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	###I

	 

	 

	After a flash from a lightning bolt accompanied by a nearly simultaneous enormous thunderclap, and the sky over Mill Mountain turned a bright red-orange for a moment, the dreadful hailstorm came. However, I staggered on in this storm up the steep and narrow Mill Mountain Street, which resembles an alley, all the way to the top. It was evening, almost night. Wandering around central Gothenburg in the middle of the night was not something I usually did, especially not when it was pouring rain on an autumn night. But in moments of despair, one does both unusual and foolish things, as you might know.

	 

	The slope of the alley was considerable all the way to the top, and they had to replace the usual cobblestones with rows of narrow stones running across the street to make the steepest part of Mill Mountain Street a cross between an alley and a staircase. The cars that gathered speed and climbed the hillside with their modern electric tires over this almost unique rib-like stone construction created a distinctive rumble. There were no cars at night, but during the day, it was like that—I remembered now, even in the midst of my despairing darkness, as I caught my breath up there.

	 

	Despair drags a person along, like in a whirlpool, a maelstrom. Despair is like madness, triggered by the absence of hope. Despair is usually a momentary occurrence. Rare, but existent, are the people who walk around in constant despair. People without confidence, those who find it hard to see a bright future, easily fall into despair. If one sees no light ahead, no hopeful perspective, no warm, loving figure, no open door, nothing that resembles a safe home or a peaceful resting place, no glimmering fortunes, doubts and fearful alternatives often gather in certain people, compressing their thoughts into the terrifying whirl of spiritual helplessness that we call despair. But it's not that one needs to have an actual problem! No, it is rather the lack of a clearly formulated problem that allows despair to take hold of a person and form the sucking maelstrom.

	 

	For the person who never formulates their choices but lives as if the choices will formulate themselves, as if the choices will present themselves as signs or distinct concrete turn-offs, will eventually, of course, find themselves in a land where neither signs, roads, nor words can be discerned.

	 

	Those who believe it is not up to themselves to articulate but that someone else should do it will, if no one forces them onto a particular path, into a specific room, or into a certain entourage, end up in the whirl of despair. In the decay of the soul. If not sooner, then later. By "soul," I mean "person."

	 

	--------

	 

	Up on the mountain, I at least had an umbrella and a sturdy leather jacket. My shoes were perhaps not so well suited for the purpose, and the slightly cracked leather had already become thoroughly soaked. Now, the air this November evening was not particularly cold, maybe around 10 degrees Celsius, so I endured the weather's harsh treatment of my body without much trouble. The wind picked up, and I was occasionally pressed against the old house walls by the violent gusts with which the rain now poured over me. I was in the oldest part of the city. Perhaps my despair had driven me to seek out this part of town, longing for safety and protection in the ancient and proven.

	 

	Since I had left the bus at Gustav Adolfs Square, I hadn't met a single person. It was expected that I would be alone here on a Wednesday night in bad weather. If I had met someone, I would probably have been terrified, given the little sense I still had left. I had no particular errand, which was not unusual, but now, shaken by my own fear, I only wanted to reach a vantage point where I could see the open landscape around me. Through that view, even if it was through rain, I hoped to breathe more easily. My despair, worse than usual this night, was practically suffocating me. It drove one to seek open spaces, where one believed they might find perspectives that would calm oneself. Tight spaces only mirror one's own despair, while in the open air, at least one doesn't face one's own deathly pale face but rather the free play of the elements. Climbing heights under such circumstances is not unusual for humans. If complete fear—when dangers seem to threaten from every direction—drives one to seek shelter in basements, then despair, when one feels like they can't breathe and the enemy seems more within oneself, often drives the unfortunate or crisis-stricken person to seek mountain tops and terrible ledges and cliffs.

	 

	Yes, a human crisis can even be described in terms of borders, mountains, and cliffs. A crisis, or a state of normal despair, can be seen as a border situation, where circumstances have presented themselves as "thus far and no further!"

	 

	Often, in ancient times—so one imagines—people in life's border situations sought the mountains for childbirth, secret trysts, pondering, dying, and so on. All the ancient forts in lonely places by cliffs and mountain ravines were probably not forts at all, built for the protection and defense of communities. Still, they were places where individuals in crisis and liminal states could take refuge, and where they—if they were wealthy—could bring their servants and livestock. Mill Mountain in Gothenburg, however, is not an ancient fort. And probably never will be. Once, there was a fortification here, from which one had a view of the Danes, who at that time occupied Hisingen and stayed on Ramberget (The Black Hill), on the other side of the Göta River. Then, in the 1800s, the Navigation School was built and still stands today. From Upper Spannmålsgatan and other street fragments up here, one can still see the river. Still, now there are high fences here, meant to prevent one from falling from the height and killing oneself on the paving stones down towards Packhus Quay, which is about fifty meters obliquely below.

	 

	Long, long ago, Mill Mountain was naturally a peaceful place. In the 1600s, there was an oak forest here with 1300 trees, all belonging to the Crown. The slope at Mill Mountain was known to the authorities of the time as a real lovers' nest, and they had trouble maintaining order here.

	 

	It had been pure idyll! Mill Mountain had been part of Gothenburg City's Fortress. In the 1600s, ships were built at Masthugget and New Warf1 during Queen Christina's and King Charles X Gustav's time. One could think about how it had been in the good old days when Sweden decided to become a naval power. There, you could talk about foreign policy! I thought, as now the water from my soaking wet cap, which sat like a dishcloth on my head, slowly trickled down my collar and down my bare back inside my shirt.

	 

	Just think about how the sea captain Hendrik Carloff ( later ennobled Carloffer ) convinced young Queen Christina – who was in her twenties at the time - of the profitable nature of having a Swedish colony on the Gold Coast, at Cabo Corso, and how by participating both in the triangular trade with slaves and cotton, and in pure robbery of African gold for glass beads, Sweden could become wealthy and capable of financing more wars of aggression on the continent, where they almost occupied Prague... So the most responsible politician in Sweden when this country decided to become a slave-trading nation was... a woman! Claiming this as proof that a woman is an inferior being was, of course, not my intention at all. It was just a fact that Gustav II Adolf's daughter, probably against Chancellor Oxenstierna's will, bet on Captain Carloff, who set off with several ships and even managed to establish the colony. Whether much gold went to Queen Christina is uncertain. More of the fruits of Carloff's ventures seem to have ended up in Denmark, Amsterdam, and Louis XIV's Paris. Carloff himself never returned to Sweden. His letter of nobility, with a coat of arms sketch featuring a black face on one side and three flying fish on the other, never resulted in a coat of arms at the House of Nobility. The brave and ruthless fixer from northern Germany ended his days as an international fugitive after being governor of Tobago in the West Indies, a citizen of Amsterdam, and a church builder on São Tomé. The Carloffer´s never became a family to compete with Natt och Dag, Trolle, and Lewenhaupt.

