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Chapter 1


Harriet


She stands in her father’s shadow on the platform, watching as he squints into the low morning sun. They wait. She looks for signs of annoyance in his eyes or in the way he moves. She’s especially attentive today because they’re taking this journey on account of her, which makes her feel like she’s indebted to him. It’s because of her that Dad is standing there now. She endures the heat, endures the early morning, endures the delayed train; she takes responsibility for everything he must tolerate from now on, and he is silent and impossible to read.


The asphalt is hot, its warmth rising through the soles of her shoes. Harriet is dressed entirely in black, because that’s what you do for funerals. She’s carrying her father’s camera bag over her shoulder and does not set it on the ground. Not even when she learns that the train is delayed, and they might be standing there for a while, does she let go of it. In that bag are accessories worth thousands of kronor. She knows the equipment is important to Dad. She also knows it’s her future she’s carrying over her shoulder, because one day she will inherit it all, and each time he tells her this it’s as though a weight is placed upon her. Dad does camera care once a week, and he always wants her to take part. They sit under the orange glow of the kitchen light and he lines up the lenses on the kitchen table, and sometimes he hands her one so she can feel it. ‘Look at this guy,’ he says. And she feels its heft in her hand; the lens is huge and heavy, wants to hit the floor. ‘And this one,’ he says. He hands her another. ‘Look at this guy.’ Dad often calls various objects ‘guys’. Especially ones he has bought and takes good care of, but other things too; in the car, for instance, he might suddenly stop to point if he spots a deer: ‘Look at that guy.’ A tree that has fallen in the woods can also be a guy, if it’s a large tree. But most of the time, it’s all about possessions – and not just ones that belong to him; he’s also generous with praise for the belongings of others. In the car, he might whistle if he ends up behind a Porsche. ‘Wouldja look at that guy.’ It’s a nice habit; in those moments, she likes her father.


Does Dad maybe want to sit down somewhere? She scans the area, but the benches are already full of people; they look silly, a row of craned necks anxiously searching for signs of a train that never comes. A conductor moves swiftly across the platform and someone asks what’s going on, and the man simply points down the tracks, as if the answer were there in the distance, and he were on his way to find it. Then suddenly there’s wild movement as a voice announces the train’s arrival, and everyone’s in such a hurry, as if they know for certain the train will only stop at the station very briefly. But Dad isn’t in a rush. He never is. It’s something about the way he moves, as though he does everything at half-speed. There is nothing that happens out of the blue, nothing done on impulse; Harriet gets the sense that everything is planned from the start. Sometimes she imagines that he decides every morning exactly how he will move throughout the day, from breakfast until night-time, and then he performs it all just as he’d pictured. Maybe that’s why he never shows any emotion, because nothing can ever surprise him, he’s never at a loss to respond. Now he watches the people rushing to their train cars, he lets them do their thing, and then he slowly starts to walk and Harriet follows. It’s just as hot inside the compartment as outside; she walks through the car and sees people sitting there feeling uncomfortable with themselves.


She sits down across from her father in a window seat. He gestures for her to hand over the camera bag, and she does. She looks out of the window at the slowly depopulating platform. The sounds around her get closer – the rustle of newspapers being unfolded, a carbonated bottle opening – and conversations begin to take shape, stumps of discussions. Once she’s started listening she can’t turn it off, and she catches everything because the conversations sound like faint hums that form melodies, stories about lives. And just about everyone she listens to seems sad and weighed down by an inexplicable heaviness. And all the while she’s afraid of being confronted if someone notices her – why are you eavesdropping?


She’s not supposed to eavesdrop.


She remembers the night two years ago when she and her sister were meant to be asleep, and the bedroom shared a wall with the kitchen, where Mom and Dad were. Every word was crystal clear. It was almost strange – could it have been that the wall between the kitchen and the girls’ bedroom actually amplified sound? That must have been the case, because it was like she was right there with them and could hear the sighs, the scraping of chairs, the gentle rumbling of the fridge that stopped when Dad opened it. He stood there taking it in for a little too long. Mom didn’t like members of the family to stand with the fridge door open, she didn’t like the indecisiveness – ‘Do something!’ – and she was worried about their finances too; she had got it into her head that the electric bill was high because the fridge door was open all the time. And that’s why she sometimes shouted: ‘Don’t stand there dilly-dallying – close that door!’ But that night, Dad was able to stand at the fridge for a long time, looking at the possibilities all lined up inside, with no objections from Mom.


