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This book is dedicated to my mother, who taught me how to read and always encouraged me to write. I love you and I miss you.




Marianne


Almost an hour to go before the ship departs. She can still change her mind. She can still grab her bag and leave, pull it through the terminal building and back up the pier, head down into the underground, go to Stockholm Central Station, travel all the way back home to Enköping. She can try to forget this utterly foolish idea. Maybe at some point she will even be able to have a good chuckle about last night, when she was sitting in her kitchen, where the voices from the radio were unable to fully drown out the ticking of the clock on the wall. After knocking back one too many glasses of Rioja, she decided enough was enough. She downed one more glass and decided to do something about it. Seize the day. Seize adventure.


Sure, at some point she might be able to laugh about it. But Marianne doubts it. It is very hard to laugh at yourself when there is no one to laugh along with you.


What was this whim in aid of anyway? She had seen the advertisement on TV earlier that evening – people in evening wear who looked just like regular people, only a bit happier – but that is hardly sufficient explanation. This isn’t like her.


She quickly booked the ticket before she could change her mind. She was so excited she could barely fall asleep, even after all that wine. And the feeling had lingered all morning while she dyed her hair, all afternoon while she packed, all the way here. As though an adventure was already unfolding. As though she could actually escape herself by escaping her everyday life. But now her reflection is staring back at her and her head is pounding and regret has caught up with her, like a hangover on top of her hangover.


Marianne leans forward and rubs at some wayward mascara. In the blueish fluorescent light of the terminal building’s ladies’ room, the bags under her eyes look grotesque. She backs up. Runs her fingers through her sensible bob haircut. She can still detect a faint whiff of hair dye. She digs a lipstick out of her purse and tops up her makeup with the smooth movements of habit, smacking her lips at her reflection. Pushes down the dark cloud that wants to swell up inside her, swallow her whole.


A toilet flushes in one of the stalls behind her and the door unlocks. Marianne straightens up, smoothing her blouse down. Get a grip, she has to get a grip. A dark-haired young woman in a sleeveless hot-pink blouse emerges from the stall and walks to the sink next to Marianne’s. Marianne furtively studies the smooth skin of her arms, the muscles that can be sensed underneath as she washes her hands and reaches for a towel. She is too skinny. Her features are so angular they look virtually mannish. Still, Marianne assumes a lot of people would call her beautiful. Sexy, at least. A tiny diamond twinkles on one of her front teeth. Pink rhinestones on the back pockets of her jeans. Marianne catches herself staring and quickly turns away. But the girl disappears out into the terminal without giving her so much as a glance.


She is invisible. And she wonders if it can really be true that she was ever that young.


It was so long ago. A different time, a different city. She was married then, to a man who loved her as best he could. The children were little and still believed she was some sort of demi-god. She had a job that gave her validation every day. And her neighbours had always been happy to have her over for a cup of coffee when she could spare the time.


Imagine: there had been days when Marianne had dreamed of being alone. A couple of hours in her own company, so she could hear her own thoughts properly, seemed like the height of luxury.


If that was the case, she is swimming in luxury these days. In fact, luxury is all she has left.


Marianne checks her teeth for lipstick. Looks down at the trolley bag next to her, a gift from the book club she is a member of.


She folds her down coat over her arm, resolutely grabs her bag and leaves the bathroom.


There is an excited din in the terminal building. A few people are already queuing by the barriers, waiting to be let on. She glances around, realising that her pink blouse and knee-length skirt are much too formal. Most of the other women in their sixties are either dressed like teenagers, in jeans and hoodies, or have gone the opposite way, hiding under shapeless tunics and tent-like dresses. Marianne doesn’t fit in with either group. She looks like an uptight, retired medical secretary. Which is exactly what she is, of course. She tries to force herself to acknowledge that many of them are older than her, uglier than her. She has a right to be here too.


Marianne sets her course for the bar at the other end of the terminal. The wheels of her trolley bag make it sound like she is pulling a steamroller across the stone floor.


Once she reaches the counter she scans the gleaming bottles and beer taps. Prices are listed in chalk on blackboards. Marianne orders a coffee with Baileys and hopes drinks are cheaper on board. Are the bars tax-free too? She should have checked. Why didn’t she check? Her drink is served in a highball Duralex glass by a girl with gleaming scraps of metal in her lips and eyebrows. She doesn’t look at Marianne, which eases her conscience about not leaving a tip.


There is a free table at the far end of the glassed-in seating area. Marianne carefully picks her way between the tables with her noisy bag and the coat that seems as big as a duvet. The glass is burning her fingers. Her purse strap slides off her shoulder, landing in the crook of her arm. But at long last she reaches the table. Puts the glass down. Pulls the strap back up and miraculously squeezes through the narrow gap between the tables, coat and all, without knocking down a single thing. When she collapses onto the chair she feels completely drained. She gingerly takes a sip; the beverage is not nearly as warm as the glass so she drinks more greedily. Feels alcohol, sugar and caffeine slowly spread through her body.


Marianne looks up at the mirrored ceiling. Straightens up a little. From the bird’s-eye perspective, you can’t see the wrinkles on her neck, and the tightness of the skin around her jaw makes it look chiselled. Perhaps it is because the glass is tinted, but her eyes are alert in a face that could almost pass for tanned. She runs her fingers along her jawline until she realises she’s preening in public. She deflates in her chair, takes another sip. Wonders how far she is from becoming a bona fide eccentric. One time she made it all the way to the bus stop before noticing she was still wearing pyjama bottoms.


The black cloud threatens to well up again. Marianne closes her eyes, hearing laughter and talking all around her. There is a loud slurping noise. When she turns that way she sees a small Asian boy examining a glass with nothing but ice cubes left in it. His red-faced father has his phone glued to his ear; he appears to hate the whole world.


Marianne wishes she still smoked, that she could step out onto the pier and have a cigarette, just to have something to do. But at least she is here now. Surrounded by sound. And she makes her mind up. No, this isn’t her. But she is so sick of being herself.


She can’t go back home. She spent the whole summer cooped up in her flat, listening to laughter and voices and music from the other flats in the building, from the balconies, from the street outside her kitchen. The sounds of life happening everywhere. Back home, that damn kitchen clock is ticking away right now, and the calendar with pictures of grandchildren she has barely met is counting down the days until Christmas. If she were to go home now, she would be trapped in solitude for ever. She would never attempt anything like this again.


Marianne suddenly notices one of the men at the next table smiling warmly at her, trying to catch her eye. She pretends to look for something in her purse. The man’s eyes are large in his gaunt, drawn face. His hair is much too long for her taste. She should have brought a book. For lack of a better option, she pulls out her boarding pass and possibly makes too big a show of carefully scrutinising it. The shipping company’s logo in the top right corner: a nondescript white bird with a pipe and a captain’s hat.


‘Hey, love. You here all alone?’


Sheer reflex makes Marianne glance up. The man’s eyes meet hers. She forces herself not to look away.


Yes, he’s a bit worse for wear. And his light-blue denim waistcoat is filthy. But he must have been gorgeous at some point. She can see it, underneath the face he wears now. Just like she hopes someone will see the same underneath hers.


‘Yes,’ she says, and clears her throat. ‘I was supposed to be going with a friend, but she was confused about the dates; I just found out. She thought it was next Thursday and I . . . I thought that since I had the ticket anyway, I might as well . . .’


She breaks off and concludes with a shrug she hopes comes off as nonchalant. Her voice sounds creaky, as though her vocal cords have dried up. She hasn’t used them in several days. And the lie, which she prepared so meticulously the night before, in case of exactly this kind of situation, suddenly sounds laughably transparent. But the man just smiles at her.