	 

	Of Carloff's flat-bottomed sailing ships, not unlike the Götheborg, a few of which were Swedish, possibly built in Gothenburg, others came from Danish shipyards in Schleswig-Holstein, not a trace remains. It is certain that without the Bastion of Gothenburg, Carloff would never have set off for Cabo Corso in the way he did.

	 

	That was my thought as I pressed myself against the house wall on the south side of Mjölnar Street, peering up through the storm at the futuristic building called "The Lipstick," which adorns the base of the new Göta River bridge.

	 

	Anyway, this was where I had come this night, in the pouring, or rather whipping, rain and hail. I was getting wetter and wetter. The small black-brown cap I wore on my head, with a small leather emblem reading R.E.M., was now soaking wet. The black leather jacket, though old, was waterproof, keeping the central part of my body dry, but around my legs, the blue jeans clung like two cold hands.

	 

	I thought I would move towards the tall fence to peek down towards the harbor and the quay, maybe to see if it was high. But it seemed to me—as so often—as pointless. I had developed a habit of ignoring the actual circumstances. My reasoning was simple: I often thought that, for example, the sky was red, or, if it wasn't, it was something one could find out by looking up. But since it didn't matter to me what color the sky was, I didn't bother to look up—the same with the cliff at Mill Mountain. Whether the cliff was horribly steep or just small and pathetic, it didn't matter to me. I could vividly imagine both scenarios, and that was enough.

	 

	Mill Mountain had been part of the Gothenburg City armed fortress, which, in its constructed parts, is made of granite. Ships were built at Masthugget and Nya Warf in western Gothenburg during the time of Queen Christina of Vasa and her cousin and successor, Karl X Gustav of Pfalz. One could think about how it was in the old days when Sweden decided to become a naval superpower. That's real foreign policy! I thought, as water from my soaked cap, which sat like a dishcloth on my head, slowly ran down my collar and down my bare back inside my sweater.

	 

	Just think about how sea captain Hendrik Carloff (later ennobled under the name Carloffer) convinced Queen Christina of the profitability of having a Swedish colony on the Gold Coast, at Cabo Corso, and how, by participating partly in the triangular trade with slaves and cotton, partly in pure piracy of African gold for glass beads, Sweden could become wealthy and capable of financing more wars of conquest on the continent, where they had almost captured the city of Prague. Thus, the highest responsible politician in Sweden, when the country decided to become a slave-trading nation, was a... woman! To claim this as proof that women are inferior was naturally not my intention. It was just a fact that Gustavus Adolphus's daughter, probably against Chancellor Axel Oxenstierna's will, backed Captain Carloff, who set off with several ships and succeeded in establishing the colony. Whether Queen Christina received much gold is uncertain. More of the fruits of Carloff's adventurism seem to have ended up in Denmark, in Amsterdam, and in Louis XIV's Paris. Carloff himself never returned to Sweden. His coat of arms, with the black face and the three flying fish, never resulted in a shield in the House of Nobility, and the brave and ruthless fixer from North Germany ended his days as an international fugitive after being governor of Tobago in the West Indies, a citizen of Amsterdam, and a church builder in São Tomé. Of Carloff's ships, a few of which were Swedish, possibly built in Gothenburg, and others from Danish yards, not a trace remains. It is certain that without the Bastion of Gothenburg, Carloff would never have set off for Cabo Corso in the way he did.

	 

	That was my thought as I pressed myself against the house wall on the south side of Mjölnar Street, peering up through the storm at the futuristic building called "The Lipstick," which adorns the base of the new Göta Älv2 bridge. I couldn't shake the thought of Carloff, whose name had gone down in history not least through the Gold Coast adventures but also through the fact that he authored a manual for privateer captains—probably in Dutch, possibly French (he had a French brother-in-law)—on how to conduct the slave trade on the Slave Coast.

	 

	Well. Instead of standing by the fence, pressing my red face against its icy cold, to form an impression of Mill Mountain's height through the steel mesh squares, I slipped—instead of looking down towards the Alvsborg Bridge, which must have been obscured by hail and darkness—into a doorway on Mjölnar Street near Upper Mill Mountain Street, mainly to, at least for a moment, avoid the hailstorm.

	 

	This was necessary as shortly before, my umbrella had been turned inside out by the storm and then, in a completely shattered state, had flown away down Magasin Street over a fence and into a yard, where it disappeared.

	 

	Even though it was now—despite a couple of streetlights here—so dark that I could barely make out the rain, I could still feel the hailstones hitting my head, back, and legs, as if a punishing hand was trying to beat sense into me.

	 

	In the midst of despair, it didn't seem wrong to think about all those who had lived and worked on Mill Mountain in the past. Although these particular streets and houses were not very old, from around the year 1900, one could still sense, through the remnants of fortifications, bastions, and old walls on the slope beyond the fence, that many fates were buried here.

	The architecture around me forcefully drove my thoughts to historical times.

	 

	What became of the old glory days when Karl IX stood on the Old Mill Mountain3 (!) -on the Hisingen side, pondering where Gothenburg should be located, and then his son, Gustavus Adolphus, on Otterhälle Hill4, just south of this hill, asked the same question? The glorious times disappeared, and other times came when absolute monarchs became rare. There were still people who made themselves remarkable, who seized whole countries, corrupted governments, and attacked sovereign states with their bands of robbers. But for me, none of this could matter in my moment of despair. None of the heroic deeds, none of the historical legacy, could provide me with a shred of guidance as I sought shelter in the dark doorway, soaking wet.

	 

	But wasn't I grateful that the city existed? What could all these people who strove, fought, and built in old times—albeit in deep self-interest—have thought about a wretch now wandering around, half out of his mind, on their hard-kept hill? Didn't I think about all the honesty and courage it took—albeit in deep self-interest—to keep this hill—often called little Otterhällan—under the banners of the Kingdom of Sweden? Shouldn't I feel ashamed here on this historic ground?!

	 

	It was both pleasant and unpleasant to consider whether I felt ashamed. In any case, it was an activity to search for this feeling of shame. Any interruption in the despair was welcome at that moment.

	 

	The outer archway of the entrance on Mjölnar Street, which was very low, outside the black-painted double door with its two locks, was barely a meter deep but still provided some shelter from the driving hailstorm.

	 

	Then I noticed that one of the double doors was not locked at all, but was slightly ajar, swinging in the storm. At the same time, even though the weather wasn't freezing, I started to get irritated by my wet jeans, which were cold-hammered by all the hail, the size of tennis balls. However, I was encouraged and strengthened by my historical reflections.

	 

	The environment itself, the old bastion foundation, reminded me of Erik Dahlberg, Örnehuvud, Stenvinkel, and other famous fortress builders. It had always annoyed me, while also fascinating me, how such an important part of culture as architecture had been delegated by the kingdom's rulers to old military men. For buildings erected before the year 1800, it was most common for them to be designed by military-trained men. No wonder that many buildings in the country, which served as raw models for houses in ordinary people's dreams, were gigantic, intimidating fortress-like structures with turrets and palisades, which have nothing to do with the concept of "home."

	 

	When I now stood in the small door niche, about 2.30 meters high, and felt the door give way inward, it was as if all the tension in my body was released. In an instant.

