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            “This is a big, compelling family drama that’s also a mystery, and also a treatise on art and artmaking and friendship and getting older, and it will suck you in and refuse to let go”

            LitHub

            “A richly evocative work from a major new talent”

            Kirkus Reviews

            “A sweeping and complex drama of family, art and sacrifice… Readers will be captivated”

            Publishers Weekly

            “[A] warm, engaging and funny novel about the inebriation of youth and the sobriety of middle age… a thoroughly enjoyable book”

            Ayşegül Savaş, author of White on White

            “The hottest debut of the year! If Klas Östergren and Donna Tartt had a love child, who grew up in Gothenburg and became an author, well, there you have Lydia Sandgren”

            Akademibokhandeln (Sweden)

            “A masterpiece… Tender, and terribly convincing”

            Expressen (Sweden)

            “A doorstopper of narrative joy, cultivation and linguistic delight”

            Borås Tidning (Sweden)

            “A book that celebrates the very height of what fiction is”

            El País (Spain)
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         martin berg was on his back on the living room floor, hands folded over his stomach. Stacks of paper all around him. Next to his head, a half-finished novel; by his feet, twenty-five years’ worth of napkin notes in big piles. His right elbow touching an anthology of promising writers born in the sixties, the only book he’d ever been published in. Next to his left elbow, several smaller stacks, each tied with ribbon and labelled paris in red marker. And scattered between his head and his elbows, and his elbows and his feet, papers, papers and more papers: written in ink or pencil or typed on a typewriter with notes scribbled in the margins, double-spaced computer printouts, crumpled and coffee-stained, smooth and shiny, some stapled, some held together with paper clips, others loose. The beginnings of short stories, essays, novel synopses, several attempts at plays, notebooks with covers worn after a lifetime in the inside pocket of his jacket, piles of letters.

         He’d pushed the coffee table aside to make room.

         
             

         

         It was a summer afternoon in the year he was turning fifty. A quivering heat enveloped the city. The windows overlooking the street were open and he could hear laughing children, ringing bicycle bells, the distant bass line of a song he didn’t recognise, a tram clattering down Karl Johansgatan. People were sunning themselves in the park outside, motionless like beached white seals. Earlier, Martin had been seized by an urge to shout at them through the window, but all sound had seemed to stick in his throat. His skin was crawling and there was a sucking sensation in the pit of his stomach, a sinkhole, and his hands were clammy and shaking from too much coffee.

         This was a lull in his story. Dead time between two momentous events. The stuff you cut for the sake of pacing. Nothing to do but wait. For the children to come home. For the funeral. For news. It 8was enough to make a person want to reach for a red marker and draw thick lines across the entire page. Cross it all out. Raymond Carver’s editor took the axe to large parts of What We Talk About When We Talk About Love, deleted entire endings – the happy ones – and that turned out great.

         Maybe he should have tried to uphold normalcy. Seen people, eaten, done a few hours of work. After all, he was still a publisher, and Publisher Berg always had things that needed doing. But instead he’d opted for organising his papers. He’d spent a long time in the attic storage space, which was crammed full of children’s winter coats, a bicycle in need of a new chain, Elis’s old skateboard, Rakel’s ball gown from graduation prosaically wrapped in plastic, sleeping bags, a tent, posters he had to unroll to have a look at, Cecilia’s tattered running shoes. How many pairs of shoes had she worn out, and why hadn’t she just binned them? Martin had kept at it, sweat trickling down his back and thighs because the attic was sweltering. In the end, he’d pulled out a box marked Martin, Writing in what was unmistakeably his own hand.

         Martin wasn’t sure how much time he’d spent trying to trace a path from his current position back to some kind of origin. There must have been a crossroads at some point, but for far too long he seemed to have been simply plodding along without a thought to checking his compass. And when had all this time passed? Because it clearly had. His children had grown up. For the first time in decades, he was no one’s guardian. Elis, little Elis, who was travelling around Europe – chaperoned by his older sister, thankfully – was unlikely to move out any time soon. But he’d turned his eyes towards the horizon and sooner or later Martin would have to watch his son pack his waistcoats into boxes and relocate to a commune on Hisingen, where he would listen to Jacques Brel with half-closed eyes, no longer hiding the fact that he was smoking. And then the flat would be completely empty. End scene.

         Rationally speaking, Martin thought as he lay on the rug, because he sensed rationality was all he had left at this point, rationally speaking, 9he understood this was part of the process. That children grow up is one of the inevitabilities of life. Thirty years ago, he’d done the same thing himself, but with a more dubious haircut. It was how it went. He just hadn’t been prepared for it happening so soon. He hadn’t pictured the emptiness, hadn’t realised loneliness would spread through the rooms and take over the entire flat while his hair turned grey, his legs got thinner, his hearing failed and the years vanished without leaving anything in exchange.

         And one day it would all be over. Leaving behind nothing but stacks of paper.

         Martin closed his eyes and pictured Gustav Becker, even though it was important not to think too much about Gustav. Especially not Gustav laughing, his thin fingers closing around a cigarette, his eyes holding Martin’s until Martin looked away.

         Martin looked to his right (papers), to his left (papers), and then turned his attention back to the ceiling again. So white and untouched, so unwritten! 10
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         1

         his alarm jerked him awake. It was March and still pitch-black outside. Martin heaved himself up, turning his bedside lamp on and the alarm off. A text from his son, sent at 3.51 a.m., lit up the screen of his phone. Coming home. NB I decline to be celebrated.

         Martin sighed. Elis had marked the eve of his birthday at the House of Jazz – which apparently was no longer a place for middle-aged couples looking to take a turn on the dance floor – and somewhere between the bar and home he’d evidently felt it necessary to remind his dad not to sing to him in the morning.

         On his way to the bathroom, he knocked on his son’s door and was rewarded with a muffled grunt.

         “Happy birthday,” Martin said.

         He turned on the coffee machine. He fetched the newspapers from the hallway floor. He made toast and boiled an egg. Just as he was about to start on the arts section, his youngest appeared, walking straight over to the sink, filling a glass with water from the tap and downing it.

         Elis had grown at least a foot in the past few years and it was becoming increasingly obvious he had his mother’s lanky, blonde physiognomy. Martin’s primary contribution to Elis’s genome was brown eyes and, according to Gustav, a tendency to sulk while pretending not to.

         “Fun night?”

         Elis nodded and downed another glass of water.

         “Do you want your presents now or later?”

         His son pondered that for a few moments, then his ribcage convulsed as he held back violent gagging. “Later,” he groaned and dashed off towards the bathroom. 14

         Martin finished his coffee and went to get dressed. He studiously avoided the mirror on the wardrobe door. He was well aware how he looked. The hair on his chest was turning grey. His calves were scrawny, his knees knobbly. The fact that he worked out three times a week at Gothenburg’s most expensive gym seemed to make no difference. It was a futile attempt to keep the inevitable at bay. His body had betrayed him, pretending to carry on as usual when in reality it had given itself over to ageing. Little by little, while he wasn’t looking. In the olden days, he could start drinking at lunchtime, smoke incessantly, and then wake up the next morning to realise it was the day of the Gothenburg Race, which he’d only signed up to run for a laugh in the first place, find his running shoes and cross the finish line in under two hours. It had lulled him into thinking that was how the human body works. And then it had been taken away from him, bit by bit, without him noticing.

         Black trousers, black jacket. Martin Berg dressed like a person receiving absolution for his sins.

         
            *

         

         As usual, he was the first to arrive at the offices of the publishing company. He liked the way the lights flickered to life, the way the day woke up and unfolded before him.

         Stuck smack in the middle of his computer screen was a Post-it note. VENUE 25th ANNIVERSARY – IS FRILAGRET OK??? Written, judging by the neat, rounded letters, by Patricia, their intern. A memory of an email he hadn’t replied to stirred at the back of his mind. He moved the note to the edge of the screen, already home to an array of other notes reminding him about things he wouldn’t get to until they were urgent and completely unavoidable. It didn’t seem to matter how hard he worked: the number of things that had to get done now remained constant. Their twenty-fifth anniversary party was still three months away.

         Martin leaned his forehead against his fingertips and listened to the humming of the hard drive booting up. Elis had a French test today. 15He’d probably done his studying while queueing to get into the House of Jazz.

         His son’s grades were concerning in that they were neither outstanding nor awful. If they’d been awful, that would have at least been a fact neither one of them could deny. But Elis’s grades hovered around the meridian of mediocrity, because at some point Elis always got tired of whatever he was supposed to be doing. He put his pen down and proceeded to gaze out of the window instead of going over his answers one last time. Whenever he was asked to try a bit harder, he sighed and adopted a put-upon air – as though you were asking him to pull down the moon or tame a polar bear – and said: Yes, fine, I will. And Martin could hear his own voice climbing in pitch as he talked about the job market and getting a university degree, and god only knew what would happen to Komvux now that Björklund had been given free reign with his senseless ideas, and how important it was that Elis realised that this was important. The kind of thing he’d never had to badger Rakel about. Rakel had always had top grades across the board.

         The front door slammed shut and brisk footsteps approached.

         “Good morning!” Per hollered. He always sounded like he meant it. Martin must have failed to show enough enthusiasm, because a few minutes later his partner entered his office with two cups of coffee. Per Andrén was dressed in a maroon jacket, a pale-pink shirt, and a polka-dot tie, and he was an incorrigible morning person.

         “Why so glum, friend? Look what arrived yesterday,” he said, handing over a book. “Doesn’t it look terrific?”

         On a whim, they’d decided to publish a new edition of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s diaries. The latest edition was far from sold out, but another publishing company had a big Swedish-language Wittgenstein biography coming out before the end of the year, which they hoped might generate a burst of interest in the Austrian philosopher. They’d hired a historian from Södertörn University to write a new introduction.

         “Lovely,” Martin said. The hardback was heavy and handsome, with silk ribbon bookmarks and generous margins. He opened it and 16stroked the wood-free, slightly yellow paper, but avoided reading any part of the text, just as he had avoided giving it a final once-over before it was sent to print.

         Per was beaming. “Amir did a great job with the old text block. You should tell him that.”

         “I suspect you already have.”

         “He wants to hear it from you.”

         Martin let out a surprised chuckle. “You think?”

         “The young people prefer to hear it from you. Anyway, get that coffee down you so you’re awake when the rest of the gang arrives.”

         Once upon a time, Martin would have been concerned to learn that thirty years down the line he’d be spending more time with Per Andrén than with any other adult. They’d got to know each other in the bloom of their youth, when they made up the weaker half of a rock band. Martin had been convinced he was a skilled guitarist, and that conviction had for a long time obscured the fact that he did not have much in the way of musical talent. Per had had no such conviction to lean on. Bent so low over his bass only his hopelessly non-punk hairdo showed, he’d sweated, fumbled and floundered, sometimes looking up with an expression of deep bewilderment on his full-moon face. The skin on the fingers of his right hand had refused to develop any callouses and he’d been forever plagued by blisters. But he’d read every issue of culture magazine Kris several times from cover to cover, knew everything about new Swedish literature and came from three generations of entrepreneurs. The publishing company had been his idea. Left to his own devices, the thought would probably never have occurred to Martin.

         Per and his wife frequently invited Martin over for dinner, in the past few years even more frequently than before. They passed off these dinners as informal, spontaneous get-togethers (“Want to come over for a bite on Saturday?”), but it was always a three-course affair with several guests, flickering candles, vaguely intellectual conversation, 25-year-old port from some tiny farm outside Porto to which the Andréns had dragged their surprisingly obliging children the summer 17before. Martin had long since caught on to the fact that they always made sure to invite a woman who was single and of a socially acceptable age. Martin preferred the term unmarried; he’d always felt single had a pathetic ring to it. It was a word that tried to cover desperation with forced cheerfulness. It was a status communicated between the lines: “My ex-husband and I used to…”, “It was back when I lived on Brännö with my ex-husband.”

         He always called Cecilia Cecilia. What other choice did he have?

         And Per always shot him a resigned look across the table.

         
             

         

         The rest of the company’s employees arrived. First on the scene was Patricia, the intern, who started every day by wiping the dust off her computer screen and whose desk was so tidy it made you wonder if she ever did any work. But she had a knack for layout and proofing, never missed an inadvertent line break or incorrect punctuation mark, and whenever she ran into a problem, she tackled it with an Excel sheet. Martin had found her hard to figure out until she confessed that Wuthering Heights was one of the formative reading experiences of her life. Patricia, he mused, was definitely not a Cathy, and she would surely never go for a Heathcliff in real life. But something in her neat and tidy soul yearned for disaster, madness and the longing that suffused Brontë’s novel.

         Sanna came sweeping in next. She’d been their editor since back when they ran the company out of an old factory building, had landlines and smoked indoors. Now, she shouted hello to everyone and no one in particular, tossed her yoga mat into a corner, kicked off her boots to don slippers and went to the kitchen to pour herself a bowl of cereal that she ate standing up in three minutes flat.

         Martin came in for more coffee just as Sanna shoved the dishwasher closed with her foot.

         “I read Karin’s manuscript,” she said. “It’s very long.”

         “I’ve talked to her about making some cuts.”

         “What does ‘some’ mean? I was thinking, like, twenty-five per cent. Would that offend her, do you think?” 18

         Martin pondered that. “It might. Why don’t we have a look at it together later?”

         Sanna sighed and poured coffee into the biggest mug she could find.

         Back in his room, Martin spent some time searching for their first edition of Wittgenstein’s diaries. These days, Berg & Andrén published about twenty titles a year, and he was running out of room on his shelves. Balancing on one of the Lamino chairs, he found what he was looking for on the top shelf, dusty and slightly faded. Other than that, the book was in remarkably good shape, considering that it had been printed on a shoestring budget in 1988. The back was glued and the paper cheap, but, even so, it possessed a kind of austere elegance. The cover was a deep shade of chestnut, with the title and author’s name in black. The blurb on the back ended with a line about the translation having been done by Cecilia Berg (b. 1963), PhD Candidate in Intellectual History at Gothenburg University. The new edition just said: Translation: Cecilia Berg.

         “Amir!” Martin hollered when he spotted the young man passing his door on his way to the kitchen. Amir stopped dead. His shirt was buttoned all the way up, but his hair was dishevelled. If Martin knew their production manager, he’d commuted to work in a sleepy daze from which he had yet to fully emerge.

         “Great work on the Wittgenstein book,” he said.

         The other man visibly relaxed and a smile spread across his face. “Really?” He was a few years older than Rakel, closer to thirty than twenty-five. He’d joined the company as an intern, kicking off his career with genuine horror at their website (“When did you last update this? You’re joking?”). Then he’d sorted it out the way he sorted out everything: sequestered behind headphones that didn’t leak a note of whatever it was he was listening to, his eyes glued to the screen, a constant tapping from the keyboard. By the time Amir’s internship was coming to an end, Per had been convinced the company would fall apart without him, so he hired him and bought him a ridiculously expensive computer. 19

         Martin nodded. Amir said thank you and continued towards the kitchen.