This pause caught Harriet’s attention; something was off. Rustling paper, Dad took out a bit of ham, transferred something heavier to the counter – the tub of butter? He opened the freezer for ice cubes. Dad drank his milk with ice, it was a habit. Sharp sounds and clattering from the silverware drawer, as though someone were digging through a treasure chest full of gold. She heard Mom light the candles on the table and set out plates; it was quiet and it took a long time, and Harriet lay in bed listening to the ominous sounds as Mom and Dad sat down across from each other by the window.


‘So how are we going to do this?’ said Mom.


Dad didn’t respond.


What was happening on the other side of the wall?


‘Want some?’ he asked. ‘Thanks,’ she replied.


The friendliness between them. Their soft voices between bites. The consideration, the almost exaggerated politeness. Would you like something to drink? I’ll get it. They seemed to be getting along better than ever.


‘I suppose you’ll be moving up to live with him,’ Dad said.


‘Yes,’ Mom replied. ‘He’s got a big place and there’s room for kids there too.’


‘You aren’t taking both of them.’


‘No,’ said Mom. ‘My suggestion is I take Amelia and you take Harriet.’


He barked out a laugh. ‘I was going to suggest the opposite,’ he said.


‘You want Amelia?’ Mom asked.


‘Yes.’


And then both of them fell silent as they chewed their sandwiches. A glass was filled.


‘Amelia and I are close,’ said Mom. ‘And we share our interest in riding.’


‘Me too.’


‘But you don’t ride.’


‘No, but Amelia and I are close.’


‘Why don’t you want to take Harriet?’ Mom asked.


‘Why don’t you want to take her?’


‘I asked you first,’ said Mom.


Harriet lay in bed, staring at the ceiling.


‘You know why,’ Dad said. He drank his milk. ‘I find Harriet tricky. We don’t quite jibe.’


Harriet’s bed was narrow and had high wooden edges, like a coffin without a lid. It had stopped raining and the storm had moved on, no more wind shaking the treetops in the park outside. She didn’t hear anything now, just the sound of her parents eating in the kitchen, and their quiet conversation.


They don’t quite jibe.


Later on, she’d always felt that this was so vague, so hard to put her finger on. What could she do to be better? She wanted them to jibe, but didn’t understand how to make it happen.


She turned in the bed, towards her sister. ‘Amelia,’ she whispered. ‘Did you hear that?’


Her sister didn’t respond, but through the dim light Harriet could see she was wide awake, lying on her back with her eyes on the ceiling.


‘Amelia.’


‘They’re talking a load of crap,’ her sister whispered. ‘Don’t listen to them.’


Their parents didn’t speak about it any further that night; the conversation must have continued elsewhere, and a few days later, in the afternoon, the sisters were called into the kitchen one at a time. Mom opened a can of cola and handed it to Harriet, even though it wasn’t Saturday. It was warm and the bubbles grew in her throat as she drank. Her parents were wearing odd smiles. They were going to get a divorce, Mom said, and since they would be living far apart it was best to split up the kids and Harriet was going to live with Dad and Amelia was going to live with Mom. Harriet waited for Dad to say something, but he remained silent. She glanced up at him and saw his blank face and she felt sorry for her father, because he hadn’t gotten what he wanted.


They’re sitting across from each other next to the train window. Dad keeps looking over her head to keep an eye on the doors. She knows what he’s waiting for, and she’s prepared, they’ve gone through it step by step – when he gives the signal, they have to be quick. He opens the camera bag, which is in his lap. His eyes firmly on the door, he doesn’t need to look down, he knows his camera bag inside and out. His glasses make his eyes smaller, two black dots behind the lenses. You can never tell what he’s thinking.