	 

	It's hard to describe how quickly despair can disappear with just one unforeseen event, often a trifle, as if the whole body, in the most profound distress and darkest need, still has an extra readiness to transform itself 100% into a servant of hope, and instead of suffering from horrors, immediately prepares to take advantage of a new unknown situation to the organism's immediate benefit.

	 

	So I reacted with quick alertness and considered the alternatives presented by the door on Mjölnar Street (which, of course, was named so because there had been one, and sometimes several, mills on the highest point of the hill in old times, yes, up until the 1860s).

	 

	Someone had forgotten to lock the door when leaving the building, which appeared to consist of simpler office spaces housed in facilities converted from residences. The buildings seemed too old and culturally protected to be comfortably used as residences. As it was unlikely that anyone was in the building, I might have the opportunity to familiarize myself with its interior. I could, while satisfying my curiosity about the house's contents, relax, dry off my pant legs a bit, and gather my thoughts around a new question. Getting something new to think about is something that people who suffer from hysteria or despair know is very valuable if one is to imagine any path to improvement.

	 

	So I slowly and steadily pushed the door back until it stood at about a 75-degree angle to the opening in the house wall. At the same time, I began to slowly turn my head back so that I could gradually see more of what was inside the archway, which, as light spread around my figure and onto Mjölnar Street's hail-covered cobblestones, seemed to be well-lit, probably by several lamps.

	 

	When I then could observe the archway, I found that it contained three more doors: two doors on either side of the archway and one, slightly larger, leading straight into a courtyard. The larger door had a wavy glass pane, through which no light was visible. The other two doors had nameplates. On the left, in brass, it read "Rüdiger Strinder Co." On the right, smaller and made of metal, it simply read: "Storage."

	 

	In the ceiling of the archway were four strong lamps under circular arched matte glass shades.

	 

	My interest was immediately drawn to the door with the company name. I realized I couldn't break in here without committing a criminal act. The law has always been almost sacred to me, and I had never committed any act that broke any law whatsoever. Now, at my age, and in this situation, starting to break the law seemed anything but stylish. And, as I hastily thought, "if one is to perish, it should be in style." Thus, the thought occurred to me that it was better to die a death of cold and hunger on the street than to break into Rüdiger Strinder Co. and survive this hailstorm night.

	 

	Yet the will to survive pressed on, and it was as if a voice somewhere in my head said, "Opening the door to a storage room can't be directly criminal...." If it says "Storage" on a door, it doesn't clearly state that it's someone else's storage! One could present at least a sliver of defense if caught opening such a storage door, claiming to have thought it was one's own.

	 

	So I lifted my hand in front of the storage door. Rainwater was dripping from my hand, so I tried to wipe it off by rubbing it against the underside of my other arm. This was futile. My leather jacket was dripping with hailwater. When I lifted my hand again to place it on the handle, I heard a man's voice behind me:

	 

	"Good evening!"

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	                                       ###II

	 

	 

	The person standing behind me in the opening towards Mjölnar Street was a man of my own age. This fact alone was calming. People who have reached my considerable age (and his) are less prone to violence than younger individuals, and avoiding violence is a top priority when one is alone in unknown, desolate areas on rainy autumn nights.

	 

	He was shorter than I, but had a broad face and bright blue eyes under the brim of his black hat. Something told me that the man in front of me was a doctor. The clinical look in his eyes made me recoil, wishing to be far away. He was well-built and dressed in a sports jacket and rain pants, holding a plastic basket; he looked more like a decathlete than any other 65-year-old I had ever seen. He was neat and clean-shaven, with a spotless and proper, square face, devoid of any expression except for the intensity of his eyes. The man was an educated person, perhaps over-educated. And he looked at me as if he suspected that I wasn't quite sane.

	-----

	I remember once reading a book by Albert Camus in which he claimed there was only one true philosophical problem: suicide. That sounds reasonable. If by 'philosophical problem' we mean something one can ponder endlessly without reaching an answer, then I can understand part of how Camus thought. But I have another candidate for the philosophical problem par excellence—namely, madness.

	 

	Few subjects are as relevant to a person throughout their life as madness or insanity. Even if one hasn't already been struck by madness, sitting there completely insane, it could be that madness walks in at any moment and takes command of one's mind. There you are, in the psychiatric ward, wondering who is right, the doctor who distinctly explains that you've gone mad, or yourself, explaining that it's only natural to be worried about people emerging one by one from hiding places behind the radiators.

	 

	Why should madness be a philosophical problem to a greater extent than suicide, then? Well, because it doesn't require any action at all. No one asks you to choose between ending your life by hanging yourself in the closet because you feel worthless or unhappy, or refraining from hanging yourself for those reasons. Still, madness is merely a problem of definition. A philosophical problem is something that can be discussed endlessly without risking that it ultimately leads to an unpleasant act, such as wrapping a rope around one's neck.

	 

	Most people believe they have a stable mind that they can rely on in all circumstances. The closest the average person comes to madness is waking up from anesthesia and not quite knowing where they are, experiencing the world as grotesquely misshapen. But this passes after a while and one laughs it off, saying it was very silly.

	 

	Many people are distinctly worried about losing their sanity. Yes, there are sure psychologists – and indeed philosophers too – who believe that one is not truly human if one hasn't at some point feared for one's sanity.

	 

	It is, so to speak, a condition of self-awareness to occasionally stumble upon the notion that this self-awareness is somehow faulty, or that it leads one astray to the extent that it can no longer be called awareness, but is more like a dream.

	 

	In our Western society, there is now an additional dimension to the question of madness, lunacy, and insanity. It is that there should not be a general perception within oneself and one's surroundings that it is indeed madness that is present, but that it is a profession that will determine, according to a manual, if madness is present or not.

	 

	Throughout history, it has mainly been one's surroundings that have determined whether one is dealing with madness.

	 

	In strict terms – shall we say philosophically – the talk of “insight into illness” is something completely impossible to handle if one is insane. The concept of insight into illness can undoubtedly apply if one has gastritis or a mild blood infection, but not when it comes to psychosis or severe depression.

	 

	SOMEONE ELSE must see you as insane. Otherwise, you are not.

	 

	Like Michel Foucault, one should always see the social aspect of madness as perhaps the most important. The mad person can theoretically be pleased in their bubble of folly. Madness need not – philosophically speaking – be a problem in that it would make a life worse than a life without madness. But most often, in 99% of cases, a life in madness is worse. But not necessarily. I know of many miserable lives that haven't been touched by madness for a second.

	 

	How does one tackle the grim predicament that it is others who determine the degree of one's madness, and how does one handle the enormous problem posed by the licensed professionals when they, before locking you in for the night, declare that you have no insight into your illness?

	 

	The tall doctor explains in his baritone voice that you presently do not realize that you have a hallucination of the unusual kind that makes REALITY your hallucination, and especially the BODY, as you have explained several times in recent days that you believe your body has an illness. At the same time, the medical science has not observed any fault. “You are sitting here,” as the psychiatrist explains, and in the next moment, you are supposed to rid yourself of the notion that you are ill, by taking TRUXAL or PROPAVAN and then off to bed.

