
1: Trouble in 
Geezers’ Corner

n the heart of Södermalm, the south island of Stockholm, a 
city square serves the same purpose as the front stoops and 

backyards in the small Michigan town where I grew up. 
I had just left my morning client and entered the square 

looking for a place to eat my lunch. I walked past children 
squealing down slides in the playground, oblivious to the Oc-
tober cold. Their mothers and nannies pushed them on swings 
or shivered and stamped their feet on the sidelines. The foun-
tain, full of leaves and empty beer cans, was a pathetic shadow 
of its summer glory. A gust of wind swirled a collection of dis-
carded candy wrappers into the air. I avoided Geezers’ Cor-
ner, where the aging bachelors and drunkards hang out. The 
steam from Anders’s hotdog stand rose in clouds and drifted 
through the tree branches. 

Södermalm has everything, from turn-of-the-century 
apartment buildings surrounding the square to newer high-
rises on the waterfront with spectacular views. In the 1800s, 
the city’s dockworkers lived near the square in wooden cot-
tages, a few of which still stand. Now in the 1970s, Söder-
malm is home to a vibrant mix of people from all walks of life 
including a Bohemian, artists’ colony.

Like all of downtown Stockholm, nowadays you need money 
or connections to find an apartment here. As a newcomer, I 
have neither. So I take the commuter train and then a bus to a 
concrete block in one of Stockholm’s newer satellite suburbs. 

I
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But I spend most of my days working as a home helper on 
Södermalm, helping my clients with cleaning, shopping and 
sometimes bathing. Not a classy job for a college graduate, but 
it gives me a chance to practice my newly acquired Swedish 
and learn about Swedish culture from those who know it best: 
old people. 

I found a bench in the quiet corner of the square, away 
from the playground and the drunks. I slung off my backpack 
and dug out a sandwich and thermos of tea. 

A tall, thin man entered the square. I recognized Gustav by 
his gait long before I could see his face. Have you ever seen a 
moose run on asphalt? Gustav’s legs flail out sideways and his 
knees threaten to buckle at every step. Sheer willpower keeps 
him upright. His long arms swing loosely, keeping a precari-
ous balance.  

At seventy-something, Gustav was not my oldest home-
help client, but he was my favorite. Some people make you 
feel special just by the way they say hello. Gustav is like a maî-
tre d’ greeting a celebrity–in this case me–who has decided 
to grace his restaurant. Only there is nothing solicitous about 
him. Despite his gangly walk he has a proud, solid bearing. If 
anyone is king of this square, it’s Gustav. A benevolent mon-
arch, of course. As for me, I fluctuate between damsel in dis-
tress and scullery maid. 

“So how’s my little pearl today? A little chilly to be picnick-
ing, isn’t it?”

I gave him a hug, always an awkward maneuver with his 
six-foot-something frame and precarious balance. “You know 
how I hate to eat lunch at the home-help center.” 

Gustav laughed. He had his own complaints about the 
home help. Gustav didn’t need much help at home, but he did 
have a problem with loose bowels. Every once in a while, to 
his great embarrassment, he would soil himself and need help. 
It was not a popular task among the home helpers. The home-
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help supervisor, tired of the complaints about his accidents, 
suggested putting Gustav into an institution. I had stormed 
into her office and told her what I thought of her plans. She 
gave in and agreed to let me take him as my client indefinitely. 
But she added, “Only on the condition that we make an ap-
pointment with a specialist to examine his anal incontinence.” 

I sat down and motioned for him to join me, but Gustav 
remained standing. He scanned the square. 

“Trouble over in Geezers’ Corner,” he said with a frown. 
In the far corner of the square a cluster of men stood 

around a park bench. One of them, a drunk I’d often seen, 
was sprawled across the bench on his back. 

“Looks like Bo’s hit the hard stuff again.” Gustav started 
across the square. 

I stuffed my thermos in my backpack and scampered after 
him. Halfway across, we met Kai, a middle-aged Sami man 
from the far north of Sweden. Kai, a familiar sight on Söder-
malm, wears colorful Sami clothes in stark contrast to the 
dominating black worn by the locals. Also conspicuous is his 
luminous smile and handsome black boxer. Dog and man are 
short, stocky and powerful. 

