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Prologue

I’m going to try to tell my story, one which seems more like a never-ending nightmare when I look back on it.

My life was like that of many other single women: I was desperate for love, intimacy and respect. Eventually, though, I gave up and concentrated on being a mom, losing my desire for anything else along the way. Many years later, when I met a man who appeared to be extra special, I realized what I’d been missing out on.

I love working with people and feel confident in my profession when it comes to helping those who are struggling in life. Long experience in the field has made me a good judge of character. I am one of those individuals who believe that everyone deserves a good life, as well as a second chance. There are circumstances in life that are not always within our control.

The initial happiness I felt gradually evolved into a destructive relationship, and our separation was inevitable. The fact that this man was a fraud in every sense of the word was revealed to me by sheer coincidence. Our relationship wasn’t really a relationship to him, merely a facade to hide his twisted nature. A simple affair would be nothing compared to what he put me through.

He was a potential candidate for the police’s criminal register the whole time we were together, but he was too clever, and it will probably never happen. The guy had an uncanny ability to keep a lot of balls in the air—or rather a lot of women and men in bed—without giving himself away. He was so good at it that I never suspected a thing.

No one wants disasters and victimization to come their way, but he is still out there, meeting new victims. I want to use my story to highlight the importance of following your intuition. Most of the time, when something seems off, your gut feeling is right.

The worst day ever

I’m standing by the front door of our house, saying goodbye to my partner, my other half. I’m scheduled to work an evening shift that starts soon. Max gives me a hug and whispers in my ear that he already misses me. It makes me feel like I’m walking on air when he says that.

Sara and Johan are upstairs playing computer games and watching TV. The wind is blowing hard on this October evening and it’s clear that fall will soon be here to stay.

My new car is waiting for me in the driveway and, feeling stressed because I’m running late, I quickly throw my things into the back seat. In the rear-view mirror I see a woman standing on the curb. She cautiously approaches the car and knocks on the window. I’m annoyed because I’m in a hurry. When I open the car door, the woman asks, “Does Max Nilsson live here?”

I look at her curiously, noting that she’s short and slightly overweight with black permed hair. A similar age to me.

“Yes …” I answer hesitantly.

“Is this him?” the woman continues, holding up a small photo of a man who looks like Max.

Her voice trembles as she goes on.

“My name is Lena Jönsson, and Max and I have been in a relationship since last spring.”

My mind races as I stare back at the woman.

“Let me look at the photo again, please.”

“Max promised to visit me today so we can discuss why he’s been cheating on me with a woman named Sofie,” the stranger says.

What is she talking about? Cheating? And on who?

I look the woman up and down. She’s frumpy and overweight—not even his type!

The woman keeps going, saying that Max’s address doesn’t match the one he gave her, then she recites Max’s previous address from before he moved in with me. She’s clearly nuts!

It feels like my head is about to explode. My heart is pounding, too, and my field of vision is turning black. In my dizzy, hyperventilating state, I don’t hear anything the woman is telling me. Nothing she is saying makes sense.

I switch off the car engine and invite the woman into the house to clear up this misunderstanding. As soon as we get inside, I call Max.

The first man in my life

I met the father of my two children when I had just turned sixteen. He was fifteen years old and still in high school. We met at the rec center; the first time I saw him he had long, slightly unkempt blond hair and a dated black quilted jacket that was too small for him. Despite this, I felt sure that we would be a couple, together forever.

We met up almost every day, and after a while he started to spend more time at my house with my parents than at home with his own family. I had started working while he was still in high school, and I was afraid to tell my coworkers how old my boyfriend really was. After six months together, we got engaged, when we were both sixteen. The ceremony took place on a sunny day at a dance pavilion in Småland, and we were two blissfully happy teenagers.

An apartment became available by chance, so we moved in together at the age of seventeen. Now, we were both working and earning our own money, living an adult life even though we were still just kids.

We rarely went out partying because he had difficulty limiting his drinking, a problem that went on for several years. Most of our arguments were about alcohol, and sometimes our friends even avoided inviting us round because of his drinking. He was the life and soul of any gathering he went to and could keep anyone entertained—until it became too much, which it always did. I desperately wished that he would just grow up and change his behavior. He said he wanted this too, and after every party he swore that he would change his ways, but it never happened.

Our relationship continued, and after eleven years together we started a family. Our little Sara was born in the spring. She looked like a baby troll with long black hair. The two of us were overjoyed and our relationship got off to a fresh start. At the time, we were living in an airy two-bedroom apartment. Unfortunately, it was on the fourth floor, with no elevator. Grocery shopping and carrying Sara up all those stairs every day was hard going.