‘Then squeeze in with us – you need someone to toast with!’ he says.


He already seems a bit tipsy. And one quick glance around his table is enough to confirm that his friends are in even worse shape. There was a time when Marianne would never have considered an offer from the likes of this man.


If I say yes, I’ll turn into one of them, she thinks to herself. But I can hardly afford to be picky any more, can I? And besides, isn’t ‘pickiness’ just cowardice by any other name?


It is only twenty-four hours, she reminds herself. Then the ship will be back in Stockholm. If this turns out to be a mistake, she can bury the memory of it where she has buried so many other things, like the opposite of a treasure chest.


‘Sure,’ she says. ‘Yes. Thank you. That would be nice.’


Her chair scrapes loudly against the floor when she moves over to their table.


‘Name’s Göran,’ he offers.


‘Marianne.’


‘Marianne,’ he says, and smacks his lips a little. ‘Yes, that actually suits you. You’re as sweet as the Marianne mints.’


Luckily, there is no need for her to respond to that. He starts introducing her to the others. She nods at them, one after the other, forgetting their names as soon as she hears them. They are strangely similar-looking. The same guts bulging under the same chequered shirts. She wonders if they have known each other since they were young. If Göran was always the handsome one, the one who lured girls into the group.


Her coffee is cold and stale by now, but before she has time to gulp it down regardless, one of Göran’s friends returns with beer for everyone, her included. Marianne doesn’t say much, but no one seems to mind. They drink, and she stops thinking so damn much, starts feeling a tingling of anticipation again. It builds and builds, until she has to stop herself from abruptly laughing out loud like some kind of village idiot. When one of Göran’s friends tells a lame joke, she seizes the opportunity. Her laugh is riotous and too loud.


It is sad, really, how much she has missed something as simple as sitting around a table with people. Belonging. Being invited, and not out of obligation.


Göran leans in closer.


‘That thing with your friend is unlucky for you, but pretty darn lucky for me,’ he says, and his breath his hot and moist in her ear.




Albin


Albin is sitting with his head in his hands, chewing his straw. He sucks melted ice water from the bottom of his glass with a loud slurping sound. There is only the faintest trace of Coke flavour left. Like drinking cold saliva from someone who had a Coke fifteen minutes ago. He giggles. Lo would like that joke. But Lo isn’t here yet.


He stares through the glass partition at all the strangers moving around the terminal. One guy is wearing old-lady clothes and has lipstick smeared across half his face. A cardboard sign around his neck reads KISSES FOR SALE. 5 KRONOR. His friends film him with their phones, but you can tell from the way they’re laughing they’re not really having fun. Albin slurps on his straw again.


‘Abbe,’ his mum says. ‘Please don’t.’


She gives him that look that means Dad is already annoyed enough. Don’t make it worse. Albin leans back in his chair. Tries to sit still.


He hears a laugh that sounds almost like a dog barking. Looks over that way and spots a couple of overweight girls a few tables away. The one who is laughing is wearing pigtails and something pink around her neck. She tilts her head back and crams a handful of peanuts in her mouth. A few land between her breasts, which are bigger than any he has ever seen in real life. And her skirt is so short he can’t even see it when she is sitting down.


‘Why does she even have a mobile when it’s always switched off?’ his dad exclaims and puts his own phone down on the table with a bang. ‘Classic fucking Linda.’


‘Calm down, Mårten,’ his mum soothes. ‘We don’t even know why they’re late.’


‘And that’s what I’m saying. You would have thought my sister could have called so we didn’t have to sit here wondering where the hell they’ve got to. It’s so fucking disrespectful.’ His dad turns to him. ‘Are you sure you don’t have Lo’s number?’


‘Yes, I told you already.’


It hurts having to admit it again. Lo hasn’t been in touch to give him her new number. They haven’t spoken in almost a year. They have barely written to each other since she moved to Eskilstuna. He is worried Lo might be angry with him for some reason, a reason that must be a misunderstanding, but his mum keeps telling him Lo is probably just very busy with school because studying doesn’t come as easily to her as it does to him, and now that they are in sixth grade, things just keep getting more difficult. When Mum says that, she sounds like when she tries to persuade Albin that the kids bullying him at school are just jealous.


Albin knows better. There is no reason for anyone to be jealous of him. He might have been cute when he was little, but not any more. He is the shortest person in his class, his voice is still high and squeaky and he is not good at sports or anything boys need to be good at to be popular. That is a fact. Just like it is a fact that Lo wouldn’t have stopped talking to him unless something had happened.


Lo isn’t just his cousin. She was his best friend while she still lived in Skultuna. Then all of a sudden Aunt Linda decided they had to move and Lo had no choice but to go.


Lo, who could make him laugh like no one else, laugh so hard he almost panicked because it felt like the laughing would never stop. Lo, who told him the truth about how Grandma died. They cried together because suicide is so sad, but the secret, shameful thing about it was that he liked crying with Lo; it felt good. Finally there was something obviously sad, something they could share, unlike the other stuff, which he can’t even talk to Lo about.


‘No, Stella,’ a man’s strained voice exclaims somewhere behind Albin. ‘Stop that. Do you want to go straight to bed when we get on board? Do you, Stella?’


His questions are met with furious howling.


‘Then stop that right now. It’s not funny, Stella. I said no! No, Stella, don’t do that. Please, Stella, come on.’


Stella lets out another shriek and a glass shatters. Albin can feel his dad getting more and more agitated and his mum getting more and more nervous about him causing a scene. Out of the corner of his eye, Albin notices that familiar movement. The jerk of his dad’s head as he empties his pint. His face is even redder now.


‘Maybe they’re stuck in traffic,’ his mum says. ‘It’s rush hour; lots of people trying to get home from work.’


Albin wonders why she bothers. When his dad is in this mood, there is no way to calm him down. He just gets more worked up when you try.


‘We should have picked them up on the way,’ he says. ‘But then Linda would probably have made sure none of us made it on time.’


He rolls his glass back and forth between his palms. His voice is already sort of fuzzy around the edges and seems to sit further back in his throat.


‘I’m sure she’ll be here,’ his mum says with a glance at her watch. ‘She wouldn’t want to disappoint Lo.’


His dad just snorts. His mum stops talking, but it is too late now. The silence between them makes the air thick and hard to breathe. If they had been at home, this is the point where Albin would have gone to his room. He is just about to say he needs to go to the bathroom when his dad pushes back his chair and stands up.


‘Abbe, another Coke?’


Albin shakes his head; his dad moves off in the direction of the bar.


His mum clears her throat as though she is about to say something. Maybe about last night. That his dad was just really tired. Work stuff. And that with her needing so much help, he never gets to rest. But Albin doesn’t want to hear it. Tired. He hates the word tired, their code word for the unspeakable. His dad is always like this, especially when they are going somewhere or doing something that should be fun. He ruins everything.


Albin pointedly pulls his history textbook out of his backpack, which is slung over the back of his chair, and finds the section they have a test on next week. Frowns. Tries to look properly absorbed by scorched-earth tactics, even though he already knows it practically by heart.


‘So fitting that you’re studying the Swedish Empire when we’re crossing the Baltic,’ his mum says.


But Albin doesn’t respond. He has made himself completely unapproachable to punish her, because he is even angrier at her.

Mum could get a divorce so they wouldn’t have to live with him. But she doesn’t want to. And he knows why. She thinks she needs Dad.


Sometimes he wishes they had never adopted him. He would have done better in the orphanage in Vietnam. Or he could have ended up anywhere in the world. With another family.