Gustav stopped and spoke to him in Sami, a language I’d 
heard but don’t understand. Kai nodded and they both contin-
ued toward the small crowd. The men saw them coming and 
stood back to let them approach the bench. Gustav shook the 
man’s shoulder and spoke firmly, calling him by name. Then 
he lifted a limp arm to check his pulse. The man’s face was 
swollen, the skin pale, bluish. Gustav turned to me. “Beatrice. 
Go ask Anders for some grease from the grill.” 

I dropped my backpack and ran to the kiosk. Anders didn’t 
even blink when I made the strange request. He glanced over 
to Geezers’ Corner, nodded and handed me a paper plate with 
a glob of cold grease. 

I ran back with the grease to Gustav. He leaned down and 
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swiped it over the unconscious man’s face, first down one 
side, then the other. The men around the bench were quiet, 
anxious. Then Gustav stood and signaled to Kai. In Sami, Kai 
issued a command to his dog. The black dog trotted up to 
the man on the bench and began to lick his face. Carefully, 
methodically, the dog’s long tongue worked its way from the 
chin, around the cheek, over the forehead and to the other 
side. When it reached the bulbous nose, the man began to stir. 
He gave a low moan and turned his head. The dog’s tongue 
followed, scraping off the last of the grease. Suddenly the man 
opened his eyes and focused, cross-eyed, on the raspy pink 
tongue coming from the black furry jaws.

“Argh!” The man’s arms took on life and struggled to pro-
tect his face from the lashing tongue. As he tried vainly to push 
the dog away, the looks of concern around the bench turned 
to laughter. Finally, Kai gave the command. The boxer backed 
off and returned to his master’s side. 

But Gustav, I noticed, was not laughing. He looked like he 
was reliving unpleasant memories. 

“Cops.” Someone said it above the laughter. A blue-and-
white patrol car slowed to a stop on the street near Geezers’ 
Corner. The men began to wander off. The prone man on the 
bench was now fully awake, though not coherent. 

Gustav jerked his head toward the patrol car. “Time to 
make myself scarce.” He waved good-bye to Kai. “Beatrice,” 
he said. “Want to join me for coffee?” 

“Sure.” It was not the first time Gustav had left the square 
when a policeman entered. I asked him about it once but he 
evaded the question and quickly changed the subject. For the 
most part Gustav is an open and talkative person, but there 
are a few areas that are off-limits–like why he doesn’t like 
the police. Most of his past is off-limits, too, with the excep-
tion of his stories about when he was a neighbor to Greta 
Garbo. According to Gustav, they went to school together 
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and acted out plays in the attic of her apartment building. The 
other home helpers don’t believe those stories. I don’t know 
if they’re true and I don’t care. I love hearing his stories of life 
on Södermalm in the old days. 

We walked to the konditori, a simple café at one end of the 
square, its dimly lit room decorated in the browns and oranges 
so popular during the sixties. The tall, sullen lady behind the 
counter was Ester, one of Gustav’s many friends. She looked 
up as we entered and tipped her head toward a window table 
where Gustav usually sat. There sat a young man, his muscu-
lar shoulders hunched over a glass of the watery beer Swedes 
drink for lunch. My eyes adjusted to the gloom and I realized 
it was Hasse, the grandson of one of my clients. 

Gustav headed for the table and I went to the counter to get 
coffee. I poured two cups and counted out exact change for 
Ester. Her silent nod was her sign of appreciation for the coins. 

Gustav had the same strengthening effect on Hasse as he 
did on me. Before I reached the table, Hasse’s shoulders had 
straightened and he was almost smiling. We greeted each other 
with a handshake, Swedish style. 

“Hasse was saying his friend just imported a 1968 Ford 
Mustang from the U.S.”

“Oh, really?” I feigned interest to be polite. 
“Yeah. He had to go over last year to buy it, then wait a 

year to import it,” Hasse explained. “Don’t know why he went 
to so much trouble for a Mustang. I’d’ve gone for a Corvette.”

