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This Silence

What are these scents surrounding me?
What is this silence so deep?
Who knows what is the peace in my heart?
This greatness so unknown, so new?

I hear how the flowers  grow
And in the forest the trees speak
I think now mature all dreams  
All hopes, beliefs, and all

All  so quiet around me
All  so tender and good
The flowers  open in my heart
And their scent filled with peace









Frozen in time 

It was springtime in Finland, and our teacher gave us the assignment to go to the forest and pick flowers.
I was seven and loved playing in the forest whenever I could, alone or with other children. As I stepped into a clearing in the forest, I saw it was covered in tiny, beautiful white flowers that had not been there a week ago. They looked like shiny little stars in the midst of dark green moss. I felt reverence in the face of all that vibrant flora life, and it felt utterly wrong to start to pick them and separate them from their roots and shorten their lives.
I resolved this dilemma by deciding to choose just one of the flowers and give that to my teacher. I explained the situation to all these delicate starry white flowers and asked their forgiveness having to take one of them. I chose carefully one that was open with nearly transparent white petals and a hint of pink in the middle.
Holding this precious gift on my palm, I entered the classroom. All the other pupils had already returned, and they all were holding large bundles of flowers in their hands and were smiling proudly.
My teacher approached me looking angry and disappointed. “Could you only find one tiny flower? Look at all the others! Don’t you like nature?”
I was too young to be able to explain how I truly felt about flowers. I felt crushed and misunderstood. The others laughed at my failure.
Since that moment, my experience with flowers changed; pain was now attached to that relationship, and it was no longer pure and innocent. The door to the world of awe and wonder has been closed ever since.
How many worlds that could be part of our experience are carelessly denied us because of that lock of pain. Lives lost forever, frozen in time.








How innocence dies 

Ella arrived at their home on a rainy Saturday afternoon. Mother had prepared Elisabeth for her arrival, and she felt enthusiastic, but a bit scared too. Mother was going to work, and Ella, a person Elisabeth had never met, was going to look after her.
In those days it was not uncommon that people had a maid, mostly girls from the countryside who wanted to move to a city and look for greater prospects. Ella was such a girl. She was the daughter of a single mother who was a seamstress, and they had been poor Ella’s whole life. Ella was very pretty with curly strawberry blond hair, creamy complex and big violet-blue eyes. As soon as she became a teenager, boys had started to circle around her, but Ella wanted more than to be a wife of a farmers boy. In fact, she felt her beauty entitled her to far more. Ella despised poverty, and she despised her mother, who had grown old, very early and become bitter and tired. Ella would never let what happened to her mother to happen to her; she would not get herself pregnant by a handsome man who might disappear and leaves her with nothing but an unwanted child.
Elisabeth looked at Ella when she entered their apartment. She had never seen anybody that pretty. “Maybe Ella is a princess!” Elisabeth thought excitedly and felt that all would be well. Princesses were always kind and fair, and surely Ella would become her friend and look after her and play with her. Elisabeth smiled shyly to Ella behind her mother, but Ella didn’t seem to notice.
On Monday morning, Elisabeth’s mother kissed Elisabeth on her head, hugged her nearly too hard and closed the door behind her. Now they were alone, Ella and her. Maybe they could play with her dollhouse Elisabeth thought. Father had given her the dollhouse on her fourth birthday just a few weeks ago. It was a very beautiful dollhouse, pink on the outside and it had two floors, five rooms and a bathroom. She would ask Ella.
Ella was sitting on the sofa, smoking, and glancing through a magazine. Elisabeth’s father worked as an editor, and they had nearly all the weekly and monthly magazines posted to them.
“Ella, would you like to see my new dollhouse?” Elisabeth asked, smiling shyly. Ella lifted her eyes from the magazine and looked coldly at Elisabeth. She didn’t really care much about children, and this little girl looked very ordinary with her thin straight hair and round nose. She was not exactly fat but not slim and delicate either. Ella only considered beautiful people worth her attention unless they were rich or powerful. Preferably all three where men were concerned. Women she hardly registered unless they presented a threat, a competition, which they rarely did, since Ella, according to Ella, was the most beautiful
“Can’t you see I am reading? You should know not to bother grownups when they are busy. Go and play by yourself little girl!” Ella waved her hand like hushing away an animal, a dog or something. Elisabeth stood frozen, shocked, and tears started to flow down her cheeks, but Ella didn’t notice. Quietly she turned around and went to her room, took up the grey teddy bear “Brum Brum “and hold him against her face. After a while, Elisabeth dried her salty tears away with Brum Brum’s soft fur. She had started drawing when the doorbell rang.
Ella and Elisabeth arrived at the door at the same time. It was Lily asking if Elisabeth could come out to play. Lily was Elizabeth’s best friend and looked much like a very blond version of Shirley Temple with corkscrew curls and bright blue eyes. She had a slim frame, long eyelashes, and long legs, quite the opposite of Elisabeth, who was more round and sturdy. “Who is this pretty little angel?” said Ella smiling opening the door wide “come in, come in”. Ella was by now bored with the magazine and ready for something else. Lily looked up to her puzzled. “Who are you?” she asked. “I am Ella, and I am here to look after Elisabeth for a while before I start my film carrier – would you like to have some hot chocolate and cakes?”
“Shouldn’t we have lunch soon; mother always makes lunch around this time?” asked Elisabeth who was starting to feel a bit hungry. Ella looked at her irritated and snapped hissing like a snake “cakes for lunch, little girl, but you should not have many if you don’t want to be fat and ugly”. Once again, Elisabeth froze and felt how tears started to gather. No, she was not going to cry in front of Lily and Ella. She saw a confused look on Lily’s face. Being a sweet little girl taught to obey grownups, she was now taking off her boots and raincoat to enter the kitchen for snacks.
Ella was making sandwiches for them and chatting to Lily, admiring her curly hair. ‘You should be in the movies, you’re so pretty.’ Ella smiled to Lily touching her own blond curly hair. ‘Here have some sandwiches and milk. Elisabeth, what have you done now!’ Elizabeth’s finger was stuck in a round hole in the kitchen table, and she couldn’t pull it out. She had played with the hole without noticing while watching Ella talking to Lily. Now her finger had swollen, and she could not get it out. ‘You stupid little girl. Your fingers are too thick for that hole. What shall I do now? I hate this job!’ 
‘Sometimes when my mom’s fingers are swollen, and she can’t get her ring out, she puts soap on it, and then it kind of glides’ Lily suggested shyly.
‘Such a clever girl, you are Lily! Let’s try that. Would you fetch the soap from the bathroom, please? And you Elisabeth, for God’s sake. stop wiggling your finger, you’re just making it worse!’ Ella looked at Elisabeth with cold eyes. ‘You really stretch my patience, Elisabeth. You should be more like Lily.’
Next day all the children were playing ‘follow John’. They were standing on a long line, and it was Lily’s turn to lead. Lily was taking them down the steep stairs to the cellar, and Elisabeth was right after her. Lily’s beautiful blond curls were dancing in front of Elisabeth’s eyes as they took steps down the stairs. Suddenly, it was as some murky alien force filled up Elisabeth, lifted her arms and she pushed hard Lily on her back. Lily screamed as she rolled down the steep cellar stairs.