         The day passed as most days did: a string of emails and phone calls, cups of coffee, meetings and decisions. After lunch, Martin met with an author to discuss her still virtually unwritten novel. Her debut had received widespread praise and several awards, and now the anxious creature was paralysed by expectations. Martin considered telling her it wasn’t all that important – her first book had sold well, but they still had several boxes of the paperback edition left downstairs – but that could easily have the opposite effect. In Martin’s experience, the carrot and stick method worked as well on writers as it did on children, but you had to say the right thing at the right time. Lisa Ekman was sitting on the edge of the sofa with her jacket still on, fiddling nervously with a box of snus while she outlined her new project.

         “So, it’s about a girl going off to university,” she said, her eyes on Gustav’s big Paris painting. “She kind of moved there on a whim, and she meets a guy and a girl. It turns into this super dramatic love triangle, but I’m not sure about the ending. Well, I have a few ideas. I was thinking I’ll write it this summer.”

         “Sounds great,” Martin said, using his kind voice. “Why don’t you send it to me when you’re a bit further along and we’ll talk more then.”

         Then he paced around Per’s office, discussing a book about the Swedish art scene in the 1980s. They’d planned on using Nils Dardel’s The Dying Dandy for the cover, but apparently Natur & Kultur were publishing a Dardel biography and had their eye on the same painting. Per suggested one of Gustav’s paintings, since Gustav had had his breakthrough during the eighties art bubble. Which was a good idea, on the face of it. But they ran the risk of Gustav having a problem with being “commodified”, though he would obviously never just come right out and say it. He would say yes because it was Martin asking. Then he’d be grumpy and difficult and stop talking. Martin would want to grab him by the shoulders and shake him and say come off it, it’s just a bloody book, if you don’t want your sodding painting on the cover, just say so. 20

         “And he might be offended if we don’t ask him, as well.” Martin heaved a sigh. “To be continued. I have to swing by the butcher. It’s Elis’s birthday and he’s requested lamb chops.”

         “I thought he was a vegetarian now?” Per said. “I guess he has a special opt-out clause for lamb.”

         It was still light out. Martin couldn’t remember the last time he’d left work before sunset.

         As he gathered up his things, his eyes fell on a pile of books he’d brought back from the London Book Fair. He was going to have a look at the English and French titles himself, but there was a German novel in there he’d have to outsource. He immediately thought of his daughter. She could certainly take on a reader’s report.

         Martin found the book at the bottom of the pile. It was called Ein Jahr der Liebe, which was decipherable even to someone with his shaky German. A Year of Love. Not a great title. But he’d known its German publisher Ulrike Ackermann for years and she’d sounded unusually adamant when she handed him the book. “It’s a beautiful novel,” she’d said. “I really think it would be a good fit for you.” That remained to be seen. It was just shy of two hundred pages. Rakel should be able to get a report done in a few weeks.

         Even though he didn’t understand a word, Martin read a few lines, and, in his mind, he heard Cecilia’s voice.

         2

         A din of voices rose towards the domed ceiling of the market hall. Coats were unbuttoned, scarfs unwrapped and gloves held in one hand as customers leaned across counters to talk to clerks. Martin was waiting for his lamb chops to be cut and wrapped when he caught a glimpse of a woman out of the corner of his eye. She was the right height, and her hair was cut in a curly bob, and for a second he felt like he was falling through the floor. Is that—

         No, Martin told himself. It never was. He shook his legs one at 21a time to regain control over them. As soon as the woman turned around, any similarity would be gone. Look, now she’s moving…

         And her face was a stranger’s, as he’d known it would be. She had sharp eyes and determined creases between her nose and her mouth. She was holding a pair of powder-blue suede gloves and carrying a handbag in the crook of her arm, and was probably about to go home to her family in Askim or Billdal where she would sit down with a glass of wine, feel annoyed at her husband clattering in the kitchen – he was always so loud, no matter how she tried to explain that it hurt her ears, that it was painful – and ask her children about school without listening to their answers.

         She met his eyes and he looked away, as though he’d just been looking around and happened to linger on her for no reason. He quickly paid for his lamb chops and hurried outside.

         The sun was low in the sky. Martin stood in a ray of golden light with his eyes closed until his pulse slowed. He was going to walk home. That usually helped.

         The ice was still thick on the canals and cold winds blustered up and down the city streets. Ploughs had piled dirty snow on street corners and in the parks. The ink-stroke branches of bare trees reached up towards a pale-blue sky. Martin passed Hagabadet, where he regularly submitted to strict regimens on various exercise machines. Every time he stepped through the front door, he remembered what the nineteenth-century building had been like before it was converted into a spa and gym, touched the memory the way you’d touch a talisman. Back then, it had housed an obscure record label you could only reach through an intricate back-door route, to which Gustav had dragged him once to borrow money from some mate of his. Since they were there anyway, they’d been allowed to hang out for a bit, nodding along appreciatively to spiky electronic music and sipping vermouth out of plastic cups. The pools down in the spa section had been empty then, and sometimes improvised theatre performances had echoed between the tiled walls.

         These days, the courtyards of the Haga neighbourhood were fenced off and tidy, the local children wore striped jumpers, and the cobbled 22streets were filled with people out for a Sunday stroll and tourists eating oversized cinnamon buns. Sprängkullen was a university building now, not an underground nightclub. His only friends who still lived here had stopped smoking weed and become architects. And the only people who frequented Hagabadet were Martin Berg and others who could afford to pay 1,700 kronor a month to run on a treadmill. At first, he’d felt naked and ridiculous in his gym tights and T-shirts made of synthetic materials that claimed to breathe and wick away moisture (where to?). His gym shoes had been immaculate and looked brand new since he’d never worn them outside. He tried not to think about what his 25-year-old self would have thought. After a while, he’d begun to see the beauty of going to the gym. It wasn’t unlike work: the same principles applied. You put in a certain amount of effort, x. That generated a certain result, y. Sometimes, y was just maintaining the status quo – no weight gain, no fall in revenue. It could take quite a bit of work to keep y constant. In fact, keeping y constant was no small feat. In order to increase y, you had to increase x. Annoyingly, the relationship between the two was not linear; in the world outside Hagabadet, you could increase x indefinitely without any effect on y at all. At the gym, the relationship was closer to linear. You sweated on a cross-trainer for thirty minutes and it had a direct impact on your physique. It was a straightforward fact to cling to in a world where such things were becoming increasingly rare.

         And afterwards, there was a pleasant kind of exhaustion. He’d read until Elis came home around ten, slamming the door and barely saying hello. Tired enough not to enter into any kind of discussion, only fleetingly note that his son was heating up lasagne in the microwave and bringing it to his room. Tired enough to fall asleep after turning the lights out. Tired enough to sink into a narcotic darkness until his alarm went off again and pulled him back up to the surface.

         
             

         

         The cold air cleared Martin’s head. He’d always enjoyed walking. He’d walked and walked through Paris until he could get around without a map, and over the years he must have walked tens of thousands of 23miles through Gothenburg. And yet, despite all that walking, there was one street he never found himself on.

         Kastellgatan was actually located at the heart of Martin’s walking pattern. He passed Järntorget Square every day. He often walked up Linnégatan or down Övre Husar. Sometimes, he had to get from one of those streets to the other, via Risåsgatan or Majorsgatan, for instance, but no matter what route he chose, he never ended up on Kastellgatan. It had been that way for over a decade, with one glaring exception, that time he accidentally found himself in Cecilia’s old flat.

         That was many years ago now, during a period when he’d spent a lot of time with a fairly pleasant graphic designer. She kept dragging him to open houses, possibly to demonstrate her independence. “I’ve been thinking about buying a flat,” she’d say, and Martin could never figure out whether she was trying to communicate something else. Either way, there was always something wrong with the flats they went to see. One was on the ground floor, one had a dark-green kitchen. Too expensive, too small, too new. While she talked to estate agents about pipes and balconies, Martin strolled around other people’s homes, staged to make them look like someone-lives-here-but-not-quite, amusing himself by trying to identify the algorithms of the open house. There were always pots of fresh herbs with the price tag still on in the kitchens. Certain kinds of cushions had always been placed just so on the sofas. A tealight always burned on the bathroom sink.

         His presence was, in all honesty, pointless, and consequently he very nearly didn’t accompany her to that particular open house. But then he did because if he ever did say no, it would likely be the first no of many.

         “There you are,” said the graphic designer – whose name was Mimmi – when they met up on Skanstorget. She gave him a stressed peck on the cheek and set off up the street. “I just have to double-check the address,” she said. As she rummaged through her handbag, a kind of quiet certainty took root in Martin. It’s going to be number 11.

         “Eleven!” Mimmi said and pulled on him to make him move. “What’s the matter with you? It’s not one of the buildings sinking into the mud, is it?” 24

         They climbed the stairs, which spiralled upwards like the inside of a seashell. There were three doors on each of the six floors. It was a one in eighteen chance. His pulse quickened and he heard Mimmi’s voice as if from a great distance: “I think it’s the top floor.”

         They reached the final landing, and there it was, Cecilia’s door. It was held open by an estate agent’s sign and a bucket of blue shoe covers.

         A young man in a polyester suit appeared and extended his hand, and while Mimmi took care of the social niceties, Martin entered the flat.

         Spotlights gleamed overhead and the worn linoleum flooring had been replaced with tiles. Martin popped his head into the bathroom, but of course there wasn’t a trace of the cracked sink or the portrait of Haile Selassie and his inevitable lions. Nothing but white tile. A bowl of limes was sitting on the kitchen counter. The parquet floor in the main room was polished and the walls freshly painted. The bed was covered with a mountain of cushions and a white sofa swelled along the entire wall where Cecilia’s bookcase had once stood.

         But the view – it was like a time warp. Tin roofs and chimneys, Skansen Kronan, the river, the cranes.

         He stood by the window while Mimmi inspected baseboards and mullions with a critical eye. She broke up with him a few weeks later, because it was “really weird” that he still insisted on wearing his wedding ring. “My therapist says I have to work on my boundaries.”

         And he’d thought to himself: This whole thing, it’s just a waste of time anyway.

         3

         When he got home, Martin found his daughter in the kitchen. With her elbows on the table and her chin in her hand, Rakel was bent over a book, so absorbed she didn’t notice him. Cecilia had been exactly like that, too. It was like they flipped a switch. Heard nothing, saw nothing. There was no knowing what was going on inside. When Rakel was little, he’d had to say her name again and again, and when his voice 25got loud enough to prompt a reaction, she had glared at him and slunk away to do whatever she’d been asked to do – pick up her toys, make her bed.

         Now, she gave a start and offered to help with dinner.

         “That’s okay,” he said. “What are you reading? Freud? Beyond the Pleasure Principle? My goodness. For university, I’m hoping?”

         She pushed the book away but left it open. “Is that a sceptical tone I detect?”

         “Not at all,” he said and dumped potatoes into the sink. But he had to admit it: he’d been surprised, not to say leery, when Rakel had insisted on studying psychology a year or two ago. The programme itself wasn’t the problem – he’d been told it was as difficult to get into as law or medical school – it was the fact that she wouldn’t be using her obvious talent for texts and languages. All that time she’d spent learning German, and what was she doing with it? Reading some old head shrinker’s theories about the sexual urges of humankind?

         Martin had thought her year in Berlin would nudge her in a more literary and publishing-related direction. He could probably have got her an internship with Ulrike at Schmidt Verlag if she absolutely had to go off to Germany. But even though she almost never turned down the occasional reader’s report, that was the full extent of Rakel’s interest in Berg & Andrén. Imagine if he had had her opportunities at the age of twenty-four! If Abbe had been a publisher instead of a former sailor and if he, Martin, had been able to step right into a world of literature and education…

         “Why are you looking so unhappy?”

         “There are a lot of green potatoes in here… Hey, actually, I have something for you.” He wiped his hands and went to fetch the German novel. “I’m wondering whether this is something we’d want to translate. Why don’t you have a read and let me know what you think?”

         “I don’t know if I have the time,” she said, her eyes on the blurb.

         “There’s no rush.” That wasn’t entirely true. Knowing Ulrike Ackermann, she would start badgering him about it relatively soon: she needed to know if they were interested or not. 26

         “I have a lot on at uni right now. I’m supposed to write an essay about that.” She nodded at Freud.

         Martin watched her hands as she flipped through the pages, thin hands with long fingers, just like Cecilia’s. Other than the hands, though, she looked more like him.

         “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” he scoffed. “What is there really beyond the pleasure principle?”

         “Humankind’s relentless journey towards death and dissolution, it would seem.”

         “Cheery. Hey, would you mind checking if we have any cream?”

         
            *

         

         After dinner, the little group scattered quickly. Elis slipped out to celebrate his eighteenth birthday again and Martin bit back his objections as he had the unpleasant realisation that the words he’d been about to say – “Should you really be going out again?” – were a direct quote from a prissy old pop song. His mother, Birgitta, who had long since been transformed into Nana, refused to let him call her a taxi since she could just as easily take bus number three all the way home. Rakel was meeting friends at the Haga Cinema.

         “A film?” he said. “This late?”

         “It’s a bar, too, Dad,” she sighed.

         Their voices echoed in the stairwell until the door slammed shut behind them. Then absolute silence descended. And even after Martin put all the leftovers into various plastic containers, even after he loaded the dishwasher and did the rest of the washing-up by hand, even after he poured himself a glass of wine and played Billie Holiday on vinyl, the hands on the clock seemed barely to have moved at all.

         He could watch a film. He could read something. He could, and now he felt the stirrings of something akin to enthusiasm, get back to his William Wallace project.

         Standing in the bay window overlooking the cobbled slope and rickety wooden houses of Allmänna Vägen, he formulated his arguments 27for commissioning new translations of William Wallace. But Per would sigh and take off his glasses, round tortoiseshell frames he’d bought right before everyone else started wearing round tortoiseshell frames. Even Elis had a pair now, notwithstanding that his minute visual impairment hadn’t bothered him in the slightest during his spectacle-averse secondary-school years. Per, on the other hand, had a relatively strong prescription, and his glasses always came off whenever he offered criticism or a dissenting opinion. “I’m not sure that’s such a wise move, financially speaking,” he would say.

         “But the old translations are very inaccurate…”

         “But would anyone read them even if they were good?”

         And then they’d go round and round like they always did: Martin arguing that Wallace was a forgotten genius, Per replying that he was just forgotten, period. Martin offering examples of successful new editions of forgotten works, Per countering with less successful cases. Martin advocating thinking beyond the bottom line, Per pointing out that you have to kill your darlings. Possibly, he’d say, possibly, they could consider it if Wallace somehow became topical. If there was a biopic or some such. But at the moment, he was just an interwar writer overshadowed by Hemingway, Fitzgerald and Joyce.

         These days, almost all publishing decisions were Martin’s to make, but when it came to Wallace, Per was uncharacteristically unyielding.

         Martin sighed, and, unable to decide what to do with the time that remained before he was tired enough to go to sleep, he wandered around the flat. When he and Cecilia moved in at the end of the eighties, the building on Djurgårdsgatan had housed at least two communes, their neighbours had grown marijuana in the yard, and the entrance had constantly been covered in graffiti. Since then, their neighbours on the floor below, a family whose fights and parties they’d heard through the floor, had moved away to fight and party somewhere else. When the building became a co-op, the students and the dubious characters in the studio flats vanished, replaced by better-groomed youths who helped out on yard-cleaning days. The alcoholic on the first floor was gone, a direct result of the more tight-laced parents in the co-op (not Martin) 28making common cause to demand intervention against his mangy but largely harmless German Shepherd because they claimed it “frightened the children”. After the turn of the millennium, the number of punk rockers having hungover barbecues in the shared courtyard had hit zero and the garden had become a picture of rural idyll. Around Christmas, there were advent stars in every window. No one had a satellite dish.