She looks out of the window: they travel across bridges high above the water, the train is going fast, the flowers in the ditch alongside the tracks make a blurry blue stripe. They’ve left the city now and are passing suburbs, then farms and green fields, and she’s riding backwards and watching people go by and shrink behind the train, their lives turning into tiny points that dissolve into the fields. Then the train slows down – and stops completely. A voice from the loudspeaker says that there is only a single track ahead of them and they have to wait for an oncoming train to pass. They’re sunken into a meadow, flowers up to their chins. If the summer rises another few inches, they’ll drown. A little further off in the field she can see two birds with long, skinny legs gazing out at the valley, and she happens to think of the time her dad showed her a squirrel he’d found in a tree. Look at that guy. The squirrel had completely stopped what it was doing and was looking out at the forest without moving a muscle. It was like it was paralysed, stuck in a thought. ‘He’s sitting there remembering,’ Dad had said, and this had seemed to her like such a distressing idea, an unbearable one. Because it made the sorrow in the world greater; that heaviness was found not only in people but also in animals, and she had to be responsible for them as well. And now, as she watches the two birds in the field, she imagines that they’re remembering something from their childhood, and it just makes her sad.


She received an assignment in school a few months ago, when they were learning about the brain. Each student was supposed to write down a memory, recounting as many details as possible. She’d told her dad about the assignment that evening, and it piqued his interest. ‘So what memory are you going to write about?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know, something that happened in my childhood.’


At that, Dad laughed and said, ‘You’re eight years old. You ARE a child.’


After that, she sat in her room with her notebook and wrote about the crucifix Dad had on the wall. It used to be over his desk, but after the divorce he hung it on the wall above his pillow. She’s seen Dad fall to his knees beside the bed and clasp his hands and pray. When he’s not in the room, she likes to get close and contemplate the cross: a dark-metal Jesus against the black-painted wood; the bundle around Jesus’s waist, like a diaper; the big bolts that go through his palms, and one spike through his feet; one knee in front of the other, which makes him seem feminine somehow. God’s son aims a steady gaze over the bedspread and when she stands right in front of the crucifix and looks at him, it seems as if he’s looking back. Dad had told her it could take days for the crucified to die, sometimes a whole week, and when at last they did die it wasn’t from their wounds but from thirst or starvation. Harriet wrote about this, and then she recounted a memory that was a year old, something that had happened right after the divorce. She was visiting her grandma, Dad’s mom. Grandma had eczema on her hands and used potato flour to ease the itching; she always carried the flour around in a cloth bag, and Harriet remembered the dust that would whirl up in tiny, illuminated particles when the sun found its way in through the big windows. Sometimes Grandma would put on transparent plastic gloves and let the flour trickle into them over her wrists, adding more whenever it started itching again, and by the end of those evenings the flimsy gloves were always full, heavy with the white powder.


Grandma was afraid of death, preoccupied by it, and often sat in silence at the kitchen table, her face turned away. And sometimes when her fear of death became too great she would go to the piano and strike the keys full force, which made it seem like the whole world was crashing down. Then she lingered at the piano and squeezed her hands together hard, making the plastic gloves squeak.


Only alcohol could loosen her from this grip. She drank fridge-chilled red wine, and after a few glasses she became chatty and started asking Harriet questions. Once Harriet told her that a friend had given her a snake bite at pre-school, and Grandma asked what a snake bite was, and she explained that it’s when you twist the skin on someone’s arm in opposite directions, like wringing a dishrag, and Grandma laughed. ‘Show me,’ she said, rolling up the sleeve of her silk blouse. And Harriet twisted her grandmother’s skinny arm, and there was blood almost immediately. Grandma gave a shrill, loud shriek, and the blood kept coming, running down her arm, and she started looking through the cupboards for the first aid kit but couldn’t find it anywhere. The cupboards opening and closing, Grandma’s whimpering. ‘Jesus Christ, child, help me look,’ she said, but Harriet couldn’t. She stood in the middle of the kitchen, paralysed, Grandma’s blood on her hands. Dad had to come pick her up early, and when she got home that night she walked by Dad’s room and there was the cross above the bed, and when she looked at Jesus she thought he was looking back at her in a new way.


She turned in the assignment and forgot about it, but one afternoon when she walked into her room, Dad was sitting at her desk and reading her notebook.


‘Did you turn this in?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ she replied.


He kept reading as she stood before him in silence, and then he closed the notebook and looked at the floor. ‘You have a good memory,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ she replied.


‘But listen. What happens in our home stays in our home.’


‘OK.’


‘I don’t want people to know what I’ve got on the walls, whether I pray, or whether I’m married or divorced. It’s disrespectful for you to write stuff like this. Do you understand?’


She nodded.


His expressionless gaze; he kept standing there for a bit. Then he left.


She immediately stuck the notebook in a drawer.