Random Little Red Riding Hood 

Helen was looking out of the open window and playing with her long blond hair, twisting, and curling it around a pen. Clouds looked like white cotton against the bright blue sky. She was trying to see shapes in the clouds, one of her favourite pastimes, but nothing appeared, just white cotton. Helen had been drawing her anime series, but now her imagination seemed to have fallen in a coma. She was bored. Her best friend Alice had gone to stay with her grandmother for the holiday weekend, and Helen had no-one to play with. 
Last night she had finished an exciting book about a girl who was a detective and solved a mystery of dangerous smugglers. Now she had nothing interesting to read, just some boring books for school. She liked detective stories for children, as did Alice. Alice and Helen often played detectives and followed people they imagined were criminals or foreign agents. Maybe she could take her bike out and investigate the surroundings a bit further than before – and discover something suspicious she could later show to Alice. The bike was new and bright red. She had ridden it a few times since she got it for her eleventh birthday, but not far. Today she would go somewhere neither she nor Alice had been before.
She shouted to her mom she was just going for a ride. 
‘You should change your clothes if you are going to bike’ her mother shouted back from the kitchen, a red summer dress is not made for biking!’
‘I’m fine, mom – just going for a little while – back for dinner!’ Helen shouted back and closed the door before her mom had time to answer. Her mom was so fussy about clothes, but Helen loved her red summer dress; it was short and had white roses on the hem and it swung nicely when she walked. Helen runs down the stairs to the yard. Her bike was parked by the rosebushes, and she unlocked it, jumped on, and headed towards the Town Park.
It was a warm summer’s day, hardly a cloud in a blue sky. Birds were singing, and she tried to listen, to count how many different birds she could distinguish as she slowly biked through the large park. After the park, she always turned to the left where the shops were, and her school was located at the end of the road. This time Helen decided to turn to the right and biked towards the industrial part of the town. She had never been in this part of the town before. She thought it all looked very unfriendly; just grey brick buildings, fences, and barbed wire. There were hardly any people on the streets since it was a national holiday. Factory and the whole industrial area were closed. Surely a perfect hiding place for criminals or foreign agents to spin their plans.
After a while, she took a suspicious-looking narrow side road. The road was a dead-end road, and Helen biked through the gate into a yard hoping to find a way out from there. The yard was surrounded by storehouses, warehouse, and magazine of different sizes, some with broken windows. Suddenly a magazine door opened and five men step out.
‘What are you doing here little girl,  this is a private area? You should not be here!’ One of the men shouted with an angry voice.
She looked at the men starting to feel scared now. It wasn’t at all like in the detective books, thrilling and exciting, but quite frightening really. She wished Alice were with her. With Alice, it would be a fun adventure, a mystery to solve.
The five men were standing on the other side of the yard, looking at her. Surely they were smugglers of some kind. One of them was dressed in a fancy suit, others looked like working men.
‘I, I am sorry, I got lost’ she shouted back with trembling voice. ‘How do I get to Town Park from here? It’s late. Is there  a short cut?’ She was going to be late for dinner, and her mother would not be pleased.
‘No short cuts, only one way to get here and out of here. Just bike the same way you came little girl. You should not be here, it can be dangerous for a little Red Riding hood like you…’.The man who spoke didn’t sound as angry as before. He looked like a grizzly bear and had dirty working clothes on. He smiled a bit and winked his eye. Beside him stood a man in a fancy suit smoking a cigarette with a grin on his narrow lips. He stared at her intensely without blinking, and his eyes were cold. The grizzly bear man wasn’t scary for real, but the other man made her feel sickly uncomfortable. ‘The Snake eye’ she said to herself already planning in her mind how she would tell the story of her adventure to Alice.
Helen jumped on her bike and started peddling as fast as she out from the yard to the narrow street. Still, no people anywhere. The road felt much longer uphill, and the sun was blazing. There was no bird song to be heard, just a ghostly silence. She felt a fear creeping up on her and regretted having gone alone to this part of the city, and she missed Alice.
Helen heard a car behind her and turned her head. An expensive-looking black car was coming closer. She biked closer to the fence, leaving all the space for the black car. The car was slowing down as it approached her. She was trying to bike faster and faster, but that was pointless, of course. The car was now beside her, and a man pulled down the car window and said: 
‘Little Red riding hood, can I offer you a lift?’. 
She didn’t look but knew it was the man in the fancy suit, ‘Snake eyes’.
‘I am not allowed to get in the stranger's car.’
‘Well I am not a stranger, am I. We just met for a minute ago, didn’t we.’
Helen felt the intensive eyes on her, and fear squeezed her heart with a skeleton hand. She felt the cold sweat running down her spine. Suddenly the car took a swing towards her. She wobbled on her bike and lost her balance. Laying down on the street, she heard the car door open. ‘Let me help you, Little Red Riding hood’ said the man taking a step towards her.
‘Oh God, help me’ Helen cried silently in her head closing her eyes to shut out the picture of his gleaming white teeth.