         Martin wandered from the window to the living room and from the living room to the hallway. The door to Elis’s room stood ajar. He pushed it open and paused on the threshold. He could barely remember what it had looked like when it was his study.

         Judging from the decor, the room was undergoing a metamorphosis, stuck between one stage of the life cycle (larva) and another (butterfly). The walls were painted the friendly light-green colour he and Elis had picked out almost ten years earlier, and scarred after ten years of ever-changing posters and a confused period in secondary school when Elis was interested in graffiti, a highly unsuitable hobby for someone as anxious as he was. The pop stars of previous years had been forced to make way for a reproduction of Magritte’s pipe and two film posters. One was Truffaut’s Jules et Jim, showing Jules and Jim running across a bridge, jackets flapping, hard on the heels of Jeanne Moreau, whose Cathérine had a pencilled-on moustache and her hair tucked into a man’s cap. The other, Lost in Translation by Sofia Coppola, featured a disillusioned Bill Murray sitting on the edge of a bed. Everybody wants to be found it said above the title.

         Martin sat down on Elis’s bed, facing Bill Murray.

         Elis had always kept his room in exemplary order. When he was a little boy, his comic books had been immaculately stacked and his Transformers tidily lined up. His bed had been made with military precision. These days, that meticulousness showed in his apparel: rows of neat shirts and 1950s trousers with pleats hung on a clothes rack next to a blazer he’d bought off eBay after a week of obsessive indecision and almost never wore.

         The desk had been purchased for a shorter, slimmer person. A stapler, a hole punch, a tape dispenser and a pencil holder were standing 29at attention along one edge. A white, slightly worn-looking MacBook was placed at a right angle to a small stack of books. Martin tilted his head so he could read the authors’ names: Arthur Rimbaud and Charles Baudelaire. Imagine that! When Elis was younger, he’d only ever read when he had to, except for Harry Potter, which he liked but seemed to consider an isolated occurrence rather than a sign that there might be other books out there he could enjoy. Consequently, Martin had been surprised the first time – maybe six months ago – he saw his son frowning over Journey to the End of the Night, his blackcurrant jam toast tilted at a precarious angle.

         “Is it for school?” Martin had asked over the edge of his newspaper.

         “Hmm?” had been Elis’s reply.

         “Céline,” Martin had said with a nod to the book. Elis had read something like twenty pages out of four hundred and fifty. “Is it for school?”

         “No, I borrowed it from Michel.”

         Martin poured himself more coffee. Was he supposed to know who Michel was? Was he remiss for not knowing? Was it a boy or girl, even – Michelle? And which gender would be less troubling?

         “Who’s Michel?” he asked.

         “A friend. He studies comparative literature,” Elis offered in a fit of communicativeness.

         “At university, you mean.” It wasn’t entirely easy to imagine the teenage Elis in conversation with a literature student, but his son nodded.

         “I thought you didn’t like Céline,” Martin said, opening the paper back up.

         “No, this is great.”

         “But unless I’m misremembering, you thought Journey to the End of the Night was ‘a bit slow’ for you.”

         Elis looked up with equal parts irritation and genuine confusion. “What are you talking about?”

         Martin was just about to inform his son that he’d given him Journey to the End of the Night for his sixteenth birthday, well meaning and 30invested in his intellectual development as he was. Elis had read a few pages before announcing his verdict. Perhaps, he’d said, he needed to be a bit older before tackling that kind of book. “Like… thirty or something like that.” And if Elis went to his room and took a good look at that godforsaken floating shelf just below the ceiling, he would find the book there. The first Swedish edition from 1971 (Gebers), with an inscription on the flyleaf.

         “Never mind,” he said instead.

         Elis raised his eyebrows and returned to his book.

         This new, Céline-reading Elis seemed to have replaced the old Céline-rejecting Elis more or less overnight. Suddenly, his son was walking around in a ratty old cardigan from a charity shop and letting his hair grow into its natural halo of curls, then one day the tremulous voice of Belgian singer-songwriter Jacques Brel could be heard through his closed bedroom door. New playlists began to appear on his Spotify account. It was Serge Gainsbourg, Françoise Hardy, France Gall, Juliette Gréco: anything with a wavering gramophone sound, the fragile echo of long-gone Parisian autumns and boulevards lined with yellow plane trees.

         Even so, Elis showed no sign of wanting to partake of his father’s reservoir of knowledge about dead, male, European authors. Elis acted like he was the first to ever read The Stranger, as though The Stranger were a cool new rock band older generations in general, and Martin, in particular, shouldn’t pretend to know anything about. (Martin felt like asking: “Where do you think the song title ‘Killing an Arab’ comes from?” But it was unclear whether Elis had ever even heard of The Cure.)

         The irony was that this Michel, who Elis spoke of as some kind of mythological figure, had led Elis down the same track Martin would have liked to guide him down himself. Elis had shied away and tried to escape, but his flight had led him full circle back to what he’d been running from. He’d accepted the brick that was Journey to the End of the Night from Michel only because it was from him.

         And Martin watched his son struggle through Céline, put on braces and a waistcoat, do his French homework with his bottom lip slack 31with concentration – and take up smoking, at which point the whole thing became less endearing.

         “They’re not mine,” Elis said when he was confronted with a packet of Marlboro Lights Martin had found in a jacket pocket. “They’re Oskar’s. He can’t keep them at home because his mum’s like the Gestapo and goes through his stuff. Like certain other parents, apparently.”

         “We’ve talked about this.”

         “But they’re not mine! Ask Oskar. Here. Call him. Check for yourself. But don’t tell his mum, or she won’t pay for him to get his driving licence.”

         Martin looked at Elis, at the phone he was holding out, then back at Elis.

         “That’s Oskar’s business,” he said at length. “So long as you’re clear on our rules.”

         “I’m not allowed to drink, smoke, do drugs, get a tattoo or ride a motorcycle until I’m eighteen,” Elis said. He’d closed his eyes in a very convincing impression of the long-suffering son while he listed Martin’s commands off on the fingers of one hand.

         “Yes. Once you turn eighteen, you’re an adult and, unfortunately, I won’t be able to make decisions for you any longer. I can only hope your risk assessment has matured a little by then.”

         “You’re such a weirdo.”

         He’d thought to himself: There have to be rules. No one is going to say I let them run wild. That I didn’t look after them.

         If the kids had a smoke from time to time, if they did the whole beret-melancholy-cigarette thing, maybe that wasn’t so bad in and of itself. (Come on, Gustav groaned.) Martin had taken up smoking as a teenager himself, and his parents hadn’t even tried to stop him. (“For god’s sake,” Gustav said. “It was the seventies. The heyday of the ever-glowing cigarette.”) Then he’d carried on smoking until he realised he was about to turn forty. It was the kind of epiphany that came in two stages: first, the intellectual stage, and then the emotional, more cudgel-to-the-head stage. His body had reminded him of certain 32fundamental facts about ageing. He’d been devastatingly out of shape. He’d had the idea that he should grow a beard. So he’d braced himself and quit, all in all a torturous and sad process. Not that torturous and sad processes were necessarily something to fear, but the more torturous and sad they were, the greater the risk of not quitting at all. The only person Martin had ever seen quit cigarettes in that complete, relentless way, without being pregnant or suffering from some kind of lung disease, was Cecilia.

         The way Martin saw it, the biggest problem was that young people didn’t understand that they were going to die. They operated under the illusion that they had all the time in the world. That nothing could happen to them. That life would continue to unfold before them like an endless red carpet: welcome, we’ve been waiting for you, flashing cameras, applause. In reality, cigarettes were a small symbolic death, a reminder of the death that comes for us all, but since these young people couldn’t wrap their hormone-soaked brains around the concept of DEATH, much too focused on reproduction to have any notion of the polar opposite of procreation – lonely, indifferent death – they were as unable to fathom the inherent destructive power of tobacco as they were to grasp that alcohol and drugs were like physical manifestations of the inevitable disassembling of the body that can only end one way. They were stupid enough to confuse carefree smoking, drinking, and drug-taking with living. They were generation upon generation of tiny James Deans, driving towards the edge of a cliff, thinking that meant they were alive, when in fact it meant they were just one brake pad away from dying.

         The same lack of judgment and thought was responsible for tattoos. What, Martin wondered, was the point of branding your body for all eternity? What did people hope to achieve by it? The question was whether carefully planned tattoos weren’t worse than the insipid butterflies and Chinese characters dreamed up on a whim. Spontaneous idiocy was more forgivable than the belief that at any given moment anyone could know something about themselves that was so important to communicate to an older version of themselves that they had to etch 33it into their flesh. Young people usually thought they were shrewder and more experienced right now than they’d ever been before, which, granted, might well be true. But it rarely occurred to them, despite all their shrewdness and experience, that this belief stayed constant and that they were, therefore, constantly contradicting themselves.

         
             

         

         Elis had pinned a photograph to the wall next to the head of his bed. Cecilia on her back on the sofa, reading the paper. A baby sleeping on her chest and her pitching the paper like a tent above it. Her face was turned towards the camera and her eyes shone.

         It’s just that, Martin mused, the baby in the picture wasn’t Elis. They’d got rid of that sofa in 1989. The infant must in fact be Rakel.

         Martin studied Cecilia’s black-and-white face. She looked on the verge of speaking.

         Then he stood up and left the door ajar exactly like he’d found it.

         He could call Gustav in Stockholm. As a matter of fact, he could go to Stockholm – he could book a ticket, maybe early tomorrow morning, get on the train, come back Sunday night. Screw it. He could stay until Monday. They could go out for dinner and have a couple of pints and talk. The air would be clearer and colder there.

         Gustav didn’t pick up, but it was late on a Friday night; he was probably out. He didn’t own a mobile phone. Martin left a message. Then he stood by the window, staring out at the dark streets and the park.

      

   


   
      
         
34
            Higher Education 1

         

         I

         
            INTERVIEWER: [clears his throat] So, Martin Berg, when did you decide to dedicate your life to literature?

            MARTIN BERG: [leans back in his chair, folding his hands around one knee] Wow – well, I suppose I never really decided. It was more like something I’d always known. I guess there must have been a time in my childhood when I wanted to be a firefighter or some such, but other than that it’s as though this was the only option open to me. So I never had a choice.

            INTERVIEWER: Like fate?

            MARTIN BERG: Yes. You could say that.

         

         
            *

         

         Martin Berg was born in an eventful year. A wall had been built through the heart of Europe. Marilyn Monroe died tangled in her sheets with barbiturates in her blood. Eichmann was hanged in Jerusalem. The Soviets tested nuclear weapons in Novaya Zemlya. At a kitchen table on Kennedygatan, a young librarian by the name of Birgitta Berg was reading about the Cuban Missile Crisis in the morning paper while the column of ash at the end of her cigarette grew longer and longer.

         But no one was obliterated in thermonuclear war that year either. Instead, new nations multiplied around the world as colonial powers relinquished their grip on their protectorates. On dance floors, young people writhed rhythmically in a new kind of dance. Astronauts were blasted into orbit, because if we weren’t going to blow each other to pieces, we could at least compete for supremacy in space. 35

         And in Gothenburg, new neighbourhoods were sprouting where until then there had been forests and meadows. Dust billowed from demolition and building sites, banging and clanging rang out from the wharves, and a clutch of cranes were silhouetted against the sky. Ships glided out towards the inlet, surrounded by tugboats, the first step of their journey across the seas.

         And Birgitta jumped when her son began to wail, as though for a minute she’d forgotten he was there.

         
            *

         

         Martin’s father had been christened Albert, but that was a name that only existed in official records and his sailor’s discharge book. He was a lean man of average height, dark-haired and brown-eyed, his torso covered in tattoos that over time had turned the same shade of blueish green as the sea itself. Abbe’s father had been a riveter at Götaverken who died when an iron girder fell on his head. “A sober man would have had the sense to jump out of the way” was all his mother had to say about it. She became the sole breadwinner, and at fifteen Abbe had to go to sea. After a few years of odd jobs, he found permanent employment with Transatlantic.

         Abbe was a quiet man who usually hung back on the outskirts of raucous groups, doing crossword puzzles and enjoying his snus. He was good at every type of board game and known as a wily chess player. He often won at poker but seemed indifferent to it. He rarely read books but frequently read newspapers. He was the person people called on when something had to be translated into English, French, Dutch or German. Languages were as compliant as wrenches and screwdrivers in the hands of Albert Berg.

         One night in the late fifties, he met Birgitta Eriksson at the Liseberg dance pavilion. There was something so dizzyingly random about the meeting that eventually led to Martin’s existence – that Abbe asked a woman to dance, for once, and that Birgitta accepted, for once – that Martin was never able to think about it without trepidation; they 36could just as easily have continued down their respective paths in completely opposite directions. Anything could have become of them, but what they did become was a couple.

         In the small number of photographs that existed from that time, Birgitta looked vaguely like Esther Williams. She was pretty but looked very proper; there were no dazzling smiles, no coy glances over the shoulder, no sparkling film star eyes. Instead, she wore an absent expression, as though her mind were elsewhere and she’d stumbled into what was happening in the present (the picture-taking) quite by accident. In their framed wedding picture, which was collecting dust on the dresser in the TV room, she was holding an armful of roses she didn’t seem to know what to do with. Abbe looked vaguely awkward in his rented suit and a shirt that was too tight around the collar.

         
             

         

         One time, Abbe had pointed out the places he’d visited on a globe Martin had been given for Christmas the year he turned seven: Antwerp, Le Havre, New York, Rio de Janeiro. There was an unsettling amount of ocean between the tiny dot that marked Gothenburg and the much larger squares that marked the final destinations. Martin’s mother took him down to the docks to watch his father’s ship leave, and it was enormous, so large Martin was convinced it was going to collide with the new bridge. Icy terror rushed through him and was made even worse by the fact that his mother looked so calm. But then the chimneys slowly glided under the bridge as if it was nothing and Martin relaxed and didn’t even protest when his mum took his hand to go back home.

         The word Atlantic had a dual ring of adventure and danger to it, while the Pacific sounded gentler. The North Sea had to be stormy and cold, but on the other hand it was closer, and, on his globe, that sea seemed small enough for land always to be reassuringly near. And the size of the ship was comforting, too, until Aunt Maud told him about the Titanic, thinking her nephew would appreciate an “exciting reallife story”. After that, Martin spent his evenings wide awake in bed, thinking about icebergs and shipwrecks, about how easily even big 37ships could be swallowed by the sea. Tens of thousands of feet it would sink, down to a seabed no daylight had ever reached.

         But eventually, the day always came when he heard the heavy footfall in the hallway, the voice that vibrated on lower frequencies than any other in the house, the jingling of coins being emptied onto the hallway dresser. (If he was lucky, he’d find one-kronor coins among all the odd ones that were the wrong size and had holes in the middle.) Then followed a week or two of Abbe being home. He was never loud and rarely angry, and yet Martin played more cautiously when he was around. He would sit in the garden swing seat with his paper and a beer. Martin watched him through a hole in the bushes at the far end of the garden, where there was a leafy cave just large enough for a young boy.