	 

	WHAT IS IT THEN ABOUT MADNESS?

	 

	Madness in humans is not an easy, simple, or obvious thing to diagnose. It is much easier to see if a dog or a horse is mad, as these animals will soon encounter significant behavioral problems and survival difficulties due to their poor mental state. This is not the case with humans. Due to the complex social relationships humans create and the general complexity of humans, determining whether someone is mad often relies on fine distinctions. Many lunatics can live for years and commit horrific deeds before one considers examining the possibility of madness. Political leaders can start wars that annihilate millions without their mental health being questioned until the eleventh hour.

	 

	So, madness in humans is not the least complicated to diagnose.

	 

	There is another circumstance that madness presents, and that is, and this is remarkable, that one practically NEVER diagnoses someone as mad in retrospect. It seems to be an unwritten rule in human interaction that if one is to declare someone mad, that person must be alive, and preferably present.

	 

	This requirement of timeliness for diagnosing madness can in turn support the view of mental illness that emerged around 1970 with the “new psychiatry” and Michel Foucault. That madness is something relative to – the current – society. This view I myself – I must emphasize – have always had great difficulty with. But it is still an important point, even if it doesn't, in my opinion, carry the weight that was emphasized in the 1970s, and not the weight in the sense that madness is necessarily a label placed on different behaviors and ways of thinking in different times. Madness can, on the contrary, be considered something that has always existed.

	 

	What I call the “timeliness requirement” is relatively unique. Few other empirical (especially in medicine) observations categorically require that the subject must be both alive and present. Archeology is almost always principally allowed in natural science, to which medicine belongs. But when it comes to madness, there seems to be a kind of code of honor. Why? Because Madness is a completely CRUCIAL matter. If someone is declared mad, the entire situation changes. The person in question is no longer accountable.

	 

	(That many believe psychiatry is not a science is, of course, a point of view.)

	 

	Declaring someone unaccountable in retrospect is also not in anyone's interest, one might say, to view the reasoning from the back end. I firmly believe that in the overwhelming majority of cases of madness, it is quite easy to determine. An experienced psychiatrist can often judge madness from a hundred meters away. Borderline cases, those that can be seen as either or, as doubtful cases, are relatively few. One only needs a rudimentary knowledge of madness to be completely aware of this.

	 

	But the cases I call "borderline cases" are often the most interesting. These are typically not the ones encountered in hospitals and institutions, but on the streets, in offices, and in daily social interactions in society at large. These are the people who do not show the whites of their eyes like mad dogs and horses, but who generally behave like anyone else. They are the ones who are eerie. They are the ones who are the most DANGEROUS. They are the ones who have the MOST POWER of all the mad people. And often the ones who have the most power of ALL PEOPLE.

	 

	That is why THEY are the most interesting, and in some general sense, politically and utilitarian-analytically, the most dangerous. They are the ones who – to adopt the utilitarian quantitative perspective – can lead the most people into ruin.

	 

	-----

	 

	However, the man with the black felt hat and the piercing gaze from his large blue eyes did not ask about my mental health, but he seemed genuinely concerned about how badly the weather had treated me, for he simply said:

	 

	"You are soaking wet!"

	 

	I nodded, but since the wind was howling and it rattled and clattered in the alley due to the wind and hail, and our movements against the rain and wind echoed in the small nook that this doorway formed, I thought it might not be visible, because of the noise, that I nodded, so I also made myself verbally known by saying, negating:

	 

	"It's no big deal."

	 

	But the square-faced, clinically clean-shaven man with the blue eyes, instead produced a small key in his left hand, with which he quickly opened the door to what I had thought was an office, but which turned out to be a regular – very beautiful – apartment, probably his. In the hallway of this residence, which was brightly and homely furnished in 1930s style with deep armchairs, a dining table, paintings on the walls by the colorful Sigrid Hjertén, and numerous mahogany bookshelves that reached up to the low ceiling (approximately 225 cm), I was kindly nudged inside. Before I had a chance to step further in, the man said:

	 

	"I have a pair of dry pants you can borrow."

	 

	So it happened. He fetched a pair of thick brown winter trousers, which I changed into after handing over my wet blue jeans, which my benefactor placed on a wall-mounted heater. I then sank into one of the beige armchairs in the spacious living room under a swaying floor lamp with a huge fabric shade with fringes, reminiscent of those lamps one sees in old photographs of homes owned by Selma Lagerlöf, Heidenstam, or Oscar II.

	 

	The person who apparently was the owner now introduced himself:

	 

	"My name is Rüdiger Strinder."

	 

	"Samuel Backet," I responded in my confusion, wondering where I had gotten that name from. That wasn't my name at all.

	 

	"Ah," said Rüdiger, "…pleased to meet you."

	 

	But he now looked almost angry.

	 

	He knew that my name wasn't Backet. Now I was in deep trouble. How on earth could I now gain Strinder's trust when I had started with a lie?

	 

	"Are you a doctor?" I asked.

	 

	"Yes, you could say that," answered Strinder, who had now taken out coffee cups of blue glass from a small wall-mounted, solitary cabinet that hung next to a bookshelf filled with scientific medical and biochemical literature, old leather-bound dictionaries, English paperbacks, and literary classics, esoterica and travel guides, and worn original editions from Gallimard and Gustavo Lopez in French and Spanish.

	 

	"Ha," I commented. Now it was crucial to try to impress the learned man, but without letting him notice that I was trying to do so.

	 

	This is an old art. Already in the early 1500s, at the Italian courts, people concentrated on teaching the art of impressing others in a nonchalant and seemingly careless manner. Primarily, I thought, while stirring in the semi-transparent coffee cup now filled with hot coffee and plenty of cane sugar, it was Baldassare Castiglione who laid out the theory of how best to pleasantly entertain and impress one's surroundings with apparent indifference. Castiglione, who was a learned socialite and diplomat employed by the Pope, wrote a book during a diplomatic stay in Spain called "The Book of the Courtier," which was published around the time Gustav Vasa took power in Sweden. So around 1520. The book then became a bestseller and was for many centuries a textbook in social conduct for the upper classes in several European countries, such as France, Italy, and Sweden. Erik XIV, the most educated of Gustav Vasa's sons, owned this book and was probably quite bored by its tediousness.

	 

	Central to the book is the concept of "Sprezzatura," practically invented by the learned Castiglione when describing the court of Urbino, where Castiglione spent several of his best years. The court was dominated by its ruler, the Count, an unfortunate man who was impotent and had a devastatingly beautiful wife, Elisabetta, with whom Castiglione had fallen hopelessly in love.

	This is the backdrop. In this situation, Castiglione developed an already existing art, Sprezzatura. Sprezzatura - the art of impressing and entertaining others in a way that conceals one's effort to impress and entertain. Everything one does socially should appear easy and spontaneous, yes, nonchalant and almost as if one were unaware of what one is doing. It should seem as if it were pure chance that one tells a funny story or gives a compliment. But AT THE SAME TIME, it must of course STILL BE NOTICED that one is indeed HIDING one's EFFORT. Otherwise, everything would be in vain.

