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THIS IS AN EXCERPT FROM THE BOOK

BUTTERFLY

		

		
			
Stockholm, the years between 1977 and 1981
Mother is a whore. I barely dare to think it and even the thought makes me feel guilty. How can I even begin to think such thoughts about Mother? And such a dirty word, as well? But there is no other word that describes it better.

			I don’t know whether she charges for her meetings with the men or if it gives her some kind of satisfaction in other ways. Not sure. I only know that she has several suitors. One evening it could be him, the younger one, good looking, charming. Another evening it could be the older one, the one who could be her grandad. 

			They never come on the same evening, they have a night each. I don’t think they know about one another; I think they believe that they are the only suitor Mother has. Mother is a great actress; she knows how to flatter the male ego. 

			And who am I to call her out?

			He, the young and handsome one, always brings a bag of mixed sweets for me. Always the same bag, same brand, family-pack size. He hands it to me with a wink and Mother looks at me with a smile. The smile that says “now curtsey and say thank you”. I curtsey and say thank you.

			
The man laughs his burly laugh and gives Mother a pat on her bum whilst she does her Marilyn Monroe-style walk leading the way to the living room. She giggles as he follows her closely. I know I’m not expected to follow. That I am the proverbial fifth wheel. I take my family-sized bag of mixed sweets into the little room next to the kitchen. The room that used to be for the maid, in the good old days.

			There, something magical happens. There, I step into my alternate reality. A world where everything is happy, calm and lovely. Fun. Where I have friends and family that see me. A place where I am safe, where I sing and dance in full blown joy. This world is in English. Everyone, including myself, speaks English. I have created an English fantasy world which, unbeknownst to me at the time, lays the foundation for my bilingual-ness later, but at the same time is an escape from the real world which terrifies me to my core. A fantasy world that I can step into in order to forget how alone I feel. How scared I am. And how utterly sad I am. Sad that I, once again, have been tossed aside despite Mother’s promise that ‘tonight darling, tonight it’s just you and I. Shall we make some tea and watch Emmerdale Farm?’ Sad about, yet again, believing her, feeling happy about the prospect of having a cosy evening with Mother, to snuggle up on the sofa, drink tea and watch TV.

			
Does she lie on purpose? Does she know that one of her suitors is on his way as she makes me this promise? Or is she unaware? Is the surprise she demonstrates when he appears at the door real? I don’t know. I can’t tell. She’s that good an actress.

			I only know that she changes the moment the bell goes off in the hallway. She stops being Mother and instead transforms into a flirtatious, sexy vixen. Seductive. I am no longer there. Her sole focus is the man that has rung the doorbell. I’m just a nuisance. In the way. Not important. I feel like a dust mite being shoved under the carpet.

			My insides literally scream, longing for her to, just once say ‘oh, I am so sorry, but tonight I have promised my daughter that it will only be her and I. Some mother-daughter, time, you know’. It never happens. Instead I sneak off, with my oversized bag of mixed sweets and disappear in my fantasy, alternate reality.

			To this day, I still can’t stand that particular brand of bag of mixed sweets.

			
During these years my father occasionally moves back in. Only for a while, even though both Mother and father seem to think that this time they will make it work. I seem to be the only one who knows that it won’t last forever. 

			However, when he moves back in, Mother’s suitors stop ringing at the door. I am relieved by that. Relieved that Mother stops, even for a short while, being a whore. Argh, that word again. I can’t say it out loud, only think it to myself and even that is hard. I am ashamed over the word and I’m ashamed over Mother.

			Father moving in makes me happy. Even if I know it’s only a short-lived respite and that the arguments will soon recommence. It’s only a temporary relief before the doors start slamming and things are hurled at one another. Trying to choose between living with Mother alone and to share her with suitors most nights or having Mother and father living together yet not quite knowing when the bliss will end, is like trying to choose between the plague or the Spanish flu. No mode is good. No mode is truly calm. No mode is safe. Despite which mode we are in, I’m always the kind, quiet, good girl that no one pays attention to. 

			
Mother and father behave like newlyweds for a while, then suddenly, one day the atmosphere is completely different. I instantly know it. It’s like the air has a different charge to it. A charge that appears loving on the surface yet is bubbling with something completely different underneath.