         
             

         

         For a long time, that was the way of the world: Mum and Martin, and a dad who came home but then invariably disappeared again. Martin played with the other children in the neighbourhood, learned to read, was served tea every day at five, went to bed and was read a story, though not always one most people would consider a children’s story. Consequently, Martin had nightmares several nights in a row about turning into an insect like Gregor Samsa, and for a long time he pondered what was really wrong with Mrs Dubose.

         But then one day Mum began to look unwieldy and to wear big dresses he hadn’t seen before. One night, Dad told him he was taking a job at a printers and was going to be coming home every night from now on. Mum explained that Martin was going to have a little brother or sister. He pushed his mash around his plate. One Saturday, Aunt Maud came to babysit him.

         “They’ll be bringing your sister home soon,” she said, leaning down from her ominous height.

         Kristina, or Kicki, as everyone called her, was at first uninteresting and then, when she got older, mostly annoying. Having followed Martin around like a shadow, she then transformed into a loud girl with a strutting walk who spent hours skipping and playing hopscotch, 38won at French skipping, and was a master of blowing bubbles with her gum. She wailed and sulked to get out of doing homework but was an expert at vaults, rings and wall bars, and could practise dance moves for hours. She claimed Martin was a hopeless square, but when he brought friends home, she still hid in his closet and ran away shrieking with laughter when she was discovered. Their mother always claimed to love them both equally, but Martin wasn’t sure that was true. Because Kicki and she were so different – his sister was actually more like Aunt Maud.

         Their mother was the only person in her family to have attended university. Martin didn’t know exactly what that meant, but somehow it set her apart from Maud, who was a secretary with a raspy voice and lipstick on her teeth, and their parents, who at Christmas would deliver veiled barbs until they died less than a year apart. Their mum didn’t cry at the funeral (unlike Aunt Maud, who sobbed loudly), she just contemplated the stained windows of the church with a slight frown.

         Every week, they went to the library, had cookies with her colleagues, and returned home with a stack of books. Their mum kept hers in a neat pile on her bedside table. When Martin came home from school, he often found her at the kitchen table, reading, with an ashtray and a cup of coffee that had long since gone cold next to her. When Martin appeared in the doorway, she would give a start, arrange her face into a smile, put her book aside, and get up to make him a snack.

         Birgitta Berg executed all of life’s chores with neutral practicality and an even temper. She was rarely upset, and Martin never heard his parents argue. He only saw her surprised a handful of times, once when he was twelve or thirteen and brought an essay home from school. The theme was “My summer holiday”, and Martin had written about their annual sailing vacation, which had been trying, as usual. He hadn’t planned to show it to her, but he accidentally left it out on the kitchen table with his maths homework.

         “This is really well written,” his mother said, with a look on her face he’d hardly ever seen. “Really very good.” 39

         And with her cigarette forgotten between her fore and long fingers, she read on, without looking up once.

         II

         
            INTERVIEWER: So how did it start?

            MARTIN BERG: I honestly don’t remember. Or, actually… [laughs] I started writing what I thought was going to be my first novel very early. I obviously had no idea how to write a book. I’d read a lot, and when you read a finished, printed text, it always seems so straightforward, doesn’t it? As though it were the easiest thing in the world to write. As though the story just appeared through some process of spontaneous generation. It’s lucky young people don’t know any better, otherwise a lot of books would probably never have been written…

         

         
            *

         

         When the SKF head office switched from manual to electric typewriters, Aunt Maud filched one of the old ones and gave it to her nephew. On this office-grey beast, Martin clickety-clacked out the following words about the summer of 1978:

         
            As close to a limbo of the soul as this earthly existence allows.

         

         Then he made a line break (bang, ding), leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette.

         Since he wasn’t used to smoking, a coughing fit followed. Then he discovered he’d forgotten to set out an ashtray, so he fetched the one from his parents’ bedroom and placed it on top of a stack of library books. Pleased with this prop, he sat back down at his desk, took a more cautious drag and squinted at the white paper through the smoke. 40

         He was about to turn sixteen and, for the first time ever, he was home alone during the summer. The rest of the family were on the sailing boat his father had purchased after quitting his job with Transatlantic. That was how the Berg family spent their summers: as soon as the holiday drew near, there was a flurry of packing, a search for life jackets, and tinned goods and batteries for the transistor radio were purchased. And then four weeks on the water. Martin was habitually seasick but unable to throw up over the side of the boat because looking into the depths underneath them gave him vertigo. The days were filled with various ropes that had to be tied to things, a sneaky boom that could come flying at him at any moment, a little sister who knew how to tie all the knots and actually liked shellfish. Martin found life jackets uncomfortable and hated swimming in the open sea. Between the bouts of nausea, he usually stayed below decks, reading the cache of comic books he’d brought.

         This year, he’d found himself a job at the post office sorting centre to get out of it and was consequently considered old enough to stay in town by himself. He worked four nights a week, cycled home at dawn and went to bed with the blinds closed and postcodes dancing across his retinas. Then he was unconscious until the early afternoon, when he woke up with a stale taste in his mouth and pillow creases on his face. His free time was spent making full use of the empty house: walking around in T-shirt and underpants, playing The Clash as loudly as he dared to without breaking the speakers, having sandwiches for dinner and his friends over to hang out. Aunt Maud had been asked to check in on him, but she was seeing a new man and limited her involvement to bringing him food from time to time. She’d tell him to at least do the dishes, then she’d hurry off, and through the window he’d see her race away in her silver Saab.

         Now Martin stubbed his cigarette out firmly – having smoked only half – and turned his attention back to the sheet of paper in the typewriter. That spring, his mum had brought home from the library Jack by Ulf Lundell, because she’d noticed it was “popular with the young people”. (Her own judgment, having skimmed a few chapters was 41that it was “sloppily written, but not without charm”.) Martin read it in one sitting and then, when a whole new kind of aching emptiness had haunted him for several days, he read it again. The novel made everything seem so wonderfully light. The pavement put a spring in his step as he walked up Kungsladugårdsgatan, the air was rich with oxygen, his blood sung in his veins. A longing he’d never experienced before had taken root in him. It was several weeks before the obvious solution presented itself: he was going to write a novel of his own.

         But now, nothing came to him. His mind was as blank as the sheet of paper.

         Which was hardly surprising, he told himself. He had no Experience. He had to acquire some and then write about it. He needed to meet more girls. Go to more parties. Leave home and move in somewhere bohemian. But what was the local equivalent to a cabin in Stockholm’s Vita Bergen? There were allotments by Godhemsgatan, but only old people ever went there. And they were a stone’s throw from home, anyway; it would be like camping in the front garden.

         The phone rang, and since Martin had not yet got into the habit of moving it to the desk when he was writing, he had to go out onto the landing to answer. It was Robban, whose brother had bought him beer, and he’d also got his hands on Springsteen’s latest, and Sussie and some other people were coming over, did Martin want to come, too?

         “Sure,” Martin said and crushed the cigarette a bit more to make sure it was definitely out. He had two days off from the post office and was hardly going to experience any bohemian things sitting at his desk all night. “I’m on my way.”

         
             

         

         Before trying alcohol for the first time, Martin had figured it tasted good, so it was quite a shock when it didn’t. This was in eighth grade, when he was fourteen. He’d closed his eyes and swallowed, excitedly waited for something to happen. He’d imagined an instantaneous effect, but noticed nothing much, other than a pleasant, woolly feeling after forcing down the entire can (like when you’re little and have to take your cough medicine). He opened another one and tried to think about something 42else while he chugged it. And a little while later, he was standing on a sofa, jumping up and down, singing at the top of his lungs along with at least five others, and when he wanted to get down (possibly to move in the direction of the crisp bowl) his legs wouldn’t obey. He fell on his face, but it didn’t hurt. On the contrary, the whole thing was hilarious; he got up but had to lean on Robban, and Robban was laughing, too.

         Back then, it didn’t take much to make a night a hit. Basically, so long as there was alcohol, they were set. Intoxication was their goal. Granted, a diffuse kind of disappointment surfaced when Sussie unsteadily got to her feet, thanked them for the drinks and slowly stomped down the stairs in the platform shoes she refused to abandon even though they’d caused at least two serious sprains. But on the whole, seeing what happened if you mixed vodka and Coca-Cola, playing every single one of Robban’s albums, and reading the lyrics on the back covers was enough.

         This summer night was no different. As usual, they met up at Robban’s house. As usual, they played Robban’s newest albums. As usual, they listened to Robban talking about the band he’d joined and the Rhodes piano he was planning to buy. As usual, Sussie had a few friends who were “maybe coming by later”.

         “Why so glum?” Sussie said, nudging Martin’s arm.

         “Mm.”

         “Want to come out with us later?”

         “Sure, why not?”

         “Why not?” she mocked and reached for her cigarettes. She usually looked good when she lit her Virginia Slims – shaking her fringe out of her eyes, tilting her head back – but this time he saw her somehow double-exposed over her future self. The soft curve of her neck would soon turn into a double chin, her skin would lose its fuzzy softness and become taut.

         He wanted to retort something sharp and witty but couldn’t think of anything. He couldn’t shake the thought of a party in a swanky flat on Strandvägen or what it would be like to bring a crate of beer out to Djurgården (though they’d visited Djurgården during the customary 43class trip to the capital and he hadn’t seen a single life-affirming bohemian there). The people he imagined meeting were vague to the point of indiscernibility, but he knew they were different.

         Martin knew exactly how the night would turn out: an aimless get-together in the park, determined drinking until they – fingers crossed – achieved the golden mist of intoxication, which made you invincible and immortal, riding three people on a bike down a hill, thinking it would be a laugh to climb a tree or go for a swim in a fountain, ending up in the bushes with a giggling Sussie, struggling to pull off her very tight jeans. That point where everything hummed with possibility, when you ran across the football field as fast as you could on a whim and collapsed in fits of laughter, lungs burning. Then it always went the other way. You shoved in some snus and the world started to spin too fast. Or the mystery mix of alcohol you’d downed had set a sneaky ambush and suddenly attacked your stomach, making everything come back up again. Someone wandered off, someone else took a leak in a doorway in full view of a police officer, there was a fight, Sussie inexplicably got offended and decided to go home, running across dewy grass with her shoes in her hand.

         But when Robban pushed himself to his feet and said: “Come on, let’s go to the park,” Martin went with them. He didn’t mind Sussie riding on the back of Robban’s bike instead of his. He looked down at his pedalling legs and they could as easily have belonged to someone else. When they found their friends, the laughter and voices sounded like they were coming from very far away.

         “Who are you looking for?” Sussie thumped down next to him.

         “Huh?”

         “Like, are you waiting for someone?”

         “Who would that be?”

         “God, you’re in a foul mood. What’s your problem?”

         Later that night, Sussie went on and on about wanting to see the sunrise, so they walked up to Masthugget Church and sat down on a stone wall. Red tin roofs and deserted streets spread out below. The river was mirror-smooth and the cranes by the wharves still. A handful 44of gulls screeched high above their heads. Martin contemplated his friends. Robban had ambition but no discipline. Sussie got by solely on her looks and had never had to develop any kind of intellectual abilities. (A fact that had become painfully obvious over the past year, as he helped her with her homework and had to try to mimic her illogical and circuitous thinking when some of their teachers had become suspicious about the sudden improvement in the quality of her work. “Don’t use words like relevant and things like that,” Sussie complained, pushing a strand of hair out of her face.) She was so sick of school, she was saying now, she was thinking about dropping out and working instead, like Robban, but Robban said: “Don’t be an idiot, Sussie, don’t waste your best years slumped behind a till somewhere, get an education, don’t be like me when you grow up,” and Sussie laughed and punched his arm and said he was only one year older, and Robban tried to calculate what percentage of their life that year constituted, and that kept them busy for a good long while, during which they smoked the last of Sussie’s cigarettes.

         In the east, the sky was blushing red. Soon the first rays of the sun would slice through the air, bright and cheerful, and Sussie would yawn and put her sunglasses on and find her shoes. They would slowly wander back home along Bangatan, she with a slight limp and Robban yammering on about the keyboardist in The Doors while Martin pushed his bike and thought about something else. Maybe he would walk Sussie home and maybe he wouldn’t, but she was blinking sleepily and was moody and sullen, so he was leaning towards the latter, and after they parted ways, he would pedal home, unhurriedly, alone in the streets.

         III

         
            INTERVIEWER: What was it about literature that attracted you, do you think?

            MARTIN BERG: I suppose it’s normal for a teenager to want to be somewhere else. You want to get out. Leave. Go anywhere. Get on 45the first bus out of the country. But you have no money and there’s an exam next Tuesday and, you know… But you actually can get out of there through reading.

            INTERVIEWER: So some sort of escapism?

            MARTIN BERG: Not just that. Reading gives you access to worlds other than your own. You can test out being an adulterous Russian noblewoman or an alcoholic mailman who frequents prostitutes. You can tag along on an outrageous road trip across North America. You can be anyone.

         

         
            *

         

         The first day of upper secondary school, when he was sixteen, Martin was wide awake long before his clock radio came on. He had breakfast and showered with plenty of time to spare (unfortunately, no one else was up to comment on it). He put on the outfit he’d settled on: Levi’s, T-shirt, the denim jacket he’d got for his birthday the week before, the fabric of which was still stiff. If he cycled there, he’d arrive sweaty, so he took the tram.

         He’d memorised which classroom he was going to but got lost and ended up in a hallway full of older students hanging out in clusters by the lockers, laughing and letting out squeals or bellowing shouts of joy. Martin turned on his heel, tried a different direction, locked onto a flock of confused-looking people, found the right room, and entered as though nothing could be more natural. For a horrifying moment, he almost knocked his chair over, but no one seemed to notice. Safely seated, he studied his future classmates with an expression as indifferent as he could make it.

         Top grades in every subject had guaranteed Martin admission to the school of his choice. His dad had put a heavy hand on Martin’s shoulder and said: Well done, lad. His mum had given him an envelope containing two crisp one-hundred-kronor notes and Kafka’s The Trial. Martin changed his official address to Aunt Maud’s house in Landala so he could attend Hvitfeldtska. He didn’t know more about 46Hvitfeldtska than any other upper secondary school, but the buildings, looming at the top of a hill in Vasastan, were surrounded by rose bushes, willow trees and a general aura of historicity. The walls were high, the windows numerous, the hallways endless, the staircases wide and echoing. Martin pictured himself in a not-too-distant future on his way to his locker, carrying heavy books. He’d grown taller and more broad-shouldered. He was wearing new tennis shoes. He took copious notes in class but wasn’t a swot. A girl with indistinct facial features was walking towards him across the schoolyard…

         A short woman in a grey suit was standing in front of the class, and now she wiped her forehead with one hand, an annoyed gesture that missed a sweaty curl that had escaped her tight bun, glanced at a sheet of paper, looked up at the clock and cleared her throat. When that had no effect on the din (did people already know each other?), she cleared her throat again and added an “All right, then”.

