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We know a person by their flaws.


We can form an impression of someone by noticing their talents and qualities, good or bad—everything that appears on the surface. But if we really want to understand who they are, we must step into the darkness and acquaint ourselves with their flaws.


The missing cog defines the machine. A picture is judged by a poor brushstroke, a dissonant chord makes a song fall apart. Or makes it interesting. That is the other side of the coin.


Without our flaws we would be like a well-oiled machine, and our actions and thoughts could be predicted through simulation, if we only had sufficient processing power. That will never happen. Our flaws are a variable outside the scope of such a calculation, and they drive us to great achievements or to utterly despicable deeds.


If you wanted to, you could say that this is what makes us human, imperfect and wonderfully interesting. You could also say that it makes us into reptiles, dragging ourselves along between heaven and earth, searching for something to fill the vacuum.


Whatever the truth of the matter, it is these flaws that drive us on, whether we know it or not. And just like everything else they can reach a critical mass, a point where they change character and become something else. Many events that we regard as inexplicable can be explained in this way. What follows is an example.


*


I switch on the light.




1. Outside




‘Mum, I need a pee.’


‘Well, go to the toilet then.’


‘It’s not there.’


‘Of course it is. It’s where you went yesterday. The service block.’


‘It’s not there.’


‘For goodness sake, can’t you let me sleep just for once?’


‘But I need a pee. I’m going to wet myself.’


‘So go to the service block. It’s only fifty metres away. Surely you can manage that?’


‘It’s not there.’


‘It is. Go outside, turn left and go around this revolting caravan, then carry straight on. That’s where it is.’


‘Which is left?’


‘Oh, pee on the grass for heaven’s sake, and let me sleep. Wake your dad if you insist on playing up.’


‘Nearly everything has gone.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Come and look.’


‘Look where?’


‘Out of the window. Nearly everything has gone.’


Isabelle Sundberg props herself up on her elbow. Her six-year-old daughter Molly is kneeling by the window. Isabelle pushes her out of the way and pulls back the curtain. She is just about to point in the direction of the service block, but her hand drops.


Her first thought is: scenery. Like the backdrop behind Mickey Mouse’s caravan on TV on Christmas Eve. Something artificial, unreal. But the details are too sharp, the three dimensions clearly distinguishable. This is no backdrop.


‘I need a pee I need a pee I need a pee!’


Her daughter’s voice grates on her eardrums. Isabelle rubs her eyes. Tries to erase the incomprehensible sight. But it is still there, just like her daughter’s monotonous whine. She turns over and drives her knee into her husband’s back. Pulls back the other curtain.


She blinks, shakes her head. It makes no difference. She clenches her jaw, slaps her own face. Her daughter falls silent. Isabelle’s cheek is burning, and nothing has changed. Everything has changed. She grabs hold of her husband’s shoulder and shakes it hard.


‘Peter, wake up for God’s sake. Something’s happened.’


*


Thirty seconds later, Stefan Larsson is woken by a door slamming somewhere. His pyjamas are sticking to his body; it is hot in the caravan, very hot. He has had enough. Everybody else has air con. Later on today, when they go shopping, he is going to buy a couple of decent electric fans to sit on the table, at the very least.


‘Bim, bim, bim. Bom.’


Stefan’s son Emil is humming quietly up in the alcove, caught up in some fantasy as usual. Stefan frowns. Something is wrong. He reaches for his glasses with their thick black frames, puts them on and looks around.


The faithful old caravan looks the same. When he and Carina bought it fifteen years ago, it had been around for at least that long already, but after countless holidays and birdwatching expeditions, it feels like a friend, and you don’t sell a friend online for a few thousand kronor. The worn surfaces have a dull sheen in the light penetrating the thin curtains. Nothing unusual about that.


Carina is asleep, facing away from him. She has kicked off the sheet and the generous curve of her hip is like something from an old painting. Stefan leans over her and picks up the salty aroma of her body; he can see tiny beads of sweat at her hairline. Decent fans, that’s what they need. His gaze fastens on the tattoo on her shoulder. Two eternity symbols. The yearning for a lasting love. She had them done when they were both young. He worships her. It is a strange word to use, but it is the only one that fits.


