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         The kitchen tiles are shiny and blue and green. There is a small folding table attached to the wall, which therefore only has three sides. Maya is sitting on one side with her back to a large refrigerator. She is eating yoghurt from a small crystal bowl. When the spoon hits the bowl there is a small tinkling noise. Her mum is sitting at the head of the table, drinking coffee out of a light blue cup with a white rim. Jokum is sitting across from her in his high chair, eating his porridge somewhat neatly. He has got much better at it and is not spilling an awful lot. He has grown bigger as well.

         Maya stands up. “I’m leaving.”

         Her mum looks up at the clock on the wall over the door to the living room. The clock is sitting in a teak frame. That is the sort of retro style her mum loves.

         “We have to get going as well. Have a nice day at school, Maya. Could you please pick up two litres of skimmed milk on your way home?”

         “All right.”

         She puts her bowl in the sink because there is no dishwasher in the kitchen.

         The door to the bathroom is opposite the coat rack in the hallway. Maya quickly goes out there to make sure she looks like she should. She thinks she does, though it feels as if she can’t see her reflection properly.

         Her backpack is under the coat rack. She grabs it, sticks her feet into her boots, ties a long scarf around her neck, and leaves the house.

         It is windy.

         Outside a girl is sitting on Jokum’s plastic tractor. When she stands up, she is a little bit taller than Maya.

         “I never thought you’d get here!”

         The girl has dark hair, just like Maya. But the girl’s hair is curly, and her skin is the colour of coffee beans. Maya’s skin is not. The girl’s name is Yasmin. They are friends.

         Maya smiles at her.

         “We have plenty of time.”

         Yasmin smiles as well. She and Maya link arms, and they take long simultaneous steps down the pavement.

         Maya feels like skipping and dancing. She is so excited to see Markus. Oh, how she hopes, hopes, hopes he will be at school today.

         “You’re thinking about Markus, aren’t you?” Yasmin asks teasingly. “I can tell because you’ve started walking faster, haha!”

         “A little,” Maya admits and feels the butterflies in her stomach.

         She turns around to look back at her house right before they turn the corner. Her mum and Jokum have not come outside yet. Maya thinks about the two of them on her mum’s bike going to the nursery. A vague puzzlement starts vibrating inside her. Jokum is in day care, surely, not nursery.

         Something else is strange. Something about the house. It is a terraced house made of yellow bricks. There is only a tiny garden in front of it.

         “Look!” Yasmin shrieks in her ear. “There he is!”

         Maya forgets about the house and looks around. It’s true. That’s Markus. He is cycling along on that ancient rusty bike of his. Behind him, she can see the large square school building.

         He has dark hair, but not quite as dark as Yasmin’s. His hair is longer than Maya’s, and it just touches his shoulders. His eyes are a unique blue colour that sometimes makes people ask him if he is wearing coloured contact lenses. He is the most gorgeous, handsome, amazing boy in the world, but the best thing about him is that he does not care one bit what anyone else thinks or feels about him. He always carries his schoolbooks in a plastic bag from the local discount supermarket, and he looks after his little sister almost every day and always treats her kindly. The first time Maya ever talked to him was at the playground, on one of the very rare occasions when she had taken Jokum there. Markus had been there with his little sister, and he told her that they went there often. He also plays guitar. He is entirely his own person, and his hair always smells lovely. Maya knows that because they have kissed each other.

         Four times.

         “Hi, Maya,” he says, almost slowing to a halt next to them.

         “Oh no, have I become invisible?” Yasmin asks.

         Maya smiles at Markus and struggles to breathe because she is so in love.

         She wants to ask him why he is biking away from the school, but she can’t bring herself to say anything.

          
      

         Maya woke up with a jolt and the feeling that something was stuck in her throat. She must have pulled the covers up over her face during the night. Now she was gasping for breath, and she pushed the covers off and felt her heart pounding.

         What sort of weird dream was that anyway? It had felt so real, but nothing in it was right. They did not live in a terraced house like that, but a detached one with a large garden. Their kitchen didn’t look anything like that either.

         The weather had been all wrong, as had the school. She would never walk there, she went by bike, and it was much further away than in her strange dream.

         Maya lay back down. The dream felt like a spider-web that was still stuck on her, and she panicked slightly about not being able to get rid of it.

         Yasmin, that had been the name of the girl with the dark curly hair. But surely her best friend was named Klara. They were the best friends in the world and had sworn eternal friendship with each other.

         Maya envisioned Klara’s bright face with the freckles across her nose, and she almost felt guilty, even though it had only been a dream. Klara disappeared from Maya’s inner vision, and instead, she tried remembering Markus from her dream more precisely. She had been completely in love with him, but that too was all wrong, because she was really in love with Klement, Klara’s older brother, who was fifteen.

         There were muffled voices from the kitchen. It was her mum and dad, and they were speaking very quietly.

         She finally felt completely awake and almost normal.

