked there for a short time. Hunter had kept some of the dogs shut in a room on the third floor of the old hospital. He showed me the locked room that was now their home. They were lying together in a big heap on the floor, dozing. When he opened the door, they jumped up and leaped towards him, one form suddenly transformed into ten living bodies, and started running around the room, yelping. It was as if he held life itself imprisoned inside that room, anaesthetised somehow, and as soon as the door opened they began to live again and breathe and reach for the outside world. We took them out into the grounds and they followed Hunter obediently, dachshunds and poodles and massive brown dogs like bears, as if he kept them all on an invisible leash, a bunch of souls that only lived for his visits.

*

As we walked down the street one day, Hunter’s father was standing in his dressing gown, smoking a cigarette, in front of the house next to the community centre. I didn’t know that was where they lived, had never asked, just assumed they lived outside town because Hunter sometimes slept in our basement.

“Won’t you come in, ladies and gentlemen?”

“Are we allowed?” I said.

I looked around the apartment, room by room. I doubt anyone imagined these rooms actually existed. There were weapons all over: small arms and pistols from Abyssinia and Jakarta and the factory here. Hunter’s father sat in an armchair, following us with his gaze.

“I don’t know why I’ve collected all this. You can’t take anything with you where I’m going, anyway.”

“Where are you going?” I asked, and he laughed as if it was a stupid question, and it was. He pulled on a pair of council regulation trousers under his dressing gown, his complexion sallow against the bright burgundy of the bathrobe.

*

The last time I went with Hunter to the dogs’ room at Ryhov, a giant grey creature emerged from the sleeping pile. I could see immediately it was a wolf and for the first time with Hunter I was scared. It was gaunt and looked frozen and was faster than the others. I was actually afraid of the dogs too, but I never told him. I ran down the stairs and sat on the visitors’ bench to wait and I lit a cigarette butt I had brought with me. We had started smoking now, mostly for something to do. When Hunter came down with his great entourage, he didn’t see me sitting on the bench, and I watched them go off into the forest. I didn’t dare to go with him after that.

*

One evening we were at my house, watching a video and eating popcorn. It was set in Salt Lake City and we laughed at how similar it was to here: the same inky black mountains closing in on everything. In the middle of the film Hunter suddenly stood up and went out through the porch doors. I followed him. It was warm outside, the grasshoppers were chirping, and when I ran off between the houses it felt like moving through warm water. I raced across the gardens and down towards the waterfall. In the distance I saw Hunter disappear into the moonlight mist. A few days later I saw him from afar with the wolf, as if the two of them were floating along, Hunter with his baggy, oversized trousers and the wolf with its shabby, worn-out coat. I remember thinking that neither of them fitted in here, that the landscape couldn’t quite stomach either of them. It was the last time I saw him.

*

At school his seat was empty and I went round on the way home and took the lift up to their apartment. No-one answered the door and I shouted through the letterbox. A sweet smell came out of it and I could tell from the silence there was nobody there. The new telephone directories were next to the door. His father was sitting outside the Rosen Hotel holding court, and I went up to him and sat down.

“Where’s Hunter?”

“You know better than me. It’s been a long time since I could keep tabs on things like him.”

“Do you know he has a wolf now?”

He laughed. “No-one knows the first thing about boys.”

*

It must have been several weeks later when someone rang the police. Maybe in those days it wasn’t such a big thing as it is now if someone disappeared, and two other children had already gone missing. Little Martin was the first, and then the girl. People were afraid, as if ogres were prowling around our small town, and we all knew it could happen to us. A madwoman had claimed responsibility, said she was to blame for everything that had happened to the two children. She had an air of the Messiah about her and I suppose she just wanted to be punished for something, anything at all. The dead children were archived eventually and Hunter forgotten about, as if he had never existed. Perhaps this town couldn’t cope with any more disappearances. And Hunter’s father had decided to give his child his freedom.

“I trust him to do what he has to do. If he wants to come back, he will. And if he doesn’t, well . . .”

His words trailed away, dissolved, and Hunter hurtled into the darkness and was gone.

*

They closed the factory and something changed. The whole town had relied upon the arms industry, like a fence to lean on. My parents moved away, and if they ever came back to visit me, they looked around in puzzlement, as if they had truly suppressed the memory of this little town where my entire childhood had unfolded. The Atheists had never really belonged here, they moved on in their lives, they went their separate ways, and I stayed here by the waterfall, and then it too fell silent. Every time my parents paid a visit, they laughed at the fact I had stayed in the town. They would arrive together, even though they were no longer married. Perhaps they didn’t fancy coming alone. My dialect amused them, and I felt like one of John Bauer’s old trolls next to them, their bustle, their cool, unfamiliar scent, their sophisticated gestures. I think most people spend their whole life in the same place, even the ones who move around; I am the same person now as when I was born, it doesn’t matter where I live.

*

Inside me I can still hear the waterfall. When I go and stand there for a while, staring at the dry, desolate mountain, I feel a movement within me, pulling me like a wave before it is halted by time. It is so strong, relentless, surging, and yet so absent. Time blows through us like a wind, and when I look at my body in the mirror, I am time: the heavy hips that used to be thin and bony, my face a parody of the face it once was.

*

Hunter’s father was borne away to the churchyard and new people took over his throne in the town centre. I had been to school with some of them, but they never possessed the same brilliance and grandeur as Hunter’s father. They looked tired and always angry. I went to Hunter’s father’s grave a few times and found flowers there on each occasion, and I would turn to look at the pine trees at the edge of the churchyard, hoping that Hunter would be there.

*

Every now and then I sit down with them to say hello, but we never have much to talk about.

“Anything going on?”

“Nothing.”

He is the one from the class above me who is always heading somewhere with his bags, but that is how people are around here, all the time, en route to somewhere else.

“Weren’t you going to Stockholm?” I ask.

“Maybe next year.”

“Stockholm’s not going anywhere,” we say in the same breath.

Then we laugh, because we both know that neither of us will get further than Axamo Airport. I used to take the plane from there as a child. With a little label around my neck, I used to take off and fly out into nothingness and come back home a few weeks later. The air stewardesses were like angels, escorting me onto the aircraft and sitting there, smiling, temporarily strapped in as we climbed through the clouds. I visited numerous relatives and afterwards it was as if those same relatives and their homes didn’t exist, they were just a dazzling blur before we descended again to the map of Småland.

“They’re rebuilding everywhere,” I offer, for something to say. I am thinking of the huge shopping centre that landed like a spaceship in the middle of everything old. And I am ashamed when I think of who I am, even though I have never been anyone special.

“Are they?”

“Yeah, the whole lot. It all has to be new now.”

“Christ almighty!”

*

When you come from the north you see Lake Vättern open out like a shimmering ice-blue ocean. I have never seen anything like it anywhere, and when the light strikes the rear-view mirror, I think I am in Los Angeles, that this is my Los Angeles. I drive the whole distance fast, with an anticipation that won’t be fulfilled, but is in me every time, as if life begins right there. The feeling subsides after Tokeryd, where the world appears to shrink and seems to be sucked into a black sack. And I am met by the high mountains that have swallowed the little community, by the blue-lit neon crosses and by the person I am and always have been. It is more than coming home, it is about becoming who I am, whoever that might be, but in some way it is connected to this town with all its facets, its limitations. A vague sense of being chosen, of arriving and at the same time going wrong. When I drive past the hospital on the way home, I feel it like a longing that never properly passes: a longing to go back to the way it was before, to not have a life of my own, to be at the start of something undiscovered, to not know what will become of me.
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