I saw a newspaper ad about a new housing development outside the city. The village was out in the countryside but still close to our jobs, so we decided to bid on a house. I did have doubts about borrowing so much money because I was afraid that some aspects of our relationship weren’t working out, but he was still the only man I wanted, so I let the thought go. Of course, I didn’t know any better. He was my high-school sweetheart, and we were welded together somehow, for better or worse. It seemed unthinkable to me that it wouldn’t be the two of us forever.

Would more responsibility help?

Our new house wouldn’t be ready to move into for four months and, since we needed to save money, we decided to sell our apartment. We moved in with my parents, the two of us and a child, two cats and the furniture from a two-bedroom apartment. Construction was seriously delayed, and four months turned into fourteen. I had to spend at least twenty hours a week dealing with the construction paperwork and calling contractors who hadn’t shown up. It seemed as though the house would never be finished.

I fell pregnant with baby number two during construction and the house was finished just before Johan was born. It was an enormous relief to finally have a place of our own, and we were a contented family with two wonderful children. Johan was a cute baby and his big sister loved to look after him.

The house was made of gray brick and had a black roof. Built in a classic style, it boasted a beautiful entrance with a charming little porch. The stairs to the second floor were custom-ordered. We had been quite selective about many options, and it felt like we had made the right decisions. Our best choice was the house’s location: there were fields and forests nearby and lots of fresh air. I was happy and optimistic, sure that everything would turn out well.

I enjoyed the outdoors, as well as the feeling of freedom that a house and a garden can provide. Everything was new and smelled nice; I didn’t doubt that this would be a good environment for the children to grow up in. Summer arrived, heralded by yellow canola fields outside the kitchen window, and we were very happy.

We had been living in the house for a year and a half when my husband decided that family life was no fun anymore. He wanted to spend his money on something other than bills. His old behavior reared its ugly head again, and I demanded that he give up alcohol completely. I didn’t think he would ever be able to stick to moderate drinking. I called a private rehab center for help and support in understanding his actions. The man I spoke with told me to put the children first. I decided to discuss our problems with my husband one more time, but it only led to a huge row where he defended himself and his right to make his own decisions. It turned out that we had different views on what moderation looked like. We separated, leaving me alone for the first time in my adult life.

Missing their father, Sara and Johan cried a lot. I felt lonely and, eventually, sad once the worst of the disappointment and anger had subsided. Everything just seemed hopeless. I decided I would try to stay in my dream house despite needing to take out multiple loans with sky-high interest rates.

In the period immediately following the separation the children didn’t spend much time with their father, who seemed to be prioritizing freedom and partying—the life he had “missed out on” after meeting me. I was deeply disappointed in him and felt deceived about the time we had spent together. Despite the difficulties we’d experienced in our relationship, we still had feelings for each other, and I missed him. We decided to give our little family one more chance. Nine months had passed; surely everything would be different this time? It wasn’t easy because he had been with other women during our time apart. One evening, a woman whose voice I didn’t recognize called our house and asked for him. My heart broke. She asked who I was, and I replied tersely that I was his wife. The line went dead, and I cried when I hung up. We continued our struggle to rebuild a life together, while jealousy tore me up inside every day.

Still, I felt like I was falling in love again and we managed to find our way back to each other. His behavior had changed when it came to alcohol. For a while, things went well, and we were able to live the way I’d always wanted. He acted as if he had realized what was really important in life.

Unfortunately, our newfound happiness didn’t last long. He quickly reverted to his old habits, meaning that every otherwise enjoyable gathering we went to ended in disaster. In the end, I decided it wasn’t worth getting dressed up when we were invited out because we only ended up having to go home early when things got out of hand. I would try in vain to get us both out the door before it was too late, so that the humiliation I felt wouldn’t cut so deep. If the children were present, it was always me who had to take care of them.

I took a clear-eyed view of the situation more frequently, and I refused to let my children grow up under these conditions. The words I’d heard from the rehab center rang in my ears: his behavior was that of an alcoholic. The father of my children had promised to change so many times, but it never actually happened. I was incredibly tired of these empty promises that he was unable to keep. He effectively ended our relationship by saying that he couldn’t live without alcohol, so I had to decide what I wanted to do.

Is that what I wanted for the rest of my life?