Silent screams

Women
There have always been women
Who lived this moment
Before the hand strikes

That petrifying horror
When you can’t move 
Nor escape
Nor open your mouth
To scream
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When the love dies

‘When the love dies, when the love dies’, the song was singing in her head. It had finally died, her love, and she knew the exact moment it happened. One moment it was still there, with a lingering hope keeping it alive and then it wasn’t. She was free, free to move on.
‘I should have left five years ago’ she thought to herself as she stepped into the crowded tube. It had been so clear, the trajectory of things. ‘Trajectory’: a new word she had recently adopted. Very useful word. It speaks about the direction something is inevitably heading towards - unless interfered with. And it had. And now was the time to interfere. The last second of the last minute.
Peter had hit her first time when she was pregnant with their daughter. She remembered the utter shock. No-one had ever hit her before, not her parents, nobody.
At first, it didn’t happen so very often and not so very hard. She got used to it and felt partly responsible. She should learn to keep her mouth shut when Peter was hungover.
She should have left Peter when Elisha, their daughter had witnessed Peter’s violence the first time. Elisha crying had shocked Peter that first time when it happened and stopped him in his tracks. The second time he no longer cared. 
Time passed by. She didn’t talk about Peter’s violent behaviour to anyone. Nobody knew. She felt ashamed but mainly, now looking back she had protected Peter. She felt that if others knew, he would lose his possibility to change. And if she told someone, she could no longer suppress it, numb herself against it. How weird and how sad. 
Fractions of memories, like a movie running through her mind. ‘Like dying’, she thought. They say when you die that the whole of your life runs through your mind. Maybe it is the same when love dies. Their love had been so intoxicating at the beginning. Most young love is, she assumed.
They had met in the Free Art School. Peter was very talented, and their teacher paid special attention to his work. Teacher’s pet. He was good looking too, sparkling brown eyes and lots of rusty coloured curly hair and tons of charm. Peter wasn’t tall, but his slim body was well proportionated and muscular. Most girls in their art class thought he was sexy. She did too and had been flattered by his interest. 
Many parties and drunken nights. Lots of steaming wild sex and dreaming of the future filled with art, fame and travelling. They would start an international art collective on a Greek island somewhere. Life was thrilling, anything and everything seemed possible.
She recalls when she realised she didn’t have what it takes to become an artist and had begun her studies in sociology. Things cooled down between them, but they still kept on meeting and having sex occasionally.  Peter finished art school and was set to become a struggling artist when she got pregnant. She hadn’t been sure if she wanted to have a baby. Everything was so undefined, including their relationship, but Peter persuaded her. He was the more romantic of them. Their child would be amazing, the best of them both. She would stay home at first and they would not have much but enough. Peter was so talented so he would soon have a successful exhibition in one of the best galleries in New York. They could still start their collective on a Greek Island. 
Peter’s enthusiasm swept her away; maybe it could be wonderful and magical between them again and with their child. They would be this amazing family not limited by conventions. Peter was his most charming and attentive self. At first she had first been surprised that he was so keen to have a child but got carried away by his enthusiasm. She still wasn’t sure why he had been so keen. She had her theories though, based on his childhood and his sense of not belonging anywhere.
As she got bigger, Peter started to drink more and spent hours talking about his great paintings rather than painting them. He started to stay away nights and often came home both stoned and smelling of alcohol.
Elisha was born, and once again, Peter was excited in his new role as a father. It was summertime, and they took Elisha with them in the park concerts and picnics with friends.  His princess, the most loved child ever, most beautiful, most talented. Elisha was a beautiful and very contented child. She had her colours, blond hair, and blue eyes, but Peter’s curls and fine facial features. 
[bookmark: _Hlk47455883]As months went by and autumn came, life became harder. Money was running out, and Peter got a job in an upcoming advertising  company.  His colleagues were young and smart, and he seemed to enjoy working with them. He still painted but less and less. Peter began to get a name in the advertising world and was considered talented. He often had late-night meetings - or so he said - and came home drunk, waking her up. She suspected that he had other women. She didn’t say anything first, but as when he started to miss work and phone in sick, she felt she needed to talk with to him about it. 
It was noon, and Peter got up to have breakfast and coffee. His eyes were red, and his face swollen. She sat opposite to the table. ‘Peter’ she said, ‘we really need to talk about this’. ‘Not now’ Peter grunts. ‘Now’ she responded decisively, ‘It has gone far enough.’ ‘I’ll show you far enough, woman’ he had screamed and pushed the kitchen table so hard on her that she fell backwards with her chair. Peter was over her with his fist ready to strike. Elisha woke up crying, and Peter froze then backed off and screamed ‘Look what you make me do woman!’ He grabbed his coat and rushed out of the door. 