‘Look who I found,’ his dad says, and Albin turns around.


His dad is holding another beer; Albin can tell from the white foam climbing up the side of the glass he has already started in on it. Next to him is Linda, her blonde hair falling loose over her shoulders. Her jacket is fluffy and pink like spat-out gum. She bends down and hugs Albin. Her cold cheek presses against his.


But where is Lo?


Albin doesn’t spot her until Linda moves around the table to hug his mum. He hears his mum make the same old joke she always does – Apologies for not getting up – and Linda chuckle like she has never heard it before. But the world around Lo seems to fade until she is the only thing he can make out clearly.


It is Lo, but it is not Lo, not the Lo he knows, anyway. He can’t stop staring. She is wearing mascara, which makes her eyes look bigger and paler. Her hair has grown long and it is a bit darker, the colour of honey. Her legs look impossibly long in the tight jeans she is wearing, which end in a pair of leopard-print trainers. She removes her scarf and leather jacket. Underneath, she is wearing a grey jumper that has slipped off one of her shoulders, revealing a black bra strap.


Lo looks like those girls in his school who would never in a million years say hi to him.


This is much worse than a misunderstanding. A misunderstanding could have been rectified.


‘Hey,’ he says, tentatively, hearing in that short syllable how childish his voice sounds.


‘Big shock to find you hovering over a book,’ she says.


She’s wearing a perfume that smells like caramel and vanilla, and when she speaks he catches intermittent puffs of sweet mint from the gum she is chewing. She gives him a quick hug and he can feel her breasts pressing against him. Albin is almost afraid to look at her when she straightens back up, but her new, adult face has already turned away. She pushes a strand of hair behind her ear. Her nails are painted black.


‘Oh my, Lo, how you’ve grown,’ his mum says. ‘You look really pretty.’


‘Thanks, Aunt Cilla,’ Lo says, and gives her a hug as well, a much longer one than the one she gave Albin.


Mum reaches up to get her arms all the way around Lo’s back.


‘But you’re bloody skinny these days,’ his dad says.


‘Well, she’s growing,’ his mum replies.


‘I hope that’s the only reason,’ his dad says. ‘Boys like a little something to hold on to, you know.’


Albin just wants his dad to shut up, right now.


‘Thanks for the info,’ Lo says. ‘My number one goal in life is to make guys like me.’


The silence that follows lasts half a beat too long, then his dad laughs.


Linda launches into an interminable monologue about which route they took from Eskilstuna and exactly what the traffic was like every single inch of the way. Dad drinks his beer in silence, passive, while Mum tries her best to look fascinated by Linda’s narrative. Lo rolls her eyes deep into her skull and pulls out her phone; Albin seizes the opportunity to study her furtively. At length, Linda gets to how hard a time they had finding a parking spot near the terminal and then she is finally done.


‘Still, you made it; that’s what matters,’ his mum says with a glance at his dad.


‘Maybe we should go join the queue,’ he replies, and empties his glass.


Linda’s eyes follow the glass as he sets it down on the table. Albin gets up, puts his history textbook in his backpack and pulls it on.


The queue on the other side of the glass partition is growing and Albin notices that it has started moving forward. He checks the clock on the wall. Only fifteen minutes until departure. People sitting at the tables are getting their things together, finishing their drinks.


Mum checks over her shoulder and starts reversing in her wheelchair, apologising all the while. The people behind her have to push their table aside to let her to pass. She toggles the joystick on the armrest back and forth.


‘It’s like parallel parking, this,’ she says in that slightly too cheerful tone of voice that means she is stressed.


‘Are you all right?’ Lo says, and his mum replies, ‘Of course, sweetheart,’ in that same forced-cheery voice.


‘Are you looking forward to the cruise?’ Linda asks, ruffling Albin’s hair.


‘Yes,’ he replies automatically.


‘I’m glad somebody is,’ Linda says. ‘I thought I was going to have to chain Lo to the car to get her here.’


Lo turns to them and Albin tries not to show how hurt he is. She hasn’t looked forward to seeing him at all.


‘You didn’t want to come?’ he says.


‘Yeah right. Going on a cruise to Finland is my number one advice to the general public.’ She doesn’t even talk the same any more. There’s a new whiff of mint as she sighs. ‘Mum refuses to let me stay home alone.’


‘This isn’t the time for that discussion, Lo,’ Linda says, and stares at his mum and dad. ‘You should be happy boys hit puberty later. This is what you have to look forward to.’


Lo rolls her eyes again, but somehow also looks pleased.


‘Not necessarily,’ his dad says. ‘All children are different. And it depends on how much they feel a need to rebel.’


Linda doesn’t respond, but after he turns his back she shakes her head.


They start moving towards the exit. His mum goes first, and Albin hears her say beep-beep a few times when tables are too close together or suitcases block her way. He looks away. Through the glass partition at the ticket barriers two guards study the people passing through the gates.


‘Isn’t it heartbreaking that she thought she could pull off a miniskirt?’ Lo whispers far too loudly when they pass the girl with the pink feathers around her neck.


‘Lo,’ Aunt Linda admonishes.


‘Maybe if we’re lucky the boat’ll sink when those two waddle aboard. Then this nightmare would be over.’




The Baltic Charisma


The Baltic Charisma was built in 1989, in Split, Croatia. She is 560 feet long, 92 feet across and has a carrying capacity of more than 2,000 passengers. But it has been a long time since the Swedish-registered cruiseferry was fully booked. Today is Thursday, and only about twelve hundred passengers are pouring in through the doors. Very few of them are children. It is early November; the half-term break is over. In the summer, the sun deck is crammed with deck chairs, but now it is empty aside from some of the passengers who came on board this morning, in Finland. They gaze out across a cold Stockholm, chilly despite the last rays of the setting autumn sun. Some are waiting impatiently for the Charisma to leave port so the bars can reopen.


*


The woman called Marianne is among the last in the flood of people who slowly stream across the gangway high above the parking lot. The long-haired man has put his arm around her. On the other side of the glass, the sun hangs low in the sky. Its slanted, golden light softens their faces. The tunnel turns sharply left, and now Marianne sees the ship. She is stunned by its size. It is taller than the block of flats she lives in. Storey upon storey of white-and-yellow painted metal. It should not float. She notices the bow is open, an enormous, ravenous mouth feeding on rows of vehicles. She wonders if that is the bow visor and the floor suddenly sways under her feet, as if she is already at sea. She thinks about the cabin she booked. The cheapest one available, underneath the car deck. Below the waterline. No windows. The ship seems to grow with every step she takes. The name BALTIC CHARISMA is written on its side in curlicue, the letters several feet tall. The pipe-smoking bird gives her a gargantuan smile. She wants to turn around, run back into the terminal. But she can hear the sound of a kitchen clock ticking in an empty flat, so she keeps on walking. Tries to ignore the sudden notion that they are animals, passively trudging through the corral on their way to the abattoir.


*


Andreas, the general manager, is standing by the entrance, advertising the karaoke night and the offers available in the tax-free shop, smiling as warmly as he can. The cruise director should rightfully be doing this, but he called in sick this morning. It’s the second time since the end of the summer. Andreas is well aware the cruise director has developed a drinking problem since he started working here.


*


The Charisma’s commander, Captain Berggren, is on the bridge, ticking off the boxes on the departure checklist with his staff. Soon, they will pilot the ferry away from the pier with the aid of the navigating officer and the lookout. They are intimately familiar with all the thousands of rocks and skerries and shoals in the Stockholm and Åbo archipelagos. Once the Charisma is out of the harbour, she runs on autopilot, and the captain hands control to his staff captain.