         Today was her birthday. She was thirteen. Of course, they were preparing the usual tray of breakfast, candles, flags and presents that they would surprise her with. Maya hurriedly turned to her side, pulled the covers back over her head, and closed her eyes. It would spoil the surprise if she was awake.

         Now she could hear Jokum as well. He was shouting the only word he knew.

         “Car! Car, car, car!”

         “Shh, be quiet,” her mum whispered urgently. “Today is Maya’s special day!”

         “Maya’s morning,” her dad remarked quietly.

         Her mum did not reply.

         They were right outside the door now. Something metallic was being smacked against the door.

         Maya recognised the sound and knew it was one of Jokum’s toy cars. Then the door opened, and they came in.

         “Happy thirteenth birthday, Maya, congratulations!” her mum said cheerfully.

         “A good Maya morning,” her dad said, just as he always did. “No, on second thought, today it must be good Maya birthday morning. Or good birthday Maya morning. Or …”

         “Give it a rest, Peter,” her mum interrupted.

         Maya pretended to wake up, rolled onto her back, smiled, and stretched her arms above her head.

         Her dad was carrying Jokum, and her mum was carrying the tray. There were flags and candles on the tray, just as there should be, and there was a large glass of the tropical fruit juice she loved.

         “Hip hip hooray! You’re a teenager now!” her mum cheered with a laugh. “Say hooray, Jokum!”

         “Car!” shouted Jokum excitedly and threw the small car at Maya’s head. She saw it coming and ducked, and it hit the wall behind her.

         “We don’t do that, Jokum!” her mum said firmly.

         She sat down on the edge of Maya’s bed with the tray on her knees, and Maya sat up and grabbed the glass of juice.

         “Your present is in the kitchen,” her mum said. “Breakfast is there as well, why don’t we sit there and have a nice morning together?”

         “Your present can’t get through the door, that’s how big it is,” her dad explained.

         “The present from my parents will probably be arriving by mail today,” her mum said. “Sometimes it takes a while to send things from Spain to Denmark.”

         Soon after, Maya pulled a large T-shirt over her head and went with her family to the kitchen. A giant box wrapped in red paper with white polka dots sat on the floor next to her chair. A large white envelope had been wedged underneath the white ribbon, and it read To Maya on the front in her mum’s neat handwriting. The flag and candle were standing in front of Maya’s seat at the table.

         Jokum was sitting in his high chair, eating in his usual way, which meant that most of his porridge ended up on the floor or the table.

         Maya suddenly saw an image from her dream.

         “I had the strangest dream,” she said, pulling the chair underneath her to sit down. “It was all so real. In a way, I mean, and then in another way it wasn’t. Jokum was older and didn’t spill anything, and our kitchen looked completely different.”

         “Aren’t you going to open your present?” her dad asked excitedly.

         “Why don’t we let Maya do things at her own pace?” her mum replied, attempting a smile, but unable to completely disguise her irritation.

         Her dad pretended not to hear it.

         “You have five minutes,” he persisted. “Then I have to leave, and as I am so horribly, dreadfully childish, I would love to see you opening your present, all right?”

         “All right then.”

         Maya smiled at him, stood up and knelt by the large present.

         Jokum had grown impatient in his chair. He started squirming and whimpering quietly. Out of the corner of her eye, Maya saw her mum picking him up and letting him sit on her arm. He tried reaching for the giant present in the colourful wrapping paper, but Maya could tell that her parents were making an effort to prevent her brother from controlling the pace of the morning. He usually did, but not today, not on her birthday. She gently felt the present. It was very heavy, and her wish list quickly scrolled through her mind.

         She had said she would like inline skates like the ones her classmate had, which might account for the size, but would they be as heavy as that? She had thought her dad’s mum might get those for her because they cost over a thousand kroner, and her dad’s mum was usually the one who bought the most expensive present. But what might this be then? Surely she hadn’t mentioned anything this heavy.

         Jokum didn’t want to sit with his mum anymore. He bawled and prepared to dive to the floor. She almost dropped him and lost her balance. She grimaced and had to let him down.

         He immediately reached the present and tore at the paper.

         “Jokum!” their mum said sternly and grabbed his arm.

         “It’s all right, just let him,” Maya said.

         Of course, she was excited about her present, but not as much as she would have been when she was younger. Not very long ago, in fact. She had been eleven and a half when Jokum was born, and most of the people who went to see Jokum at the hospital and then at their house would bring her a present. Probably because many of them thought it might be strange for her to have a baby brother at her age, when she had grown used to being an only child, and that perhaps she might become jealous of him. At that time, she would have gone mad with hysterics if she had not been allowed to open her presents at her own pace.

         But she did not feel that way anymore. Her mum and dad probably thought she did, but now she was much more excited about getting to school and seeing Klement and finding out if he knew it was her birthday.

         “Can you guess what it is?” her dad asked, while Jokum ripped off small pieces of wrapping paper.