She was still awake and heard someone tried to get the key into the lock. It took a long while, and then the door finally opened. ‘Wifey, I’m hungry, come and greet your loving husband!’ she heard something crash. ‘Oops, shyssss’. Peter sounded very drunk. She decided to pretend she was sleeping, hoping he would do so too. ‘Wifey!’ Peter shout now very loud. She stepped out of her bed and went to the kitchen that Elisha wouldn’t wake up.
That night she got raped, raped by her drunken husband. He held her hands down, telling her that he was ‘the man’ as he was thrusting his penis into her dry vagina. Hard rhythmic violent pushes. It hurt, more than physically, every push hurt deeply into her very core like ripping her soul in pieces with something sharp. She was crying without a sound. Peter grunted and fell in asleep on a top of her. 
Next day was quiet, and Peter slept in. He did not go to work, and she phoned in for him saying he was sick. She felt ashamed. Ashamed of Peter but even more ashamed of herself. She had let this happen to herself, she hadn’t fought. No manner of rationalising could change how she felt. She could not tell anyone, and she could not process it, so she suppressed it, became numb. 
For a while, things worked on the surface, but something in her was broken. Still, even after that, she continued to hope that Peter would change. She found excuses for him; ‘his father was a bully and had beaten up his family’ or ‘he was so talented and sensitive, he just needed a break’. That is what Peter always said, ‘if life just would give me a break so I could show what I can do.’
That night their son was conceived, and nine months later he was born. He was more restless and cried more than Elisha. A colicky baby. She moved out of their bedroom to sleep with children so that Peter could have good night sleep since he had to work. Peter had a new job, and they moved to a bigger apartment in a better area of the town. 
After the birth of their second child Jesper they had some wonderful moments like holidays at his parent’s beach house. Except that there was always that one day after the party. She learnt to be more careful since anything and everything could trigger Peter’s violent anger. 
That day when Peter got his new job. He came home as he had won in a lotto. Roses and champagne and presents for children. They had celebrated and made plans. Laughed a lot. It was such a long time since they had laughed together. Children had laughed with them without knowing why.
All was well and peaceful for a while. She began to meet friends more often and felt she could chat and be light and social again. They had a day-care organised for both children, and she could continue her university studies in sociology. 
Then Peter lost his job again and started to drink more. Now it was no longer every second month or so, now she got beaten up nearly every week. Both children witnessed it and cried every time but not so loudly anymore. Still, she found excuses; ‘Peter is depressed because he has lost his work. Everything will get better when he gets a new job’.
Drunken nights, occasional beatings. Peter accused her of being boring and unattractive. He claimed he had no reason to come home to such a miserable wife. He could stay away for days and then appear with presents for them all telling her that all would be well.
She had no will of her own left but went through the days like a zombie. She had always wondered why women stayed in miserable marriages. Now she knew; they had no energy to leave.
Both children were staying with her parents for the summer holidays, and she went to visit Clara, her oldest friend. They had not met for a long time since she felt she could not be open with her without being disloyal to Peter. It was only when her best friend finally asked her straight what was wrong and would not accept any lies and cover-ups that she woke up from her zombie state. She wished someone had asked her many years ago, made her speak.  People are sometimes too polite, too considerate. Or if she had just found the courage to tell, maybe she could have saved years of misery for herself, Elisha and Jesper. 
She talked for hours, about her pain and fears, about her shame. They cried together for a long time holding each other tight. Clara had known her since they were fifteen and reminded her how strong she was. As she heard herself telling the story of her marriage, she finally understood and accepted. All her hopes and all her love for Peter that she had so desperately clung to, all of it vanished. It was gone, finally, all gone.  That love was dead. The pathetic tragic truth of the situation, like millions of similar stories. She still felt some pity for Peter, pity for a man that was so damaged and weak that he needed to hit women. The father of her children.
‘Say it’ said Clara, ’say it, say it! She looked at her friend and stands up straight: ‘My name is Justine, I am not a victim. I am my own woman, and I am free to do what I want. I have left Peter’.  ‘Louder!’ And Justine said it louder and louder and she knew it was finally over. Justine didn’t know how she would manage all the practicalities, but she would no longer be quiet, and she would ask help; help from her family and help from her friends. It would not be easy, these things never were, but Justine was not afraid anymore.  For so many years shame she felt had been her prison. It was no longer hers, the shame. Justine realised it had never been hers and that she was free.






