*


There is feverish activity in the staff quarters. The employees whose ten-day shifts start tonight have collected their uniforms and changed. Waiters are scurrying from the galley – the Charisma’s enormous, steaming kitchen, which supplies food to all the on-board restaurants – with enormous platters destined for the serving tables at Charisma Buffet. Some of them are still hungover after a night of partying. They gossip about who was called to the infirmary to have their blood alcohol levels checked that morning, and who didn’t come out of that so well. In the tax-free shop, Antti is conducting a run-through with his staff. When they open back up, half an hour after departure, an impatient line of customers will be waiting outside.


*


The water is perfectly still in the spa’s big, round hot tub. The surface reflects the clouds and sky outside the panorama windows. The massage benches are unoccupied. The heater in the sauna is quietly creaking away.


*


Down in the engine room, the engines are given a last once-over. If the bridge is the Charisma’s brain, the engine room is her beating heart. Chief Engineer Wiklund has just put in a call to the bridge, informing them that refuelling is complete and the fuel line safely disconnected. He studies his engineers through the window of the control room. Finishes his coffee and puts his cup down, looks at the orange doors of the crew lift. As soon as the Charisma has made it safely out of harbour and is striking out on its familiar route towards Åbo the staff chief engineer will take over and Wiklund can leave. He doesn’t need to come back until they are approaching Åland; he is planning to take a big nap.


*


The Charisma has pretty much seen it all. In the no-man’s-land of the Baltic Sea, inhibitions are lowered, and not only by cheap booze. It is as though time and space warp, as though the usual rules cease to apply. And the whole thing is monitored by four security guards, who are busy preparing for nightfall, each in their own way. Four people, tasked with maintaining order in the utter chaos that can be wreaked by twelve hundred people, most of them drunk, crammed into an enclosed space they can’t leave.


Outside the engine room, on the car deck, members of staff are giving passengers instructions in Swedish, Finnish and English. They have guided lorries, cars, caravans and two coaches to their designated places. Everything is carefully calibrated to ensure the ship’s stability. The air down here, where the sun never shines, is cool and smells strongly of petrol and exhaust fumes. Tired lorry drivers and road-tripping families move towards the lifts and stairs. Soon the car deck will be sealed, not to be opened again to passengers until right before docking on Åland. The big lorries are brooding silently in the dark like sleeping animals, tethered to the steel floor with heavy chains.


Everything is routine. The Baltic Charisma travels the same route, day after day, year round. She stops at Åland just before midnight. Reaches Åbo in Finland around 7 a.m., at which time most of the Swedish passengers will be sound asleep. In twenty-three hours, the Charisma will be docking in Stockholm once more. But on this particular cruise, there are two passengers unlike any the ship has ever seen.


A small blond boy, around five years old, and a dark-haired, heavily made-up woman have just climbed out of their caravan. They seem tired, gaze almost longingly at the harshly lit lift, but choose the poky stairs instead.


They both keep their eyes carefully lowered, meeting no one’s gaze. The thick layer of makeup can’t quite hide that there’s something wrong with the woman’s furrowed face. The boy has pulled up his hood, clutching the straps of his Winnie the Pooh backpack. They smell of lilacs and menthol and something else, something strange yet familiar, and people seem to have noticed, glancing furtively at them. The woman fiddles with an oval gold locket on a thin chain around her neck. Aside from the locket and a gold ring on her left ring finger, she wears no other jewellery. Her right hand is hidden in her coat pocket. She looks at the little creature next to her. His shoes slap against the vinyl carpet. The climb is much steeper for his tiny legs. There is so much love in her eyes. So much grief. But she is afraid of him too: afraid of losing him. Afraid that he is close to the edge, and afraid of what might happen if he steps over it.


*


Up on the glass-walled gangway, Marianne and the man called Göran walk through a plywood archway decorated with brightly coloured flowers. A woman with dark, frizzy hair points a camera at them; Göran smiles at the lens. The shutter clicks and Marianne wants to ask her to take another one – she wasn’t ready – but the woman is already pointing the camera at Göran’s friends. And then they step on board. Maroon carpet under their feet. The brass railings, the wood panel and faux marble walls and the smoked glass of the lift doors gleam in the warm lighting. An army of cleaners disembark. Grey uniforms, not a white face among them. Marianne barely listens to what the general manager has to say about the evening’s offerings, doesn’t recognise the name of the celebrity leading the karaoke.


Overwhelmed with impressions, Marianne’s fear melts away, leaving no trace whatsoever. Only anticipation remains. How is a person supposed to experience it all in just twenty-four hours? She is here now. And Göran’s arm around her tightens. Let the adventure begin.




Dan


Dan Appelgren runs and runs, but is getting nowhere. It is a perfect metaphor for his fucking turd of a life. To make it worse, he is running on this cruise ship travelling back and forth, back and forth, along the same route, day after day, night after night. He feels like a mythological ferryman, doomed to travel the same godforsaken waters until the end of time.


He hears the signal indicating the Baltic Charisma is leaving port. Warning smaller boats to make way for the monster.


Dan turns up the speed of the staff gym treadmill. The whine it emits rises in pitch. His feet hit the worn rubber harder and faster. He is dripping with sweat; it burns his eyes. The smell is distinctly sour. Chemical residue being squeezed out through his skin. He can taste blood now and his pulse is pounding in his ears. It would be pretty fucking undignified to have a heart attack right now. EUROVISION STAR DIES ON FINLAND BOOZE CRUISE.


He touches his stomach through his soaked vest top. Not too shabby for a forty-five-year-old, but he can’t help pinching the thin layer of fat between his skin and what used to be his six-pack. He turns the speed up higher. Just because he’s a fucking loser doesn’t mean he has to look like one.


The slapping of his soles against the treadmill is the only rhythm he runs to. He can’t handle music in his earphones any more. Being aboard the Charisma every night is one long music overdose. Hour after hour in the karaoke bar, where he shepherds the drunks through their caterwauling, cheering them on, pretending he thinks they are hilarious, pretending he hasn’t seen and heard it all before. The same songs. The same people, just with new faces. He needs a bloody avalanche of coke to get through it. And to help him sleep he drinks copiously in one of the clubs afterwards. The music is everywhere: a thumping, ear-numbing inferno that kills his soul. Hell’s waiting room, where the same bands and the same DJs play the same songs over and over again. Give the mob what it wants.


This fucking boat.


The Charisma’s got him. Nothing awaits him on dry land. Not even the gay clubs book him any more. He has nowhere to live and the friends who are willing to open their doors to him have become few and far between. What is he going to do once he has nowhere to go at all? Where is he going to get money? It’s not as if he knows how to do anything else, and it’s not like he’s planning on getting behind the till at McDonald’s. On the ship room and board are included, but he spends all the money he makes on trying to forget that this is his life now. Forgetting is expensive, so he is stuck here until he dies, or until the ship is scrapped. Whichever comes first. The race is on: the Charisma is a pathetic old eighties behemoth and he has heard the rumours, is aware of the staff’s ever-present fear of losing their jobs.


Dan is getting light-headed, as though he has used up all the oxygen in the windowless gym. He slows the treadmill to a walk. Sweat gushes out of him in waves, dripping onto the rubber, evaporating from his hot skin. Eventually, he turns the machine off and steps onto the floor. His legs are shaking. A new wave of dizziness hits while his body tries to come to grips with the fact that the floor isn’t moving.


But then it is never truly still either, of course. The vibrations from the ship’s engines are always there. His body reverberates with them even when he is on shore leave. He wakes up at night thinking he is still on board, because he can feel the vibrations in every cell, like phantom pains.