The train is still in the meadow, waiting for oncoming trains. The heat outside creeps into the car as its metal roof is warmed by the sun. Harriet sees the two birds, standing there perfectly motionless, remembering, and suddenly she hears the familiar click of a photograph being taken. She turns to look at her father, but can’t see his face for the camera in the way. He’s still aiming the lens at her, has her in his sights, maybe he’s going to take another picture. She likes it when he takes pictures of her; it makes her feel good when he does. Harriet smiles at him, showing her teeth and making a peace sign with one hand.


‘No,’ he says. He lowers the camera. ‘Why would you monkey around?’


He puts down the camera, placing it on the table between them, and gazes off. Harriet wants him to give her another chance, but the moment has passed. She feels sad again; her feelings gathering under her eyelids, anxiety hammering in her chest, she looks down at the table. She doesn’t want to start crying, Dad doesn’t like it. And then Dad takes another picture of her. He fiddles with the camera, adjusting the aperture somehow. She looks out of the window. One of the birds is flying low across the tall grass; the other stays behind, watching. It, too, leaves after a moment.


‘Now!’ Dad hisses.


Everything happens fast. He gets up and she’s just as quick. They take a few steps into the aisle, and she sees the shape of the conductor in the next car, heading into theirs. They hurry to the lavatory and close the door behind them. Dad locks it. But Harriet unlocks it right away.


‘What are you doing?’ he whispers, his eyes round and worried.


‘If he sees there’s someone in here, he might wait outside until we come out,’ she replies.


He considers this for a moment, then nods. He stands with his head bent towards the door and listens to the steps of the conductor passing by just outside.


‘New passengers,’ says the voice on the other side of the door. ‘Any new passengers from Stockholm?’


They wait, and then Dad cautiously opens the door and peers out. They exit quickly, sit down, blending in with the paying passengers. He gives her a little nod and she nods back. And her pulse is high and she feels nauseated, wants to vomit because she’s doing something that’s against the rules. But something even stronger spreads out inside her, a warmth, a tiny fire in her chest when she looks at him and he looks at her and they exchange smiles.


They’re jibing.









Chapter 2


Oskar


The platform is hot and festering. The train is late and there haven’t been any updates from the loudspeakers. When a voice overhead finally advises that the train is entering the station, the travellers are suddenly in a rush – everyone but his wife. Unbothered, she stays where she is, searching for something in her pockets. Oskar watches as she shoves her hands into her tight jeans, searches the pockets of her jacket, and her handbag, and at last she finds what she was after. It was a lighter. The train is coming, but now she wants a smoke.


‘Shouldn’t we board?’ Oskar asks.


‘I’m just going to have a cigarette.’ She cups her hand around the flame even though the air is still, pulls a deep drag into her lungs. He waits. The scrape of suitcases very close, and the rush of morning traffic on some distant highway. It’s another hot day. It’s seven-thirty in the morning, it’s 17 September, and this summer is never-ending. The platform is soon deserted, but she’s smoking as though she knows the train isn’t going anywhere without her.


When they board, he walks close behind her, and he catches a faint whiff of the perfume she was wearing yesterday. She moves briskly through the narrow aisle, and he observes the gazes of those who catch sight of her for the first time. He always does that, even now he does it. She takes a seat by the window, just grabs a random spot. Oskar stays in the aisle, looking down at their tickets. ‘These aren’t our seats,’ he says.


‘It doesn’t matter, you can see the train is empty,’ she says.


No, it’s not empty at all, and there will be more passengers boarding along the way. Oskar doesn’t like sitting in other people’s seats, because it means he can’t relax. And if someone is suddenly standing over him, clearing their throat, pointing at their ticket, and Oskar has to grab all his things and trudge off, he’ll feel degraded. He sits down across from her. The train leaves the platform without making any noise, glides over Central Bridge, the rails are slick and don’t make a sound, the sea is calm on both sides; even the Baltic looks inviting today, just small ripples where the current is strong. The train slowly accelerates, and as it enters the tunnel through the bedrock, he catches sight of his reflection in the window and reacts, as always, with minor discomfort; he wants to look away quickly but something makes his gaze linger and observe himself in the dim yellow glow. Once, when he was a kid, he drew dicks on the wall of the school bathroom with a marker and a teacher caught him red-handed. They made him go to the school counsellor, who sat behind a large desk and fixed a stern gaze on him and said, ‘Here’s a funny thing. When I met all you new pupils on the first day of school, I noticed you in the crowd and knew right off the bat that something was up with you. I thought: This one is going to be a problem. I could see it in your face – I saw that your inner pressure was high.’