Death of my friend 

First day at school. I have just finished my ballet classes. Autumn air, fresh like a bite from a not too sweet apple, fills my lungs as I step out into the schoolyard.  Autumn makes me feel romantic in a kind of longing way. Longing for summer that is gone, longing for what has not yet happened.
I start rapidly walking across the yard when my eye catches something by the bins. Yes, it is David’s frisbee, of course. That boy loses everything. He got the frisbee on our summer holidays on Kos. It is supposed to be really cool, black with yellow markings, some kind of “secret” symbols that boys are into these days. Don’t really know, don’t really care.
I pick up the frisbee and start running towards the gates. Rachel is waiting and waving. And jumping. She is so beautiful, with masses of bright red curly hair and cat-like green eyes. We haven’t really talked since I came back from Kos. I am bursting to tell her about Nikos, and I know something happened with her and Tommy, she hinted that much.
We decide to go to the Park Cafe. Both of us are feeling exhilarated and can hardly contain ourselves inside our skin. We are jumping and laughing and screaming nonsensical words. We start singing Beyoncé’s “put a ring on it” – I scream “Nikos!” and Rachel screams “Tommy!”. I do a pirouette and throw the black and yellow frisbee. It flies way over Rachel's head into the street. She runs backwards and stumbles. I hear the screeching of the bus breaks, and I scream.














Noah’s poem

We stand on the brink of fire
We fear ice and snow
The waters are rising
And all our fears they grow

We hear animals calling
Their cry both silent and loud
We see trees burning and falling
Skies filled with darkening clouds

Still some linger and wonder
If this is just a face
They don’t hear the coming thunder
The end of our human race

And our leaders drunk with power
They plan new wars, they plot
As if in this darkest hour
This is the only agenda they’ve got.






The Stranger in the Strange World 

The boy stood on a bridge looking down to the black icy river. In the pale moonlight, the shadows from the pillars of the bridge and of him standing on the rail melted together into one black skeletal structure. There were clouds, but he could see stars above the dirty yellow fog.
His grandmother believed that after your death, you would travel to the star that has your signature. “What makes your signature in a star?” he had asked. The thing with grandmother was – and nobody ever called her nana or granny or anything else than ‘grandmother’ – the thing with her was that you always felt that she had such an original way of looking at things. She was curious like a child, and every spring it was as if she saw the first bluebells for the first time and every snow was always new. Grandmother was also truly interested in him, his thoughts, and feelings. She treated every person like they were a mystery, a box of undiscovered treasures.   
‘What do you think makes a signature in a star?’ Grandmother had returned the question.  He recalled how he had answered her question about the signature. He had thought about it for a long time… there was always all the time in the world with Grandmother. After a while, he had said (and he was only twelve then): “Maybe it needs to be something original to do with you, and something that also has nothing to do with you, unselfish sort of?’ And maybe different people do different good things for different good reasons and therefore go to different stars?” 
Grandmother had quietly smiled and nodded while cleaning the vegetables. She had always been a vegan, long before it became popular, and that was one of the many things that irritated his mother tremendously.
‘I think you are on the right track my boy, see where it takes you.’
Typical Grandmother. She never gave definitive answers like most grownups. It was more like she opened doors for even bigger questions. Most of the adults gave an illusion they knew what was going on, and everything was somehow under control. He knew very early that nothing was.
When Grandmother died five years ago, there was no-one in the world he could talk to. 
Now, just six years later, the world was without hope. He looked into the dark water. It was not that he was going to kill himself; he just wanted to feel the closeness of the possibility. ‘There are worse things than death’ Grandmother had said. ‘Like becoming an evil person’ he thought ‘or bland and cynical, no longer caring, or superficial and like a programmed robot’ He thought again ‘or losing all hope’.
He looked above the fog of the city. ‘Hope’ he thought. ‘Maybe that is the signature in the stars.’