His sopping vest top is cold now. Clinging to his skin. Dan drinks greedily from his water bottle and pulls on his sweatshirt. He quickly steps out into the corridor and walks past the common room and the mess, where the staff are having their evening meal, neatly divided into cliques, as always. It is just like school. Plastic potted plants and chequered tablecloths on scuffed old wooden tables. Bread and deli meats and fruit have been set out on a counter. Baskets of ketchup and HP sauce. He spots Jenny and the flabby guys in her dorky little dansband. She looks away when she notices him. Hatred bubbles up inside him when unwelcome memories from his first night on board resurface. Jenny is right. He is a has-been. But she is a wannabe wasting her time on never-gonna-bes. And there is absolutely no reason for her to think herself above him. For her to pretend that she has integrity when she works on a fucking cruiseferry. What a fucking joke. At least he knows what he is.


The ship is full of people who would be nobodies on land, but here they live like they’re the kings of the world. Like that security guard Pär, who loves his uniform so fucking much it is painfully obvious he must be thoroughly browbeaten in real life, probably by a frigid wife and nasty-looking kids. Or take the captain himself, Berggren, and his posse. They even have a separate officers’ mess, so they don’t have to eat with the rest of the staff. It isn’t even nicer. Just smaller. And with real plants. Everyone on board is obsessed with the pecking order, with the number of stripes on their shoulder bars. Berggren is the lord of the floating manor, of course, and everyone treats him like royalty. But the king of something as pathetic as the Charisma is not someone Dan’s ever going to kowtow to.


He heads down a flight of stairs to deck nine and turns along a corridor. His cabin is small, but at least it has a window, unlike the staff cabins on deck ten. Jenny’s, for example.


Twenty years ago they would have given him the ship’s only luxury suite. They would have laid on free dinners in the real restaurants upstairs, allowed him to invite guests on the cruises. And he would probably still have declined. ‘Like Fever in My Heart’ was at the top of the charts and it would have been beneath him to work on a fucking booze cruise.


Dan removes his sweatshirt. His vest top hits the floor with a smack. He kicks off his shoes, pulls off his socks. The blue vinyl is cold under his feet. When he removes his shorts, the musty smell of old sex wafts from his crotch. What was her name? Everyone he fucks on board the Charisma seems to be called Anna, Maria, Marie, Linda, Petra, Åsa. But this girl was younger. Elsa? She said she had adored ‘Like Fever in My Heart’ when she was in preschool. It simultaneously made him uneasy and got his cock so hard it practically dribbled pre-cum. And she had known exactly what to do with it. Some of the girls born in the nineties are porn-damaged. They turn the bed into an ADD circus show. No position can last more than a few minutes. They want to be held down, have their hair pulled, be strangled. He always has the feeling the attention is the only thing they truly enjoy, and the hope of making an indelible impression.


He scrubs all traces of Elsa off in the shower. Gets a half-boner while trimming his pubes. His cock feels big and heavy. He wonders what Elsa did the rest of the day, after he left the cabin she shared with a friend he never met. Did she roam the ship looking for him? Did she tell her friend everything about what it was like having sex with Dan Appelgren? She might be home by now, wherever home might be. The ship has spat her out and devoured a fresh set of bodies. And soon it will all start up again.




Filip


His coffee went cold while he sorted out the till, but he downs the last of it anyway, hoping the caffeine can help cut through the soupy fog in his head. The Charisma’s engines make the glasses hanging above the bar clink softly against each other. He considers doing a shot of Fernet, but picks up a rag and wipes the counter instead.


Filip is doing his eighth consecutive day behind the bar at the dansband club Charisma Starlight and he is beyond tired. He feels worn out in the truest sense, as though his body has been put through the wringer and every muscle is torn. He should probably be more worried about how long his body can keep this up. He had a few hours of kip while the ship was docked. When he lay down, his back was so stiff and numb he could barely feel the mattress underneath him. The bar opens again in half an hour, and he will be here until five tomorrow morning.


He gets to go home in a couple of days. Finally catch up on his sleep. Sometimes he is virtually comatose for days on end, only leaving his bed to slump on the sofa in front of the TV. Right now, that sounds like heaven. And yet he knows he will miss the Charisma after a week’s shore leave. He will be restlessly counting the days until it is time to embark once more.


Marisol comes up behind him, picks up his empty glass and disappears into the staff room. Filip’s spine cracks when he straightens up. In the ceiling beyond the bar twinkle the constellations of lights for which Charisma Starlight was named. When he turns around, Marisol is back. She is looking at her phone. The screen illuminates her dimly from below. She smiles as her thumbs dart about the screen.


Filip walks to the stack of drinks crates and starts restocking the fridges with Bacardi Breezers.


‘When are you going to stop being so nauseatingly in love?’ he says, and laughs.


Marisol slips the phone back into her apron pocket and gathers her long, dark hair into a ponytail. The hair band makes a snapping sound when she twists it into place.


‘Well, I’m away from home half the time so I reckon we’re allowed twice as long as normal people, no?’


She has lived in Sweden all her life, but there are traces of her Chilean parents’ pronunciation in her speech.


‘I might forgive you if you’d ever come out partying,’ he says. ‘You’ve been proper boring since the two of you got together.’


Marisol grins at him.


He wonders how she makes it work with her new boyfriend. In all his years working aboard the Charisma he has never managed to build a relationship with a land-dweller. It becomes unsustainable in the long term. The hurried chats, crowbarred in between shifts and insufficient sleep. His efforts to collect stories, to remember everything that happens on board so he’ll have something to talk about when he gets home. But once he’s back on dry land, the stories always feel pointless. They have lost their sparkle. It is difficult to bring the two worlds together. Lots of crew members lead double lives. They have one relationship on land and one at sea.


Filip and Marisol work for a while in companionable silence. He enjoys the daily routines with Marisol before the bar opens. It is peaceful, but there is something to get on with. Filip closes the fridge doors and carries the empty crates out to the store room.


‘Speaking of lovebirds,’ he says when he comes back out, ‘I wonder how Calle’s doing?’


‘Have you heard anything?’ Marisol mechanically slices lemons, throwing them into one of the plastic tubs under the counter.


‘No, not yet,’ he replies, washing his hands and placing a handful of limes on a cutting board.


The wet sound of the knives slicing through fruit fills the silence. The glasses keep on clinking.


‘I feel like it was just yesterday Calle worked here,’ he says. ‘Time bloody flies. It’s mental.’


‘Yeah, old men tend to think so,’ Marisol snipes, and shoots him a sweet smile.


It stings more than he cares to admit.


‘You’ll be my side of forty in just a couple more years.’


‘Are you sure you want to bring that up when I’m holding a knife?’ she asks. ‘Did you say you’ve met this new boyfriend?’


‘No, I’ve barely even seen Calle since he quit and moved down south to study. I should have kept in touch but . . . you know how it goes.’


Marisol nods agreement, and Filip realises he might be saying something similar about her one day. To her, the Charisma is just a job. To him, the ship is his life, his home. The only place, in fact, where he has ever felt at home. He can’t imagine working anywhere else. Yet another thing he should probably be more worried about. Especially now there are rumours the Charisma’s days are numbered.


‘What did he become?’ she asks. ‘I mean, what did he study?’


‘Garden architect,’ Filip replies, ‘or something along those lines. Shit, I should really know that, shouldn’t I?’


‘Probably.’


He hopes Pia knows so he won’t have to ask Calle directly.


Marisol is just about to say something else when the steel security grille at the entrance jangles. They exchange a look.


‘It’s your turn,’ she says.