I sat down with my coffee. Hasse’s face lit up. “Hey, you’re 
an American. What kind of car do you have?” 

“I don’t have a car,” I answered. Hasse looked confused. 
Should I tell him that when my father wasn’t riding his bike 
or driving the geology department’s Land Rover, he drove a 
Volkswagen Beetle? No, that would confuse him even more. 
“I was a student and lived on campus, so I walked or biked 
everywhere.” 
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“Oh, I see.” He couldn’t hide the disappointment–or was it 
disapproval–in his voice. 

“Now Greta,” Gustav mused, “she likes convertibles.” 
“Greta?” Hasse asked. 
Gustav stared out the window, his mind far away, perhaps 

in Hollywood. 
“As in Garbo,” I explained. 
“Garbo?” Hasse echoed incredulously. 
I gave a little shrug.
“Yep, convertibles,” Gustav turned his attention back to us. 

“Not very practical in Sweden, but must have been nice in 
California.”

I could see that Hasse was dubious, but he didn’t laugh. He 
downed the last of his beer and pushed away from the table. 
“I’m off to the gym. I want to pump some iron before my shift 
begins.” He pulled up the zipper of his leather bomber jacket 
and flexed his massive shoulders. “Hejdå.”

“Hejdå,” we echoed. 
Gustav watched him disappear out the door and shook his 

head. “The boy’s hurtin’.”
“You’re the best thing for him.” Hasse had recently been 

beat up by local drug dealers for infringing on their territory 
when he sold sedatives stolen from his grandmother. Gustav 
had made a point of befriending Hasse. The two of them could 
often be seen sharing a park bench in the square.

“Yeah, but no one can make up for the years his father ig-
nored him after the divorce.” Gustav scowled. His dark eye-
brows nearly came together over his eyes. “Irresponsible, it is. 
A man brings a kid into the world and takes off. Shameful.”

Gustav lifted his cup, taking in the strong, slightly burnt 
aroma before tasting the pungent brew. I followed suit, in-
dulging my newly acquired addiction. Closing my eyes, I 
could feel the caffeine hitting my bloodstream. Few things are 
sacred in secular Sweden, but the coffee break, or fika, is a 
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ritual practiced regularly and zealously. China may have its 
opium dens, but Sweden has the konditori.

“What about your father, Beatrice? Doesn’t he miss you, 
now that you live so far away?”

Gustav knew my mother had passed away when I was a 
toddler and that my father brought me up, with a good deal of 
help from my grandmother Nana. No one could accuse Dad 
of shirking his paternal duties, but our relationship had be-
come rather strained during the past years. It cracked com-
pletely when I flounced off across the Atlantic to seek adven-
ture and romance in the arms of Björn, a Swede I’d met at the 
university. 

“I doubt it. He’s written me twice in the ten months I’ve 
been here in Stockholm. He wasn’t exactly supportive of my 
decision to come. He still hasn’t forgiven me for not study-
ing computer science. He says computers are the future. He 
thinks everyone will have a computer in their home someday. 
Can you believe that? Why would anyone want a computer in 
their home?”

“Sounds pretty crazy. But people asked the same question 
about automobiles and telephones when I was young.”

I hated it when Gustav pulled out his years of experience. 
“But that doesn’t mean my future is in computers. I took a 
course in programming and hated it.”

We lapsed into a long silence. I’d learned by now that when 
Gustav went silent, it usually meant he was cogitating. I waited.  

“He loves you, you know.” 
“Who?”
“Your father.”
“How would you know?” I put my coffee cup down with 

a loud clunk. Ester was clearing a nearby table and frowned 
at me. 

“You’ve never even met him,” I protested. 
“It’s obvious. Two reasons.” Gustav counted on his fingers. 
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“One, he wants you to study something he believes will give 
you a secure future. Why would he worry about your future if 
he didn’t love you?”

If Gustav was going to start lecturing, I would be on my 
way. A secure future! That sounded too much like my dad. 
I opened my mouth, but before I could respond, Gustav 
pointed to his other finger.