That phrase has stuck with him ever since, his inner pressure. He looks at himself in the window, his serious expression, his wide mouth, its lips that don’t close all the way. His brown eyes, which look nearly black in the dim light. Is this a man with high inner pressure? He still doesn’t know what that means.


A conductor welcomes them onboard over the loudspeakers. The man is a little too enamoured by his own voice, says more than is necessary, and Oskar has the urge to exchange a glance with her over it, because both of them find that type of person annoying. But of course this isn’t the right time. Anyway, her eyes are already closed. He knows her, knows what she’s doing; she doesn’t want to sleep, she just doesn’t want to talk.


She seldom does, these days. He thought about it yesterday, during the argument that began in the morning and then lasted through the evening and night, how wordless long stretches could be. A few sentences to ignite it all, her shouts and his, and they flung wild accusations, but mostly they sat there in silence. As if they both realised there was no point in trying to solve this issue with words. At last she lit two candles there in the kitchen. It was so odd – as if she wanted to make things a little cosy as they fell apart. Maybe she thought it would be possible to live there, inside that silence. Have a sandwich, read a newspaper. And now, early in the morning, they were still silent. They closed the door to the apartment and walked without a word down to Central Station, and now that they’re on the train they’ve slid even deeper into silence. If this is the end of their story, it’s a quiet one. At the beginning of their relationship, they talked non-stop. Their first date at that bar. Or the train trip just before it, when they met for the first time. That legendary story! Tell the train story again! They’ve told it so many times, to one another and to other people; she once said she can hardly tell what’s true any more. But he remembers every detail.


Years ago, he was sitting by himself on a train from Gothenburg to Stockholm. The train stopped at one station longer than normal. Eventually the passengers looked up curiously from their newspapers – what’s going on? Why aren’t we moving? No messages over the loudspeakers. Fifteen minutes passed, the mood growing increasingly anxious as the passengers found their afternoon plans sabotaged. Suddenly the door to his car slammed open and she thundered in, hurrying through the train. She was wearing a leather jacket over a long dress that had tiny white buttons down the front. She threw herself into a seat across from Oskar. Only then did he notice that she had a gash on her head, and a trickle of blood right by her eyebrow. Then the two police officers appeared. They came from the same direction as she had and weren’t in a rush. They knew she couldn’t get away. They moved slowly through the car, their radios making noise, whistling and crackling, and now they had everyone’s attention. They stopped by her seat. One of the officers was stockier than the other, with red, angry spots between his eyes and on his forehead. He looked inflamed. The policeman pointed at her. ‘You,’ he said. ‘You’re coming with us, off the train.’


‘No,’ she replied.


‘Yes, you’re getting off right now.’


‘Why?’ she asked.


‘You know why,’ the officer said.


‘No I don’t. I need to go to Stockholm, and I plan to get there on this train.’


The policeman took a step towards her, and she cried out, sudden and shrill: ‘Do not touch me!’


The officer immediately backed off, as though he felt hurt because she’d managed to frighten him. ‘Am I going to have to drag you out of here?’ he said.


‘But I told the conductor!’ she said. ‘I didn’t have time to buy my ticket at the station, and when I was going to pay here on the train there was some issue with the machine. I can pay when we get to Stockholm.’


‘That’s not how it works,’ said the officer.


‘But I’ve got money on my card, this isn’t my fault.’


‘Listen here,’ said the other officer, taking a step forward. ‘You are delaying this whole train simply because you refuse to do as we say. You don’t have a ticket, and you have to get off this train.’


She ignored them, opened a magazine, and Oskar noticed the officers exchanging terse nods, hardly visible to anyone else on the train, an agreement between them that had been refined by many years of handling crap in service on the streets. Then they grabbed her. He’s not sure if they were too rough, but she screamed, and her cries got even louder as they managed to haul her into the aisle. She held onto a seat headrest, and now something happened in the car. The passengers, who had thus far sat quietly watching the scene, began to protest. Cries rang out from all directions.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Let her go!’


‘She said she’d pay in Stockholm!’


