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A Friday Car 

The weekend has caught up with me. Reality, too. I’ve been away with some friends, on a little 

adventure. To do something different. I wasn’t really supposed to. It wasn’t particularly smart. 

But it made me feel alive. It had been so long since I’d laughed for real. Genuinely. I got to do 

that this weekend. Now I’m exhausted. My body is sore. My skull aches.  

My pulse is pounding. 

My nights are shattered; no sleep. 

Toward the end of the weekend I went to Dalarna. To my mom and dad’s, to Kvarnsveden, out 

in the country which means so much more now. That place is where my roots are, more than ever. 

That place is what I long for. 

In the evening we sat on the kitchen bench and paged through a photo album. Everyone was 

younger. Happiness, preserved.  It will be that way forever. The sun is still shining on 

Midsummer’s Eve outside Jönköping, my brother’s baptism still appears to be a blast, and 

grandpa’s glasses haven’t decreased in size since 1976. We talked about dad’s beard, about the 

time my brother started to cry because he didn’t recognize dad after he’d been away on a trip. I 

started to think about my own childhood. About growing up and turning into who I am. 

I’ve broken one of my arms once or twice. Sprained that same one. Gotten a concussion twice. 

Broken my wrist. Fallen in such a way that my spine ended up S-shaped, like a question mark. 

I’ve dislocated my knees three times. And then, of course, there was that little brain bleed in 

2002. The one that could have ended it all. I’m starting to wonder whether I’ll ever be whole. If 

maybe that’s just not in my nature. Whether I’m a weak person. Whether I’m a fawn that will 

never manage to stand up. I’m starting to wonder, to think thoughts that I’m ashamed to share 

with my parents. Thoughts that feel like I’m looking down on what they’ve created. That 

question not only my own abilities, but theirs. Thoughts that say that their youngest son is a 

Friday car, a lemon. Since getting the diagnosis, many thoughts have been racing through my 

head. Thoughts that have seethed in me worse than the fever that has taken root in my body. I’ve 



been wondering if my luck is starting to run out. If I were a cat, eight of my lives would already 

be used up. I would have one chance left. And that’s how I think of it. That after this battle, this 

fight I’ve been forced into, I have once chance left. Then it will be over. 

For a long time, my career goal has been to report from the scene of conflicts. I want to be where 

no one else is. See what no one else really wants to see. Say what so many need to hear. That’s 

not to say I find conflicts attractive. But I have found them tempting. Now, though, I find myself 

hesitating. Because I only have one chance left. As a war correspondent, I would almost certainly 

get a peanut caught in my throat on the flight to my destination, choke, and die. Or else I would 

trip on something trivial, hit my head, and die. Because my luck is starting to run out. That’s how 

it feels. 

I feel a tremendous need. I have a question in my chest; it has to come out. I have to find out the 

truth. So I call my mom. That usually helps. She usually has the answers. So I ask. She answers. 

I was born on a Wednesday.  

Suddenly everything feels better. I was probably wrong. I hope. 

 

The Showdown in the Alley 

Hospital. Waiting room. Strangers on the sofa. Bad radio. Trying to look like I’ve done this so 

many times now, for so long. That I’m completely indifferent to how serious the situation is. 

That I’m not concerned in the least that I’m sitting here among other cancer patients.  

And we’re a real motley crew. Some seem to have been here tons of times, as though they’ll 

never be done. Never move on. As though something is holding them back. I hear someone refer 

to himself as “a regular” at the reception desk. And sitting on the sofa next to mine is a whole 

family. It seems to be their first time here. The dad is the one who’s sick. Who’s facing the same 

fight as I am. It hurts to look at him. He appears to be in good shape. Strong, calm, collected, 

baby-boomerish. He reminds me of my own dad. He was sick once, too. And what scared me the 

most was my own fear of seeing him become weak. My dread of seeing him transformed into 

everything he had never been in my eyes. Dad was strength. And that’s how I want to see him. 

As security. A doctor comes into the waiting room. He says a name and the family gets up, goes 

out into the hallway. I see the same fear in the family’s  eyes. Trembling thoughts. 



My own illness doesn’t seem as dangerous. Like it’s not in the same minefield. I don’t have any 

children. As it appears now, I won’t be leaving any worried boys and girls behind. Not that I 

know of.  

Dad won. Dad got better. And I will do what you did, dad. But first I’m going to follow my 

doctor, who just called my name in the waiting room. I get up and start to walk. But for me this 

is something different. For me these are quaking steps toward a battle. This is a showdown in an 

alley. It feels like teenage nights along Borganäsvägen in Borlänge, where some people carried 

knives, where someone had a rifle, and where everyone was prepared to put up their fists, with 

an instinct for self-preservation. Because that is exactly what I have to do. But this time I have to 

do it to myself. 

I ask about everything from medications to visitor parking at the hospital. My thoughts cover a 

broad spectrum. There’s a lot to sort out. The doctor explains my operation, and how my body 

will react to it, in greater detail than he did last time.  How I’ll change. And in my head I can see 

not only how my own body will be cut up like a pork loin at the deli counter, but also how the 

year ahead—maybe the years—will be truncated and amputated. 

“It is what it is,” I say, sounding remarkably macho while simultaneously doing everything I can 

not to start crying. 

I don’t succeed. But I realize that it’s true. It is what it is. I have to fight. I have to walk 

Borganäsvägen on my ass. I have to win. So the cancer becomes “just another dead rat in a 

garbage pail behind a Chinese restaurant.” 