“No, I haven’t met him, but I know you, Beatrice. You are 
caring. And generous. According to my experience, people 
who get a lot of love when they are growing up are most able 
to give of themselves when they are adults.”

How dare Gustav make assumptions about my father and 
my upbringing? I wanted to protest, but the seriousness of his 
gaze stopped me. I didn’t want to fight with my best friend, 
especially when I knew he had a point, at least partially. 

I remembered the long hikes I took with my father on his 
geology fieldtrips. One of my earliest memories is from a hike 
in the Yukon Territory. Sometimes I got tired trying to keep 
up with him and the crew. He’d put me in a special backpack. 
I must have been four or five. I can still remember the sweat 
pouring in rivulets down the back of his neck. We came over a 
rise and I spotted a wolf. I pointed and cried, “Wolf!” Dad and 
his students stopped in their tracks and watched in reverent 
silence. The wolf stood a dozen yards ahead of us. He regarded 
us for a few moments before trotting off. Dad congratulated 
me on being the first to spot him. They called me Hawkeye 
for the rest of the trip, a nickname my father continued to use 
when we were alone. 

Gustav interrupted my reverie. “What do you want to be 
when you grow up? That is, if you ever grow up.” With a wink, 
Gustav referred to my height, or lack thereof. 

“I don’t know. I want to do something fun. Something that 
is different every day.” 

Gustav stroked his chin. “Well, if that’s your main criteria, 
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you might as well keep working as a home helper.” 
I smiled and nodded. “I can think of worse jobs.” 

That night I wrote a short letter to my father. I hadn’t told him 
much about my life in Stockholm. I hadn’t even told him that 
Björn had dumped me only months after we came to Sweden. 
I didn’t want him to have the satisfaction of being able to say 
I told you so. I wrote that I was enjoying my job as a home 
helper and jogging regularly in the big field near where I lived. 
And I signed it, Love, Hawkeye. 
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2: Forbidden Territory

hen i came to my first client’s apartment building the next 
day I was greeted by the smell of fresh tobacco when I 

stepped in from the street. My friend Carlos, who came to 
Sweden after the military coup in Chile, was the only person 
I knew who rolled his own cigarettes. The door to the inner 
courtyard–the gård–was open. Sure enough, Carlos stood 
there with Gustav and Linnéa, another of my home-help cli-
ents in the building. 

Carlos gave me a bear hug, his strong arms firm and gentle 
around me. 

“Beatrice!” Gustav’s voice rang out and echoed up the walls 
of the gård. 

The affection in Linnéa’s eyes penetrated my soul. “Lovely 
to see you.” If Gustav’s greetings made me feel like a celebrity, 
Linnéa’s made me feel like a cherished long-time friend, even 
though we’d met only a few weeks ago. “On your way up to 
Lena?”

“Yes. What are you all up to?”
Carlos pointed to a broken park bench. “We’re trying to 

decide if it’s worth saving.” 
“Linnéa thinks it should be chucked,” Gustav said. “But I 

think it can be repaired.” 
I looked at Carlos.
“I don’t know.” He stroked his jaw and cocked his head to-

ward the bench. “Some of the slats would have to be replaced. 

W
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But the wrought iron frame is still good. It would take a bit 
of work.” 

“Could you do it with the tools in the attic?” I asked, refer-
ring to the well-equipped workshop the landlady’s late hus-
band had built. 

“With those tools I could build a house and furnish it.” Car-
los rubbed his hands eagerly. He missed the carpentry work he 
had done in Chile. 

“Okay. I’ll ask fru Stagnéus what she thinks. I better get up 
there, I’m already late.” 

I climbed the spiral stone staircase and paused at the sec-
ond floor to look down into the gård. Carlos had resumed his 
work on a new shed for the garbage bins, and Gustav and Lin-
néa were disappearing into her apartment. Linnéa had recent-
ly moved to Stockholm from the far north of Sweden and was 
having a hard time making new friends in the city. Gustav, a 
ladies’ man in the best sense, was the perfect recipient for Lin-
néa’s strong boiled coffee and home-baked cinnamon buns. 
Even though he was born and raised in Stockholm, Gustav had 
spent many years in northern Sweden and had learned to ap-
preciate the value of quiet companionship–something Linnéa 
excelled in. I wondered if there was more to their relationship 
than buns and coffee. I hoped so. 