         “It’s a gift certificate for the shopping centre.”

         The words flew out of Maya’s mouth before she had even had time to think the thought behind them. She was every bit as surprised as her mum and dad were.

         “What?” her mum said in a disappointed voice.

         “But, Maya, how …?” her dad began.

         Maya stood up and pretended she hadn’t said anything. Why would she be getting a gift certificate for the shopping centre anyway? They had never given her one before, and they were not at all keen on giving gift certificates to anyone else either. She tore all the paper off the top of the present. The cardboard box had been sealed completely with packaging tape.

         “No, I know what it is now, it’s that dividing screen for my room!” she said, even though she knew it wouldn’t be. “Wow, do they fit in a box like this? Putting it together will be a real challenge. Can you get me a pair of scissors, please?”

         Her mum got the scissors out of the kitchen drawer and Maya told Jokum to mind his fingers.

         She cut open the tape and lifted the flaps of the box.

         Inside there was a lot of crumpled-up newspaper and something hard and very heavy, which had been wrapped in the same wrapping paper as the big box. She lifted it out and smiled at her mum and dad as if she could hardly wait, but in a way that she was struggling to understand; she remained completely certain that it would be a gift certificate.

         Without a single shred of doubt.

         “Oh my, I wonder what it is?” her dad said.

         “A paving slab?” Maya said in surprise when she tore open the paper. “Of the same sort we have on the garden terrace?”

         She reached inside the box again and unwrapped two more slabs. Jokum no longer found it entertaining. He had gone into the living room and was hammering on his toy xylophone, which sounded as if it was being smashed to bits.

         “There’s something down there,” Maya said and fished out a white envelope.

         “Wow … thank you so much!”

         It was a gift certificate for the shopping centre.

         For 750 kroner.

         “Thank you, that’s a great present,” Maya said.

         It was absolutely true. It would be amazing to be able to spend money in all the shops in the centre. Of course Klara should come along. They could spend the most amazing day there. Perhaps as soon as this Saturday?

         “Thanks, Mum, thanks, Dad!”

         She quickly hugged them one after the other, first her dad because he had already glanced at his watch twice and should have left already. He worked as a teacher in a boarding school and it took him half an hour to drive there. Maya could tell that her dad smelt different than usual.

         New deodorant, she thought.

         “You’re welcome, my dearest,” he said. “Your mum and I agreed that a gift certificate would be best, even if we’re not … well, you know. But otherwise, you’d just have the trouble of returning everything, right? Bye now, see you this afternoon! Bye Mette, and bye-bye Jokum!”

         He grabbed his briefcase from the floor and left while Jokum was still sitting on the living room floor wielding his plastic hammer.

         Her mum poured herself another half a cup of coffee.

         “I’m sure you worked out that the paving slabs and the giant box and everything was your dad’s idea,” she said.

         “It was cool,” Maya said.

         “Or ridiculous,” her mum muttered and looked at Maya over the rim of the cup. “How did you know what it was? Just a lucky guess, or did you hear us discussing it? I thought we had been so careful not to talk about it while you were home.”

         “I had no idea, it was just a guess,” Maya replied. “I’ll go to the bathroom, all right?”

         “OK.”

         She grabbed an old bowl with flowers painted on the bottom. Her dad’s mum had painted it once, and she always ate her yoghurt out of it in the morning. When she opened the dishwasher to place the bowl upside down on the top drawer, she saw four large light-blue cups with narrow white edges at the top. They were lined up inside the dishwasher, and there were also four matching saucers.

         She had never seen them before. Or rather, she had – just not in the real world. Maya picked one of them up and felt queasy for a moment. The cup was completely clean.

         “Mum … what are these cups?”

         “I bought them cheap from one of the other women in the office. A bit of a steal, actually. The design is called Sonja. They were made in a specialist workshop called the Aluminia – they were cutting edge in the 1960s, and now they are a famous retro brand.”

         “Aluminia,” Maya repeated, mostly just to say something.

         “They are not quite as durable as porcelain, and actually they shouldn’t really go in the dishwasher, but I’m sure one time won’t hurt, and then they’ll be completely clean, you know?”

         Maya gently put the cup back.

         “I feel as if I’ve seen them before.”

         “Not in this house,” her mum says. “Not unless you opened the dishwasher during the night. I brought them home last night in a bag, which I put in the cupboard underneath the stairs. I didn’t unwrap them until midnight because I didn’t feel like listening to your dad’s usual complaints about how he hates retro design and teak furniture and everything. I would really like to start collecting this set.”

         Maya didn’t say anything. She closed the dishwasher and went into the bathroom. She had not been in the kitchen during the night. Unlike in her dream, she could see her face perfectly clearly, and she was actually a little bit pale.

         Those cups seemed strange. Strange that she saw them in her dream and then in real life as well.

         She splashed some water on her face.

         There had to be a sensible explanation for it.
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