			My response is always the one and the same. I turn up my cheerfulness to impossible heights. Turn up the volume on the Good Girl. I make breakfast in bed for my parents, pick flowers from the backyard and put in a vase, whatever I can think of to diffuse the negative charge. I’m convinced that if I can only try a little bit harder, then I will make the negative charge disappear. I never succeed. Never. Why are my efforts never enough?

			The feeling of never being good enough tears at me. Why am I never enough? What else can I try? Next time I have to try even harder!

			
Mother and father are like nitro and glycerine, they are fine on their own, but to mix them? Lethal. One day it will just be BOOM. Despite my efforts to diffuse the energy buzzing in the air I can still feel the moment the explosion will come. I make sure I’m never in the same room when it happens.

			Mother screams, yells, threatens and hurls insults and anything within reach with equal force. Mother is always explosive, outward acting, extrovert. She should have taken up boxing. She would win every match. Easy.

			Father on the other hand shouts once, then grits his teeth and walks away. He always retorts, pulls back and flees the scene. He has no interest in arguing, so he shuts up and walks away. Out. Someplace, anyplace, as long as that place is not here.

			He leaves and Mother, who may have been angry before, now turns red hot furious. Here she is, angry as a wasp, without anyone to sink her sting into. Without being able to finish her boxing round. Or rather, the match continues with a new partner: me. She finds me and looks at me with that insulted, disappointed look of distain and snarls ‘don’t just sit there pretending all is fine, you’re just as bad as your father’ or ‘happy now?’ or something along those lines.

			It upsets me every time. Maybe it also angers me, not sure as anger is taboo for anyone but Mother, so I dare not find out. Why is she blaming me? I am working so hard at being good. Being blameless, kind and perfect.

			
I love Mother more than anything else in the world. My only wish is that she is happy and full of joy. I know that she had a terrible upbringing. That her mother treated her badly when she was little. I feel so sorry for Mother and I want nothing else than to make life easier for her. Comfort her. To hold her and make everything all right. Instead, everything is somehow my fault. I am to blame. And that confuses me. I never quite know what it is that I have done wrong, but it must be something. Otherwise everything would be OK, wouldn’t it?

			And then, out of the blue, father returns from his walk or wherever he’s been to ride out the storm. Is home only for a short while, in order to pack his bags.

			The following morning, as I awake, I hear the silence that indicates that father is gone for good again. Until next time, I presume. How many times have I already lived through this charade? More times than I can count. Mother and father’s dance of moving in-moving out continues for about six years. Six years of moving in, moving out, moving in, moving out and moving in. Moving out. Not every week, but several times per year. Mother and father’s twisted tango which I watch from the side-lines more and more turned off. More and more numb. More and more outside of this world and in my English fantasy world where everything is safe and sound. Where I am looked after. Where I am seen and cared for.

			
Father moves around from place to place whenever he is not living with me and Mother. I don’t really remember all of the places he lives at apart from a couple. One place in particular stands out, a building that will be demolished in the Stockholm part of Kungsholmen. It’s a large flat, falling apart at the seams. No proper kitchen or bathroom, overall quite musty and cold. Damp. Yet father can live there with all his percussion and drum gear, almost free of charge as the contract is only temporary.

For some reason, father seems to enjoy living in that dump. As I said, there is plenty of space for all his percussion and drum gear. I am allowed to play the drums, can hit them as hard as I can, there are no neighbours to speak of and the few other occupants that do live there would not complain. 

			It takes me a while to get into the drumming. I am afraid I will break something. Tear a skin or something. Do some damage to father’s precious drums. 

			I am also shy. Scared of making a noise. Making a mistake. Dad ushers me on, says that they can’t break, the skins are made to be hit hard.

			Once he records me whilst I am playing. I am unaware that he does it. Many years later he finds the tape – yes, tape! – and plays it for me as an adult. What I can hear from the recording is my younger self change. How I go from hardly touching the drums at all, wanting to stop, asking why I have to play when I don’t want to? I hear father urging me on, saying, it’s all right, they can’t break, try it a bit more. I hear my younger self sighing, continuing to play and I hear her getting more and more into the playing and finally explode into this drumming extravaganza, hitting the drums hard and shouting over the top. Like some mini-version of Animal from the Muppet Show. 