	 

	It is thus a paradoxical art. One should HIDE one's effort, but at the same time hint that one has indeed put in work to conceal it all. So, one should display one's nonchalance and concealment as an art, without explicitly revealing oneself. This naturally requires interplay with the counterpart. The one on whom one directs one's efforts must – also – pretend that I, if I am the one entertaining, succeed in my intention to appear unbothered, at ease, unaware, and untroubled. Thus, the entire book by Castiglione is a school in lying, but a lie that serves the laudable purpose of maintaining a good atmosphere and pleasant company in times that are grim, where death and impotence threaten from all directions.

	 

	One must consider the time and circumstances under which the book was written. Italy was not a country but an area, a peninsula, with many small counties constantly at war with each other. Armies were for several centuries on the move between different castles and cities to annihilate each other, often in the hope of becoming so powerful that they could raise such a large army that they could install a Pope in Rome. Appointing a Pope was the ultimate goal because having the Pope's support could mean a temporary advantage over the other states and thus secure power a little longer in Ferrara, Urbino, Florence, or Venice.

	 

	When one now, at least for a while, held power in an area in Italy at this time, the court was the place where alliances were created, and alliances were made in an atmosphere of Sprezzatura. Here, one impressed each other in a way that let the other understand that one did not exert oneself, while at the same time clearly, beneath the surface, showing that one had spent all one's youthful energy developing the art of hiding and revealing that one concealed one's desire to please, and thus ... deceive the other.

	 

	Women's nature is one of the main subjects in the book The Book of the Courtier, Il Libro del Cortegiano. Women also occupy a very large part of the book's cast as conversationalists. One can probably see Castiglione as a feminist. Everything is relative. There are those who see the Dominican monk Tommaso Campanella – author of The City of the Sun – as a feminist, despite in this utopian state – a kind of theocratic state – the woman shall be available to ANYONE. Campanella was a giant of learning, but as a philosopher, he was diffuse, inclined to mysticism & ultimately insignificant. Campanella was, however, brave, bold, but the philosophical greatness of a human thought is not measured in relation to the opposing idiocy of the opponents.

	Many have been irritated by Castiglione's preference for/understanding of the feminine and even "felt bad" about it and also expressed their great dissatisfaction with it. That he "smells of perfume." Voila!

	 

	The book gained immense international spread after it was first printed in a mere 1000 copies. In 1533, the meddling papal Curia censored some parts. Sixty editions have been published in Italy alone of "The Courtier." It is still read today at universities around the world. It is available in my small town’s student bookstore. It has been translated into English—in several versions—and also into Swedish, though the Swedish version is hard to find.

	 

	As a stylist, Castiglione is outstanding and thus difficult to translate. His prose is intricate, the dialogues always logically thought out and presented with crystal clarity. There is debate over whether Castiglione had TOO much time to finish the manuscript. I can even recite a passage by heart:

	 

	   "Here / in the palace in Toledo / pleasant discussions were heard and innocent pleasures pursued, and on everyone's face, a healthy joy was painted, so that this home could truly be called a home of joy. Nowhere else, I think, could one realize, as once here, how great sweetness can flow from great camaraderie—for to not only mention how great the honor was to serve this lord, (the poor Count Montefeltro) of whom I just spoke, there was a celestial ease every time we came near my mistress, the countess, (Elisabetta) and it seemed as if there was a chain that held us all bound to love, in such a way, that never was the concord of will, or mutual feeling among brothers greater than that which was among us all. The same was true among the ladies./...../"

	 

	Thus, the sympathy between each participant was just as great as the sympathy for the entire arrangement. Almost a heavenly company!

	 

	Count Castiglione's book about socializing became notable everywhere and shaped the European gentleman. First, the Spanish hidalgo, then Michel de Montaigne's "gentleman," and then the English "gentleman," partly because it was as consciously unsystematic as Montaigne's essays. From an intellectual history perspective, it can be seen as part of the ongoing discussion about "superfluity" - "la superflue d'énergie est la clef de la vie humaine" (S. Weil), compare George Bataille's "The Accursed Share," etc. - and about "mores" (Latin: mores), about what it means to be a living human; about the value of life, about duty and pleasure, about the highest pleasure and happiness of life. For the art of socializing is a form of the Weilian and Bataillean art of superfluity. What do you do with all the energy that isn't used to sustain life, through work, rest, and food intake?

	 

	When I on one hand can claim that I'm not sure if the book is written seriously—if it is what it claims to be—and on the other hand argue that there isn't a hint of irony, it can indeed be seen as a contradiction on my part. Perhaps, above all, there is a kind of despair under all this clarity, for the style is clear, and under the narrative of life in Urbino and the search for the essence of the courtier. Perhaps it is a despair that life, the discussion, and the infatuation with Elisabetta Gonzaga at the court of Urbino do not continue forever. And it is a sorrow over unattainable love. Thus, it is a double sorrow. So, almost nothing became of it, and on top of that, this almost nothing must come to an END!

	 

	The Courtier (as a subject and as the Courtier himself) is merely a pretext for the book. "The Courtier" is a peculiar title. To think that the highly gifted, highly educated, and widely traveled Baldassare Castiglione would spend eight years (!) of his life writing a book of such stylistic quality as "The Courtier" with the intent that it should be a book about... etiquette, is probably a gross underestimation. He hardly needed more money. He had salaries from both the Pope and Charles V of Habsburg.

	We are more likely dealing with a realized Swedenborgian paradise description, or hellish description, a depiction of eternal earthly companionship... and thus, one seriousness is dismissed by another seriousness, a problem is dissolved by an aesthetic trick (through raw talent) to its solution, merely in the presentation of it.

	 

	Thus, any ordinary objection to Castiglione falls away, and he is automatically placed among the meta-authors, those who write about nothing, and thereby about everything, and can be interpreted in any way. He writes about nothing and about something else, repeating itself, because he probably isn't actually writing about Urbino. He writes a tale about life, loneliness, companionship, certainly also about Elisabetta..., using Urbino in the same way that Jane Austen and Kafka paint their small worlds, which have nothing to do with reality, to achieve an EFFECT.

	 

	"The Courtier" is a filigree work inserted into an order that is indeterminate. It is a static tale. It was written by a man who was indeed a soldier but also much more. And Castiglione was no power man. He seems mostly interested in reaching a good position, living well, socializing, observing, enjoying art (he was friends with Raphael), and poetry, yes, all forms of culture together with others. He was more like Hegel, who believed that life involved getting a good job and a wife. "Everything else is paragraphs," Hegel said. Castiglione was an eye... and diplomacy. He was an unperturbed observer of a time he saw changing. It was a time with many possibilities but also many threats. The small states were fragile. Life was fragile. He sought a certain security, he who was not at all a fearful or overly cautious man, but fully and completely participated in life. He was trained in horse and sword. He sought and found his own world, neither turned away nor overly turned towards in writing his forgotten novellas and "The Courtier."