I hurried up the stairs to fru Stagnéus. For Linnéa, who 
had known her when she was a miner’s wife, fru Stagnéus was 
Lena. But to the home helpers, she was the widow of a suc-
cessful businessman in the steel industry and the landlady of 
the five-story building. While I called all my other clients by 
their first names, she was to be addressed as fru Stagnéus, even 
in the supposedly classless society of 1970s Sweden. She was 
waiting for me at the door. I answered her questions about the 
day’s weather (twelve degrees centigrade but feeling colder 
due to a stiff wind) and mentioned the bench in the gård.

“What does Carlos think?” she asked. She had recently 
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hired Carlos to do odd jobs and repairs in the building and 
admired his careful workmanship.

“He thinks he’d have to replace some of the slats, and paint 
it, of course,” I answered.

Fru Stagnéus breathed in sharply, a gesture that sometimes 
meant yes, but not always. I waited, hoping she would be 
more forthcoming.

“I’ll think about it.” She leaned on her bockar–a pair of 
wooden supports shaped like tall sawhorses–and turned to go 
into her office. 

I’d cleaned the kitchen and was moving the mop and bucket to 
the bathroom when there was a knock on the door.  

“Do you want me to get it, fru Stagnéus?” I called, since I 
was closest to the front door. 

“No, no. I’ll get it.” 
I heard her make her way to the front hall. 
“Carlos! How is the new shed coming? Is there enough ply-

wood?”
“Just fine,” Carlos said. “Do you want to come down and 

see it?”  In the other room, I rolled my eyes. Carlos was the 
only person who could get away with using du, the informal 
word for ‘you’, with fru Stagnéus. Home helpers had to use 
the formal form, or worse, the third person, as in, “Would 
fru Stagnéus like me to vacuum today?” I wondered if Carlos 
reminded her of her late husband, if not in appearance, at least 
in his intensity, his energy and his carpentry skills. 

“Oh, no, I’m sure it’s fine. What color will you paint it?”
I sighed as I scrubbed the sink. If it were me, she’d be tell-

ing me the color and brand of paint to use. 
“I don’t know,” Carlos said. “But my wife, Ana Rosa, is re-

ally good with colors. I’ll bring her over tomorrow and ask for 
her opinion. It might be nice to have something bright since 
the gård is so dark.” 
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“Good, good. How much do I owe you for today?” 
When fru Stagnéus went to her office to get her purse, I 

stepped out and winked at Carlos. 
“Can I get a ride home with you?” I whispered. We both 

lived in Rinkeby, a suburb on the outskirts of Stockholm 
where new immigrants lived. We came about the same time, 
he as a political refugee and I as a love hostage. I met him and 
his wife while studying Swedish. Like many Latin American 
refugees, he’d never learned much English, and my Spanish 
was limited, so we spoke simple Swedish together.  

“Sure. I’ll meet you at the konditori across the square in 
about an hour, okay?” 

I nodded and slipped into the bathroom before fru Stag-
néus could return. 

Fru Stagnéus called out from her office as I was about to leave. 
“Beatrice!”
I paused. “I’m done for today, fru Stagnéus. I’ll be back on 

Friday.”
I heard the clump, clump of the bockar as she came down 

the hall. She wasn’t in the habit of seeing me to the door, so 
I was apprehensive, wondering what she wanted to say that 
couldn’t be called out from the office. 

“I was wondering if you could come earlier on Friday.” Fru 
Stagnéus hesitated. “I need some help. I’ve got an appointment 
to get X-rays at the hospital.” 

“You want me to go with you?” I asked. I remembered Nana 
telling me how people who were not generous by nature had a 
hard time asking people for favors. I felt a little sorry for her. 
On the other hand, I was tempted to let her squirm a little.

“Yes, if it isn’t too much trouble. I mean, I don’t know if 
you are supposed to do that, but I can pay you for your time.” 