His eyes widen. Now he knows what it is. The silence. Apart from Carina’s breathing and Emil’s humming, there is total silence. He glances at the clock: quarter to seven. A campsite is never silent. There is always the hum of machinery on stand-by, air conditioning units. But not now. The site has stopped breathing.


Stefan gets out of bed and glances up at the alcove. ‘Morning, kiddo.’


Emil is totally focused on his soft toys, moving them around as he whispers: ‘But what about me? Can’t I . . .? No, Bengtson, you’re in charge of the guns.’


Stefan goes over to the sink and is filling the coffeepot with water when movements and voices on the grass outside catch his attention. The footballer and his wife are also up and about. So is their daughter. The child is pressed against her mother’s bare legs as the woman gestures angrily at her husband.


Stefan tilts his head on one side. In a parallel universe he would be obliged to lust after that woman. She is in nothing more than her bra and panties, and she looks as if she has stepped straight out of an ad campaign. She is the woman men are supposed to desire. But Stefan has chosen something different, and he is not to be moved. It is a question of dignity, among other things.


The coffeepot is full. Stefan turns off the tap, pours the water into the machine, spoons coffee into the filter, then switches it on. Nothing happens. He flicks the switch up and down a couple of times, checks that it is plugged in properly, then thinks:


power cut.


Which also explains the absence of an electrical hum. He tips the water into a pan and places it on the hotplate. Hello? He scratches his head. If there’s a power cut, the electric stove won’t work either, obviously.


As he leans across to switch on the gas instead, he glances out of the window, past the quarrelling couple, to see what the weather is like. The sky is clear and blue, so it should be a lovely . . .


Stefan gasps and clutches the edge of the sink as he leans closer to the window. He doesn’t understand what he is seeing. The stainless steel is warm to the touch; he feels dizzy and his stomach is churning. If he lets go of the sink he will plummet into emptiness.


*


Peter has found a sweet wrapper in the right-hand pocket of his shorts. There is a faint rustling noise as he scrunches the wrapper inside his clenched fist. Isabelle is yelling at him, and he stares at the exact spot on her cheek where the palm of his hand might land if it were not fully occupied with the sweet wrapper.


‘How could you be so fucking stupid? Leaving the keys in the car when you were so fucking drunk that some idiot was able to drive off and dump us in this . . . this . . .’


He mustn’t hit her. If he does, the balance of power will shift, temporary peace agreements will be torn up and everything will be sucked down into chaos. He did hit her once. The satisfaction was enormous, the aftermath unbearable. Both aspects scared him: the pleasure he took from inflicting physical damage on her, and her ability to inflict mental damage on him.


He thinks: Ten thousand. No. Twenty thousand. That’s what he would be willing to pay for five minutes’ silence. The chance to think, to come up with an explanation. But Isabelle’s words hammer down on him and the taut strings of his self-control vibrate. He is capable of only one thing: smoothing out and screwing up the sweet wrapper.


Molly is clutching her mother’s legs, playing the role of the frightened child. She does it well, exaggerating only slightly, but Peter sees through her. She is not afraid at all. In some way that Peter cannot understand, she is enjoying this.


He hears a discreet cough. The man with the thick glasses from the caravan next door, tedium personified, is coming towards them. Right now he is a welcome sight. Isabelle’s torrent of words dries up, and Molly stares at the new arrival.


‘Excuse me,’ the man says. ‘Do you have any idea what’s happened?’


‘No,’ Isabelle replies. ‘Do tell.’


‘I don’t know any more than you. Everything has disappeared.’


Isabelle jerks her head and snaps: ‘You as well? You think someone’s come along and taken away the other caravans, the kiosk, the service block, the whole fucking lot? Does that sound reasonable? We’ve been moved, you idiot.’


The man with the glasses looks at the caravans, all that remains of Saludden campsite, and says: ‘In that case it looks as if they’ve moved several of us.’


Molly tugs at Isabelle’s panties. ‘Who are they, Mummy? Who did this?’


*


Four caravans. Four cars.


The caravans are different ages, different sizes, different models, but they are all white. The cars have less in common, but two of them are Volvos. They all have a tow bar, of course. Two have roof racks.


Besides that: nothing apart from people. Three adults and a child, wandering among the caravans and the cars, the other occupants still sleeping, perhaps dreaming, unaware.