 

For a couple of newspapers and two bottles of vodka 

Good Friday. Poor sleep. Feverish with a mother’s grief and an apocalypse. And yet it’s a 

different dream I have more trouble letting go of. It came to me several weeks ago. Hasn’t ever 

really left. It hides in the bushes. I see it sometimes. It seems to be the Balkans. The surroundings 

and the language make it seem to be the Balkans. Maybe around 1998 when mothers’ grief and 

the apocalypse were something different. 

I’m embedded in a rebel group. I write for a newspaper far, far away. For people who believe 

that they understand. I’ve been with the rebels for quite some time. We’ve become good friends, 

even though maybe it wasn’t a good idea. But we have. We’ve laughed together at the ironies of 

life, we’ve grieved for fallen friends, we’ve even celebrated successful attacks against the enemy. 



Against those who hide in the frozen mountains. At night we see flares cast their glow over the 

empty forests and we press closer together as though it will make us harder to find. We think 

we’re suceeding. But one day it comes to an end. Our hiding place, a shot-up farm on a hillside, 

is overpowered. A man strides into  the yard. A general. He’s smoking. He moves cockily. He’s 

not a man you’d want to spill your drink on. The rebel group I’ve recently become a part of is to 

be sent to a camp. We all know what awaits us there. Mothers’ grief and apocalypse. I try to 

explain that I’m a journalist. That I’m not like them. That I’m not with…them. It doesn’t make a 

difference. In desperation, I empty my backpack. I see the details of my life fall onto the hill. A 

couple of newspapers and two bottles of vodka. I hold them out to the general. And my 

suggestion, my price for my own freedom—my life and the death of the others—fall on fertile 

ground. I see the looks on my former friends’ faces. The disappointment. But also that they 

somehow seem to have expected this from me.  

Today is Good Friday. The day when Jesus of Nazareth was crucified and buried after being 

betrayed by Judas Iscariot, history’s biggest scapegoat. And I think of the things I imagined in 

what seemed to be the Balkans. How I sold them to save my own life, for a couple of newspapers 

and two bottles of vodka. What am I prepared to do to survive this? What do I have to sell? How 

will I compromise? What will it take for me to be victorious? Where is the general? 

 

A Letter I Have To Write 

My dad and my sister were asleep when I left the cabin that morning. I searched through the 

pockets of dad’s jacket, took the car keys, and left. I was wearing grandpa’s blue coat and 

someone else’s boots. I walked past the power lines where a cat followed me one time, past the 

creek with the island that dad built when he was little. I walked into the forest that is like no 

other. Everything went quiet. I walked more calmly, more slowly, more carefully. Why, I don’t 

know; but this is how I move when I walk through that forest. 

Later I came out into the clearing where the dead spruce stands like a pale stranger among the 

others. The deer saw me, but they don’t care about me anymore. Dark clouds, an uprising from 

hell, slid in from the east and I almost wanted it to start raining. It would flush out some thoughts. 

Wash away a certain thought. The one about how I’m having an operation soon. The one about 

how everything will soon begin. The one about how the warm-up is over, and that seriousness is 

standing there snorting, waiting to start in earnest. 



That thought is a tiger in every thicket I pass. 

There’s a letter I have to write. A letter I’ll slit open after I’ve been slit open myself. About 

twenty-four hours after my operation, I’ll be lying in an isolated ward where no one can visit me. 

I already know that I’ll wake up with a scar that starts at my chest and runs twelve inches down. 

I know I’ll wake up with at least five tubes in my body: one in my chest, one in my arm, one in 

my neck, one in my back, and one in a place that causes all men to be less cocky. 

I promise. 

Once I’ve woken up, everything will revolve around my own ability to get out of bed. I have to. 

Partly to get my body going; partly to prevent blood clots and other bonus material that comes 

with being sick. So when I’m lying there, when I’m wishing death upon the physical therapist 

who urges me to get up, that’s when I’ll slit open that envelope. Because I’m going to write 

about why I have to do this. And I will do it to motivate myself when I’m thinking that 

everything can just go to hell. 

That’s why I’ll write, because Mårten needs his uncle, because mom has already cried and 

because dad has already borne enough anxiety. I’ll write because my sister and my brother need 

their boy of a little brother. I’ll write for the relatives that are still around. And I’ll write for the 

band I grew up with, who made me laugh when I really just wanted to head-butt life. I will write 

for the man who called me friend, brother, and son. I will write for him, the man with the 

beautiful name, the one who believed in me from the first day. For the boys I grew up with; we 

hid in the woods and turned them into something else—into wild adventures on the other side of 

the ocean. And I will write for everyone who has ever been close to me, those I have loved and 

still love. I will write for all the places I want to see and disappear in, for all the events I want to 

remember later. For all the sentences that are left to write. And I will write for the love I want to 

live with; to my children, for whom I long. 

When I came back from the forest, I unlocked the car. Turned the key a little and heard the 

album we’re listening to these days. To Cycles, which seems to sum up just how things are. I 

listened to it twice; then I walked back up to the cabin. I went in through the kitchen. Dad had 

just woken up. 

And the clouds, which had moved darkly, seemed to have disappeared someplace where I could 

no longer see them. 