	 

	THERE IS A painting—by his friend Raphael—AND IN IT, Castiglione appears as he does in "The Courtier": a serious, sad man. He is a man who is not afraid (there is not a single tense muscle in his body or face) who sees things without the slightest blinders, who stoically accepts that reality now once and for all is as it is. Castiglione is melancholic in the face of this deeply perceived fact, and in the fact that once, when he had the opportunity to learn all he learned, he had the chance to enjoy learning it, in a bittersweet way: near Elisabetta Gonzaga, the wife of the handicapped, sick, tormented, and wise Guidobaldo.

	 

	 

	Baldassare Castiglione still remembered with crystal clarity this world during his time at Charles V's court in Spain. He had analyzed it down to the smallest detail, understanding the material foundations on which it rested, and had seen the superstructure consisting of a beloved autocrat and his advisors and soldiers. Castiglione saw no possibility of a world where—through some kind of revolution—one could change the fact that there would always be different territories ruled by autocrats, surrounded by people who were to varying degrees their loyal or disloyal "courtiers," servants. And that hierarchy would still exist in a global empire, if such were to come. No brighter utopia was even hinted at. Not a trace of it. Baldassare Castiglione was not happy with this state of the world. But he was a realist. He believed in his analysis and sorrowfully expressed the necessity for each servant to every lord to encourage the lord to fight morally as best he could. The courtier is there to delight and enlighten his lord.

	 

	The sorrow, not to say sadness—for there is such a palpable sadness about "everything"—is conveyed through the book's lack of detachment. The peculiar thing about it is that it is an entirely un-distanced portrayal of distancing, of etiquette and pretense and fine manners. It is also a confession of sorrow, an implicit lament, like Ovid's "Tristia" from his exile to the Black Sea. The book "The Courtier" is a great blue-black "Alas!" over living in the world like an EXILE, expressed through a depiction of numerous conversations about "virtue" in the midst of misery. The book is also a declaration of love to several people, fellow-livers, or, to use Kierkegaard's term, "fellow-diers."

	 

	All the characters in the book suffer from the fact that, despite their excellent talents and despite their ability to enjoy what chance has given them the opportunity to enjoy, a piece of luxury in a plague-ridden kingdom, they thoroughly realize the futility of their existence and their great hopelessness. In the background and around them, there is only nothingness. Against this nothingness stands only this love for each other, a pale, flaming, heated, half-blind, half-suspicious love. The book—which is contemporary with Machiavelli's "The Prince" (which was also read by Erik XIV...)—has no political intent. It does not urge submission or revolt. It moves beyond attempts at change, in the tempered resignation of a man who long ago realized that the "perfect" is an illusion in this and all conceivable worlds. Perhaps it was precisely this insight—that the perfect is an illusion—that is the essence. The only thing perfect is an illusion, and a book is often just an illusion.

	 

	---

	 

	Well, that was what I was thinking about when Strinder and I sat with our coffee cups in his small apartment on Mjölnar Street, while the enormous storm gradually subsided outside the windows. Although the wind howled and occasionally let hailstones massage the windowpanes, the shaking and thundering of the roof panels was now more moderate, and we could soon embarrassedly point out that we had survived this clear sign of low pressure and climate crisis.

	 

	"What a storm!" I said, sipping the sugary brew, while pondering how to make a favorable impression on Strinder so that I could eventually reveal my true identity in a credible way. Meanwhile, Strinder, who continually regarded me kindly with his huge eyes, remained silent and expectant.

	 

	Since I had chosen to lie about my name, he seemed to reason, it was up to me to now provide some sort of follow-up to this, which immediately appeared inexplicable or at least mysterious.

	"My name is actually Tegelkrona. Edward Tegelkrona," I said, feeling the tension in my body vanish as if by a miracle.

	 

	### III.

	 

	Strinder sat casually reclined in the armchair, in the manner that well-trained people often do. No part of his body seemed tense, but the body, whose more detailed structure was hidden by a dark green tweed jacket, radiated strength, learning, and calm.

	 

	The face, as I already mentioned, was square. It was well-proportioned but not overly so. This clinical purity was, as I also already mentioned, exaggerated, but perhaps it was an occupational hazard. The chin was a bit too solid for my taste, so to speak. I have rarely found that a solid chin pairs with a great ability for intellectually agile and innovative analysis. But I am not a fundamentalist in any way, so I was willing to give Strinder a chance. The Sigrid Hjertén paintings on the walls, hanging in double rows despite the walls' modest height, featured almost exclusively faces—when there were faces—that were V-shaped, and it was insinuated in the paintings by Hjertén that the people in the interiors were weaklings and decadent. A signal for this, it seemed, was the weak chin line and the figures' general S-shape.

	To Strinder’s credit, there was primarily the constantly, unwaveringly curious gaze. Strinder's hairstyle was, however, also impeccable. If hair were a sensory organ, one would think Strinder had excellent vision. The gray-streaked reddish-blonde hair was parted to the side and unaffected by the fact that Strinder had been out in the rain with a felt hat. A real cover boy in his mid-sixties. If he hadn’t been a doctor, I would have guessed a stock market CEO, or perhaps better, the CEO of a pharmaceutical company or something similar.

	The moderately fine features were striking. They seemed as if this face bore traces of centuries of ancestors with similarly balanced and attractive appearances. I do not believe at all that "fine features" in the face arise from any inner personal excellence. Once, I remember reading a book, perhaps an autobiography, by the well-known Swedish psychology researcher Professor Sjöbring, whose categories describing personality types have long been outdated. In any case, Sjöbring claimed in his book that fine features in the face were evidence that within the person there were careful moral considerations of an unusually complex nature, in such a way that if a person had a remarkably well-proportioned face, it was, according to Sjöbring, a direct RESULT of this person's effort to acquire great spiritual education and conscientiously place this education in the service of practical utility.

	 

	I never believed a bit of that. I have met people throughout my life who looked like battered potatoes in the face, but who were charming people of high moral standards. In any case, fine features in the face do not exclude one from being an upright and empathetic person.

	"So it goes," I said. "When one tries to hide, one reveals oneself." (Here I was, of course, thinking—since it was in my mind at the moment—also of Castiglione and sprezzatura...)

	 

	"No problem," Strinder excused himself on my behalf.

	 

	"It's just that I introduce myself a hundred times a day in my work at the clinic. It's like a second breath to say that my name is Strinder.... You don't need to give your name at all, you know. It’s not necessary. Just relax and concentrate on getting warm in your body!" He took a sip of his coffee from the blue glass. Then I saw that on his green silk-covered side table, which seemed to be made of mahogany, there was a bottle of Bell's whisky. It had initially been hidden by a Chinese vase of some kind, but through some movement when Strinder sat properly under his floor lamp, a twin to the one lighting my armchair, it came into my view.

	I did not detect a trace of Bell's in my coffee. So I pointed at the bottles with my outstretched index finger and shaped my face—mainly my mouth and eyes—into an inquisitive expression.