			I’m floored by the recording, am moved beyond words. I am impressed by dad who had not only recorded me on the sly but also realised that I, somehow, needed to let out some steam. To let go. To not always be so careful and scared. I am amazed at my dad’s courage. It makes me really, really happy.

On paper, Mother and father divorce when I am nearly two years old. Sometime after my eighth birthday Mother meets the man who will become my stepdad. That is the moment the suitors stop ringing at the door for good. That is the moment Mother and father’s twisted tango stops. Their twisted dance of moving in-moving out goes on for about six years where I am never quite relaxed or at peace.

			Father living at home = Mother is not a whore but you never know when the bomb will occur.

			Father not living at home = Mother is a whore but I don’t have to walk on eggshells waiting for the unavoidable explosion.

			No state means rest. No state is ok. I am constantly on guard. Constantly on watch, 24/7. Am constantly tip toeing around Mother so as not to add flames to the fire.

			
One evening Mother hosts a dinner for her colleagues. She has left the hairdressing salon and is now working as a secretary at a small company that sells cord-less car phones. A modern company that is paving the way for today’s mobile phones. 

			I’m allowed to join the dinner and everyone makes a fuss over how well behaved I am, how grown-up I am for my years, how mature, what an amazingly well-mannered daughter Mother has.

			Mother smiles and nods. Soaking up the praise like a sponge. Taking all of the credit.

			My behaviour is a pure reflection of how good a mother she is. Of what a great job she has done.

			If we are talking positive remarks, that is. I get no glory, no praise. I am so used to this that I don’t even think it strange or wrong. I don’t take anything for granted, I know that everything comes with a price tag. The sole fact that I am alive is thanks to Mother. She has told me on numerous occasions that she had wanted to abort me, but that she had allowed my father to convince her not to.

			Yet, imagine how much skinnier she was before she had me!

			How her hair was so much more luscious and fuller before she had me.

			And how much blonder, naturally blonder, her hair was before she had me.

			How much less body hair she had before she had me.

			How much easier her life was before she had me.

			
Everything negative that has happened to Mother is because of me. I know it is so, I am told it so often that it has become my truth. I have accepted it without question. Everything Mother says is true, that is just the way it is. 

			
So. The dinner. 

			After dessert and coffee have been served, I say thank you, wish everyone goodnight and go to bed. 

			The flat Mother and I live in is one of those old style flats where most rooms are connected with huge open doorways and a parquet floor that squeaks. 

			I fall asleep in Mother’s bedroom, in her bed. Her bedroom is facing the back.

			The dinner company is sitting in the living room that faces the street. Between Mother’s bedroom, where I am, and the living room, where the guests are, is the large hallway-come-dinner-room. 

			I have my own room, but that room is right next to the living room. The reason I am not falling asleep in my own bed, in my own room, is because Mother thinks it best that I am a little further removed from their chatting in the living room. 

			Mother is always right, so I don’t argue. I simply go to sleep in Mother’s bed, two large rooms away from their chatter, rather than next door in my own bed.

			I fall asleep relatively calm. What could possibly happen with so many guests? Working colleagues, at that. Nothing, I decide and turn down my inner alert mode from red to orange.

			
I am woken up by strange noises. Smacking noises. Moaning noises. Sexy noises. Pornographic noises. I blink. Try to comprehend, take in what I hear. I immediately know, yet my brain refuses to let it sink in.

			I sit up and glance towards the living room. It’s empty. There is an array of empty glasses, half-empty glasses, wine bottles, spirits, mixers and overflowing ashtrays on the sofa table. No people. The noise is coming from my room.

			What is going on in my room?

			As in a trance I am pulled towards the noise. I instinctively know I have to be silent. Invisible. I am not to be seen. Not to be heard. I know this skill, have learned where the floors squeak. Avoid those now.

			The rooms in the flat are not only connected in the centre, all rooms are connected and sort of intertwined. From the living room you can get into my room, but my room has another entry point which leads to a small corridor which in turn leads to the main hallway. 

			Mother’s room also has two entry points, one large which leads into the large hallway-come-dining-room and another that leads to the kitchen and from there, the hallway. 

			I tip toe into the kitchen and from there into the hallway. I feel sick. Really sick. But I can’t resist the noises, am pulled towards them like a magnet. The smacking, sighing, slushy noises.