But when Filip walks to the grille, it turns out not to be an impatient passenger trying to get into the bar, but Pia, standing there with a paper bag in her hand, rocking back and forth in her boots.


‘I had a text from Calle,’ she says. ‘They just sat down for dinner at Poseidon.’


‘Give me a minute,’ he says, and goes back to the bar to hang up his apron. ‘It should be quick. But I might not make it back to open.’


‘I think I can manage for a bit,’ Marisol replies.


There is a loud rattling as Filip fills a Plexiglas bucket with ice. Marisol takes down two champagne glasses and hands them to him when he has finished burying the bottle in the ice.


She walks him to the grille. It sticks in the usual place about three feet off the floor. He can feel Pia and Marisol grinning at each other when he curses. Every goddamn day he has to stand here tugging at this bloody grille. He shakes it, jiggles it, pushes it with his hip while he pulls and finally it rolls all the way up with a deafening clatter.




Albin


Stockholm’s archipelago is slowly gliding by outside the windows behind his mum and dad. The last rays of the setting sun set the treetops ablaze. Albin gazes at the wooden villas peeking out between the trees, the gazebos down by the water. He wonders what it would feel like to sit on one of those jetties and watch the big cruiseferries pass. His dad has told him those houses cost at least ten times as much as the terraced house they live in.


His mum says money doesn’t buy happiness, but Albin can’t imagine anyone being unhappy in one of those houses. Especially if it were on its very own island, which no one could find their way to unless he wanted them to.


‘Those idiots in purchasing are clueless,’ his dad says. ‘The left hand doesn’t know what the right hand is doing. And I’m bloody tired of always being the one who has to clean up after them.’


He claims he loves his job, but it never seems that way when he talks about it. It is all problems all the time, problems of other people’s making. He is always blameless and everyone else is either stupid or lazy.


When Albin was little, he thought his dad was the best at everything. His dad told him stories where the whole world was under threat from fire-breathing dragons and massive earthquakes, and then he would swoop in and save everyone. But the best stories were the ones about when they picked up Albin from the orphanage in Vietnam. About how he knew instantly that Albin was their little boy, and how they stayed for several months so Albin could get to know them before they brought him back to Sweden. Albin had thought his dad could do anything, knew everything. But now he knows better. Everything that comes out of his dad’s mouth is just a story.


Last night, he was talking about Grandma again. Those are always the worst nights.


Maybe I should do what Mum did. Then you’d all be happy, wouldn’t you? His voice was really thick and gross.


I’ve been such a fucking idiot, thinking I was worthy of love.


You would have left me a long time ago if you thought anyone else would have you. You and Abbe just want to get rid of me.


Albin lay awake, listening to his dad pacing downstairs. He wanted to be ready if he heard him coming. His dad’s tread on the stairs is like a language unto itself. You can tell if the dad coming is angry dad or the dad who can’t stop crying. They are like two completely different dads, even though they say practically the same things. And both dads are scary, because it is as if neither one of them listens or even understands what you are saying. Sometimes, he disappears in the middle of the night. That is when he says he is going to do it, that he can’t take it any more.


I want you to know that if I can’t take it any more, it’s not your fault, Abbe. Never think that.


A handful of seagulls fly past the windows. Their beaks open and close, but the screeches can’t be heard from inside the Charisma Buffet. All you can hear in here is cutlery clattering against plates and loud voices. If Lo had been here, and if Lo had still been Lo, he would have told her that in the olden days people thought seagulls were the souls of dead sailors. And he would have told her there were tons of shipwrecks everywhere in the Baltic. Tons of dead sailors who were never found.


But Lo isn’t here yet. They have started without her.


Lo, who didn’t want to come on the cruise with them.


Albin looks at his plate. Potato gratin, meatballs, mini hotdogs, gravlax, egg halves with shrimp. He is hungry and yet there is no room in his stomach. His thoughts are taking up all the available space, like a big lump of cement. Last time he saw Lo was the previous summer. His mum and dad and Linda had rented a cottage in Grisslehamn. It rained almost every day that week; he and Lo read in their bunk beds. He was on the top and sometimes he couldn’t stop himself from peering over the edge to watch Lo’s face. It had moved unconsciously, so he could tell from her expression what kind of scene she was reading. Every evening they ate soft-serve with mint sprinkles down in the harbour, despite the rain. Lo had seen lots of horror movies and at night she told Albin about all the scariest parts. Sometimes they were so terrified he had to sleep in her bed. They lay awake together, watching the shadows in the corners and the trees moving outside the windows. It was like accidentally peeking behind a curtain they didn’t even know existed, glimpsing another world behind the regular one. A bottomless world where anything could be lurking. Albin was so afraid it felt like the fear itself became a magnet that attracted the very thing he was afraid of. And yet those were the best moments of that whole vacation, lying under the blankets with Lo, fear rushing between their bodies, consumed by hysterical laughter they couldn’t stop.


‘So how’s sixth grade treating you, Abbe?’ Linda says, and puts a glistening piece of pickled herring in her mouth.


‘All right, I guess,’ Albin replies.


‘Are you still doing well?’


‘Best in his class,’ his dad says. ‘His teacher even gives him extra assignments so he won’t be bored.’


Albin puts his cutlery down. ‘Not for maths. Loads of people are better than me at maths.’


‘I hated maths in school,’ Linda says. ‘That’s probably why I’ve forgotten it all. I can barely help Lo with her homework any more.’


‘Abbe just has to learn how to study,’ his dad says. ‘He’s never had to put any effort in before.’


‘What’s your favourite subject?’ Linda asks.


Albin looks at Linda. Braces himself. His aunt is nice. But she is the kind of grown-up who always asks the same boring questions, just for the sake of asking something.


‘English and Swedish, I think,’ he says.


‘I see,’ Linda says. ‘Well, you did always like reading and making up stories. Lo was the same, but now it’s all about makeup and boys.’


The cement in his stomach gets even heavier.


‘Have you decided what you want to be when you grow up?’ Linda continues, just like Albin knew she would.


He can feel his dad watching him expectantly, but he stubbornly keeps his mouth shut.


‘He’s going to be a programmer. That’s the future,’ his dad says. ‘He’s at least as creative as those guys who came up with Spotify and Minecraft. Right, Abbe?’


Albin hates him. That is his dad’s idea, but he has managed to persuade himself it is what Albin wants. Albin has no idea what he wants, except that he can’t wait to change schools after this year.


‘That’s exciting,’ Linda says. ‘Just don’t forget us when you’re a multi-millionaire.’


Albin tries to smile.


‘And what about Lo?’ his mum asks.


‘She’s got it in her head she wants to be an actress,’ Linda says with a laugh. ‘And, granted, she’s definitely a drama queen. I can’t deny that.’


It sounds rehearsed; Albin senses it is not the first time Linda has used that line. It’s mean to Lo, but his mum just nods and smiles.


‘I’m surprised you let her walk around dressed like that,’ his dad says.


‘Dressed how exactly?’


‘She looks pretty grown-up now, with the makeup and everything. I don’t know if that sends the right signals.’


His mum eyes him nervously. ‘I think Lo looks lovely,’ she says. ‘I suppose that’s how they dress now.’


‘Aren’t you concerned about Lo growing up too fast?’ his dad says, his eyes fixed on Linda. ‘She doesn’t have a male role model at home.’


The table goes dead silent. All the unspoken things weigh so heavily on Albin he can barely keep upright on his chair. He glances out of the windows again. The gloom is already several shades darker.


‘All I’m saying is that there are a lot of nutters out there,’ his dad says.