Beyond the little circle lies only grass. A vast expanse of grass, each blade just over three centimetres long, stretching as far as the eye can see in all directions.


It is an empty space.


It is impossible to know what lies beyond the horizon, under the ground, above the sky, but at the moment it is an empty space. Nothing. Apart from the people. And each person is a world within himself.


*


Molly insists that Isabelle accompany her when she goes behind their caravan for a pee. Peter crouches down and runs a hand through his hair, sighing heavily.


‘Where the hell are we?’ Stefan asks no one in particular. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’


The corners of Peter’s mouth twitch. ‘I have. I’ve spent half my life on grass like this. First football, then golf. But how can it be so . . . neat?’


The grass has the appearance of a well-tended garden or a golf course. Stefan pulls up a small clump and rubs it between his fingers. It is real grass; there is soil attached to the thin roots. It would take an army of lawnmowers to keep it this short. Is there a variety of grass that only grows to a certain length?


Isabelle and Molly return. Isabelle is stunning, her daughter cute as a button. Long, wavy hair frames the girl’s little round face and big blue eyes. She is wearing a pink nightdress with a picture of a fairy princess not unlike Molly herself. And then there is Peter: cropped blond hair and a strong jawline. Narrow hips, broad chest, biceps clearly defined beneath the skin.


Three people so close to perfection that they would be less than credible in an IKEA catalogue, let alone on a scruffy campsite. The change of environment has made their presence less unnatural; the endless field is a more appropriate setting for Isabelle than a run-down mini-golf course. And yet she is the one who is most agitated.


‘This is absolutely fucking ridiculous,’ she says. ‘Where the hell are we?’


Stefan looks around at the grass, the caravans, the cars. He spots the black SUV parked next to the perfect family’s caravan.


‘Have you got GPS?’ he asks.


Peter slaps his forehead and runs to the car. The others follow him, with Molly looking up at Stefan as they hurry along. He smiles at her. She doesn’t smile back.


Peter opens the car door and slides in behind the gleaming dashboard. ‘Hang on, I just need to check.’


He presses a button and the engine starts up with a low purr. Peter’s posture changes. His shoulders were hunched; he straightens up, lifts his head. He is in the driving seat now.


The GPS screen turns purple, then a map appears.


Something is tugging at Stefan’s trousers. When he glances down, his gaze meets Molly’s. Her clear, unblinking blue eyes stare into his as she asks: ‘Why don’t you look at my mum?’


*


Benny has been awake for a while. He is lying in his basket in the awning, trying to understand.


The light is wrong. The smells are wrong.


His ears twitch as he hears human voices. His nose quivers, trying to pick up familiar scents from outside. They are not there.


Benny is seven years old, and he knows quite a lot. He is familiar with the concept of mechanised relocation. You get into Car or Caravan, there is a lot of rumbling and shaking, and rapid movement. Then you find yourself in a different place. New smells, new sounds, new light.


Benny knows that no such relocation has occurred. And yet he is not where he was when he went to sleep. This makes him feel insecure, and he decides to stay in his basket. For the time being.


*


‘For God’s sake, Peter, there must be something wrong with the bloody thing.’


‘There’s never been anything wrong with it before.’


‘No, but now there is. I mean, does it look as if we’re where it says we are? Does it?’


‘All I’m saying is that . . .’


‘Where are we, Mummy?’


‘That’s what Daddy’s trying to find out with his little machine that doesn’t work.’


‘It does work! Look at the position indicator . . .’


‘Peter, I couldn’t give a damn about the position indicator. It’s broken, just accept it! Oh yes, that’s a good idea. Just give it a little tap, I’m sure it’ll work. Know any magic spells while you’re at it?’


‘Okay, Isabelle. Give it a rest.’


‘Mummy, why is Daddy cross?’


‘Because his masculinity is threatened, and because he can’t get it into his thick skull that we have been moved. He thinks we’re exactly where we were yesterday.’


‘But we’re not.’


‘No. You know that and I know that, but Daddy doesn’t know that, which makes him feel stupid, and that’s why he’s cross.’


*


‘Bom.’


A laser beam strikes one wing of the spaceship.


‘Bim, bim, bim.’