 



The Hunt for the White Whale 

There seemed no sign of common bodily illness about him, nor the recovery from any. He looked 

like a man cut away from the stake, when the fire has overrunningly wasted all the limbs without 

consuming them, or taking away one particle from their compacted aged robustness. His whole 

high, broad form seemed made of solid bronze, and shaped in an unalterable mould, like 

Cellini’s cast Perseus. 

 

This is how the author Herman Melville describes his classic character, Captain Ahab, from the 

even more well-known milestone of a tall tale Moby Dick, which was published in 1851. 

Captain Ahab is a one-legged, out-of-control madman who has solemnly sworn revenge upon the 

snow-white sperm whale he’s battled before—the same opponent who went to the bottom of the 

sea with his leg. Captain Ahab will stop at nothing to succeed in this task. He drives his crew to 

the edge of insanity. He is prepared to do absolutely anything to reach his goal. And somewhere 

in the sweaty battle on the seven seas, I start to understand him. Somewhere in there, even 

though he is fictional, he becomes the historical figure I identify with the most. 

The book is a pretty heavy story. Somewhat long-winded and drawn-out, with language that 

demands its share of the reader’s attention. On the other hand, it is extremely informative and 

descriptive of whaling as a phenomenon, and since I have limited knowledge and experience in 

that area it is interesting. And off-putting. But above all, it’s the main theme of the book, the 

eternal hunt, the stubborn struggle, that speaks to me most. For pure symbolism, the war between 

the whale and Captain Ahab is hard to beat. 

Maybe the story is as chiseled down as it can be. How did the story end for the captain and his 

men? In hell. One after another, the crew members perish, if not for one reason then for another. 

The ship is lashed to pieces. And after three days’ intense battle, Captain Ahab gets caught in the 

line of his own harpoon after it’s shot into Moby Dick, and he follows the deathly pale beast 

down into the depths. 

But the hunt that Herman Melville depicts doesn’t necessarily have to be for a mystical whale. It 

could just as easily be the yearning to be intoxicated with love, to experience things that balance 

between dream and reality, to find your role and your place in life. To feel a need for something 

like that, to want to hunt your own white whale, is a sign of common sense. 

At least it is in my world.  



Truth be told, there’s more than that behind my fondness for the speed-blinded, reality-denying 

captain and his incomparable thirst for Moby Dick. Right now I’m sitting in a rehabilitation 

center where I’m doing my best to return to a normal life after an extensive operation and a 

serious illness. I can see what a large part of my life and my existence has been torn away from 

me. How I’ve been robbed. Deprived. 

Almost defeated. 

But like Captain Ahab, I intend to take up the fight. I will keep going. I will pursue my goal. My 

life. Take back what I’ve lost. As soon as I get the chance, I’ll rush back out into the existence 

that once was mine, and I will search for my white whale, even if in my case that might be the 

yearning to walk silently beside someone when it rains, when time seems to have ceased to exist. 

 

Waking from a Beautiful Dream 

The red house stood under a gigantic oak, and the yard was enclosed by an unruly hedge of lilacs. 

The view across the meadows seemed to have been plucked from a fairy tale. I could see the start 

of the mountains, far away. I could tell that I was in Dalarna. 

The chickens roamed free in the yard, along with the dog and the two Billy goats gruff. My 

daughter was about four years old and twice as brave as I was. She was the most awesome thing 

I’d ever seen. My son was only about a year old; he mostly lay still and yet he seemed pretty 

content with life. My love also ran around in that yard. We smiled at each other. 

I had never been so calm. So content. I had found my way home.  

Next to an overgrown bush was a rusty old mafia car that we used on the weekends when we 

went to get ice cream somewhere.  

It was a piece of crap that only started sometimes. 

We liked it an awful lot. 

The house was crowded. We lived on top of each other. Things everywhere. In the winter, the 

wind went straight through the living room, but on this particular summer day, life was magical. 

When I woke up in the emergency room three days ago, I woke from a beautiful dream. This 

dream. In some strange way it was within reach, even if everything I just wrote is far away. In 

the past two weeks I haven’t been able to eat. Haven’t been able to swallow right. My body has 

quickly become weak and I have been moving as though I were drunk. Something has been 

wrong.  



Now I have the answer. 

The cancer is back. 

I have woken from a beautiful dream. The dream I dreamed is gone now. The life I lived has 

suddenly turned into a nightmare. Again. And no matter how hard I try, I can’t fall asleep out of 

this reality. 

 

What’s Going to Happen Now 

There are things a person longs to be able to say. Things that make your body rev up. Your heart 

to beat faster. Your pulse to warm up. And then there are things a person hopes never to have to 

formulate. Sometimes you have no choice and you’re forced to walk toward your fate with a 

bowed back, to say what no one wants to hear. 

My gut feeling has been different this time. I wondered early on what the problem might be. Put 

two and two together. Thought rationally. Logically. Eva and Jan-Olof’s youngest is no dummy. 

And sure enough, the severity was confirmed after just a few days. Since then, my family, those 

closest to us, and I have tried to grapple with the abyss that is quickly eating its way toward our 

feet.  

No matter how gently I try to weave in my news, there are no mitigating circumstances. There is 

no mercy here. No shortcuts. Not for anyone. There is no easy way for me to say this. There is 

only one truth. 

The one about what’s going to happen now. 

I have been diagnosed with a stubborn cancer. A nasty one. A cancer that has made itself 

impossible. Impossible in exactly the wrong places. And I have been told that I will not make it 

this time. I won’t survive. 