	 

	"Warm up first!" Strinder said professionally, dismissing the suggestion.

	 

	How pleasant it is to meet considerate people! I thought. Truly, it is not often one encounters this kind of immediate, thoughtful care from one's fellow humans. I generally do not have much regard for doctors. But it was also kind of Strinder to point out that I did not need to reveal my identity. But now I had already made a fool of myself. Trying to sail incognito is actually the worst way to avoid attention to oneself. Here, I thought, inevitably, of an author like Kierkegaard, who throughout his life sought to appear only under various pseudonyms in public. This only served to increase interest in his person at a furious pace. So it is, as I say, that by trying to hide, one reveals oneself, exposes oneself.

	 

	Doctors, yes, I avoid them. At least in their practices. Otherwise, it can be nice to deal with them as private individuals, and many of them have knowledge far beyond medical science, with interests in art and music not at all uncommon among the doctors.

	"I’m starting to warm up," I exaggerated, patting my thigh with my free hand, the one not holding the blue glass coffee cup. It was strange to feel a foreign pair of trousers on my leg, and the whole situation of sitting in another man's trousers and talking to him was, of course, far from ideal.

	The name "Strinder" bothered me. A name is an important trifle, as some Frenchman said. I simply could not free myself from the connection between the names "Strinder" and "Strindberg," a name that is often present in every Swede’s brain cell membranes. But I could not mention my persistent thought, despite it bothering me to the point of sweating. If I mentioned Strindberg, Strinder would undoubtedly think I was either insane or very poorly endowed intellectually. Neither of these was desirable. So I said:

	 

	"Do you read... a lot of books... novels?"

	 

	The reason I hesitated there was immediately traceable to the horrible brown trousers I was wearing, which weren't mine at all. It is extremely difficult to converse with another person when you're sitting in their trousers!

	 

	“Yes, periodically. But…” Here Strinder grabbed the Bell’s bottle and extended it towards my cup, deftly maneuvering the red metal cap and then filling my cup halfway with whisky. “What were you doing on Mill Mountain in the middle of the night? I must at least ask…”

	That was indeed a legitimate question. It was sound and relevant in every way. But what was I to answer?

	Simply saying that I was in despair was no option. Then I would be asked why, leading to a dreadful situation of responding and vulnerability, where despondency—at least in my case—could take over and lead to a rhetorical collapse. So I said:

	 

	“You have no idea what kind of life I lead.”

	 

	Strinder might have had an inkling, but never mind! After all, it was a better reply. One should always ensure that one leads the conversation, that one has the initiative in every situation one finds oneself in. It is always a misstep to relinquish the initiative. Vladimir Putin knows all about that.

	 

	“I am all ears,” said Strinder, now putting away the Bell’s bottle in a corner of a bookshelf, which his left arm reached with some effort. I glimpsed beside his hand a book with Stephen King’s name on it.

	“Well, how much time do we have?” I wondered, grateful that I was now in command. I had learned something, I thought with satisfaction and wiggled my toes in the dry socks, which the doctor had also lent me. However, I thought that if the socks had not been washed in boiling water, the risk of athlete’s foot spreading from Strinder to me was high. But since I already had athlete’s foot, a bit of new mycelium wasn’t much to fuss about.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	                                              ### IV

	 

	I have never had difficulty talking, and now that I was asked to describe how original, unusual, or terrible my life was, or how I managed it, as I was prompted to explain how unprecedented my life was, I took a deep breath and settled comfortably into the soft armchair.

	 

	Strinder did the same, and I noticed that when his head leaned back against the backrest of the sofa-like armchair, whose neatly pressed antimacassars had become slightly wrinkled from placing his hands on each of them, he now relaxed, and his eyes nearly closed from fatigue. Perhaps he had been busy all day, possibly in his profession as a doctor and everything. After all, it was almost half-past twelve at night.

	 

	“Well, I grew up in a small town in northern Halland,” I began, thinking that I didn’t sound particularly serious or engaged. To my ears, it sounded as if I were lying, which I certainly was not.

	 

	I hadn’t gotten far in my story, about my mother and father, my three siblings, and my early schooling, when I discovered that Dr. Strinder was snoring. The conspicuously handsome and well-groomed doctor with the precise manner had fallen asleep, holding a half-empty glass of whisky in his right hand.

	I was astounded. It was indeed a sign of absolute trust to let a stranger into one’s apartment in a secluded part of the city and then fall asleep.

	I had intended that with my story, I would start a discussion with Strinder. I wanted to determine if the man was as educated and intelligent as he appeared.

	 

	In a state of both a kind of admiration (for him sleeping) and irritation, I rose quietly and carefully walked in stocking feet to the doctor, where I now very gently eased the whisky glass out of his hand. It went without difficulty, and I could place the glass on the sideboard, take a blanket from the nearby sofa, lay it over the doctor’s stomach, turn off the fringed floor lamp, and then begin to explore Strinder’s apartment, sneaking around in Rüdiger’s light blue socks.

	The apartment was fantastic.

	To begin with, I must describe my feeling of examining the apartment in this manner.

	 

	Walking around among others’ belongings, in secrecy and without permission, is borderline criminal. I peeked into another’s life, lifting up a secret and examining it with a brazen persistence that actually surprised me. Perhaps I did this simply because Strinder had so rudely forced his trousers on me. It was like a kind of revenge for being dressed in the trousers, instead of just being offered a blanket, for example. A blanket would have been more decent. I am not touchy, but walking around in someone else’s trousers is dreadful.

	Among the first things I inspected were a couple of the many bookshelves. My interest in books is significant, and I know you can judge a person by their bookshelf. Since most of Strinder’s books were in French, and by authors I had never heard of, I soon abandoned the bookshelves in the living room, casting a quick glance at the paintings, all of which were oil paintings, which in itself was a bit discriminatory, as there is excellent art that is not done in such colors.

	Walking around in someone’s home, without permission to conduct an inspection, always gives me an unpleasant feeling, something between shame and a funeral. Everything takes on heightened relief, and colors become more intense than usual. My movements also slow down, and the same happened now.

	I moved through the room like a sloth.

	 

	“I should wake you. I can hardly move,” I said half aloud.

	 

	However, Strinder slept. He must have been exhausted.

	The whole room was very sober and seemed spontaneously expensive. But the apartment was larger. Another door stood ajar, and another door, which probably led to the kitchen since Strinder had brought coffee cups and a sugar bowl from there, was wide open but covered by a curtain with oriental patterns, in dark red and purple.

	Suddenly, a wave of tiredness came over me, and without further thought, I returned to my armchair, sat down, stretched my legs out in front of me, leaned my head back, and fell asleep as well.

	 

	 

	### V.

	 

	 

	It was 5:43 when I woke up. The floor lamp beside me was still on, and I noticed that, just as before, it illuminated Strinder's figure, lying exactly as he had been before I fell asleep. Just as I was about to get out of the armchair to, among other things, take a look at my blue jeans hanging on the radiator under the window at the opposite end of the room, Strinder woke with a start. He raised his handsome head, with the gray-black hair still perfectly in place despite having slept in an armchair for four hours.