			I know exactly what is going on, yet I have to see it with my own two eyes to truly grasp it. I continue my careful tip toeing down the hallway towards the small corridor that leads to my room. The door to my room is closed.

			Almost.

			
There is a tiny gap and trough it I take a sneaky peak into my room. What I manage to take in is Mother, on top of a table, naked apart from a pair of black stilettoes. Her stance is wide and her hips are swaying. A man close to her on the table, under her, somehow. Touching her and touching himself. Another man sits in a comfy chair – my comfy chair! – watching them, playing with his enormous, erect penis. He is sighing and moaning whilst continuing to watch the show on the table, whilst continuing to play with himself.

			What I see shocks me and I forget that I have to be invisible and silent.

			A sound escapes from me as I quickly run to the toilet in the hallway. Close the door and sit in the tiny space, on top of the toilet seat, shaking and sobbing uncontrollably.

			Why did I have to follow the noises? Why did I have to see what was going on? Why, why, why?

			A part of me simultaneously hopes that the threesome will have heard me. That they will be alerted to the fact that their games are not suitable with a minor in the flat. I’m hoping that Mother will magically understand, break the spell, wrap up the party and usher the men out. Come and comfort me. Put me to bed and calm me.

			Instead, the door to the toilet is opened, there are no locks to keep it shut. Just outside the door is Mother. Still naked apart from those stilettos.

			She asks me, matter of fact, neither kind or unkind, why I am there, sitting on the toilet, crying. And I respond that ‘it’s nothing. I’ve had a bad dream, that’s all.’

			
Mother nods and shuts the door. I am left alone, still crying, still feeling sick, still shivering and still hoping that this is the moment the magic will happen.

			The magic that turns Mother into a loving and caring being. That she will magically know that I have not had a bad dream, that she and her threesome is the bad dream. 

			That it has to stop. Now. That she will say ‘I’m sorry, it will never happen again’. That she will see me, take care of me, comfort me and help chase the bad guys away. That it will be just her and me, snuggly on the sofa, watching TV, drinking tea.

			I stay sitting on the toilet seat for a while, hoping against hope until I hear the noises once again. No little girl is deciding when the party should end. Absolutely not. The party ends when the threesome has reached its climax. They will continue their sexual party until they decide they are done. That’s not for a minor to decide.

			I feel stupid for hoping that the outcome would be different this time. But why would this time be any different from any of the other times? Of course it won’t. I tell myself to sharpen up and stop being a baby. Dry my tears, blow my nose and go back to Mother’s room. I make sure to close all the doors this time, doing my best to eliminate the sounds coming from my room. Crawl back into bed, doing my best to go back to sleep.

			
Next thing I know I am woken up by dad. Mother is there too, still drunk from the partying, but now suddenly her arm is in a plaster. I am bewildered. Understand absolutely nothing. Did I dream it all? The naked men, the stilettoes, the noises in my room, the threesome? Did I imagine it all?

			Mother giggles drunkenly and says ‘oops, father came by and you know what we are like. We argued and father accidentally broke my arm’. 

			Instantly I’m like a wild tiger wanting to defend Mother from dad, I try to beat him, what the heck has he done?!

			Dad looks dismayed and somewhat disgusted, holds my tiny arms as gently as he can whilst he says ‘no, absolutely not, I would never do such a thing. Calm down Erika, of course I haven’t broken Mother’s arm’.

			Mother, through her drunken haze, realises that she has overstepped the mark because she instantly retreats, says that no, father has not broken her arm. Of course not. He’s right, he would never do such a thing. Goes on to saying that it was silly, really, she slipped on the marble stairs as she ushered her guests to the street, to their waiting taxi. She suspected her arm had been broken and couldn’t leave me at home on my own whilst going to the hospital, so she had called father to help out. He has been in the flat whilst she has gotten her arm seen to, put in a cast.

			It’s a lot to take in. As always there are a million questions in my head, things that don’t make any sense to me, but I dare not utter any one of them. I just nod. Silently accept. Adjust to this new reality. Adapt. Know that I don’t have the right to ask questions, be a pain, so I just keep silent.

			Eat my imaginary porridge and pretend that all is well.
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