Kala’s sacrifice

The tribe had been walking for days. Kala knew that her cubs would not last many more. The savannah was bare, grass brown and dry since it hadn’t rain for months. They were hungry, and they hadn’t seen any prey for days. The lionesses were excellent hunters, and they each had a specific skill and worked as a team with exact precision. The problem was there was nothing to hunt.
Only once they had caught an antelope. It was a large Impala, and the lionesses worked together run it down. Impalas are faster than lions, so they had to surround it from all sides. Kala’s role was to go for the animal’s throat. She made a leap and felt how her teeth sunk deep into Impala’s soft flesh. Kala hung in the air from her teeth as the antelope jerked his neck left and right. The smell of blood energised Kala with wild power. The antelope fell, and the half-starved pride settled their thirst with its blood and gorged on its flesh. All the cubs joined their mothers, and for Kala’s three this was the first time they were part of the hunt. They had to learn early, there was no guarantee how long she would have milk for them. The pride was engaged in frantic eating, but their feast was cut short. 
The dead antelope had attracted a clan of hyenas, about twenty of them. They had followed the pride ever since, and last night they had attacked. Hyenas have an instinct for weakness, and these knew the pride was getting weaker. They were after the cubs. The Lionesses fought the clan, but they were too many. In the end, the hyenas succeed in driving the pride away with their ferocious powerful jaws. Kala had fought them fiercely, and they had wounded her badly in her left leg. Now she was limping and slowing down the tribe. 
The tribe was moving faster now,  Sheena, the female leader, was at the front, some of the older cubs in the middle, and the young ones stayed close to their mothers. Kala saw how the distance between her family and others grew by every step. She could not keep up with them however much she ignored her pain, and the others could not wait for her.
A large Acacia tree was standing in the middle of dry savannah. Their cubs needed a rest in the shadow, so the tribe took slightly to the left and reached the tree a few minutes before Kala and her little ones. It was decision time for Kala. The sun was in the zenith, so the pride still had some hours to reach the river and recover their strengths with fresh water before the night. Hyenas would only attack if they were weak and exhausted.
The cubs were not playing but sleeping and the mothers were half resting. Kala looked at her cubs, all three of them, one male, two females. She licked their soft and yellow fur, washed them thoroughly, not worried about losing her precious saliva. Cubs were making small sounds in their sleep as they felt their mother’s sandpaper-like tongue cleaning the dust from their fur.
Sheena was stretching. It was time for the pride to get moving. All the lionesses stood up and gathered their cubs. Kala woke up hers gently. She watched how the male cub chased one female, and the other jumped on the top of them both. All three were rolling on the ground, making noises, and playfully biting each other. 
The tribe started moving away from the Acacia tree. Kala didn’t. She chased her cubs, aiming to make them leave her. Her male cub fought her back, and all three of them looked at her with a puzzled expression. Kala hit them with her paws and roared as only an angry lioness can. The cubs run away but they came back. Five times Kala had to chase her young ones away, each time more violently. Finally, they left looking back at their mother with big sad eyes full of questions. The tribe had stopped. They were waiting.
Kala was sitting under the Acacia tree absolutely still.  Her eyes were fixed on her cubs as they, together with the tribe, disappear into the distance. When the evening shadows got longer, the hyenas would come; she would put up a good fight, but in the end, the hyenas would kill her. Kala knew that, and she was ready.



















The last swim

The autumn sea icy grey, sense of the coming 
winter as an overlay upon this sunny autumn day.
 My lungs enjoy the salty crispy air and the ever so 
slight scent of rotting seaweed on the shore. Sand has no 
smell in itself and  the restless sea washes
clean the leftovers of the tiny corpse
of a crab or the dried-out slime of a shellfish.
Seagull’s scream cuts through the air 
sharp. Vibrates long in my ear
 
Dying is cleaning. Rotting is cleaning. 
an empty space. An empty space waiting.
Feeling with my skin. Being with my skin. My skin knows, 
it detects the wind, the roughness of the sand, the salty 
sea. I dip my toe in the sea. Cold. Suddenly 
the wildness of it all, the dance of the death, 
the reaper reaping lifts me, and I throw myself 
in the waves. Cold water carries me, and my blood 
begins to warm my body. I join with the primal 
beginnings. Faraway horizon opens my eyes. 
I feel oneness, my brain is finally quiet. 