She kept shouting that she wanted to pay her way, and the situation must have suddenly felt untenable to the officers, with all the passengers taking her side. The two of them didn’t quite know what to do. Some passengers had stood up to see what was going on, and that was when Oskar made up his mind. He raised his voice. ‘How much is the ticket?’ he asked the officers. ‘How much does she owe?’


‘How should I know?’ said one officer.


‘Two hundred,’ she said. ‘It cost two hundred kronor.’


Oskar took out his wallet and removed two hundred-kronor bills, which he offered to the officers.


‘I don’t want it,’ said the fat one. He chuckled nervously. ‘I’m not the conductor.’


Oskar handed the money to her instead.


‘There,’ he said, turning to the officers. ‘Now she has money for her ticket. Now you can go.’


The police officers were at a loss, as if the situation had become too much for them, too philosophical. The other passengers had begun to lend a hand: encouraging voices all through the compartment; the car wanted the police to leave. And so they did, to mild cheering, and she pressed her palms together and gestured at the passengers. ‘Thank you,’ she mimed, then sat back down and leaned towards Oskar, taking his hands. ‘I’ll pay you back as soon as we get to Stockholm,’ she said. ‘We’ll go straight to an ATM.’


The train left the station and the Swedish summer passed by outside the window, and onboard the train all the passengers were transformed. They were no longer alone; they were united. They had stood up for this woman and they had done so together. Everything was easy and smooth, all down the rows of seats, gentle smiles in the car, for she was theirs now, they had kept her, a trophy of their goodness, gleaming there in seat 27.


Then the conductor came in, her black leather case with its brass details over her belly. She checked the tickets of new passengers and, when she got to Oskar’s seat, the woman bolted to her feet. She crumpled the two bills she’d just been given and threw them at the conductor’s chest. ‘Here’s your fucking money.’


A slight wave of unease in the car now. Because, was that really necessary?


The conductor bent down, picked up the bills, and smoothed them out. ‘You didn’t have a ticket,’ she said calmly. ‘So I offered you the chance to buy one onboard. To buy a ticket onboard the train, you must pay cash. You didn’t have any cash. You wanted to pay with a card, but that’s not possible. There’s not even the technology to do that. So I told you, if you don’t have a ticket or the money to pay for one, you must get off the train. Then you called me a whore.’ She took out a ticket, made a careful note on the small piece of paper, and handed it to the woman. ‘And you know something,’ she continued. ‘I don’t like being called a whore.’


The conductor moved on. Uncertainty spread through the car. She’d called her a whore? Who was this woman everyone had stood up for? He hardly dared to look at her, glanced at her from the corner of his eye, the black hair she’d tucked behind her ears but which kept falling over her face. Oskar’s father had once told him that as soon as he saw a beautiful woman he should imagine what she would look like skinned. That way, you don’t run the risk of being blinded by anyone’s beauty. The train sped up, they were late. When dusk began to fall they were still in central Sweden, and he saw the wires running alongside the track, dipping and rising, the electric fences gleaming in the setting sun, a bright yellow field, coming and going, and when it was fully dusk he saw her reflection, a double exposure in the window. Oskar gazed out at the small communities, and lights flickered and came on outside the houses. For a few moments they were racing an articulated lorry on one of the highways. Exploding past calm lakes where the Styrofoam buoys bobbed above fish traps, they travelled into the summer night and all the while he stole glances by way of her reflection in the window, couldn’t stop looking at her.


When they arrived at the Central Station she said she thought there was an ATM on Vasagatan, and Oskar asked if they shouldn’t grab a drink instead. In retrospect, he’s never quite been able to explain it. She was much younger than him, and this wasn’t in his nature: he’d always had a hard time approaching women, he tended to be shy and unable to speak. Sometimes he thinks about the person he was during that time. He used to visit crowded bars just before closing time, stand at the bar with a beer, and let the crowds decide where he should go. Why did he do that? Maybe to feel physically near to something; he was surrounded by bodies there. And if he spotted some woman he was interested in, he could let himself be carried in her direction, let himself be pressed to her side. In and out of various bars he went, always alone. And he often rounded off his evening at a nightclub, where he would seek out the gigantic speakers, stand by the subwoofer, which was taller than he was, and let the sound bore through his body. The music entered his bones, made his skeleton ache, and when he staggered to the street, into the night, he heard nothing, felt nothing, saw only the distorted faces of those he passed in the Stockholm night, with a feeling of relief; perhaps he had done away with himself.