Meteors, lots and lots of meteors crash into the windows.


‘Bam!’


Magnetic shock! The meteors break up, but . . .


‘Bom, bom.’


More lasers, warning, warning. There’s nothing we can do. We’ve had it. The spaceship tumbles towards the sun.


‘Heeeelp!’


It is warm in the alcove, very warm. Emil is so thirsty that his tongue is sticking to the top of his mouth, and yet he doesn’t climb down to get a drink of water. Something isn’t right. Mummy is snoring quietly below him and Daddy has gone outside. Emil can hear the faint sound of adult voices through the wall. He can’t make out what they’re saying, but he can tell they’re worried.


He doesn’t want to know why they’re worried; he would rather wait until the problem has been solved. He arranges his cuddly toys around his head with Bengtson, his teddy bear, right at the top. Sköldis, Bunte, Hipphopp and Sabre Cat down the sides. Emil’s eyes dart from side to side, meeting theirs.


We are here. We like you.


He licks the sweat off his upper lip and nods.


‘I know. I like you too.’


Where shall we go?


‘To Mercury—are you with me?’


We are with you.


‘Good. Bengtson, you can be Chewbacca. Let’s go.’


*


Peter has opted for a time-out.


The car doors are locked, and he sinks back in his seat. Isabelle is staring at him through the tinted side windows. He stares out through the windscreen.


An empty field is spread before him. It stretches as far as the eye can see, the horizon a curved incision between the shades of green and the shades of blue. That’s right, curved. The world has not become flat. Something to hold on to.


He turns to the GPS screen once more. According to the data displayed there, everything is as it should be. The map shows the track leading to the campsite, the markers indicating that the car is exactly where it is supposed to be, fifty metres from the lake, which is also there. Peter looks out of the window. There is no track, no lake. Only the field, the field, and the field.


‘Of course. Idiot,’ he tells himself. It’s so easy to check the GPS.


Peter releases the handbrake and applies gentle pressure to the accelerator. The car begins to move forward. He hears the sound of banging on the window; Isabelle is running alongside the car, yelling: ‘You fucking lunatic! What the hell are you doing?’


Peter can’t help smiling. She thinks he’s going to drive off and leave her. And who knows, perhaps he’ll do just that. He’s fantasised about this moment often enough; maybe he should actually do it?


He glances at Isabelle, still dressed in nothing but her underwear, and feels his penis begin to harden. During the week they have been staying in the caravan he hasn’t been allowed anywhere near her, and it was at least two weeks before that. His sexual sorrow is so obtrusive that it borders on hatred, and when Isabelle trips and falls, letting out a scream, he almost comes.


He blinks and concentrates on the screen.


The cursor is definitely moving, so the fault doesn’t lie with the GPS. It moves smoothly towards the lake, closer and closer. Peter pulls up when he reaches the shore, in spite of the fact that there is no shore in sight. He sits there for a few moments, looking from his foot on the brake to the screen and back again. He just can’t make himself drive out into the invisible lake.


More banging on the window, and this time he opens it. Isabelle leans in, demanding to know what the hell he’s doing. He explains.


‘And?’


‘I just wanted to check.’


Isabelle catches sight of his erection and smiles scornfully. ‘So what have you got there, then?’


‘Nothing that would interest you.’


‘Too right.’


Molly comes running, and in a voice much smaller than her six years says: ‘Mummy? Is Daddy leaving us?’


‘No, sweetheart, he isn’t. He had a silly idea and he wanted to try it out right away, that’s all.’ Isabelle reaches into the car and takes the iPhone out of the glove compartment. ‘I don’t suppose it occurred to you to try this?’


Peter shakes his head and gets out of the car. He is fairly sure of how this is going to go, and he is right, as it turns out. He can hear Isabelle cursing behind him: ‘What the fuck? No fucking . . . What kind of place is this?’


No connection. No signal. No contact. Peter’s eyes sweep across the empty horizon, the clear blue summer sky. Then he brings his hands up to his mouth and whispers: ‘The sun. Where the hell is the sun?’


*


The sun.


Stefan is standing outside his caravan, his arms hanging by his sides, his mouth wide open. He stares up at the sky once more, as if he had made a mistake the first time. Missed the thing that was right in front of his eyes. But there really is no sun, just the dazzling blue sky that seems to be illuminated by some internal light.