         She introduced herself: their class teacher who would also be instructing them in maths. “You can call me Miss Gullberg.” She wrote the name on the board in the even hand of a schoolteacher, chalk screeching, and then peered out at them, as though she’d be able to tell just from looking whether there were any bright students in her class or not. A pursing of the lips suggested she held out no great hope.

         “First, a few rules,” she said and picked up the pointer. “No smoking indoors. Don’t leave the schoolyard. And for the boys who insist on using snus: it goes in the bin when you’re done, nowhere else. No running in the hallways. Be on time. Infractions are one strike each, three means detention. Defacing school property is strictly forbidden. Understood?”

         A girl’s voice spoke a faint yes. Miss Gullberg ignored her. “Then it’s time for roll-call. Alén, Marita?”

         Martin was near the top of the list, as ever when alphabetic order was involved, and for some idiotic reason, his heart began to race. When Miss Gullberg said her indifferent “Berg, Martin?” he had a sudden fear of his voice not working. But it seemed cowardly to just raise his hand, like Andersson, Kenneth had done. 47

         “Present,” Martin replied.

         While the rest of the class list was read out, he felt a growing sense of disappointment. The people he was going to spend the next three years with all sported well-groomed hair and impeccably ironed shirt collars folded over V-neck jumpers. Granted, there was a reasonably good-looking girl sitting at the desk next to his, with a ski-slope nose and heavy eyelids that lent her a dreamy, dazed look. As far as Martin could make out, she was the one out of all his future classmates who most resembled the vaguely imagined girl who was walking towards him across the schoolyard in his fantasy, maybe on a chilly September morning, the kind that warmed up around midday, the trees explosions of red and yellow – anyway, she would walk towards him with books (leather bound?) gently pressed to her chest, waving to him…

         She noticed him watching and flashed a quick smile; he smiled back. He thought she might have answered to the name Christine.

         Then Miss Gullberg said: “Von Becker, Gustav?” and a guy in the second row tipped his chair back and said: “It’s just Becker.”

         The voice was hoarse and quiet. Martin could only see its owner from behind. He was dressed all in black: jeans, T-shirt. Basketball shoes with untied laces. A dark-blue army coat hung over the back of his chair. His arms were pale, his elbows bony.

         Miss Gullberg nodded and made a note.

         General information followed. Study plans. Schedules. Martin was surprised by the number of free periods, a word he was familiar with in theory but had never encountered in real life. Before, classes had been stacked on top of each other like blocks. On the paper he’d been given now, the dark blocks (free time) and light blocks (classes) were arranged seemingly at random. On Thursdays, they didn’t start until 9.40 and on Fridays they finished as early as 2.30. On the other hand, they had class until 4.00 on Tuesdays, but that seemed exotic, too, and Martin pictured himself in a classroom, absorbed in some book, as the sun set outside these windows dating from the 1800s or whatever.

         Suddenly, chairs were scraping all around him, people were getting up and talking, sauntering out at the deliberately measured pace 48characteristic of people eager to end up in one social context and to avoid another.

         Martin folded his sheet of paper and shoved it into his back pocket. Then he left without so much as a glance at his classmates.

         The only one who had seemed even remotely interesting was that Gustav bloke, but he was nowhere to be found in the schoolyard. He probably had friends who laughed hoarsely and listened to music that didn’t sound like music and went over to Christiania all the time to smoke pot and hang out with people who kept big dogs with bandanas around their thick necks. Unfortunately, pot mostly made Martin paranoid and tense, and even though his official stance was that he liked punk rock – he and Robban always got into arguments about that, which usually ended with Martin accusing Robban of liking Elton John and Robban denying it a bit too strenuously – the truth was that he’d listened to God Save the Queen three times at most, and at low volume at that. Yet even so, he liked having it in his crate of albums, angrily pink and yellow, and he liked that his little sister never borrowed it without asking.

         He shoved his hands in his pockets and tried to look like he was waiting for someone.

         “Do you have a light? I can’t find my matches.”

         It was Gustav. Luckily, Martin had a heavy Zippo lighter that belonged to Sussie in his pocket.

         “Sure,” he said. “Can I bum one?”

         Gustav held out a blue-and-white packet with French writing on it and Martin pulled out a cigarette.

         Up close, Gustav’s eyes were his most striking feature. Anxious and somehow fragile behind a pair of unfashionable, round glasses perched precariously on the ridge of his nose. His nose was a close second for what you noticed most about his face, pointed and slightly red at the tip. Martin’s associations took a sharp turn from punk rock – drugs – barking dog to nineteenth century – consumption – candlelit piano music. Gustav’s unkempt hair belonged to that undefinable section of the colour spectrum that can be called either mousy or dark blond 49(depending on your level of generosity) and even though it had been a long, warm summer, he was as pale as cambric, a word Martin had recently learned from Tolstoy. He wore his coat over his shoulders like a robe even though it was warm enough to go without. Martin himself was tanned after spending so much time outdoors, something he’d been pleased with before but was now starting to think looked a bit gauche. This guy gave the impression that he shouldn’t be exposed to too much bright light, that he had to be shielded from strong emotions and preferably spend his days at a writing pulpit or some other piece of nineteenth-century furniture. His fingers, which were manipulating the Zippo, were covered in ink.

         “I didn’t catch your name in there,” Gustav said, holding out his hand. “Gustav.”

         “Martin,” Martin said.

         They shook hands.

         Gustav fiddled with his cigarette, adjusted his glasses, gazed out across the schoolyard and then spent a few moments focusing intently on his shoelaces. Martin tried to think of something intelligent to say, but the more he tried, the blanker his mind went, so instead he took a number of deep drags on his cigarette. The result: acute light-headedness.

         “What school did you go to before?” Gustav finally asked.

         “Kungsladugård Secondary. In, uh, Kungsladugård.” Moron. “What about you?”

         “Sam,” Gustav replied and nodded several times. It took Martin a moment or two to realise he meant Göteborgs Högre Samskola. “Only took me nine years to escape. Out of the frying pan, into the fire.” He gave a low chuckle and tapped the ash off his cigarette with his index finger, a gesture that couldn’t be described as anything other than graceful.

         “What do you mean?”

         “Well, lots of daddy’s boys here who are going to grow up to be either exactly what their parents are or what they want them to be. But what do I know – maybe you’re planning a future in the, how shall I put it, paternal business, too?” 50

         “Quite the opposite, actually,” Martin said, realising he was grinning. Gustav immediately returned the smile. “Though I don’t think he’d be sad to see me go to sea aboard some kind of freight ship.”

         “Oh no?” Gustav sounded impressed. “Why’s that?”

         “He was a sailor.”

         “Was? Is he dead?”

         “No, he works at a printers now.”

         Gustav laughed, and Martin laughed too, and just when they couldn’t laugh any more without it being awkward, Gustav asked what he was planning to do then, since he wasn’t going to conquer the seven seas.

         “I don’t know,” Martin replied. A completely uninteresting response. “Write maybe. Or play music.”

         “What kind of music? What do you play?”

         For each thing Martin told Gustav about himself, Gustav had another question. Why wasn’t he doing the arts programme? (“I guess I don’t want to play music that much.”) What did he want to write? (“I was thinking something like Jack.”) What kind of books did he read? (“The usual…”) What was his old school like? Did he know that person or that person? What did he think of Patti Smith? Easter? “It’s all right,” replied Martin, who had listened to “Because the Night” at least twenty times that weekend.

         “I’ve seen her live,” Gustav said. “It was incredible…”

         It was time to head to the auditorium to listen to the headmaster give a speech; all the way to the ancient pews, and for a while after some grown-up in grey clothes asked for silence up on the stage, Gustav told him about the concert in a low voice.

         And even though the headmaster was tedious, and nothing had really happened, Martin could feel an electric current pulsating through him. A steady, driving rhythm that crackled in his veins and muscles.

         
            *

         

         51Once the “von” had been struck off the class list, Gustav ended up right before Martin in the roll-call.

         Becker? Yes.

         Berg? Present.

         And if no one responded to Becker, Berg was unlikely to produce a reply, either. At those times, Becker and Berg were off doing something else. Like sitting on the grass in Vasaparken talking, or later, when the weather turned chilly, on a bench. Or they’d gone down to Schillerska Upper Secondary, where Gustav knew some people in the arts programme, killing time in hallways littered with ceramics, watched by rows of self-portraits of varying quality. When winter came, they began to spend a lot of time at a café in Haga. Primarily during free periods and in the afternoon, but also during the occasional class that Gustav insisted he really couldn’t attend because there was a risk he might implode. “From tedium and ennui and general inanity.” Martin was probably the only reason they went to school at all.

         “I don’t think I’ve ever been this present,” Gustav said, some weeks into the autumn term.

         “And isn’t there a kind of uptight satisfaction in it?” Martin retorted.

         “I don’t know…”

         “Well, no one’s making you go.” It came out sharper than Martin had intended. There was a trick to getting top grades, as Martin had discovered. You didn’t necessarily have to like a particular subject. The central requirement was to be present – physically and vocally – or to do outstandingly on exams. But Martin suspected that if you spent a term raising your hand and asking the right kind of questions (a skill he was always honing to avoid falling into the trap of officiousness) teachers would be more inclined to interpret your responses on the eventual exams more generously, even if they were obscure or abstract or a closer reading would have revealed you did not, in fact, have a solid grasp of the subject matter. Consequently, he’d taken to sitting in the generally shunned seats in the first or second row. It was only pathetic if you were reduced to the front row as a result of social ostracism – like their classmate Gunnar, who had compounded his 52general hopelessness by admitting to a profound interest in entomology. Gunnar had shot Martin and Gustav a terrified glance and moved his English grammar aside the first time they plonked themselves down next to him. And Martin could feel everyone’s eyes on them like a warm golden glow, while he tipped his chair back and waited for their English teacher to enter.

         Gustav had skived his way through secondary school and had atrocious grades. And yet he knew about a lot of things in a flippant way, as though they were obvious and not something a person would have to learn. (French word of the week: savoir-faire.) His family took annual trips abroad to Italy or France, where his grandmother lived. He casually used words like “misanthropic” or “suggestive”. He talked about Dutch painting, Dadaism and la belle époque, and Martin nodded as though he knew what they were.

         One time, when Gustav declined their usual Friday night activity – chain-smoking at a café for a few hours, walking to Kungsladugård, preferably the long way around to kill time, hanging out in Martin’s room while they made calls to gauge the evening’s party potential – because he was “going to see a play with my mum”, Martin thought he was joking at first.

         “I mean, no, she has tickets to The Wild Duck,” Gustav said.

         “All right,” Martin said. “The things we do for Ibsen, as I like to say.” He was pretty sure it was Ibsen.

         
             

         

         Gustav was going to be a painter, he told Martin.

         “You mean, like, an artist?” Martin asked.

         “Yes, but that sounds so pretentious. ‘I’m going to be an artist.’ It’s not something you can be without doing, right? In my case, painting. So, painter.”

         They were on their way up to Skansen Kronan and talking was making Gustav fairly winded. Martin was carrying two warm takeaway boxes from Sjuan’s. Gustav was hauling his seabag. The city was enjoying a brief Indian summer and it was their last chance to live a Jack kind of life before winter came, and that was worth missing biology class for. 53

         Gustav spread his army coat out like a picnic blanket. Then he pulled out a bottle of vodka and, wrapped in a kitchen towel, two shot glasses that fractured the sunshine into sparkling cascades of light.

         “In the words of Baudelaire,” he said, filling the glasses, “‘Be always drunk. Nothing else matters: that is the only question. If you would not feel the horrible burden of Time weighing on your shoulders and crushing you to the earth, be drunk continually. Drunk with what? With wine, with poetry, or with virtue, as you will. But be drunk.’ Personally, I never got the virtue part. But horses for courses, I guess. Cheers!”

         They clinked glasses. Les Fleurs du mal was sitting on Martin’s desk, but he’d only read the albatross poem. The ignorant masses who don’t appreciate the greatness of the poet and so on. Afterwards, he’d penned a few poems himself, in a notebook he kept carefully hidden underneath a stack of school books.

         “So when do I get to see your paintings?” Martin asked. “Or your secret sketch book?”

         Gustav smiled. Normally, he looked lost and a little dejected – Martin wasn’t sure whether he really was lost and dejected or if that was just the way his facial features arranged themselves when they were at rest. But when he smiled, the sky cleared and Martin thought: If I can make this person smile, I will have achieved something good in this world.

         “You can see it right now,” he said, and started digging through the seabag.

         And while Martin flipped through the sketchbook, its owner set to eating his bangers and mash with intense focus.

         It was mostly Indian ink and pencil portraits, predominantly people Martin didn’t recognise. But several of their teachers and classmates featured, too, apparently drawn without their knowledge. Martin wondered whether he would come across a picture of himself and was both relieved and disappointed when he didn’t.

         “They’re obviously just sketches,” Gustav said.

         “They’re really great.”

         “I don’t know…” 54

         “Come off it. They’re – they’re incredible. You’re really good.”

         “A few came out okay.”

         It was lucky Gustav was talented in an area where Martin was so indisputably incompetent. If he’d had the same aptitude for music, it would have instantly interfered with Martin’s toiling with the guitar. Or if Gustav had excelled at writing essays and their Swedish teacher had always expected him to answer the question “Is anyone familiar with Strindberg?” Martin had better grades in every subject except art, so it was no big deal to stand aside when it came to drawing. In class, he drew his own stickman art in the margins of Gustav’s handouts: Mona-Lisa as a stickman with an inscrutable smile; Venus in what could only with the best will in the world be recognised as a seashell; a square, deconstructed stickman that he had added the caption picasso to just to be on the safe side. Gustav suppressed a laugh so violent his whole torso shook. When their teacher asked if Gustav wanted to share what was so funny with the class, he had to compose himself before he could get out that Martin had drawn a stickman version of The Last Supper and then he burst out laughing again, and the class rolled their eyes, which only made the whole thing more hysterical.

         At the start of term, Martin had hung out a little with some of the other people in the class. He made no real attempts to reach out to them, but he didn’t reject them either, like Gustav sometimes did. Whenever their classmates – the few who turned out to be perfectly okay people, after all – came over to shoot the breeze, Gustav would clam up, smoke, look from one person to the other, and reply tersely but politely if asked a direct question. After getting to know Martin, he made no effort to befriend anyone else.

         Martin gave him his tattered copy of Jack, which Gustav read immediately and said he loved. In return, he gifted Martin his favourite book, a well-read paperback called Patagonia Days. It was written by William Wallace.

         “Never heard of him,” Martin said and instantly regretted it. Maybe Wallace was someone he should know about. He would ask his mum the first chance he got. But Gustav barely knew more than his name 55either. “It’s some English bloke,” he said with a shrug. “Or maybe American. I think he was friends with the one who shot elephants.”

         “Hemingway?”

         “Yeah, or one of the other ones. Lived in Paris.”

         “I wouldn’t mind living in Paris,” Martin said longingly. Gustav brightened. He’d been to Paris last summer, he said, but only for a few days with his family, which really wasn’t ideal. But he and Martin should definitely go. Soon. They could hitchhike. They could take a train. There were probably buses. No big deal. A few hours and you could be on the Continent.