The Kristian who once was is going to die. 

I am so sorry to have to drag all the people I love so much into this hell again. 

My greatest misfortune right now is my joy in living. 

 

My Arm Around Your Shoulders 

Come. 

Come on, let’s go for a walk. I want to tell you something. Something I want you to think about. 

Something to console us both.  



In spite of everything, I’ve lived quite a long, healthy life. I have seen remarkable places. Ended 

up in remarkable situations. Met remarkable people. And through it all I have been surrounded 

by fantastic friends and the most loving family you can imagine. My mom says that it’s like I’ve 

been in a hurry all my life. As though I’m more like 89 years old than almost 29. It’s probably 

true. A sailor lives inside my chest.  

I give thanks for that.  

Adventure books, nature films, and National Geographic sowed seeds in my little boy’s heart on 

Moonlight Mile in Kvarnsveden. I lay under the table in the TV room and dreamed myself away. 

I wanted to go out in the world. See. Experience. Form an opinion. Disappear into something 

exciting. And I did.  

 

The forests in Dalarna, which were all we could dream of, whenever we liked.  

 

The years with the band—every corner in Germany: the immortal nights outside Prime Club in 

Kiel, the sweaty dance floor at Atomic Café in Munich, losing count of the days in Berlin. The 

hysterical Japanese in Tokyo. The recording sessions in Spain, when we were at our very best. 

The heat in Ethiopia.  When we were marinated in vodka in Saint Petersburg. The pirate nights 

in Amsterdam. The festivals. The yearly return to Borlänge.  

 

The pulse of my journeys to Israel and the West Bank. The markets. The machine guns. The 

meetings. Things contradictory.  

 

When I smoked at the open doors of the train, above the fields in India. The morning light in 

Varanasi. Thoughts along the Ganges. When I came across the dying dog in the forest, out in the 

middle of nowhere. The geometric marijuana trip on the mountain outside Khajuraho when all I 

saw was an eagle. The monsoon in Himachal Pradesh.  

 

The pride and decay of Cuba. The trip around the island. The nights in Trinidad, Camagüey, and 

Santiago. Miles in another world. When the car was in the sea and turned over. The excitement. 

 

I had time to see the USA. I had time to feel welcome there, in the country I had somehow grown 



up in without having been there before. I had time to be inspired. I had time. 

 

I got to grow up with Maria. 

 

The horses, now. 

 

The magical women I’ve made love with—the fumbling times, and the fantastic ones. The naked 

moments when time stopped and everything was now. 

 

The feelings of infatuation that so beautifully intoxicated me. Every memory makes me happy, 

no matter how broken I have been. 

 

When this life is over, I believe two things await: either everything will cease to exist in an 

eternal darkness I won’t notice. Or else something new will carry on. A new journey. New 

remarkable places, new remarkable situations, and new remarkable people.  I can handle this. 

These are the conditions in which I have done my best. So you never need to worry about me. It 

will be fine. 

 

Our walk is coming to an end. There were just a few things I wanted to tell you. A few things I 

want you to think about.  

 

And listen, as you can tell I have lived a full life. Never forget that. 

 

War, Solace, and a Birthday Celebration 

Today is my birthday. Today the fog covers Kvarnsveden like a caress. Today I am going to 

write about war. Because I am standing beyond a frontline.  My very own. I am a prisoner of war, 

but somehow, inexplicably, I can still communicate with my homeland. 

I’m not going to get out of this situation alive.  

I have become a spectacle. 

A serial drama. 

 



People say I’m brave. I don’t understand what they mean. To me there’s no difference between 

writing about this and about the West Bank, a mountain climb, or a voyage across the Atlantic. 

Telling stories is my job. And this storytelling has become my life. 

Just as in life, I want to find a way to belong in death. A community. When I prepared to die for 

the first time, I was 27 years old. I had a grandiose vision of myself, sitting with Jimi Hendrix, 

Janis Joplin, Jim Morrison, and Brian Jones. We would have been an exciting bunch. Now I’m 

two years older and it’s not as easy to refer to pop culture deaths.  

Hank Williams. He overdosed on morphine and alcohol when he was just 29 years old on Lost 

Highway. A macabre coincidence, since he’s an artist who has always been a favorite of the 

Gidlund family. But Hank Williams wasn’t the only person to die at that age. I once interviewed 

Dave Wyndorf of the American steamroller rock band Monster Magnet for Close-Up 

Magazine—a magazine that has  helped enormously in developing my craft.  Somehow I’d 

gotten the idea that at home on his wall, Wyndorf would have Eddie Adams’ classic photograph 

of police chief Nguyen Ngoc Loan executing Nguyen Van Lém  in the middle of the burning 

Vietnam War. During my research I found nothing to substantiate this gut feeling, but I decided 

to go for it anyway. After our initial small talk I asked Wyndorf if I was right. 

“Yeah, dude. How did you know?”  

I had no idea. 

The result was an interview that I hold in high esteem, and before our conversation was over he 

recommended that I read the journalist Michael Herr’s book Dispatches. This book is one of the 

very best testimonies to come from the insanity of the Vietnam War. As a person, Michael Herr 

was like a cross between a loafer and a peace-loving hippie who concluded his shifts on duty by 

sitting on his hotel roof with a drink in his hand and a joint in the corner of his mouth, observing 

the bombs raining down in the distance. 