That’s why Oskar was so surprised at himself when he suggested they grab a drink. He didn’t talk to women like that. But he knew from the start that she was different, and he’d felt a rising panic the closer they got to Stockholm. A fear that she would vanish and be gone for ever. He wanted her. He imagined her skinned, and he wanted her without skin too. They walked through Central Station and out onto Vasagatan. Stockholm was humid: wet streets, a rain shower must have come through, but it was still warm as they pulled their suitcases behind them. They went into a bar that was showing sports on muted screens, and sat down at a window table. He ordered two steaks, but she didn’t touch her food. She drank beer and ate nuts; she would squirrel five or six in her palm and then portion them into her mouth one by one. She asked what he did for work and he said he was a real-estate agent, and she snickered and said, ‘You don’t look like one.’


‘What do you do?’ he asked.


‘I’m a librarian.’


At that he let out a guffaw, loud and full of a confidence he didn’t really possess. ‘A librarian,’ he said. ‘You really don’t look like a librarian.’


She shrugged.


‘I love books,’ she said.


‘What’s the most beautiful sentence you’ve ever read in a book?’ he asked.


‘Sometimes . . . ’ She paused to think, to make sure she got every word just right. ‘Sometimes I can feel my bones straining under the weight of all of the lives I’m not living.’


‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Sounds depressing.’


‘Yeah,’ she said with a laugh. ‘I often feel down when I think about everything that never happens.’


She took out a cigarette. She would smoke them halfway and bend them into the ashtray as though she was suddenly tired of smoking and had decided to quit. And soon she would light another one. And when she said something important she placed a hand on his arm, as though this were perfectly natural. All the while he wanted to get closer to her; the edge of the table chafing his belly. She carefully cut the letter O from her steak, O as in Oskar, and took the letter of meat between her thumb and index finger and handed it to him. He didn’t understand what it meant.


Around her wrist she wore a little wooden medallion, and it dangled onto the table as they talked so he caught it between thumb and index finger to take a closer look. On one side was her name, and on the other side it said ‘Dad’.


‘Nice,’ he said.


‘Oh,’ she replied, as if she felt a little embarrassed.


‘Do you have a good relationship with your dad?’


‘I wouldn’t say that. Our relationship has always been a little odd. He’s pretty bad at showing emotion. He’s never said he loves me, for instance.’


‘Have you told him you love him?’


‘Once, when I was little. Know what his response was? He didn’t say anything, he just sat there.’ She stared at the table, a tentative smile on her lips.


‘What would happen if you called right now and told him you love him?’ Oskar asked.


She laughed, shaking her head and looking out of the window. And he was starting to get tipsy, so he took out his phone. He had just been hired for his first job with a real-estate firm, and on his first day he was given his own cell phone; no one else he knew had one. He set the phone on the table in front of her. ‘Call him now!’ he said. ‘Call him and tell him you love him.’


‘He’ll just think it’s a joke,’ she said.


‘Call him!’


This was the first time he saw something different in her eyes. She had been so full of confidence. From that very first moment, even as the police tugged at her, it was like she knew no one could touch her. But now something happened; girlish features appeared on her face as she looked down at the table, and she turned around to get the bartender’s attention, to order another drink.


‘Call him right now!’ he cried.


She couldn’t say no. In hindsight, he knows why. She was used to being the one who came up with crazy ideas; this was just the sort of thing she might have suggested. She picked up the phone and started dialling, and Oskar moved to sit on her side of the table, their temples close and the phone between their ears. Her father picked up.


‘Hi, Dad, it’s me.’


‘Hi, you.’


‘Did I wake you up?’


‘No, no,’ he replied. ‘Where are you?’


He remembers her father’s gravelly voice, which had the tendency to crack now and then as though his vocal cords were damaged, and she explained that she was at a restaurant. ‘So,’ she said. ‘I was just calling to say . . . ’ Oskar felt her body stiffen. ‘I was just calling to say . . . that I love you.’


‘Bitty,’ her father responded, and he inhaled sharply.