         “And what are we going to do when we get there?” Martin said. The Bergs never went abroad.

         “We’ll have champagne at Closerie des Lilas and observe the giants of philosophy in their natural habitat. Sartre and those guys.”

         “You saw Sartre?”

         Gustav admitted he hadn’t spotted Sartre during his philosopher safari. “He must be absolutely ancient by now. But he’s going to die with his boots on and a cigarette in his hand, mark my words, and if it doesn’t happen at Closerie des Lilas, it’ll be at Deux Magots.”

         
             

         

         Gustav Becker was unlike every other person Martin knew, and even though they spent most of their waking time together, he had a hard time placing his new friend on the social map. His sketchbook and contrary attitude made him a misfit. Their class was geeky enough that it never attracted anything worse than sideways glances from the well-behaved boys and girls in their V-necked jumpers, but Gustav could have easily got beaten up on the night tram just because someone didn’t like the way he looked. If that ever happened, he wouldn’t be able to defend himself with word or deed.

         At the same time, Martin associated him with punk rockers, a group of people that weren’t exactly known for their diffidence and timidity. That was partly due to Gustav’s crow-like clothes, but also to the fact that he did actually know several punk rockers. It often happened that someone called out “Oi, Gustav” when they cut through Vasaparken, 56and they would stop for a quick chat while Martin fiddled with a cigarette that mostly just made him feel nauseous. In their stud-and-safety-pin-littered leather jackets, they roved about in groups, accompanied by a general rattling of chains, crushing of beer cans, clearing of throats and spitting. Even though they provided a refreshing contrast to the tanned preppiness (which Martin was royally sick of), the supposedly decadent disco (which he had zero interest in) and the morally superior progg rockers (whom he wasn’t politically involved enough to join), there was something about the herd mentality that put him off, because – in all honesty – a herd is a herd is a herd.

         “They all wear the same clothes and listen to the same music,” Martin said. “I don’t know that it really matters whether it’s Ebba Grön or ABBA.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “I mean, it’s herd mentality either way.”

         “Yeah, sure, maybe,” Gustav said. “But I’m going to take you to Errol’s…”

         Martin didn’t know Errol’s and there was no point pretending he did.

         “What the hell is Errol’s?” he said instead, somewhat defensively.

         “A rock club.” Gustav had been to the opening a few months earlier. “It was insane. Gothenburg Sound played and the singer cut his own cheeks with razor blades.”

         “He did what?”

         “Just slashed away. There was blood everywhere, spattering the audience and whatnot. Someone had to wrestle him to the ground and take him to A&E. And you know what’s even wilder? The next day, they played again. Even though the bloke needed twenty-two stitches. He looked a bit the worse for wear but, bloody hell, they were tight.”

         “Hmm,” Martin said.

         “I think Attentat is playing soon.”

         “But how did you get in?” It was hard to imagine Gustav passing for eighteen even with a fake ID.

         “I know a guy there…” Gustav said. “It doesn’t always work, but sometimes.” 57

         Martin thought it was paradoxical for a place with an anti-establishment credo to insist on carding people, but Gustav argued that if they let in just anyone, the place would turn into a bloody after-school club. Either way, their visit would have to be postponed until Gustav’s friend was working, and since he was currently in Amsterdam it was unclear when that might be.

         
            *

         

         When Gustav was off to a concert with his mother one Friday night (“some Russian playing Chopin”) Martin discovered his company had become such an integral part of his life, he didn’t know what to do with himself. He killed a few hours rereading his favourite parts of Patagonia Days at their favourite café in Haga, but it was so loud and the smoke so thick it gave him a headache. He trudged home and lay on his bed until his sister called him from the landing; he had a phone call. During the short walk from his room to the phone, he was convinced it was Gustav, that the concert had been cancelled for whatever reason. It took him several seconds to identify the voice he heard instead.

         “Hiya!” Robban said. “Bloody hell, it’s been ages.”

         Martin remembered several messages (Robert called Tuesday p.m.) that he’d noted and immediately forgotten. Now Robban was yammering on as usual, taking forever to get to the point. Did he want to come by, have a few beers, listen to some music?

         “Well…”

         He heard someone saying something in the background.

         “Sussie thinks you should come over, too.”

         “I would have loved to, but, uh… I have to study.”

         They hung up after exchanging the kind of polite platitudes grown-ups use when they run into each other at the shops – let’s talk again soon, absolutely, we really have to get together sometime. On the way back to his room, he was intercepted by his mother. Dinner was on the table. 58

         They had meatloaf and potatoes. Abbe’s moustache waggled when he chewed. Birgitta cut her food neatly with her napkin on her lap. Kicki nattered on about some gymnastics competition.

         “That sounds lovely, sweetheart,” Birgitta said and then their parents started talking about Thorbjörn Fälldin’s resignation.

         Later, after his dad had left for the nightshift, when his mum was doing the washing-up and his sister was in a trance in front of the TV, Martin sat on his bed, unable to breathe. An endless succession of waking hours lay ahead in this room. His chest felt tight. Somewhere, in the hall of some mountain king, Gustav was sitting in a velvet seat and the pianist in his black tailcoat was just striking the first chords…

         He stood up abruptly. “I’m going for a walk,” he called out in the direction of the kitchen.

         “Are you going to be late?” His mum appeared in the doorway. She was wiping a pot lid with the calm demeanour of someone asking purely for the sake of information. She rarely raised objections when he went out; the only time she’d offered any criticism was one time in ninth grade when he’d come home drunk and managed to trip over an awkwardly placed chair, after which he threw up all over the hallway floor. Birgitta had appeared in her dressing gown and said Martin in a way that made him feel more ashamed than any scolding ever could have.

         He shook his head. “I’m just going for a quick walk.”

         She nodded and returned to the sink.

         The night was cold and damp. Martin turned up his coat collar like Albert Camus. Instead of the bright red jacket he’d been given at the start of ninth grade – at the time it had been the height of aesthetic perfection – he’d bought a black coat from a charity shop. At first he’d felt awkward about wearing someone else’s old clothes, but Gustav had been enthusiastic. “My god, you look like Humphrey, if he unclenched a little and had a beer instead of a whisky on the rocks, please.” Now, Martin pictured his own coat-clad figure from a distance, a dark silhouette moving in and out of the pools of light 59around the street lamps in Slottsskogen Park. A handful of solitary shadows were out walking their dogs. He wandered towards the city centre without any real plan. The windows in the large, palatial buildings encircling Linnéplatsen Square sparkled and gleamed. The architecture in Linné was beautiful, but everyone he knew from there smoked pot and was on benefits. The streets were dankly black and the shop windows dark.

         He walked down towards Järntorget Square and through Haga. Muffled music could be heard from upper floors, a banner hung between two windows read save haga! Voices, laughter from passers-by. They’d reached the intermission now, and Gustav and his mother were letting the tidal wave of concertgoers carry them out into the foyer. Maybe Gustav had popped out for some fresh air and a cigarette and was studying the same sky under which Martin was trudging along – a deep blue dome with clouds like smooth inkblots and the occasional twinkling star.

         His feet took him to Magasinsgatan. He walked at a leisurely pace, as though he was on his way home but didn’t care overly much about the late hour. Martin identified Errol’s from afar by the raucous crowd milling about outside. When he was roughly level with it, but on the other side of the street, he stopped and lit a cigarette. A muffled drumbeat and hungry guitars seeped out through the door. He stood there for a while, and when he’d finished his cigarette, he ground it out against the cobblestones and walked back home.

         IV

         
            INTERVIEWER: What was the literary scene like back then?

            MARTIN BERG: It was a period characterised by wholesomeness. There was this idea that literature should be edifying and… principled in relation to any number of political issues. Which obviously gets dull pretty quickly. And in the end, people started doing the opposite.

            INTERVIEWER: Did you? 60

            MARTIN BERG: I suppose we primarily identified as aesthetes, not revolutionaries. Which I suppose might have been revolutionary in itself in the seventies…

            INTERVIEWER: When you say “we”, are you referring to yourself and Gustav Becker?

         

         
            *

         

         The one time Martin tried to write about his family and childhood – in a thinly veiled autobiography he worked on for a while in upper secondary school – he was overcome with deep ennui.

         
            He grew up at the far end of Kungsladugårdsgatan. The X family owned a bland brick-front house with a lawn that sloped feebly towards the street. In the back was a patch of grass with a few depressed lilacs and gooseberry bushes. There was a patio, as well, complete with kettle grill and squeaky garden swing, all under a corrugated plastic roof that frequently had to be cleared of fallen leaves. A dark-blue 1960 Volvo Amazon was parked in the garage.

            Other than that, there were windows that revealed nothing and a front door with a mostly silent doorbell.

         

         Even though he’d written the above in a loud pub, the mood came through clearly. The slow ticking of the clock. The smoke from his mum’s cigarettes listlessly twisting towards the ceiling. The chequered brown wallpaper in his room, which he would stare at until he wanted to scream. His mum’s silent back at the sink. The rustling of his dad’s newspaper on the patio. The squeak-squeak of the garden swing. The flickering light from the TV. The six o’clock news. The well-manicured lawn. The asphalt of the street and pavements in the summer. Martin’s futile attempts to make time pass more quickly by picking a fight with his sister or heading out on long, aimless bike rides.

         The tedium was so palpable he felt he simply couldn’t go on. 61

         But on second thoughts, he found Sartre’s The Words awful, too, so maybe the problem was inherent to the genre.

         The von Becker family was something else entirely. They seemed like much more promising fodder for a novel. All in all, Martin visited their flat on the corner of Olofs Wijksgatan and Södra Vägen no more than a handful of times, and in his imagination it quickly took on the diffuse sepia tones and vague proportions of the past. Director von Becker’s presence was inescapable – lingering cigar smoke, the hats in the hallway, a dark overcoat – but, in reality, Martin only met him once. It was in the stairwell. They were on their way up. Gustav’s father was on his way down. He was in his mid-forties, but had a spring in his step. Easy to picture on a tennis court. Suit and briefcase, tortoiseshell glasses. Martin knew who he was even before he stopped and said something along the lines of, Well, if it isn’t Gustav, because ever since the wharves had fallen on hard times, his picture was occasionally in the papers. He was the CEO of one of the shipping companies. Not Transatlantic, Martin would have remembered that – was it maybe Strömberg?

         “Dad…” Gustav looked away and his whole body seemed torn between staying where he was and continuing up the stairs as if nothing had happened. In a flash of insight, Martin realised he wasn’t the problem, it was the other way around: Gustav didn’t want his friends to meet his parents.

         “Good day,” Martin said, extending his hand. “Martin Berg.”

         “Bengt von Becker.” You could almost hear the signature in that voice, a large, bold signature written with a fountain pen.

         “Right, so that’s my dad,” Gustav said once the door to the street had slammed shut behind him.

         Mrs von Becker appeared from the labyrinthine interior of the flat and said it was lovely to meet Martin. Marlene (“after Dietrich”) was dressed in a beige suit that couldn’t quite hide that she was very thin. Her eyes quickly slipped past anything at eye height to fix instead on something at floor level – feet, the lion’s paws of a squat dresser, Gustav’s seabag which looked like a tattered refugee next to the polished hardwood floors and Persian rugs. 62

         “I’m taking the girls to dance class,” she said, addressing a fringed footstool. As though summoned, two blonde sisters in their early teens joined them, both wearing leotards and carrying ballet shoes. They offered a reserved greeting. “I think there’s food in the fridge…” Marlene looked confused for a moment, then she smiled, kind of like when a lightbulb is switched on, and kissed her son on the cheek.

         Gustav tugged at the hem of his shirt, looking uncomfortable.

         His room overlooked the courtyard, with a view of row upon row of tall windows and cast-iron balconies. It seemed he’d spent quite a bit of time staring out at them, because he pointed out where an old army officer who liked to walk around naked lived and the bedroom window of a woman who spent her days cheating on her husband with what Gustav suspected was the postman.

         “You think it’s a cliché and then it turns out to be true. When it comes to sinning, I suppose people are less innovative than you’d think.”

         There was an easel in one corner and sketches littered every free surface. A large piece of oriental cloth was hung up on the wall with drawing pins. The deep windowsills were hidden under piles of paperbacks and magazines, records, empty cigarette packets, a box of watercolours, jars of paintbrushes. A drawer in a chubby rococo dresser was pulled out, as though it had tried to disgorge its contents (mostly socks) but not quite succeeded. On top of the dresser stood a small bronze statuette of a ballerina.

         “Nice room,” Martin said. Gustav seemed not to want to hear it.

         “Come on,” he said. “Time to hunt for treasure.”

         “What?”

         But Gustav just grabbed him by the arm, pulling him along.

         Somewhere, a clock chimed. Their steps were muffled by plush rugs. In the living room, Gustav stopped with his hands on his hips and looked around, like an adventurer gazing out across an unexplored valley for the first time. The leather sofa and armchairs looked brand new. There were no cigarette butts in the marble ashtrays. The coffee table was empty aside from a vase of flowers. They had a state-of-the-art 63TV. Granted, it was possible Mrs and Mrs von B spent their Saturday nights watching talk shows, but it was a lot easier to picture them in the room Gustav called the Parlour, like a buffalo and a gazelle in their natural habitat: nothing but antique furniture, oil paintings and the furtive sparkling of a crystal chandelier.

         Martin inspected the bookcase. It held rows of leather-bound books with gilt edges. He pulled out The Father by Strindberg. Printed in 1924. The spine creaked and the pages were stiff, unread.

         Gustav fumbled about behind the books.

         “What are you doing?”

         Gustav winked. “Voilà,” he said and pulled out an unopened bottle of vodka. “Hold this.” He did a lap of the room. His T-shirt rode up a little when he scratched his back, revealing a sliver of skin.

         “But… won’t they know?”

         “She would never say anything.”

         Gustav stuck his hand into a large blue-and-white porcelain urn and pulled out an almost full bottle of cognac.

         “In the Ming vase of all places,” he said. “She’s something else.” They carried on. The parlour. The kitchen. A long butler’s pantry. The hallway with its small bay window. The only room Gustav didn’t search was the study, where the air was heavy with stale cigar smoke and a large desk stood imposingly in the middle of the room. He didn’t search his sisters’ rooms, either, just went in for fun. Both of them had plastered their walls with posters of horses, ABBA, and Ted Gärdestad with a guitar over his shoulder. Gustav tossed Martin a fairly tatty teddy bear.

         “I don’t know why she still has this out,” he said. “It’s probably some shrewd ploy to appear younger and more innocent than she is. Charlotte is a Machiavellian devil, mark my words. She has the entire school, including some of the teachers, wrapped around her finger. Like a puppeteer from hell.”

         “She looked pretty harmless,” Martin said. Though he couldn’t remember which one of the sisters Charlotte was.

         “Don’t be fooled, my friend. Don’t be fooled…” Gustav suddenly looked interested, picked up a notebook from the bedside table and 64flipped through it, only to put it down again with a look of distaste on his face. “A ledger. My god. This girl would have become a capitalist even if Castro, Mao and Marx had been her fairy godmothers and Trotsky her godfather…”

         A lackadaisical half-light seeped in through the closed blinds in Gustav’s parents’ bedroom. Their bed was enormous and there was not a single crease in the silk bedspread. It looked like Martin had always imagined a hotel room to look like. Gustav found another bottle of vodka in the drawer of the make-up table, but after considering it for a few seconds, he left it where it was.