Our love may not have ended but his behavior made it impossible for us to live together, and the pain was almost unbearable. I had spent half of my life with the same man, and he was the father of my two children. Now I was alone once again and dealing with the hurt of separating from the same man for the second time. It felt like a personal defeat; one that had also led to me getting into a crushing amount of debt. The guilt I felt about letting down my children was indescribable.

How could I subject them to the same thing twice?

When the moving truck left our street for the second time with half of our furniture, Sara ran after it screaming for her father. My heart was breaking.

For the sake of my son and daughter, I decided once again to keep the house, even though there was only my salary now. This meant taking on three jobs as well as sewing in the evenings and fitting in the children’s activities as well.

After the separation, I tried to live my life with my children in mind while occasionally treating myself to an evening out dancing with my girlfriends. My favorite venue was called The Spot. They played good music from different genres and there were several dance floors. The decor appealed to me because it was rustic and old-fashioned, with lots of carved wood, armor and old pictures. The fact that it attracted a clientele of different ages suited me too.

Men often asked me to dance and sometimes gave me compliments; I was happy with that.

When the music boomed out of the speakers and my body was pulled along by the rhythm, I was in heaven. My friends and I had fun and laughed a lot, enough that I could forget everything else for a while.

Going out dancing was an oasis in my life as a single mother.

I met new people and was asked out several times by different men, but it never felt right. After meeting up with a man a few times I would quickly discover that he wasn’t the one for me. It was difficult to start something serious without involving the children. A couple of times I really thought I had met a man with the right attitude and philosophy of life, but it was never more than two months before things fell apart—either because of his drinking habits or because I discovered other sides of him that I couldn’t tolerate. I had been in a relationship for so long that I had no idea what it was like out there.

I repeatedly came across men who turned out to be pathological liars, a fact that was sometimes only revealed to me by accident, usually because someone else knew about their lies.

I learned to be skeptical and not to believe everything they said.

After a while, though, I found myself becoming jaded and sarcastic—something I’d never been before.

What I was looking for was an honest, kind and caring man with a sense of humor who would treat me and my children with respect, but such a person didn’t seem to exist.

There was one man I fell in love with, but the feeling wasn’t mutual, and it took months to repair my broken heart.

So, from then on, I gave up my search and focused on being alone. I told myself that I didn’t need anyone because my life was fine as it was.

The personal ad

My friends kept nagging me to try the personal ads. At first, I thought this was an absurd way to meet someone, but there was one ad that stood out and, since I’d had enough of problematic men, I decided to respond to it.

Hasse was employed in the public sector and lived in the countryside. He had his two boys staying with him every two weeks, which I saw as a good sign.

Eventually, we arranged to meet, after many long phone calls. Despite all the conversations we’d had, the first time we met in person I felt like I was going to my execution. Although he seemed nice and had a lovely telephone voice, I felt so nervous that I shook like a leaf.

When I saw him standing outside the restaurant, I felt an overwhelming urge to keep on driving. He didn’t look like my type at all, but I wanted to give it a try, and the idea of a blind date was quite exciting in a way. I parked a little way from the restaurant, so I’d have time to collect myself before meeting Hasse. In the end, it was a successful date with good food and lots of laughter. It was difficult for us to see each other again though, since we didn’t live in the same city.

Hasse’s mother owned a cottage in Denmark that he could use each year in summer, and he asked if we wanted to come along on a trip there. So we headed off with our children on a mini vacation and tried to fill our days with lots of fun activities. His oldest son turned out to be hyperactive and disruptive: we woke up every morning at six to the sound of him either hitting his little brother or kicking a soccer ball against the house, making the whole building shake. We constantly had to resolve conflicts between Hasse’s children, yet Hasse himself behaved like a big child too. After the real children had gone to bed in the evening, he would sit and sulk because he felt neglected, complaining about how the children were taking up all of my attention. To my mind, this was immature behavior.

I had discovered many childish and unpleasant aspects of Hasse’s character on this trip, and on the way home I decided to break up with him. At first, he was furious with me, then, when his anger subsided, he became despondent. He just couldn’t understand why our relationship was over, even though I had explained it to him in detail.

My answering machine was filled with angry and sorrowful messages in the weeks that followed, but they eventually became more infrequent before finally ceasing altogether.

Hasse called me six months later to thank me for his forty-pound weight loss. He also asked if I had changed my mind because he had a date with another woman scheduled that evening. He would cancel if I wanted him to, but I didn’t. I wished him a nice evening and thanked him for the call.

This experience confirmed that personal ads just weren’t for me.

I believed in the connection between two people and the chemistry that can result when you meet someone in person.

My decision about Hasse, I felt, had been the right one.
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