He takes a few steps in different directions to check the fragments of the horizon hidden by caravans and cars. No sun. He looks up again. The entire cupola of the heavens is equally bright, and exactly the same shade of blue everywhere. It doesn’t even look like sky; it is more like something that has been put there to resemble sky. The absence of shifting nuances or clouds makes it impossible to decide whether it is ten or ten thousand metres above him.


He searches around on the ground and finds one of Emil’s little toy cars; he picks it up and throws it in the air, as high as he can. It goes up perhaps twenty metres, then falls back down and lands on the grass, without having encountered any kind of obstacle on the way.


For as long as Stefan can remember he has lived with a feeling of fear in his chest. Sometimes it is stronger, sometimes weaker, but it is always there. If this fear had a voice, it would constantly repeat the same phrase: Everything will be taken away from you.


If the sun can disappear, then anything can disappear. Stefan’s chest is aching, as if something is tugging at it from the inside. He looks over at the door of the caravan. As long as Carina and Emil exist, almost anything is bearable.


And what if they’re not there? What if they’ve disappeared too?


Suddenly he cannot breathe. He takes a step towards the door, stops. He is seized by an insane urge to put his hands over his ears and simply run, run.


He makes a huge effort and takes a couple of deep breaths. The panic subsides, only to be replaced by a new torment. He doesn’t want to wake Carina to this world, doesn’t want to introduce Emil to a sky with no sun.


Stefan closes his eyes. Screws them shut as tightly as he can. He conjures up a sun in the sky, brings back the mini-golf course, the kiosk and the trampoline. He creates sounds: the morning breeze whispering through the trees, the shouts of children who have just woken up playing by the water’s edge. Everything that is supposed to be there.


When he opens his eyes, it has all gone. He has no world to offer his family, and he cannot create one. He glances towards the door, and the fear returns. Is he looking at an empty caravan?


He can’t stand it any longer. He dashes forward and yanks the door open, steps inside and stands there with his heart pounding, gazing at his sleeping wife and listening to his son’s voice. As long as he stays there, not moving or speaking, it’s as if nothing has happened. It’s just an ordinary morning on their caravan holiday. In a little while they will have breakfast. Emil will come up with a tricky question about the world around him . . .


World? What world?


Stefan pulls himself together and climbs onto the bed so that he is lying face to face with Carina. He strokes her cheek and whispers: ‘Darling?’


Carina blinks, then opens her eyes and says, ‘Ooh.’ She often does this when she wakes up, as if she is surprised that she has been asleep. ‘Ooh. Morning. What time is it?’


Stefan glances at the alarm clock; it is ten to seven. Does that mean anything any more? He brushes a strand of hair from Carina’s sweaty forehead and says: ‘Listen. Something’s happened.’


*


As there is no phone signal and no internet connection, Isabelle decides to look through her portfolio instead.


Synsam, 2002. A close-up that brings out her blue-green eyes in contrast to the black-rimmed glasses she is wearing. Her lips pout as if she is sucking on an olive.


Guldfynd, 2002. A luxurious full-length shot with chromatic lighting, a backless evening gown. A hunk in a dinner suit is approaching cautiously, as if he is unsure about speaking to such a beauty. Micro-spots glinting on a bracelet, a ring. The lighting alone took four hours.


Lindvalls kaffe, 2003. Her perfectly shaped nails around the bone-white coffee cup (false nails—she has always had a tendency to bite her own), the light that seems to come from the dark liquid creating shadows that emphasise her cheekbones.


Gaultier, 2003. The top of the tree in terms of professional credibility, but this was a men’s fragrance campaign, so Isabelle is slightly out of focus behind the dark-haired man, his features as sharply delineated as if he were a cartoon character. Greek. The handsomest man she has ever worked with. Gay, unfortunately.


H&M, 2004. The most professional sessions ever. The summer campaign should have been her big break. At the last minute they decided to go down the ethnic route instead. Africans, Asians and an Eskimo. For the summer campaign. It was during this period that Isabelle started using Xanor.


Ellos, 2005. The only reason she has kept these pictures in her portfolio is because they show off her body to its best advantage. Swimwear and lingerie, fortunately. No frumpy blouses.