         He wrapped the loot in a jumper and packed the bundle into his seabag. Then they made sandwiches and drank the last of the milk while Martin quizzed Gustav on their French vocab.

         
            *

         

         One morning, Gustav slipped into his usual seat next to Martin and held out his hand. In it was a key.

         “What’s that?” Martin whispered.

         “My new flat,” Gustav replied. “Take it. It’s the spare key. I’m always losing mine.”

         They skipped PE and went over after lunch. The contract was in the name of someone called Joppe, who according to Gustav had left the country to find inner peace on a kibbutz. He was subletting while he was away. The flat was in the older part of town that clung to the slope. Sjömansgatan was basically one long, steep incline lined by worldly-wise buildings in various shades of grey, dirty white and faded red.

         “Just one hundred and fifty kronor a month,” Gustav said as they stomped up the narrow stairs. He’d been given some money by his grandmother on his last birthday, he said, and she would in all likeliness approve of his decision to move out of his parents’ house.

         It was a studio. Joppe had left a sofa, a huge plush thing. There was a rickety table in the kitchen. The kitchen cabinets were painted forest green. 65

         They set to finding the cheapest possible furniture. They salvaged an outdated but perfectly serviceable leather armchair from a skip. In the basement, they found four wooden chairs that appeared to be abandoned.

         “It’s not like they’re actually in a storage area,” Gustav said.

         “Maybe someone left them there so someone else could pick them up?” Martin suggested.

         To be on the safe side, they carried the chairs up to the flat late at night. Gustav acquired a mattress that he put on the floor. He’d brought his easel and record player from home and so, all in all, he had everything he needed.

         After that, Martin rarely went straight home after school. Sometimes, he stopped in to eat and drop off his books before heading out again. The sofa on Sjömansgatan was surprisingly comfortable; he kept a toothbrush there in case he needed it, and more often than not borrowed clothes from Gustav. Striped tops and tattered flannel shirts, the kind of things that put a frown on his mother’s face. Though it wasn’t so much his outfit she was eyeing now as a rip at the cuff of the shirt.

         “But why not?” she demanded when he declined her offer to mend it.

         “It’s Gustav’s.”

         “But wouldn’t Gustav want his shirt mended?”

         “Whatever, I have to go now…”

         He couldn’t remember how he used to spend all those hours that were now taken up by hanging out at Café Moster with a cup of coffee and a patchwork cheese sandwich. He’d probably spent it at home, on the sofa, staring lethargically at endless reruns of M*A*S*H, punctuated by fights with Kicki, who wanted to watch something on Channel Two. His memories seemed fuzzy to him, as though they belonged to a different lifetime. A distant past that was vague and elusive compared to the café’s gentle symphony of voices, the soft dinging of the pinball machine, the clanking and clattering of cups and plates, occasionally accompanied by raised voices from the kitchen where the owners 66yelled at each other behind a barely closed curtain, an orchestral work that eventually (wild waving of the conductor’s baton) reached an apogee in the furious revving of the husband’s moped as he skidded off across the cobblestones to pick up a few pints of milk. Then tranquillity would envelop the café once more; people stirred their coffee as though nothing had happened. Someone ordered an anchovy sandwich. A semi-famous progg rocker entered.

         Before he got to know Gustav, Martin had passed the café on Haga Nygata many times, glancing in through the windows. So when Gustav said: “Come on, let’s go to Moster,” a few weeks into term, Martin stepped through the door with a sense of occasion that didn’t match the atmosphere of the place at all. It looked a bit like someone’s cluttered living room, with potted plants and pictures hanging askew on the walls. There was a pinball machine in one corner and next to it a girl with spiky black hair and Siouxsie and the Banshees make-up. Gustav said hi to a group of older guys with guitar cases. It was only a few days after Martin had been talked into buying that coat from the charity shop, and until that day, he hadn’t felt a hundred per cent comfortable in it. But walking into Moster in the shiny jacket he for some inexplicable reason had insisted on wearing the previous winter would have been social suicide. These were, he realised, the kind of people Sussie always complained about when she was drunk, because they thought she was “a traitor or whatever” for wearing make-up. (He suddenly remembered Sussie’s older sister, an angry 22-year-old who sometimes came home from university to snap at Sussie for being a victim of the patriarchal order and who was she really shaving those legs for? And Sussie’s mum told her to dial it down a notch, and when Sussie’s sister started going on and on about the proletariat, their mother retorted that at least Eva was getting her education, she had worked in the bread factory all her life and then the gloves were off and Sussie sighed and said: “Come on, let’s get out of here.”)

         And now, here he was, dressed in a coat made of graphite-grey wool that Sussie would have dismissed with a look of revulsion (she would 67have rather died than wear anything second-hand), nodding when someone asked if they wanted to go to see Attentat at Sprängkullen in a few weeks.

         Then followed a kind of learning period during which Martin worked on figuring out the rhythm and routines of the café’s microcosm. They ordered coffee from Margit, who with her gold jewellery and green nylon housecoat didn’t quite match her clientele. He learned that you couldn’t be in a hurry if you wanted a sandwich because it could be quite a while before you were served, and that considering the general grime of the kitchen regions it was probably safest to stick to cheese sandwiches. You almost always ran into someone you (which was to say Gustav) knew, and depending on your mood, you could join a larger group or sit by yourself. There was an excellent view of the room from the corner, and he liked to sit there with a cup of coffee that was freshly brewed if he was lucky and made from used grounds if he wasn’t: one of the cost-conscious owners’ less appreciated innovations.

         
             

         

         On this day, a damp November afternoon, Martin was at Moster alone. Cigarette smoke billowed like fog up by the ceiling and Martin was turning the pages of Steppenwolf, which had been recommended to him by a friend of Gustav’s, a good-looking girl from Copenhagen he could have fallen in love with if she hadn’t been so obviously out of his league and dating some artist to boot. She’d told him he should read it. At least he was fairly certain that was what she’d said; her Danish was mildly challenging to decipher.

         He sensed a presence and looked up to see Gustav standing there with his glasses covered with a fine misting of rain.

         “Check out what I just bought,” he said, emptying out the contents of a plastic carrier bag onto the table. It was ten or twelve plump tubes of oil paint, each with a small label announcing the shade of its contents. Cadmium red, zinc white, ultramarine. There was also a handful of paintbrushes with stiff bristles.

         “Paint,” Martin said. 68

         “I have this idea – you know Livet är en fest? The cover?”

         Martin nodded. He’d always liked that album cover: a table littered with bottles, beer cans and cigarette butts against a black backdrop, the title in white lettering above it.

         “Doesn’t it remind you of Dutch still lifes, the ones with fruit and food and things? A table full of stuff that’s on the verge of going bad, pears that are just a little too ripe and a lobster that’s been left sitting out a little too long? Or oysters. And the tablecloth is messed up and in the middle of it all there are some flowers and maybe a human skull?” While he talked, Gustav searched his coat pockets for his packet of cigarettes, found it, and continued to dig around for matches until he found a battered book with two left.

         “I guess,” Martin replied. He’d always thought the plural was still lives. He made a mental note to add it to the list of things he needed to check at the library: Dutch painting, still lifes, fruit, human skull.

         “And always against a dark background,” Gustav went on. He lit a match and held it to the end of his cigarette, closing his eyes and inhaling. “Just like on that album… Anyway – are you hungry? I’m pretty hungry. Let’s go to the Prague, okay?”

         “I’m broke…”

         “It’s on Nana, she sent me money. I was supposed to use it to buy paint, but there was money left over. I think she enjoys being my patron.”

         While they walked up towards Sveaplan, Gustav expanded on his idea, which at heart was about combining the skilled but conservative style of the Dutch seventeenth century masters – and at this point he reeled off a number of names that Martin did his best to commit to memory – with a grittier attitude, in the style of the album cover. “A meeting of high and low. Which I suppose is kind of what the seventeenth century blokes were doing too, but no one thinks of it that way any more, they just see Great Art or whatever. And they say that these days people just do nonsense and gimmicks and goats in car tyres and so on.”

         Martin hoped his face didn’t give away how confused he felt. 69

         The Golden Prague was noisy and smoky.

         “Two bowls of goulash, please,” Gustav said. “And beer. Anyway – in all honesty, I’m not sure how to use oil paint. You have to prepare the canvas and then I guess you just have at it… but I think it takes ages to dry.”

         “Why don’t you ask the art teacher?”

         “Splendid idea.” Gustav clapped his hands together, as though it were settled, and rewarded the waitress with a beaming smile when she brought them two foggy mugs of beer.

         
            *

         

         Sometimes, Gustav didn’t come to school for days at a time, or a full week, even. He’d been ill, he said when he returned. “A proper killer of a cold, fever and whatnot.”

         While Gustav was off sick, Martin had to make do with classmates who were perfectly all right and whom under other circumstances he wouldn’t have minded knowing better. He spent a lot of time in the library. He was pretty certain nothing had changed in there in the past thirty years. The only thing that revealed it was now the late seventies was the slender girl with a mess of curls and dungarees hunched over a tome by the window, bobbing her clog up and down: her casual style would have been out of the question for an upper secondary student in any previous decade.

         Martin sighed and turned the page in Dutch Masters – from Bosch to Vermeer.

         The frailty hinted at by Gustav’s constant colds, fevers and various other ailments (shingles, pneumonia) made Martin feel robust in an unexciting way. He’d always been blessed with a good physique, and from time to time he put some effort into PE, to keep his grade from dipping too low. He was average with a ball but a decent runner, especially over short distances, and he did all right with high and long jump. When he was sick, it was an efficient, predictable process, as though his body just wanted to get it over with. 70

         Martin could picture Gustav, wrapped in blankets, nineteenth-century-style, on his mattress.

         One time during one of his absences, Martin bought a few tins of pea soup and went over to Gustav’s after school. It was March. The sky was leaden, the street covered in slushy snow. The street lamps on their wires swung in the icy wind and Martin shivered as he walked up Sjömansgatan. The front door was locked and as he dug around his pockets for the key, he had a crystal-clear vision of it sitting on top of his dresser at home. He’d taken it out of his jeans when his mother came to collect his laundry.

         A ringer with a button for each flat had recently been installed. Martin pushed Gustav’s several times, but nothing happened. There was a light on in his window. He waited a while, rang the bell one last time. Then he put the tins of soup down on the ground and left.

         V

         
            INTERVIEWER: What were your sources of literary inspiration?

            MARTIN BERG: [running a hand through his hair, thinking] They came and went, obviously. But I’d have to say William Wallace. Wallace has always been with me. It’s funny, actually, because Wallace wasn’t a big name in the eighties. He wasn’t hip. There was a Wallace renaissance in the sixties when they turned Patagonia Days into a film starring Steve McQueen and Pier Angeli. It’s not bad, actually. I think the director stayed true to the book’s imagery. And they resisted the temptation to turn it into a melodrama. Anyway, Wallace works within a… relatively conservative literary tradition. Which fell out of fashion when people started problematising and deconstructing the premises of fiction under the influence of postmodernism. Even if Wallace was innovative in his own time, by then he had become part of the establishment. But he has a unique voice, and his works take an almost epic approach. He took himself very seriously. There’s no irony in his writing. Wallace is a very, how to put it – self-sufficient 71author. But I do remember [laughs]… at some party or another, I met these people dressed all in black who were studying at the university and felt the only writers worth their salt were Stig Larsson and Mare Kandre. Everything else was just old drivel. We ended up in a fairly heated discussion about it… but I managed to persuade one of them to give Wallace a chance, because obviously he’d never read him.

         

         
            *

         

         “Do you want one?”

         Without waiting for a reply, Gustav tossed ice into two highball glasses he claimed to have nicked from Hotel Eggers by simply walking out with one in each coat pocket. Then he poured a generous slug of bourbon into each, cut a couple of slices of lemon, squeezed in the juice, tasted the result, cut two more and squeezed them too.

         “Syrup,” he commanded, sounding like a surgeon.

         Martin picked up the pot of syrup that had been sitting on the windowsill to cool. Gustav stirred a couple of teaspoons into each glass and held out one of them to him.

         Over the years, Martin had tried most kinds of alcohol. Lukewarm beer. Cheap red wine that burned with bile when you threw up. Moonshine someone had bought for next to nothing and mixed with fizzy drinks to virtually no effect. The shit mix from his friends’ parents’ liquor cabinets. Drinking with Gustav was different. It was whisky that rolled down his throat like a small ball of fire, warming his body from the inside. It was sharp vodka that cut through his brain like a spear made of ice. It was, in the summer months when the top floor at Sjömansgatan was sweltering, cool, cloudy pastis.

         “Cheers!”

         “To what?” Martin asked.

         “To being practically halfway through upper secondary school.” Gustav added some more whisky to his glass. “Which honestly is further than I thought I’d get.”

         “Come off it.” 72

         “Can you imagine me tout seul in our class? Can you? What would I be doing between classes? Talking to Christine about her boyfriend’s year abroad at Berkeley, United States of America? Or maybe” – he pulled hard on his cigarette, squinting as he pretended to think – “delving into the mysteries of business administration with what’s-his-face – Olof?”

         “Stefan.”

         “Why is he even in our class? Why didn’t he opt for the business programme?”

         “Unclear.”

         “I would have succumbed to despondence and ennui.”

         There was a pause and Martin seized the opportunity to motion towards the five typed and stapled pages sitting on Gustav’s kitchen table.

         “So, what did you think?”

         “Oh, it was stunning, of course.”

         A wave of relief washed over Martin. “You really thought so?”

         “Yes, yes. The part where they’re at the party was particularly good.”

         Martin snatched up the papers and quickly skimmed the first page. The words jumped out at him, both familiar and new.

         “I wonder whether I should flesh it out more. To make it – well, a novel.”

         The truth was, he’d already been working on his first book for a while. So far, the magnum opus consisted mainly of scribbled paragraphs in a notepad and a stack of typed fragments. He’d calculated roughly how many words were needed for a novel of two hundred pages by estimating the number of words on one page and multiplying it: sixty-six thousand.

         Gustav had finished his drink and was making himself another.

         “You’d better get another one of these down you,” he said. “Novelists always have a very troubled relationship with alcohol.”

         
             

         

         By then, they’d acquired something of a reputation at school. Martin did nothing to fan it, but he didn’t correct glaring untruths, either. 73They were seen crossing the schoolyard shoulder to shoulder. Gangly Gustav who apparently was an ace at drawing and Martin who supposedly had top grades in every subject. Who skipped the class party to sit around and listen to classical music and drink wine. Who had found a way to get up into the attic where they’d discovered a cosy little nook. (It was assumed it was theirs because the janitor found well-read issues of culture magazines BLM and Kris, several empty bottles and two greasy bags that had once contained onion crisps.) Who sat on the wall that ringed the schoolyard with their heads close together until Martin stood up and quoted something that might have been Rimbaud before jumping down the other side and spraining his ankle (a few muffled bloody hells were heard) and had to go to the nurse’s office. Who turned up five hours later than everyone else to every party. Already drunk and generally unconcerned about how the event was going, they’d nick a few beers and saunter about for a bit, before leaving as abruptly as they’d come. Because they were going to a superior afterparty? An underground club? No one knew.