During the day he traveled to these places to write about them. Later, Herr would be a consultant 

for the mammoth epic Apocalypse Now, to help achieve just the right hellish luster. He 

succeeded. 

Personally, I’m a bigger fan of Dispatches. Michael Herr isn’t ashamed to give his personal 

opinions on the horrors of war—something that appeals to me because I believe that journalism 

can only benefit from letting feelings show. Herr writes, among other things, 

 



 “But that didn’t stop you from thinking about it a lot, doing a lot of hideous projecting from it, 

forming a system of pocket metaphysics around it, getting it down to where you found yourself 

thinking about which kind of thing was closer: that walk down the hill, the plane you missed by 

minutes which blew apart on the Khe Sanh airstrip an hour later […] events again and again not 

quite what you had expected, and you’d realize that nothing ever came closer to death than the 

death of a good friend.” 

 

I find solace in Dispatches. Because I know I’m not the only person who had been planning to 

go home and mow my parents’ lawn, who had also hoped to have the chance to carry my 

sleeping children from the car to their beds, who couldn’t have imagined myself dying at the 

hands of an enemy so invisible, so incomprehensible. So unnecessary.  

 

Trouble weighs a ton 

My illness is attacking on every conceivable front. Treatments, side effects, meetings, and 

thoughts. It’s present in every part of my existence. It only goes away for short moments. Then it 

comes back like a stranger and sits down next to me. 

I see the Kristian I was a month ago less and less often. 

 

I need inspiration, and that’s what I’m looking for. I need the joy of living—even if it’s become a 

burden in itself. It would be so much easier if I were tired of everything. But I’m not. 

That is my biggest problem. 

Because instead I crave life more than ever. Yet here I sit with a body that acts like it’s on a 

hellishly bad trip, wearing my winter coat inside because a peculiar chilliness is about to swallow 

me up, and at the same time noticing that my hair gets thinner with every day that goes by. And 

when it soon disappears, I’m not counting on it ever coming back. 

I’m about to die. It’s so…bizarre. 

I stay alive thanks to my family’s patience—their strength is an enchanting spirit from the 

ancient Swedish forest. I stay alive thanks to the concern of friends and people I don’t know. I 

stay alive thanks to magical sex, thanks to beautiful books, thanks to the horses’ energy, thanks 

to The Black Keys last summer, the week before the inferno. The concert was like a starting shot 

to the uprising.  



The home stretch.  

It is joy for these things that keeps me alive, a little longer. And my own closeness to my self. 

Because I must not lose that in this chaos. Must not forget who I was, now that I need myself 

more than ever. 

 

To my child in the dreams 

Most beautiful, wonderful child. We will never meet. But I still love you. I have loved you since 

the first time I happened to think of you. I’ve longed for you ever since. Longed to be able to 

hold you. To be able to share secrets. 

Laugh and cry. Play in summer meadows and run through storms. 

We would probably talk an awful lot, even if I was the one who did all the babbling at first. We 

would talk about almost everything. No limits. I hope, anyway. I would listen to your 

conclusions—those fantastic things—and it would take my breath away to see how you used all 

your senses. 

I know, you see, that you would be a magical child.  

I would do my best to answer your questions and listen to your ideas, and I know that you would 

do the same for me. 

I would encourage you to try to do things on your own. Because you can do more than you think. 

Never forget that. And if someone says that something is impossible: prick your ears. That’s 

when you must use the primordial power you have in your chest. There are great things in your 

future. Don’t believe otherwise.  

I would try to inspire you to think an extra layer.  

Beyond the expected. And I know that you would inspire me.  

You already do. 

We would climb trees, you and I. And when you wanted to climb a little higher I would try to let 

you. But I would stand under you with my arms out and my pulse pounding. I know that even 

now. The same thing would happen if you ever wanted to show me that you could ride your bike 

with no hands. I would watch with equal parts fear and delight. And I would be filled with 

incredible pride, the very same pride and strength that would fill me if you never ever wanted to 

bike with no hands. Because it’s up to you. 

That is the most important thing of all. 



We would build forts and read stories by flashlight. We would help each other not be afraid of 

the dark. Not be afraid of the booming thunder. You would be my strength when I was weak.  

You would be the best thing that ever happened to me. 

I would set limits and be grumpy sometimes. I would quote authors and you would think I was 

indescribably old-fashioned. Sometimes I would probably make you come into the forest with 

me when you would rather do something else; we would argue and have a rough time. You 

would be furious about the picture I chose for your graduation sign—probably a picture from 

some vacation or another we took as a family long ago. 

But by the end of every day we would have been friends again. I’m sure of that. 

I hope you would have called me when teen drinking binges pushed you over the edge. I would 

come. Come to help you. You wouldn’t have to be afraid. It’s happened to me, too. Too many 

times to count. And I’m sure you would sneak a smoke sometime. I did, too. But if I found you 

out I’d just show you the scar on my stomach. After that you’d probably throw away the 

cigarettes. 

And I hope we would have been able to talk about your broken heart. Because it will happen. It’s 

part of life. But listen, my miracle. It will get better. Even shattered hearts heal. 

And when the day comes, when you tell me that you’ve fallen in love with someone—boy or 

girl—I would put my arms around you and be happy. Because love is the most important thing. 

The thing we should strive for. 

But we’re never going to meet, my best friend. Even so, I want you to know that I love you. I 

always will. Peace, hugs, and all imaginable strength,  

Your dad who never was. 

 

Merchant Gidlund’s Memoirs 

Time stopped. 