‘Bitty,’ she repeated – and burst into tears. Oskar looked on, dumbfounded, as she sobbed, and after a moment she cleared her throat, getting control of herself. ‘Well, talk soon,’ she said, and she hung up and another wave of grief came over her, making her slim body shake slightly. She brought her hands to her eyes and he just sat there, nailed to his chair, unsure of how to comfort her. He was clueless, had no idea about what he would eventually learn and even become part of, be transformed by. He didn’t understand that he had opened the door to something at the very core of her. She let out an audible breath, which echoed through the bar, as though she had grown weary of herself. She took out another cigarette then immediately changed her mind, put it back in the pack. Oskar brushed away the hair that had fallen into her face. He let his hand linger there, cupping her cheek, and they looked at one another and he remembers how difficult it was for him to look her in the eyes, he had to force his wavering gaze back again and again.


That’s when they kissed for the first time. And he doesn’t know how long the kiss lasted, he only remembers that when he looked up again they were all alone in the bar. The lights had come on, closing-time clatter, and staff were trying to clean them out of the place.


‘Is the night over now?’ she asked with a little laugh.


‘I don’t know,’ he replied.


‘We must have another drink in us,’ she said.


And they went out into the warm night, Vasagatan crowded even though it was past midnight. They passed some closed pubs and Oskar recalls that she suggested they go to the skatepark at Humlegården where people hung out at night. She liked to sit there and watch the skaters fall, she said, because there was nothing she found more amusing than to see guys getting hurt. Sometimes he thinks about that night and wonders why he didn’t see the red flags – or, that’s not true: he saw them, but he was merely fascinated, interpreted them as something else. ‘Tell me about your family,’ he said, and she said she had a sister, but they weren’t in touch at all. They hadn’t seen each other since they were kids, she said. ‘Why aren’t you in touch?’ he asked.


‘Because she doesn’t like me,’ she replied.


What about her mother? No, she hadn’t been in touch with her since she was a kid either. She didn’t want to go into details, but her parents had divorced, which had resulted in a custody battle; the family was split up. She cracked the door into a family in ruins, and she was hardly moved when she talked about it. Just amusing random facts in the Stockholm night. He should have stayed away from her, there was so much that was broken. She rendered him totally speechless one time that night. They were walking right behind a man around his own age who had some injury and was dragging one leg behind the other, and suddenly she started imitating his gait, limping the same way, just for a few seconds, and then she stopped. He didn’t see the point, it was simply cruel. It made her seem immature and uninteresting, but a second later she might say something he knew would stick with him for ever. ‘Just once in a lifetime,’ she said, as they walked along in the dark. ‘Only once will you catch sight of yourself, and that moment alone will be either the happiest or bitterest moment of your life.’


He asked her to repeat what she’d just said, so she did.


‘Has it happened to you?’ he asked then. ‘Have you caught sight of yourself?’


‘No,’ she replied. ‘I’m still looking.’


All the while, the feeling of being on the cusp of an adventure, with no idea how it would end. Or, she was on the cusp of an adventure, and there were indications that she might let him come along. When they crossed Kungsgatan they passed a group of conference-goers, loud and in the swing of things. She turned around to watch them stagger off. ‘Come on!’ she called to Oskar. ‘Let’s follow them, they can decide our night!’ That’s exactly the person she was; she put him and the world together. She ran to catch up with the group and joined up with them, and they walked into a bar and she introduced them to the drinking games of her youth, and the bartender reluctantly went along with her, pouring a viscous but clear liquor she set on fire. She slammed her fist on the bar and made a face, and there were silly conversations that followed, which Oskar was sometimes part of and sometimes left out of, and then he observed those who were observing her, the men, seeing in their eyes what they saw in her. He saw them making fools of themselves for her, and sometimes she cast him a quick glance, as if to say, this night is ours, yours and mine, and this is just some minor distraction. She made him believe that they were only playing with those men, but in reality she was playing with him as well.


‘I’m the fuck of the century,’ she suddenly said to the conference-goers.


This declaration changed the mood; the men fell silent. They must have been around fifty, maybe older, and she was much younger. She repeated it, leaving longer gaps between the words: ‘I. Am. The fuck. Of. The century.’ The entire situation seemed threatening to Oskar, as the men approached her from all directions, predators now. He got up and pulled her out of there, and when they reached the street he felt nothing but distress. Why had she done that? He wasn’t enough for her – and he never has been.


Of course everything the two of them have been through in the past twenty-four hours, leading up to this train trip, is a direct result of this very fact. Her lie, which was revealed yesterday. He could have predicted it if only he’d been a little more attentive on that first night, for the betrayal was already there within her; she was carrying it even then.
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