	 

	"Oh, I fell asleep," he said, lifting an eyebrow apologetically. He was immediately aware that he had fallen asleep in the middle of a conversation. HAD HE NOT DREAMT ANYTHING AT ALL that had taken his thoughts away from the conversation, away from my account of conditions in the Halland countryside around 1955?

	 

	"Do you want coffee?" he asked now, as I sat back down without taking a walk around the room, not wanting to worry or cause more trouble than I already had. Even though I am a kind of tramp and lack teeth in my upper jaw, etc., I still have some traces of good manners in my behavior.

	 

	"Yes, please, a cup of coffee. Then I'll be on my way in fifteen minutes," I said, wanting to emphasize that I saw him as a useful, qualified citizen, and one whose time was valuable.

	 

	At the same time, I wondered why I had suddenly become so aware of the class perspective. I mean, I hadn't given it a thought during the first hour I spent with Strinder. On the contrary, I had seen us as equals, as two reasonable and educated men capable of exchanging opinions in an interesting mutual understanding of the state of the world.

	 

	Then I realized that when Strinder woke up and so easily excused himself for having fallen asleep, I understood that Strinder, despite all his kindness and politeness, was not INTERESTED in me in the slightest. On the contrary. I was now suddenly convinced that he despised my semi-dirty figure.

	 

	That I hadn't thought of it earlier must have been due to the state of despair I was in when I sought my way up to Mill Mountain the night before. Or my usual conceit.

	 

	Now, however, I was more balanced —for some reason, not entirely clear to me.

	 

	When I saw Strinder briskly make his way to the kitchen, I realized that the man I had spent the night with was only interested in himself. He hadn't uttered an interesting word and had only let me babble on, clinically observing and silently judging me.

	 

	I stood up and considered sitting on the sofa instead —the one to the right of us, against the wall, with a large oil painting by Sigrid Hjertén in a large, ornate white 1930s wooden frame. The painting depicted a room with a group of people sitting in an alcove discussing various things. Everyone was dressed in pink and purple hues. The room was green, and the sky outside the windows was azure blue. The whole painting was very bright. Garishly bright.

	 

	"You know," I said while observing the thin woman in a green dress in the painting, who was also serving coffee, "I was thinking of writing a little book about how dangerous the internet is for modern society."

	 

	I said this loudly so that it would reach the kitchen, where Strinder was tinkering with a pot and the stove, as I heard.

	 

	"Really," said Strinder loudly from the kitchen, as he came back with a tray laden with two cups and a cookie tin with red goats on it.

	 

	"Yes," I said, returning to my armchair and sitting down, "it’s precisely the forms of public conversation I want to focus on. The fundamental flaw with online communication, as opposed to communication via press, radio, and television, is that you cannot be ironic online. 

	 

	The conversational climate there does not allow for irony. Irony does not have time to catch up in the speed of online interactions. And what I mean," I continued while Strinder fetched the coffee pot and then poured it first for me, then for himself, and then sat down on the sofa to be closer to the coffee pot and cookie tin than if he had sat in the other armchair, "is that a society without irony is in a bad way. Irony is the type of questioning that is absolute. By absolute, I mean that it is total. Irony questions not simply but broadly. It is the total question one must be able to ask in a society, which can only be done—in a civilized manner—with irony. In times when irony is lacking, indifference and extremism grow. Only irony can puncture stupidity. No other means is as effective as irony. It is with irony, knowledge, and democracy that both society and internationalism are saved."

	 

	Strinder looked politely and perhaps seemingly interested and nodded while he lifted his cup to taste his coffee.

	 

	That's when it happened.

	 

	The Sigrid Hjertén painting crashed with a bang from the wall, falling onto Strinder, hitting him violently with the heavy frame right on the head. Like being struck with an ox club, he fell forward and down to the floor between the sofa and the little glass table.

	 

	I stood up, half in fright, exclaiming, "Help! Good Lord!" but Strinder said nothing. He lay there, completely motionless, with the painting over him. The fine, pale, well-manicured doctor's hand lay limp on the edge of the table, lifeless. My host and benefactor was dead. Stone dead. A trickle of blood, which soon dried up, came from his ear and onto the oriental rug.

	 

	                                     ###VI

	 

	Two days after this event, sitting on my own sofa in my own neighborhood in Gothenburg, I picked up the Evening News, which I had bought while out shopping for milk chocolate with hazelnuts, to soothe my constantly sore throat. There was a large spread on one of the inner pages about the sudden death of Dr. R. Strinder, well-known within the Sahlgrenska Academy.

	 

	The police reported that Strinder had been discovered after being missed at work, prompting a colleague to visit his apartment on Mill Mountain. According to the forensic examiner, it was clear that Rüdiger Strinder had been sitting on his sofa, lifting a coffee cup when he was violently struck to death by a falling painting of substantial size. This was described as an extremely rare occurrence, with the examiner estimating that such incidents happen at most once in 100 billion instances of sitting on a sofa.

	 

	The only remaining, troubling detail for the police was a pair of blue jeans found on Strinder’s radiator, which, based on their size, were significantly larger than the doctor's measurements and thus must belong to someone else. Additionally, there was another cup and two saucers with cookies on the table, indicating that the doctor had had a guest, according to the Evening News.

	 

	The guest seemed to have left in a hurry, possibly in deep – totally unnecessary - anxiety over being suspected of having something to do with Dr. Strinder’s death.

	 

	In the hallway just inside the door stood the light blue water bucket that Dr. Strinder always used to collect water in when it rained or hailed. One of the doctor’s great interests, and he had many, according to the police who interviewed neighbors, colleagues, and friends, was to examine the number of viruses and other microorganisms in rainwater and hail when such conditions occurred. A bit of melted water remained in the bucket. So, it appeared that the doctor had been interrupted by a person while out in the downpour collecting samples during the dreadful autumn night. This had led him—by chance—to encounter a stranger or someone he knew and ended up hosting a coffee guest and then landing on the sofa the next morning, the Evening News article stated, penned by a writer who, based on the clumsiness and naivety of the article, must be presumed to be a very inexperienced volunteer. Anyone can judge the extent of this volunteer’s naivety, I think. The article in this tabloid concluded with:

	 

	“If it had not been raining, and if the doctor had not met his guest, he might not have drunk coffee while sitting on the sofa, not been hit by the frame of the giant painting, and thus would almost certainly be alive today. Despite investigations, the guest has not been found. Suppose this guest reads this article, or otherwise learns that there is no suspicion against them in connection with Dr. Strinder’s death. In that case, we ask them to contact the police to arrange for the retrieval of the blue jeans that have been washed and stored after examination.”
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Notes

		[←1]
	 The New Warf




	[←2]
	 The river which runs through Gothenburg, separating Hisingen from the city center.




	[←3]
	 It later changed its name to Ramberget.




	[←4]
	 In olden days otters lived in small cages under the mountainside, looking out over the surface of the Göta Älv.