I knew that I would soon be on my way to Stockholm. To my tenth treatment. My body protested. 

Hated me.  

With the primordial power around me, with folklore whispering from the trees, I realized 

something. 

I am a traveling salesman in real time. For each week that I want to feel well, I must be prepared 

to sacrifice about the same amount of time to treatment and its immediate side effects. In 



addition to that there are the consequences that don’t show up until later: the cramps. 

And know even now that this bargaining is going to change. The spans of time will be different. 

The good weeks will become shorter, while the horrible ones will grow longer and longer. 

Become more substantial. I will compromise. Become a merchant.  

The uncertainty is the worst. Sometimes I think that I ought to just die right now, so that we can 

all move on. Accept. Let go.  

Live. 

Right now I don’t know whether I will exist in three months, whether I will get to experience 

another summer, or if I might even be alive in a year.  

It’s as though I’m walking around with a laser sight on my chest.  

No matter how I find my way, no matter how I try to hide, I can see the red dot move across my 

body. Somewhere there’s a sniper with his sights set on me. He has decided to kill. I can try to 

protect myself.  

I’m not going to succeed. 

 

How it may and may not end 

I’m not afraid of death. That line is as heavy as lead, but mean every word. I have met death 

many times. Confronted. Compromised. Come to terms. Negotiated. And now I have been forced 

to accept that it is once again growing in my body. Death is here to stay. 

I am not afraid of death. I’m going to give it a hell of a beating. Make use of every trick and 

every pair of brass knuckles that have ever been used in Borlänge and its environs. I will go 

these twelve rounds. Pay a high price. Bleed myself dry. 

I am not afraid of death. But I am scared of what I could turn into on the way there. Those who 

know me know a curious, funny, lively person. An inspired person. A person who actually does 

the things he talks about doing. Some people know me as a different sort of lover—that makes 

me happy. 

And it’s as a mixture of all of this that I want to be remembered. As someone who lived when he 

lived. 

The doctors have given me an idea of what awaits. How I might have to rely more and more on 

nutrient drips and how that could cause my liver to break down. How it could cause fluid to build 

up in my body. Deformities. How the treatment could cause me to lose feeling in my arms and 



legs. How it could paralyze me. As though I would put myself in this situation.  

Me, the guy who lived when he lived. 

I have no intention of becoming a ghost who is forced to get treatment to the very end just for the 

sake of it. Because he wasn’t allowed to meet death.  

As though death automatically meant defeat. I have no intention of becoming a crooked skeleton, 

a stranger those close to me don’t recognize. I have no intention of becoming a completely 

hairless, cortisone-swollen being who is awake for only a few moments each day, trapped in a 

body I can no longer control. 

That must not happen. 

Music has always been a matter of energy to me, a question of fuel. Sentimental people call it 

inspiration, but what they really mean is fuel. I have always needed fuel. I am a serious 

consumer. On some nights I still believe that a car with the gas needle on empty can run about 

fifty more miles if you have the right music very loud on the radio. 

The daredevil, journalist, and typhoon of drugs Hunter S. Thompson wrote that in Kingdom of 

Fear once upon a time. I have always liked him. And I have always liked James Dean. I wonder 

what he was listening to when he lost control of his factory-modified Porsche on Route 466 that 

afternoon in September 1955, and, at 24 years old, became both mincemeat and an eternal icon. 

I have always been fond of Robert Capa, the war photographer who said that if your photographs 

weren’t good enough, the sole reason was that you weren’t close enough. I have carried that 

motto with me through many things. The exhibition on his life, Images of War and Peace, which 

was at the Nobel Museum a few years ago, is what had the greatest effect on me. Capa was best 

buddies with Ernest Hemingway, and the blackouts from their nights out are said to have been 

epic. Capa had a romantic relationship with Ingrid Bergman and was drawn like a magnet into 

one spot of trouble after another: D-Day, the Spanish Civil War, and Indochina, to name a few. 

It’s said that he died by accident in North Vietnam in 1954.  

I don’t believe it. 

I think he walked out into that mine field in Thaí Binh with a peaceful smile on his face as his 

friends yelled and waved urgently farther and farther behind him. I think he had made up his 

mind. I think he’d had enough. 

So what really happened to Hunter S. Thompson? On February 20, 2005, he concluded a letter to 

his wife with the words this won’t hurt before he blew his head off. Later, by previous agreement, 



Johnny Depp shot his ashes into space. But that’s another story. You have to take one thing at a 

time. 

 

The Battle 

Sometimes the dreams come back when I sleep. They are diffuse. Dark. Strange, but clearly 

symbolic. They shift my limits. Become sober intoxications. 

In one dream, which takes place hundreds of years ago, I’m leading an army across a field in a 

valley. This time I’m not acting as a leader in a trench, as in so many previous nightmares. The 

mountains tower up around us. The nature is like that in Dalarna, but we’re on our way into 

foreign territory. To conquer. To roar and reign. I have ridden ahead a ways and I can see the 

soldiers marching toward ash and death. After awhile I turn my eyes away from them, ahead. I 

suddenly catch sight of two of the enemy’s scouts in a thick grove. They jump onto their horses 

to ride toward the enemy, to tell them that we’re about to invade—an attack that had been meant 

to happen when the enemy least expected it. I can’t let the scouts reach their goal. I dig my heels 

into my white stallion and gallop after them.  