Olivia’s choice

Olivia had lived in the same house on the hill nearly all her lives. Her mother had inherited the white wooden house from her great uncle Henri who had married Auntie Charlotte, a ‘southern belle’ from Charleston, South Carolina. To please his new bride Henri built the house in the Antebellum style of the deep south. It had a large wraparound veranda and a balcony that looked out upon a sweeping lawn and rose garden. When Olivia was five years old, her whole family moved in. Her much older sister Cecilia had first hated living in the countryside and moving away from her friends, but their brother Samuel, who was thirteen and a year younger than Cecilia didn’t mind the move. He loved photography, and there were lots for him to explore in the magnificent coastline and surrounding hills and picturesque villages. Casper, their huge ginger cat, couldn’t be happier and he rediscovered his lost youth.
Those first years had been happy ones for Olivia, full of discovery and laughter. The house overlooked the sea, and on a sunny day one could see ships in the distance on their way to their various destinations.  Olivia’s favourite pastime was to gaze over the sea and imagine faraway places tasting their exotic names in her mouth. She made up stories about people and dangerous adventures that took place. Olivia also made some friends, Charlotte, and Charlie, from a nearby village. They often played the stories that Olivia imagined; pirates and hidden treasures, ghost ships and lost worlds.
When Samuel became sixteen, they discovered he had a brain tumour. This changed everything. Casper, who had always very democratically shared himself equally with each family member during the night, began to only sleep with Samuel. They each spent an hour every day with Samuel in his room sharing, playing video games, and chatting. He could no longer take photos but had started drawing instead and showed excellent talent in it. Then came the day when Samuel could no longer hold a pen and they knew they would lose him.
Each day Samuel seemed to become more translucent as if somehow becoming less physical. He had always been slim and had fine features like the rest of the family. Both Olivia’s parents were dark and slender, but her father had dark blue eyes whereas both her mother and Olivia had dreamy grey ones. Samuel’s eyes were blue like his father’s but what was looking through his eyes had changed during the course of his illness; becoming soft and innocent like a new-born baby. Samuel had a most beautiful smile when Olivia entered to his room. She often sat and read animal stories to him but wasn’t sure how much he understood towards the end; and yet he seemed to appreciate her presence. Samuel fought the inevitable for three years, they all did. But finally, he died. He had been a very talented photographer, and she saved all the amazing photos taken by him. She often looked at them remembering those early years. 
Samuel’s death affected them all differently. Her sister Cecilia couldn’t wait to move out of the house as fast as she possibly could. ‘Ghost-house’ she said to Olivia, who was only ten at the time: ‘Our house has become a ghost-house because Mom and Dad won’t let Samuel go’.  It was true in a way, but in hindsight very understandable. It must be about the hardest thing in the world when your young child dies.
Olivia’s father was much older than her mother and taught English literature at the local college. He loved books, and there were books everywhere in the house, piles of them. Mother had surrendered; as long as the living room and the kitchen were kept fairly free from books, the father was allowed to indulge himself in this quite harmless love affair. After Samuel’s death, he seemed to disappear even more into the world of literature and only appeared during dinner time.
Mother had her garden and her music. She played the piano and had previously received students in their house. Now that stopped and she mainly just played for herself looking far into the distance through the French doors that opened up to their rose garden and to the seaside.
That they lived by the seaside had been her saving grace, Olivia often thought. She loved the sea and became an excellent swimmer, and she had her imagination and her stories. 
School was easy for her, but Olivia was a lonely child. Not that anybody directly bullied her;  she was just different and the village children felt awkward in her company. When Olivia turned sixteen, their cat Casper died at the respectable age of twenty-one. Somehow that made her parents realise how lonely Olivia had become, and they decided to send her to a boarding school in Switzerland. She hated it but never mentioned a word to her parents. 
While in Switzerland, Olivia’s father suddenly died of a stroke and she moved back to the house to look after her mother, who was heartbroken. And years went by. Olivia started writing novels for children and young teenagers as a way of resurrecting her childhood fantasies and they became increasingly popular. Olivia and her mother also got a new cat and named it Moses, a grey male who was as affectionate as Casper had been but far more adventurous. Both Olivia and her mom feared for his life, but he lived on for thirteen happy years.
When Olivia turned thirty, her mother, who now was sixty-seven, was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. Once again, Olivia had to witness how somebody she loved gradually disappeared. With Samuel, there was something beautiful about it, almost ethereal. But with mother, it was just painful and sad. ‘No human should be forced to go through this kind of deprivation’ she thought during her mother’s last years when she was no longer really there;  no memory and no cognisance about anything at all, including the most basic bodily functions.
Twelve excruciating years later, her mother finally died. During this time Olivia had only a few casual love affairs and considering her situation, concluded she wanted a child. There was no time to wait around for a man who might or might not appear so she decided to use a fertility clinic. Olivia was lucky and it took only two attempts for her to become pregnant. The description of the donor she chose resembled their family.
Olivia named her baby Dawn to mark a new chapter in her life. She turned out to be a wise mother and the baby grew up to be a free and balanced young adult. Dawn was musical like her grandmother and played guitar in a girl band when she was fifteen. She was also visually talented like Samuel and later became an acknowledged nature photographer. Dawn’s work often took her in foreign countries, but she and Olivia kept very close contact. When not travelling, she mostly stayed at their house on the hill.
[bookmark: _Hlk47255181]Olivia was sitting looking out through the French doors over the sea. She had got her diagnosis three months ago, the symptoms had been there for a long time. At first Olivia put her condition down to age and made jokes about it, but then it started to get worse. Already before she got her diagnoses she knew; she had Alzheimer’s disease. Olivia thought long and hard about her options and the consequences of different choices. She only had Dawn to consider. Cecilia had moved to California, and their contact was sporadic. Anyway, she had died in a car accident ten years ago. Dawn was all that was left of her family.  Beautiful Dawn, who was so full of life. Dawn, who looked like the rest of the family – dark and slender and she had inherited the piercing blue eyes. Dawn approached the world with fearless curiosity but was also highly alert and awake. She was nobody’s fool and fully capable of taking care of herself. Recently she had indicated that she had met someone, a young man called David, who was a journalist. They both were currently in Angola doing a reportage about environmental issues facing the country.
Olivia was afraid if she waited for Dawn’s return, she might become so much worse that she would lose the clarity of her decision. Olivia wasn’t afraid of death, death was inevitable. She had lived long enough and all things considered, had a good and rich life. Olivia didn’t see that a life with severe Alzheimer’s disease had much value. What she absolutely didn’t want was to become a burden for her daughter. Dawn needed to fly free. Olivia hadn’t mind so much when she looked after her mother, but Dawn was different.
Olivia finished her letter to Dawn and placed it visible on the walnut desk by the window. All the other matters she had taken care of already before. 
The sea was calmer now, but still a bit restless, and it looked cold. Olivia didn’t mind the cold, she swam nearly all year round. She put on her wetsuit and started to walk down the hill towards the beach. She was looking forward to it. To swim as far as she could, to join with her most beloved element. Olivia didn’t expect that it all would be pleasant, quite a contrary. Of course part of her was scared too, very scared, but she was also curious. It was a new adventure to the unknown, not unlike her imaginary ones, but for real. 