‘Thanks,’ Linda retorts. ‘I’m aware of that.’


His mum clears her throat. ‘She’s started talking funny,’ she says. ‘Is that something they do in Eskilstuna, or . . .?’


‘No,’ Linda says, almost looking like Lo when she rolls her eyes, ‘that’s just Lo and her friends. It drives me up the wall.’


His dad gets up and Albin watches him. He tops his wine glass up to the brim from one of the taps by the buffet tables.


‘How’s he doing?’ Linda says.


‘Just fine,’ his mum replies, glancing at Albin as if it is important to keep certain things from him. As if he doesn’t already know.


Linda sighs and checks her watch when his dad returns to the table.


‘No, you know what, I’m calling Lo,’ she says. ‘She has to get here soon if she wants to have time to eat.’


‘I suppose she learned timekeeping from her mother,’ his dad replies. He has that look on his face he always has when he pretends to be kidding but actually means it.


‘I’ll go and get her,’ Albin says, and gets up before anyone has time to object.


He needs to get out of here.




Dan


He jogs down the white-painted staff stairwell to the seventh floor. Cuts through the general manager’s depressing, windowless office. Posters of old sea maps on the walls, row after row of binders on the shelves. The general manager himself, Andreas, doesn’t seem much livelier. He barely looks up when Dan walks past him and opens the door to the public areas. The din and music hit him like a wall. He stares down at the maroon carpet, trying to look stressed and busy while he walks the few feet to the information desk. Do not disturb.


Someone tugs at his elbow.


‘Aren’t you Dan Appelgren?’


He plasters a big smile on his face and turns to face a short-haired woman. Blue-and-white-striped top. He wonders if all the old hags in blue-and-white-striped jumpers wear them all the time or just when they are on a cruise. Do they imagine they have something of a maritime air about them?


‘Guilty,’ he says with a winning chuckle.


‘I knew it!’ the woman says, as if she deserves a standing ovation.


She is probably his age, but she has really let herself go. Smoking wrinkles line her top lip. There are grey roots in her hair. Her top is tight enough to reveal the rolls of fat above her bra strap.


‘My husband and I fell in love to “Like Fever in My Heart”,’ she says.


‘That’s nice to hear,’ Dan replies.


‘Yes, well, he’s my ex-husband now. But I still like the song.’


He laughs politely. Reckons the ex-husband hasn’t regretted ditching her for one second.


‘It should have gone through to the Eurovision finale,’ she presses on. ‘But I suppose people tell you that all the time.’


‘I never tire of hearing it,’ Dan says, and winks at her.


No, he thinks to himself, I never tire of being reminded of my failure. Of the fact that even when I was a winner, I was a loser.


‘I just wanted to tell you that,’ the woman says.


But she doesn’t walk away. She is clearly expecting something.


‘Thank you,’ Dan says. ‘That means a lot.’


She finally nods and starts walking towards the tax-free shop. Dan goes to the information desk and Mika wordlessly hands him the microphone. He looks long-suffering, as ever. He is the only one who seems to hate the Charisma as much as Dan does.


Dan clears his throat and pushes the ON button.


‘Dear passengers! This is Dan Appelgren and I am hoping to see as many of you as possible in the karaoke bar tonight!’


A few passengers stop to watch curiously. A small Asian boy holds up his phone; Dan fires off a smile, holding it until he hears the shutter click.


He turns back to the microphone, mustering all his energy to get through the usual litany and putting exclamation points at the end of every single sentence. ‘We have everything from golden oldies to the hottest hits of the day! There is something for everyone, and remember: everyone is a singer! And, of course, we have special offers on beer, wine and cocktails! The party starts at nine in the karaoke bar, which is located at the bow end of deck seven! See you there!’




The Baltic Charisma


The ship glides through the archipelago at the leisurely pace of fifteen knots. The light from her lanterns and myriad windows sparkles in the dark water.


Up on the bridge, all is calm. Captain Berggren has gone to bed in his quarters. The lookout is scanning the waves for small vessels the radar might have missed, and the on-duty officer makes sure they stay within the speed limit.


*


In the galley on deck eight, these are the most stressful hours of the day. Cooks and servers call out to each other. There is sizzling and steaming from the ranges and deep fryers, clattering and rattling from the big crates of dirty dishes that are pushed through the wheezing dishwashers; the sound of rapid-fire knives against cutting boards is like a drumming of woodpeckers.


*


In the spa, a middle-aged couple are soaking in the hot tub. They are holding hands under the surface, gazing out through the large, arched windows. Below them is the bow deck, where people have gathered to look at the last band of islets and skerries before the ship reaches the open sea. The sun has set, but the sky is not yet completely dark.


*


Pia and Filip have just set out an ice bucket with champagne on the upper floor of the split-level suite; now they are putting up a large banner together above the bed.


*


General Manager Andreas is at his desk; he watches Dan Appelgren walk past again. He opens a binder. Despair overwhelms him when he thinks about all the bills that have to be paid, about the owners who want him to make staff cuts.


*


The boy called Albin is standing at the foot of the stairs on deck six, studying a deck plan. He finds the red dot telling him where he is and searches the long rows of tiny, numbered squares. There are so many of them. And there are blind spots here and there that remind him of an unfinished jigsaw puzzle. Albin wonders what might be hiding in those white areas. He finds numbers 6512 and 6510 all the way at the other end of the ship. He runs down the portside hallway. The plan made it look long. In reality, it seems endless. A couple of older ladies watch him fondly as he dashes past.


*


Pre-parties are under way in several cabins, aided by purchases from the tax-free shop. Anticipation is building in lockstep with the temperature and volume. There is a stag do in one of the cabins on deck five. The groom is wearing a white veil. They are singing a drinking song.


*


The dark-haired woman with the heavy makeup can hear them. She is standing in front of a mirror in a cabin just a few feet away. Applying yet another thick layer of powder. Her breasts dangle like empty skin flaps on her chest; she is wearing a dark cardigan over her black dress. She buttons it all the way up, imagining the day when she will look like this permanently: when she will be one of the Old Ones. The thought fills her with horror, but the alternative, not living long enough, is just as frightening. She looks out of the window, rubbing her hands together as if for warmth. Her flesh moves strangely under her skin, as if it is too loosely attached to her bones and sinews. Two fingers are missing from her right hand, severed above the first knuckle.


‘It’ll be dark soon,’ she says, turning to the boy who is tucked into the double bed. He doesn’t meet her eye. ‘I’ll be quick,’ she adds and brushes lilac-scented oil on her neck. Her unharmed right index finger traces the chain of her necklace, stops at the locket. She attempts a smile. Her teeth are yellow. The enamel of some of them is chipped. The boy makes no answer; the woman’s smile fades.


She bows her head and steps out into the corridor, shoves her hands into her cardigan pockets, glances anxiously at the strong lights and quickens her pace. Her shoes murmur against the maroon carpet as she passes door after door after door, all identical. Voices seep out from behind some of them. A group of lads bellowing something that might be a football chant. A woman laughing. Loud music. The woman is nervous. She is thinking that it is too risky to do this on board, but she won’t make it further into Finland if she doesn’t. Exhaustion has turned every bone in her body to stone. It saturates her flesh, boring all the way into her soul. If I still have one.


A door is thrown open in front of her and a handful of young men in their twenties tumble out; she quickly turns towards the nearest door, pretending to search her pockets for a key card. Once they have moved off, she carries on down the corridor, discreetly sniffing the air. The smell of them is overpowering in the narrow hallway: cheap aftershave, warm skin fresh from the shower, wet hair. Beer, tar-flavoured lozenges, brushed teeth. But the strongest smells of all emanate from their bodies: their anticipation and blissful intoxication. The feelings make their blood pump faster, closer to the surface. The smells are so strong she can almost taste them. She fights to maintain her self-control.