My horse is faster than theirs, but the distance between us is still great. I make an assessment. 

Take a chance. I aim my bow. Success. First I drop the rider farthest away, and just after that the 

one who was closer. But I’m not satisfied. I slow the horse, cautiously approach the bodies. All 

my life I have been a homing missile. If I want to do something, I will do anything to succeed. 

Once upon a time I started to play the drums, just because it happened to seem attractive at the 

moment. I did everything I could to learn the instrument. Built from the ground up. Learned the 

history, watched videos and performances. Listened. Imitated. Practiced. So damn hard. And in 

the end I actually got really good. So could that I could make a living on what had been an 

interest up until then. 

A few years ago, when I woke up in an old apartment next to Tessinparken, writing seemed more 

attractive than ever. I decided to give it an honest chance. Once again I did everything in my 

power to become as good as I could. Built from the ground up. Read. Imitated. Practiced; once 

again, so damn hard.  

Since then I have sunk more than my ten thousand hours into this ambition. Found my tone. My 

way of expressing. Taken the reins of the craft. And if I were to become a soldier, I know I 

would do the exact same thing. 



In the dream, strangers have recognized me in every city I’ve visited. They have stopped what 

they’re doing. Looked at me with fear, hate, and admiration.  

The soldiers look up to me. To them, I’m an obvious leader.  

Born without fear. Without limits.  

I paint my face for war, using the enemy’s blood. Tie a coal-black feather in my hair, which is 

still beautiful in the dream. My horse and I are like two parts of the same being. We 

communicate without using either words or visible cues.  

On the white stallion I become a devilish beast. The enemy’s worst nightmare. Their attacks 

can’t reach me. My sword is faster than theirs. My sight is sharper. 

I climb down from the horse beside the corpse of the first scout.  

I grasp my axe. Chop into the dead man’s neck as if it were damp wood. Messily separate the 

head from the body. After this I walk over to the other corpse and repeat the procedure.  

With my right hand I grab their hair. Lift their skulls. Then I mount the white stallion. Move on 

at a full gallop. My soldiers are still far behind me. Just inside the enemy’s walls I stop my 

snorting horse. The warmth, the sweat, steams from our bodies. The stallion rears and I extend 

my right hand, holding the skulls, to the sky. 

Now the enemy knows that hell awaits. My soldiers arrive.  

The slaughter can begin. I wake up. 

Wake to a continued battle. 

No opponent stands before me here, but an inferno rages inside. I hope for something 

inexplicable. For a miracle. I hope so hard my heart breaks. 

Sometimes I think about how I ought to die—whether I ought to use this situation for some 

purpose. If there were ever a time when I ought to step in to stop an assault on the street, this is it. 

If there were ever a time I ought to light myself on fire to draw attention to some injustice, this is 

it. Because just like in my dream, I have nothing to lose. This makes me the most dangerous man 

I know. 

 

When I turned my gaze away from the steaming back of the horse, where my head had been 

resting, Minna was leaning against the stall door to the left. She looked like she was crying. We 

had ridden past the place where the train derailed once, along the season’s first snowmobile 

tracks down into the sand pit where the summer flowers were like skeletons of what they once 



had been. The snow in the horses’ fetlocks rustled out melodies. Beyond that, the countryside 

was quiet. We had made our way through the thick spruce forest on the enormous animals, and 

we galloped up the hills—faster and farther than ever before. I felt no fear in the rocking 

movement. I moved with it, smiling. Later, at the top of a valley in the forest of the deer, we 

stood still. The silence surrounded us. 

Now we had unsaddled the horses at the barn. 

“Once when I was feeling down about something I went out into Olofsson’s pasture,” said Minna. 

“He came up to me and suddenly I started crying. Then he laid his head against mine, like he 

understood.”  

I let her words sink in. Tentative snowflakes were falling. Warmth streamed from the horse. 

Once again I rested my body against its side. I closed my eyes. Felt the power come. I will live 

on this, I thought. And my wish is that this power that I will carry with me in order to live will be 

the same feeling I have when death one day comes. This calm. This confidence. Let my dying 

moment be like this. 

 

Adrift 

The bus hadn’t even made it to the exit to Långholmen when I noticed that the woman in the seat 

in front of me knew who I was. My brother and I had just gotten on by the noisy construction site 

at Hornstull, and as the blue bus went over the bridge with the padlocks we could see 

Kungsholmen and Gamla Stan glittering in the darkness. We passed the hospital where I stayed 

for a while last year before the bus turned onto the street where I worked with those exciting 

children once upon a time—a beautiful and important time. The woman who had been looking at 

me was just about to get off by the subway stairs at Fridhemsplan, and I could actually see her 

gathering her courage with a deep breath and a trembling hand. 

“I just wanted to say that I read your blog. You make the world a more beautiful place,” she said. 

I was self-conscious and moved, and true to habit I tried to wave away her compliment. I’ve 

always had a hard time with things like this. I managed to get out a “thanks.” The woman got off. 

The bus moved on. 

 

I looked at my brother and started talking. An aside about not understanding the reactions of 

people who have chosen to follow my struggle. Because I haven’t created a new religion. I 



haven’t established a new worldview. Nor have I come up with a new way of thinking. There’s 

no Nobel Prize in physics or economics waiting for me. The things I write about are actually 

quite banal. About holding tight to one another and really meaning it. About seeing your children. 

About being with them as much as you possibly can. I write about letting life happen while 

you’re still alive. 