         Martin first became aware of this when he was lucky enough to end up next to Yvonne Pedersen in the advanced French class.

         “Oh, it’s you,” she sighed, but she didn’t sound too displeased.

         “Moi?” Martin said. “Expliquez, s’il vous plaît.”

         Yvonne made a face, but before she could respond, Miss Hoff cleared her throat and started to write out verb forms on the board with a screeching piece of chalk.

         Yvonne was known as “the one who looks like Brooke Shields”, and after class, she followed him all the way to his locker, asking whether it was true that they’d hitchhiked to Copenhagen, smuggled pot back across the border, and managed to evade the police in Malmö.

         “Maybe,” Martin replied, opening his padlock.

         “What’s that supposed to mean?” she said. “Either it’s true or it’s not.”

         “Think of it as Schrödinger’s cat.” Then he walked off, out, towards the schoolyard where Gustav was waiting.

         As far as girls went, he’d noticed something interesting: the less effort he made, the better he did. His tepid interest in maths briefly 74flared up one day as he pondered whether and how one could illustrate that phenomenon with a graph.

         “Are you out of your mind?” Gustav said.

         “But theoretically speaking – I mean, you can calculate that there are black holes and things… And what do you know? You just sit around doodling.”

         Nevertheless: there was solid empirical data, based on experiments and behavioural observation. Instead of going to this or that party (as he had implied to Helene or Åsa he would), he spent the night at Gustav’s, playing guitar and singing bawdy songs he composed himself while Gustav painted. They drank a few dusty bottles of red wine Gustav had liberated from his parents’ attic and laughed and horsed around, and somewhere someone was checking her watch for the umpteenth time, wondering: When are they coming? And instead of spending the evening with Yvonne, who had made it known she might have plans beyond just the conditional and subjunctive (la question c’est voulez-vous/voul-ez-vous aha), he let her sit at home on Kungshöjd and headed down to Errol’s, where some discordant punk band was going wild and Gustav was bouncing up and down in front of the stage.

         Martin’s indifference was feigned, at least at first. He left Yvonne sitting there with her notepads and dictionaries, thinking it might pay off in the long run. (And, lo and behold, when her parents went out of town, she invited him over for dinner and then they fucked on the chintz sofa in the living room, the floral pattern of which hid all incriminating stains.) The only thing he had to do to seem like he couldn’t care less was to follow Gustav’s lead. Gustav went to parties because he wanted to go to parties. He didn’t dress in a paint-spattered denim shirt to seem artistic and interesting, but simply because it had been at the top of the pile. Gustav didn’t get entangled in long, abstract discussions about the future of portraiture versus its history because he wanted to impress Sonja from Schillerska, for instance, but because he’d been thinking about portraiture in general and Manet in particular all day and wanted to talk to someone about it. And there she was, fiddling with her beer glass, pushing a strand of hair behind her ear, 75leaning in closer, and Gustav pushed his glasses up and carried on like nothing was happening.

         “This place is dead,” he might announce while topping up his silver-plated flask, inherited from his grandfather, with someone else’s vodka. “I vote we get out of here.”

         And if Sonja from Schillerska asked where they’d disappeared to next time they bumped into her at Moster, Martin just shrugged and said: “We went to Errol’s.”

         Those words didn’t come close to containing what going to Errol’s really entailed – that knot in the pit of his stomach until the bouncer nodded them through, being in a press of people wearing leather jackets, drums exploding on stage and guitars slicing through flesh, accidentally spilling lukewarm beer on himself and probably some other people, a wobbly conversation with an unconvinced girl, cigarette smoke, and, finally, armfuls upon armfuls of cool night air that made you snap back in a little and set your course for the nearest open takeaway, and then they staggered home to Sjömansgatan, where they drank whisky cocktails and smoked, stretched out on the mattress, playing Chopin at a low volume until the sun came up, discussing subjects that felt deep in the moment but dissolved like smoke when you tried to recall them the next day.

         Martin rarely made plans without asking Gustav first. And yet it annoyed his friend if Martin said no to playing dominoes and drinking pastis in the early summer sun because he wanted to help Yvonne with her essay on Hermann Hesse instead.

         “I see,” Gustav said in a voice brimming with Et tu, Brute.

         “But I’ll see you tomorrow,” Martin said.

         “Sure.”

         “She really does need help with that essay. She has it in her head Hesse was a Nazi and I would describe the situation as dire.”

         “Okay.”

         “Okay?”

         “That’s what I said.”

         “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

         “Mm.” 76

         
            *

         

         To say that Martin fell in love during upper secondary school would be overstating matters.

         He experienced infatuation, possibly, febrile bursts of emotion, followed by sleeplessness, dizziness and incoherent thoughts. Before long, however, he would snap out of it, and when he did, it left his system, as quickly as it had entered it. That was the case with Anna something-or-the-other, whom he dated for about a month before it became obvious they had nothing to talk about. It was the same story with Yvonne, who was nice and so on, granted, but when he imagined them together three years from now, he felt his chest tighten and his ears began to ring, and a few days later he told her he felt they should stop seeing each other.

         “You’re breaking up with me?” Yvonne shrieked.

         “We were barely even together,” Martin countered.

         He spent a lot of time discussing the nature of love stretched out on Gustav’s green sofa, with a gin and tonic balanced on his chest and a cigarette in his hand. Gustav would experiment with oil painting and contribute the occasional grunt. Some days, Martin concluded love was an illusion created and perpetuated by the capitalist system, “opium for the masses, if you will”, and that the idea of two people laying exclusive claim on each other was a virtually baroque notion everyone should break free from.

         “So you really wouldn’t care if your girlfriend slept with some other guy?” Gustav asked.

         “Of course I would. That’s why I’m saying we need to break free.”

         Other days, Martin stared thoughtfully at his cigarette, which he had allowed to burn into a long column of ash because in all honesty the nicotine was making him feel nauseous, and said:

         “I suppose you meet someone special sooner or later and when you do, you know you belong together. That there’s no other option.”

         Gustav said nothing. “Yes,” he agreed after a long pause. “I’m afraid that’s how it is.” 77

         
             

         

         Of Martin’s many flings during upper secondary school, the one with Jenny Halling was the one he would remember best, possibly because he wrote an almost twenty-page short story about it. Gustav dismissed it with the assessment: “Fine, if ever so slightly self-indulgent.”

         They took the same elective – film studies, one of the few classes Gustav wasn’t in – and became friends over a conversation about Scorsese. Martin had no agenda. Jenny Halling wasn’t the kind of girl he usually fell for, not even the kind of laid-back laissez faire falling that sometimes occurs when you have nothing better to do and it’s a long, boring winter. She was originally from Umeå, spoke softly, had a crescent-moon smile and round glasses, not unlike Gustav’s. Dressed in a baggy turtleneck jumper, jeans, and flats, she gave a prim impression that didn’t entirely align with her character; she shoplifted for fun on occasion and when she was drunk she sometimes climbed drainpipes and fences.

         Even before they slept together, he had a vague feeling it would be a mistake. They’d been to see The Shining at the Palladium – Jenny approved – and then she’d asked if he wanted to keep talking about the film. They’d gone back to her dorm room in Landala: two hundred square feet, film posters on every wall, a large piece of cloth pressed into service as a curtain.

         (Of course you had an agenda,” Gustav told him afterwards.

         “No, I really didn’t.”)

         It turned out she had a few bottles of red wine. Nina Simone spun on the record player. There wasn’t room for a table, so when they ate – spaghetti and fish fingers that Jenny cooked in the shared kitchen – one of them had to sit on the desk chair and the other on the bed. Then Martin moved over to the bed, too, because the wooden chair really wasn’t very comfortable and the bed was the only place it made sense to sit.

         Jenny was in a terrific mood, laughing, her gestures uncharacteristically emphatic as she talked about whatever it was she was talking about. Joan Baez took over from Nina Simone. Bottle number three was opened. Their faces were inches apart. And at some point, 78somehow, there was a pause in their conversation, the kind of pregnant pause that can’t be ignored, that demands a reaction of some kind.

         That was the moment when Martin should have yawned, stretched and said it was time for him to get going. And then he should have put on his shoes and coat and left.

         Instead, he kissed her.

         Jenny had been happy to set the scene – late night, intimate tête-à-tête, inebriation – and maintain it until his choices became rather limited, but she would never have taken the final step. And wasn’t it inevitable anyway? Hadn’t the course of events been set in motion the moment he sat down next to her in film class? When they went out for a smoke together during the breaks? Always just the two of them. Which wasn’t too surprising, since everyone else in the class was boring or dating each other and only taking film class so they could sit in the back of the dark room and make out while Seven Samurai played.

         She put her wine glass down and wrapped her arms around his neck. And just like how the chords in a song follow an internal logic, an inescapable progression that your entire being responds to and that is repeated with minute alterations time and again in different songs, the rest inevitably followed.

         
             

         

         “I suppose it was just a matter of time,” Gustav commented, peering at him over the top of his canvas.

         “Was it, though? Because I’ve actually given that some thought. I’m thinking, you know, that maybe it wasn’t the smartest move…”

         “I’m sure it wasn’t.”

         “…but that still, sort of… not predestined, but unavoidable. And if that’s true, then why not now? Right? Maybe it was just as well. I suppose I should call her. She hasn’t called me.” He sighed. “Could you toss me my cigarettes, please?”

         Gustav got up, set an ashtray down on a stool next to the sofa, and put Martin’s cigarettes and a lighter on his chest. Then he returned to his easel, studying his painting with a frown.

         “All right,” he said. “We have to keep going while there’s still light.” 79

         Martin had been told to try to look straight ahead so he couldn’t see Gustav, only the window and through it the tops of a few trees and a large swathe of sky. He pulled out a cigarette, put it between his lips and lit it. This was something he hadn’t known about when he first took up smoking: the pleasure of the coarse smoke, the feeling that at least something was right in the world.

         “It’s not like she’s unattractive,” he said, exhaling. “I don’t know how I didn’t see it at first. But she has the kind of appearance that takes a while to grow on you. Not an obvious knockout. And she dresses like a bloke.”

         “You’re so shallow.”

         “These things matter. You don’t think about things like that? Sure, it’s what’s inside that counts, blah, blah, blah. But any girl I’m dating still has to be good-looking.”

         “Lie still.”

         “Smart, too, I suppose. Remember that girl at Schillerska? I almost died from intellectual tedium.”

         “Not everyone can rise to your stratospheric heights.”

         “Oh, come on, she was pretty gormless.”

         Gustav mixed paints on his palette.

         Martin unsuccessfully tried to blow a smoke ring. “Do you think men and women can be friends?” he said after a while. “I mean, have a strictly platonic relationship?”

         “I suppose.”

         “Because clearly Jenny and I couldn’t. It’s weird. It’s not like I planned it. It just happened. Still, I reckon it supports the hypothesis that ‘men and women can’t be friends’. It would have been different if I’d gone into it with ulterior motives, but I swear I really just wanted to talk about Scorsese.”

         “Hmm.”

         “And then something like this happens.”

         Silence.

         “It would be great if I could fall in love with her. I don’t even know if I believe in love, though. I don’t even bloody know if I’ve been in love. I thought I was, you know, with Yvonne? But I was just lying to 80myself. Mauvais foi. I always figured love would be something irrefutable – I mean, truly irrefutable. You don’t know why, but you know this is it, this is the one, and maybe there’s all kinds of obstacles or whatever, but there’s nothing you can do. Because it’s not a rational process, it’s something you can’t control, though it would obviously be very convenient if you could… do you know what I mean?”

         “Oh yes,” Gustav replied darkly.

         “Seriously, Gustav: you have to let that thing with the French girl go. You can’t mope about forever. Who stands to gain from a thousand years of celibacy?” He threw an empty cigarette packet at Gustav. “Not you, not her.”

         The French girl was what Martin called her, because Gustav refused to say anything about the person he’d apparently met during his family’s annual trip to France. When he got back, he was dejected and miserable for weeks, and it took an inordinate amount of coaxing to finally get him to admit that he’d had a bit of a love affair over the summer. “So what’s her name?” Martin had demanded to know, but Gustav had just changed the subject. It was in Nice, was the only thing he said. And it was over. At first, Martin had suffered with his friend, who was so obviously having a bad time of it, but then sympathy gradually gave way to anger. “How long were you going to keep it from me, anyway?” he’d snapped. “I’m your best friend. You’re supposed to bloody well tell me things like this, don’t you get that? You can’t just go around sulking and acting incomprehensible.”

         And since Gustav kept mum about the mysterious person who was the cause of his protracted anguish, Martin had started to talk instead. He’d christened Gustav’s paramour “the French girl” and knew the scene of their little holiday drama was Nice. Perhaps she had abandoned The Impoverished Artist for some smarmy gambler, like something out of a Wallace novel. Perhaps her upper-class family had refused to let her stay in town when it was time for their yacht to move on, and while the boat glided off towards the open sea, she stood by the railing in a bitter-sweet farewell, watching Gustav, dressed all in black, growing smaller and smaller on the pier. 81

         “There’s a lighthouse by the inlet,” Gustav said, “but I don’t know if you could really call it a pier…”

         Perhaps, Martin went on, she’d said she’d write. Perhaps she’d put the note with Gustav’s address in the pocket of her dress. Perhaps they’d walked along that pier at dusk and—

         “I’m telling you, there’s no pier. Can you just drop it, please.”

         But with Gustav having had a fling for once, Martin was determined to make the most of it, as though it would somehow even the score. It was, he realised in a murky and half-baked way, a question of balance. He always had things to tell Gustav about Yvonne, Jenny Halling, or the girl from Schillerska. And what did Gustav have? He talked about hogs-hair paintbrushes, how to mix oil paints, the importance of varnish, and whatever else the art teacher had showed him after class. In the long run, that kind of disparity was bound to upset their dynamic.

         Gustav said nothing now either, and Martin hadn’t expected him to. The silence that fell between them wasn’t really awkward, it was necessary to steer the conversation back to a neutral track now that Martin had brought up the French girl again. For a long while he stared at the treetops swaying in the wind outside the window, thinking about nothing at all.

         “If you’re not in love with Jenny it’s probably not the best idea to date her,” Gustav said after a pause.

         “No. I suppose it isn’t.” Martin sighed. “I’ll talk to her. But hey, how’s that painting coming? I’m getting hungry.”

         
             

         

         Martin braced himself and had The Talk with Jenny. He was prepared for tears and recriminations, but she behaved completely rationally when he told her he thought it would be best if they just stayed friends. “Absolutely,” she said and nodded. “Sure. Yes. So… see you Tuesday, right?”

         Except then she was off sick and missed the last class, and Martin had to sit through the class choice (Jaws) without anyone to make snarky comments to. A few days later, he spotted her across the 82schoolyard, but she didn’t hear him calling her: she seemed to be in a hurry. Nor did she turn up at Cinemateket that Saturday, even though they were screening a Tarkovsky. Afterwards, he went home instead of to Café Paley, where they used to sit and analyse the films they’d seen over coffee and Budapest pastries.

         When he got home, he dialled half her number before hanging up.
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