She reaches a side passage leading towards the main stairs. There are more people here. She keeps her eyes fixed on the carpet as she lets the flow of people carry her upwards, trying to focus, to fend off the hundreds of synthetic smells assaulting her nostrils. Underneath there is sweat, blood, hormones, urine. The sharp metallic hint of dried semen on someone’s skin. Scalp grease. Her hunger is growing ever more ravenous. It crowds out her doubts.


The woman’s son leaves the bed and peers out of the cabin door. He squints at the corridor. Light falls on him, revealing a face that is dry and wrinkly like paper. He wonders how much time he has before she is back.




Albin


He jumps when a door opens with a bang behind him and turns around. A couple about the same age as his mum and dad practically fall out of their cabin. The woman leans against the man while he locks the door, and Albin notices a line of sweat running down his shirt, between his shoulder blades.


‘That buffet is going to be so fricking good,’ the man exclaims, too loudly, as though the woman were far away rather than right next to him. ‘I’ve been dreaming about it for, like, a bloody week now, you know?’


The woman nods. Her eyelids are heavy. She reminds Albin of a doll Lo had. It was supposed to close its eyes when you laid it on its back, but the eyelids were stuck in an in-between position, neither awake nor asleep.


Neither one of them notices Albin as they walk off in the direction he came from. He continues down the corridor, unsuccessfully trying to figure out where the unmarked areas on the plan might be. A door opens in one of the side corridors as he passes and two gaunt women in sparkly dresses step out. Both have long, narrow faces and dark-red lipstick on their extremely thin lips, which makes it look like someone slashed their faces open.


‘Tonight’s going to be amazing, Mum,’ one of them says. ‘So fucking amazing!’


‘Watch out, boys, here we come!’


Their raucous laughter echoes down the hallway behind him.


When he finally reaches door 6510, almost at the very end of the hallway, he taps it gingerly. As he waits, he notices the vibrations in the floor, hears other doors opening and closing. He knocks again.


‘Stellar job of stressing me out!’ Lo shouts from inside, and then the door is thrown open.


Lo has put her hair up and her face has been transformed yet again. Her skin looks like impenetrable plastic. Her lips glisten, her eyelids shimmer. She looks relieved to see it is him. She retreats back into the cabin; he hesitates for a moment before following her.


‘I saw Dan Appelgren,’ Albin says, and holds up his phone. ‘I took a picture.’


‘Super,’ Lo says without turning. ‘He is my number one entertainer in the world.’


Albin doesn’t respond, wishing he hadn’t said anything. Lo gets down on all fours next to the double bed. The smell of her perfume is everywhere. A jumble of clothes and a pink toiletry bag are scattered across the bed. Makeup and jewellery litter the tiny desk. A big round hairbrush and a hairdryer have been discarded on the floor. The dryer is still plugged in. It’s like a tsunami of girlishness has swept through the cabin, leaving wreckage on every surface.


‘Are they totally bitter about me being late?’


‘You won’t have time to eat if you don’t hurry,’ Albin says, perching on the edge of the bed.


‘That’s heartbreaking,’ Lo says, and sits back up on her knees. ‘I always wanted to get food poisoning from that place.’


She has pulled out a miniature vodka bottle, a brand he recognises. If it had been regular-sized, Lo would have been a giant. She unscrews the top, purses her glistening lips around the neck and drinks. She gags and her eyes tear up, but then she giggles and holds the bottle out to him.


‘Do you want some or what?’ Lo asks, and grins when he shakes his head. ‘There’s a couple more if you change your mind.’


‘But what if Linda finds them?’


‘Then I’ll tell her the cleaners must’ve missed them,’ she replies, and gets to her feet.


‘You told me you’d never start drinking.’


Lo looks at him with something bordering on pity. ‘We were, like, ten,’ she says. ‘Kinda seems like you still are.’


‘No, I’m not.’ He sounds so childish. He should shut up. He doesn’t know how to talk to this Lo. He doesn’t even know who she is. ‘Where did you get the bottles?’ he says.


‘That’s why I’m late. The tax-free shop just opened.’


‘But children can’t buy alcohol.’ He gets it as soon as he says it. Lo shoplifted the vodka.


She finishes off the bottle and rolls it under the bed. ‘Thanks for the info,’ she says, taking a piece of gum out of her jacket pocket and putting it in her mouth. ‘I guess we’d better head out, then.’




Madde


A warm, damp fog that smells sweet and fruity fills the tiny bathroom. She has washed her hair, lathered up her whole body, scrubbed her face. She is standing under the hot jet, letting it unknit her shoulders and back, rinse away the drab, the everyday, the so-called ‘reality’. She looks down at the drain at her feet, imagining the water disappearing down it and out into the Baltic Sea.


Madde had the exact right number of drinks at the terminal. She is going to the buffet with her best friend, and she is going dancing and then, who knows? Anything can happen on a cruiseferry. And she can be whoever she wants. Or rather, she can be who she really is.


She has taken tomorrow off work. When her colleagues are on the subway out to Kista, she and Zandra will be starting their day with a champagne breakfast.


She is going to have a lot of fucking time off soon, probably for a long fucking time, but that is the last thing she is going to think about tonight. She is not going to think about her boss, who tilted his head and looked so sorry about it all. Like she doesn’t know he will likely get a fat bonus in return for the money he saves by getting rid of the admin assistants.


She is glad she didn’t cancel this trip. It is exactly what she needs.


‘Are you dead in there, or what?’ Zandra calls from the other side of the door. ‘It’s like a greenhouse in here!’


‘Coming!’


Madde reluctantly turns the shower off and pulls the white curtain aside. Wraps a towel around her head like a turban. Wipes the condensation from the mirror above the sink, but only catches a fleeting glimpse of her glowing red face before it fogs back up.


She grabs another towel, the perfect level of rough, and rubs herself dry. The intro to ‘Livin’ on a Prayer’ starts playing on the other side of the door. Madde smiles and throws the towel on the floor. How many times have the two of them listened to this song? It was one of the first albums Madde bought: they lived on Solgatan in Boden, they had just started fourth grade and they had just discovered makeup. Zandra still spelled her name with an S; they were both in love with Jon Bon Jovi and they both thought the song was about living on a prairie.


Zandra opens the door without knocking and hands her a bottle of super-strength beer. ‘I saw those four Italian guys again,’ she says. ‘In the tax-free. God, they’re so fit, even though they’re so short.’


‘If they’re too small, just grab ’em all,’ Madde says, and takes a swig from her bottle. After the sweet strawberry cocktails at the terminal the beer tastes bitter and boozy.


‘So long as they’re not too small where it counts,’ Zandra replies, and holds out her own bottle. ‘Cheers, you old slut.’


‘Cheers, you toothless slag.’


The bottles clink and Madde pours more beer down her throat.


‘I’m, like, drunk already,’ Zandra says, leaning against the doorpost.


‘Then slow it down. We have to last all night.’


‘We will, don’t worry. We’re not that old.’


‘No, but you know how it goes sometimes,’ Madde says, and puts deodorant under her arms. ‘We don’t want to peak too soon.’


‘Sure thing, Mum,’ Zandra replies with a grin.


‘Oh my God, I need to have fun tonight. Otherwise I’ll go out of my mind.’


‘You know we’re going to have fun. We always do, right?’

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
o
N

Jo Fletcher





OEBPS/images/9781786487780.jpg
MATS STRANDBERG