I paused for a second before I looked at my brother and said, “It’s not like I’m reversing the 

direction of all the energy in space.” 

“Yes, you are. That’s exactly what you’re doing,” he replied, and the bus started with a jerk and 

drove on. 

 

I will probably never understand what my struggle has come to mean to others. And I’ll never 

see whatever impression I might potentially leave behind. I have a hard time seeing how I make 

the world a more beautiful place. I’m not that remarkable. I’m still the Gidlunds’ youngest—that 

tall guy from Kvarnsveden. I like wort bread, Peter Beard, and Crossing the Mangrove. I like car 

rides during storms.  

I’m no saint; I’m not like Jesus. 

But my ink is blood. Maybe that’s why what I write matters. 

After awhile we got off the bus and walked across yet another bridge. Finally we came up to a 

church—wedged in between the houses and the restaurants. We settled into one of the pews, but 

we weren’t there for confession or communion. Instead we were there to hear a man with a silver 

beard sing songs from 1970. But the opening act stole the show. Before we had time to react, we 

were knocked out by a man and his wife as they sang together on the stage that had been erected 

on top of the altar.  

I know that the man lost his younger brother the summer before.  

Unexpectedly, if I understood correctly. Between the songs I looked at my brother. We smiled at 

each other. During the applause I realized that he and the man with the guitar will soon have 

something in common. A sacred moment. 

And now, much later, I realize that I am moving on, adrift, toward the end of time. 

 

Sex 

When the Kristian I know gets back from treatment, I’m going to try to get back the sex I lost. 



That naked intoxication is my drug of choice. My addiction. Maybe I even abuse it. I am 

attracted to the female being. I want to be close. 

To love. 

I want to transform my home into one long arousal. I want to be bewitched by female power. 

Have sex in bed. In the shower. On the counter. The kitchen table. On the floor, on the white 

carpet.  

I want to bite. Be bitten. Clutch like we’re both going to break. Alternate with carefulness. Calm. 

Mix the sweat with kisses. Caresses with scratch marks. Closeness with distance. Frenzy with 

slowness. 

And when I come, I want to come with my whole body.  

I want to tremble for minutes, observing the exhausted muscles of my naked body. The tattoos. 

The scars.  

Because I know that afterwards, the thoughts of death will come back.  

I can see them coming. I hear them tell me that the pleasure is over. 

But I’ll keep loving. As much as I can. As much as possible. Because that’s what I think the 

point of life is—and that thought on its own gives me the immediate strength I’m convinced I 

need. 

Today my biggest problem is that I won’t have had enough sex before my body can no longer 

manage to get excited anymore. That, and that mom is going to read this. 

 

The world I’m cleaving 

At the foot of heaven I will fall out of the snow. I will melt in the cold water of the river. Follow 

the stream. With one motion I will caress the valleys in Kashmir I never had time to experience. I 

will flow through Himachal Pradesh, past Haridwar where I saw the boys pull up the drowning 

man. I will move on toward Varanasi in the monsoon and at the alleys at Dashashwamedh Gath I 

will catch sight of a gangly, blond man with the heart of a boy in his chest. 

I will keep going, float out into the Indian Ocean—the only ocean grandpa never crossed—and 

there I will turn west. 

When I near the coast I will alight from the heat, and I will fall as a cooling rain over the Africa I 

never got to know. I will swirl and pour down. Thunder and create. Give life. 

I will close my eyes and travel on. And out of my slumber I will be awakened by the sounds of 



my roots. When I open my eyes I will see that I am in the bend below Mellsta, where the river 

curves like a horseshoe. My being will rise from the water. 

And I will roam to move invisibly beside my family. But sometimes I will have disappeared 

without a trace. Because in the other world—let’s say the other dimension—there is a lot I have 

to accomplish. 

I will tame a wild horse—yes, they will exist there. I will sing with Black Jim in a log cabin in 

the Raiski of my mind.  

I will drink brännvin with sailors in shady districts. 

I will raise a glass in a cabin somewhere with the teacher—the one who was going to burn down 

a tennis hall, but whom no one would ever suspect. 

Maybe, in this other world, I will be the warrior with the enemy’s blood on my face, with a 

feather in my hair, ready to slaughter and burn. 

But most of all I anticipate a tranquility. The second phase of death. The permanent one. The one 

after the universe.  

The one after the questions are answered. 

Then I will wake up in damp moss, under a strong spruce tree, in the countryside I know inside 

and out. I will start every day with a cautious smile. Feel the warm summer-morning sunshine 

kiss me between the branches. I will bend the branches aside. Feel my face come alive. Feel my 

body fill with magic. The strength I hardly remember. And I will set off on a hike without end—

in a dream, in a reality. Felix will walk at my side, just as he did with my brother on that summer 

night when I came home a little tipsy. I will see others wake up under other trees. Others’ smiles. 

Others’ strength.  

I will embrace my grandmother and finally hear her laugh again. 

My grandfather and I will talk and talk—it will be good for both of us. This is the place where 

we’ll see each other again. This place, the security of my thoughts. Because I have seen. 

I will walk with all the children who have needed a parent. With all the children who are waiting 

for someone. Who have been missed. Who have disappeared. Who have gone too early. Maybe 

that’s why I got sick.  

Maybe that’s why I have to go, too; earlier than a thought ever imagined.  

Because as someone said: my absence here is a homecoming somewhere else. 

 