I smiled to myself. Fru Stagnéus had once asked a home 
helper to clean her oven. But ovens, the supervisor informed 
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her, were not on the helpers’ Job Description. She probably 
thought taking people to the doctor’s office was also taboo. 
No wonder she was hesitant to ask. I let my pity take over.

“We’re allowed to take clients to the doctor,” I told her. “So 
I’m sure it’s okay with X-rays. I can tell the supervisor. What 
time do you need to be there?”

“Good, good.” Relief flowed across her face. “The appoint-
ment is at eleven o’clock, so I’ve booked a taxi for ten fifteen. 
Can you come about ten?” 

I assured her I would be there on time and took off to meet 
Carlos at the konditori. Halfway across the square, I heard 
him yell my name. He was sitting with Gustav on a bench in 
Geezers’ Corner. This did not bode well: The sun was low on 
the horizon and it was too cold to sit on park benches. I ap-
proached them and grasped the problem at hand. Gustav had 
had an accident. 

“Hej Gustav.” I leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Shall we 
show Carlos your apartment?” 

Gustav grunted and struggled to his feet. We walked 
through the darkening streets to Gustav’s apartment. Once 
inside, Carlos headed for the kitchen to make coffee. Gustav 
and I went into his miniscule bathroom for the cleanup job. 

“That supervisor called yesterday,” Gustav said as I aimed 
the handheld shower on his backside. “She made an appoint-
ment for me to see a specialist at Söder Hospital.”

“I’m glad. I hope they can figure out what’s wrong.”
Gustav huffed. “Probably not. Stupid doctors. Hate doc-

tors.” 
Apparently Gustav put doctors in the same category as po-

licemen. 
He leaned forward and clutched his knees. His voice was 

low and hard. “Hate hospitals. You can’t imagine, Beatrice, 
how much I hate hospitals. God knows I’ve got my reasons.” 

I wondered what reasons he might have, but Gustav’s tone 
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of voice told me that was off-limits. Like other areas of his life 
and most of his past, some places were not to be trespassed.

He sighed as I turned off the water and handed him a towel. 
“But if that’s what it takes to keep you as my helper, I’ll do it.” 

By the time Gustav and I were done with our intimate af-
fair, Carlos had found and brewed the coffee. There wasn’t 
room for all three of us to sit in the kitchen, so he brought a 
tray into the living room. 

“Coffee’s on,” he announced. 
Gustav, clean and fully clothed, was starting to become 

himself again. 
“Ah, service! Sugar’s in the cupboard over the sink.” Gus-

tav lowered himself into the easy chair as Carlos returned to 
the kitchen. 

We drank our coffee and nibbled on the skorpor–sweet dry 
rusks that every Swedish home kept on hand for unexpected 
guests. Carlos looked around Gustav’s small, sparsely fur-
nished apartment. 

“Ana Rosa would love your trasmattor,” he said, referring 
to the plethora of handwoven rag rugs scattered around the 
floor. 

“Ana Rosa?” Gustav asked.
“My wife,” Carlos explained. “She’s a nurse but she’s very 

interested in decorating. She misses color. She complains that 
Swedes only know black, white and brown.”

“Yes, the rugs are colorful.” Gustav’s voice became soft and 
slow. “My sister made them. She liked bright colors. They’re 
too bright for most people.” 

“You have a sister?” I asked.
“Had,” Gustav said with finality. He looked out the window 

into the autumn afternoon darkness in silence. Into another 
forbidden territory. 

Carlos and I were beginners in the Swedish language of si-
lence, but we knew enough to recognize a silence too fragile to 
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break. We gazed at the lovely trasmattor until Gustav refilled 
our cups. Carlos took that as a signal and began to tell Gustav 
how he and Ana Rosa had furnished their student apartment 
with trash. They would drive to the better parts of town and 
scour dumpsters for furniture, porcelain, curtains and rugs. 
Ana Rosa would spot the treasures and Carlos would do any 
necessary repairs. When I sublet a one-room apartment in 
Rinkeby, they rescued and reupholstered a classic armchair 
by the Swedish designer Malmsten. Gustav approved of their 
parsimonious ways and began to talk about how the Sami peo-
ple use every part of the reindeer: meat, skin, horns, nothing 
is wasted. Several cups of coffee and a number of stories, jokes 
and laughs later, Carlos and I said good-bye and headed home. 