Winter War 

Cold, so cold, blue shadows on the snow
Blood is warm, red, vibrant it wants to warm 
whilst bullets like angry wasps, horizontal rain of stones
relentless keep on coming, coming

They keep on coming, coming, the bullets and there is 
a constant sound, a whistle, distant screams, 
explosions shake the ground, the snow is read 
in places and the men are just boys and it is cold, 
so cold The bullet is coming, coming directly towards his head

But he does not know. Under the snow-covered tree silent as
a statue, he does know, only the men in white hold their
rifles like long black boneless fingers. It is coming, coming He turns his head.
A shock of pain as the bullet passes his ear and the boy behind him
No longer is and it is so cold, so cold
But his blood is warm, it wants to warm him









Green eyes

Tobias could hear the cuckoo calling its mate from the other side of the lake. Birch trees stood slender and fine like young maidens, and their new light green leaves were vibrating in a light breeze. ‘Maidens’ he thought, it was long time since he had seen any ‘maidens’ anything dressed in a skirt in fact.  War did that. Months now in the front. Today was quieter. Their troops had withdrawn back to re-group. Sauna tents were heated up, and men were having a proper wash and some vodka.
He lifted his head to listen; ‘cuckoo, cuckoo’. Bird’s calling echoed in the forest. Suddenly Tobias heard a razzle from his left and turned. A young man like him, surely no more than eighteen years stepped forward from the bushes. Their eyes locked in with each other, frozen like a dear in headlights. Just a second and both their hand reached for the gun. He was faster. Bang.
Tobias woke up shaken. The same dream again. Nearly every night now. During all his life, he had had that dream haunting him. One moment so long ago in Karelia forest that changed him forever.
Enemies were not individual people, they were a mass; enemies. You were defending your country, that was honourable. But this young Russian soldier, barely a man, a boy really; his frightened green eyes had been haunting Tobias ever since. He felt like a murderer.
Of course, Tobias could rationalise the whole thing is his mind – it either him or the Russian. It didn’t change how he felt. He had killed another human being looking deeply into his eyes. In another circumstance, they may have been friends. The young soldier in a foreign uniform had looked to be about the same age as Tobias, slender, sensitive looking guy. 
When Tobias came home from the front, he had started to drink. Drink and party. He had met Maria already when they were in school, and now they married. Everything happened very fast in a kind of hype and drunken party state. After the war party. 
When others started to settle, Tobias didn’t. It was those eyes, green eyes of the unknown soldier. When he was drunk, he didn’t have nightmares. At least he could not remember them. Maria’s eyes were chocolate brown and warm. Maria was a very warm and kind person. She had a kind of special wisdom; the wisdom of kindness.
Tobias had been very dismissive of Maria. He was the intelligent one, witty and talented. It was only when it was already too late he realised what an extraordinary and beautiful person Maria was. Too late. Everything in his life was too late. He had been running from the ghost of the boy with the green eyes without actually living. It was as two young men had died in that Karelia forest on that day.
Now Tobias was 93, dying alone in the hospital bed. He looked out from the window. It was springtime, and he could see the new fresh leaves in the birch tree outside his window. A bird was sitting on a branch, not a cuckoo (he smiled to himself) but a magpie. Alex, their son, had loved birds. In fact, all nature. Now he was dead too, as was Maria. 
Alex was born with blue eyes like all the babies. Tobias had been so happy and proud when he first time held his son. Later Alex's eyes had turned green, and Tobias could not help himself; the pain, the guilt the horror, all these feelings born at that moment overtook him like a tsunami. He withdrew himself from his son, and they grew distant.
Alex left home as soon as he graduated. He moved to London and became very involved in the animal rights movement and in environmental issues. Later he died in a diving accident in Pom Pom Islands. ‘Pom Pom’ such a funny name. Tobias had looked it up on the map. Malaysia. Alex had travelled in so many places, seen so much before he had died. Died far too young. Tobias had never travelled anywhere except once to London. Tobias was frozen. His time had stopped when he took the life of another man. Tobias was a ghost a dying ghost. 
Maria had also travelled, and she had travelled to meet Alex in different exotic places. Alex’s son was born eight months after his diving accident. Noah. Tobias and Maria went to visit him and his mother in London a year after Noah was born. Noah looked exactly like Alex had looked in that age, and he had Alex’s green eyes. Maria later moved to London to be close to Noah. Tobias stayed and years went by.
It all was so clear now for Tobias. A life wasted because of one random moment. He had read somewhere that ‘life is not what happens to you but how you deal with what happens to you’. His life. It is all done now. It is what it is. Tobias closed his eyes, waiting for death to come.
The door opened, and someone stepped in, a nurse maybe. ‘Grandfather are you awake?’ a voice whispered softly. Tobias opened his eyes and found himself looking into beautiful green eyes. ‘Alex’ he stretched his hand. ‘No, it is Noah, ’ said a young man and took his hand. ‘I promised grandmother that I come and find you. I am sorry it took such a long time’. ‘Noah’ said Tobias looking into his eyes, tears slowly running down his cheeks. ‘Noah, my boy, I am so happy you came’. Tobias closed his eyes and listened; the cuckoo was calling and he smiled.
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