I didn’t know then how long it would be before I would 
hear Gustav laugh again.
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3: White Coats

Sat and leafed through a ladies’ weekly magazine while 
fru Stagnéus was being X-rayed at Söder Hospital. I seldom 

read ladies’ magazines in the U.S., but here I saw it as an an-
thropological investigation. What better way to study every-
day life among the natives? Magazines tap into the interests 
and values of their readers. Homes, food, royalty and other 
celebrities. There were several articles on decorating the 
home for the coming yuletide season, including patterns for 
sewing Christmas curtains. A three-page spread revealed the 
personal life of a celebrity, a bank robber who’d held several 
people hostage during a robbery in central Stockholm a year 
ago. The food section gave explicit instructions, with photo-
graphs, for cooking rice, which was considered rather exotic 
in Sweden. I wondered if I should suggest to Carlos to open a 
cooking school. He was a great cook, specializing in Chilean 
chicken and rice-and-bean stews. 

Figuring out the natives has become the focus of my life in 
Stockholm, that and learning the language. I’d come to Swe-
den eager to adapt and become part of Björn’s life. It soon be-
came apparent that he didn’t want me to be part of his. While 
in the U.S., I had been exciting and fun for him. In Stockholm 
I became an irritant, never understanding the social codes, 
stumbling through a simple conversation, unacceptable in the 
eyes of his upper-crust family who wanted him to marry into 
the Swedish business world. Carlos and Ana Rosa picked me 

I
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up when Björn dumped me, helped me find a place to live 
and a job. Returning stateside didn’t feel like an option at the 
time. I was getting by one day at a time.   

I still don’t have much in the way of goals. As my father 
would say, and does rather often, I lack direction. And while 
it is interesting to study Sweden, the longer I live here, the 
messier it gets, full of paradoxes and contradictions. It’s not 
just something to observe, like a book I can put down when 
I’m tired. It’s something I have to live and deal with on a daily 
basis. I’m fortunate to have Ana Rosa and Carlos as friends. 
And as I’ve gotten to know my clients, they’ve become my 
cultural informants. Gustav in particular has become an an-
chor in the confusing sea of this foreign culture. 

While my feelings about doctors and hospitals aren’t as in-
tense as Gustav’s, I was glad when fru Stagnéus was done with 
her X-rays. She walked slowly and proudly with the wheeled 
walker she used outside her apartment. We followed the blue 
line marked out on the floor that would guide us through the 
labyrinth of corridors toward the main entrance. 

I took fru Stagnéus’s elbow cautiously to guide her around 
a large laundry hamper on wheels. Suddenly a gurney ca-
reened toward us with a cluster of white-coated men run-
ning on either side of it. They braked just short of running us 
down. The white coats were restraining an elderly man who 
was trying to climb off the gurney.

A string of obscenities erupted from the white-coated or-
derlies. In the midst of the flurry, long arms and legs flailed in 
all directions.

“Gustav!” I shouted. 
The struggling man stopped floundering and turned to-

ward me. 
“Beatrice!” Gustav turned to the orderlies holding him and 

tried once again to shake them off. “Watch your language.
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Can’t you see you are in the presence of a lady?” he scolded. 
“What’s going on?” I reached for Gustav, but the orderlies 

got a better grip on him. A tall, gray-haired doctor pulled out 
a hypodermic needle. 

“Ow!” Gustav yelled as the doctor jabbed the needle into 
his rump. The doctor grimaced with disgust and turned away 
as the orderlies renewed their hold. The shocked look on Gus-
tav’s face drew me into his horror. Then it melted into resigna-
tion. His hand reached mine and held it tight.  

“He killed her!” he said in a strained whisper.
“What? Who?”
Gustav glared at the tall doctor retreating down the cor-

ridor. “Him.” 
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