PerfectPartner, 2009. No one could fail to believe that she is madly in love with the man whose cheek she is caressing; her eyes say it all. Peter wasn’t happy when the ad popped up as a banner on his email.


Gudrun Sjödén, 2011. When you’re thirty you have to swallow your pride. But it was a pretty cool shoot in Morocco. Earthy colours, flowing fabrics, the afternoon light in the desert. Her eyes sparkling, hungry, as if she has just arrived in an oasis. As if she is the oasis.


Molly curls up beside her on the bed, moves her hand through the air in front of the screen.


‘You’re so pretty, Mummy!’


*


Benny has ventured as far as the opening of the awning. What he sees confirms what his nose and ears have already told him. There has been no transportation, but he is in a different place.


He sits down and scratches his ear with his hind leg, then tentatively pokes his nose through the opening. Certain scents are still there. The caravan that smells of Cow and contains Cat. Perfume.


He gazes out into the emptiness, blinks in the light. It is not at all like yesterday, and there are hardly any smells. Benny yawns, has a good shake. He turns around, then sits down again, peeps out and looks in the other direction this time.


Cat is lying in the window of the caravan that smells of Cow. Benny stretches and forgets his fear. He will give Cat a good telling off.


He has just stepped off the wooden floor of the awning and placed his front paws on the grass when he sees someone coming towards him. A big He. Benny stiffens, irresolute for a second. Then he withdraws, turns around and scuttles back to his basket.


*


For Peter, this holiday was a last attempt to save his marriage, a final shock with the defibrillator before declaring the patient dead.


They usually went to a five-star hotel in some exotic location, where Isabelle could indulge in a series of spa treatments while Molly was looked after in the children’s club and Peter read crime novels by the pool. A luxury break made Isabelle more amenable, and they drifted along in a limbo that made them feel neither better nor worse. When they got home it was usually a few days before the quarrelling started again.


Needless to say, Isabelle had been less than enthusiastic about the idea of hiring a caravan, but Peter had insisted, on the grounds that he wanted to relive memories of childhood holidays with his mother. There was a certain amount of truth in that, but above all he wanted to give Isabelle one last chance. She hadn’t taken it, and to be honest he had always known that was going to happen. He’d just wanted to be able to look back at this week and think: That was when I’d had enough. That was when it all got too much.


He has had enough, and it is all too much. He has to get away from here. Soon.


He walks over to Donald’s caravan. A little beagle turns and scampers back into the awning as Peter stops and looks around.


The caravan is a Kabe Royal Hacienda, ten metres long and hooked up to a Cherokee SUV. Plus an awning at least twenty metres square. Teak furniture and a smallish garden made up of pots. On the supporting poles there are photographs of Elvis Presley, plus a couple of airbrushed pictures of wolves and native Americans. In the middle of the garden table there is a small flagpole flying the American flag. Half-hidden behind the beautiful plants is a gold brocade wall hanging: ‘A kindly word at the right time helps the world go round.’


The beagle’s basket is next to the door of the caravan, and the dog whimpers as Peter moves closer; its entire body is saying: I know you’re going to hit me, but please don’t.


The fear of a beating is provocative; one is tempted to become what one is presumed to be, and Peter has a sudden urge to give the dog a good kick in the head to make sure it keeps quiet. Instead he crouches down, holds out his hand and says: ‘I won’t hurt you.’


The dog’s eyes dart from side to side, and it presses its chin against the bottom of the basket. If we run out of food we can eat the dog. Peter shakes his head and straightens up. He is not in his right mind. He has to get out of here. Soon.


He knocks on the door. After a few seconds the caravan rocks and he hears the sound of heavy footsteps. Peter thrusts his hands into his trouser pockets, screws up the sweet wrapper and clears his throat. The door is flung open.


The man standing there is in his seventies. He is completely bald, although his chest is covered in white curly hair. An impressive tanned belly conceals the upper half of a pair of red and white striped boxers. The slightly bulbous eyes give a kind of hunted intensity, as if he is both prey and predator at the same time. His face lights up when he sees Peter.


‘Wow! A visit from sporting royalty at this early hour!’


‘Morning,’ Peter says, lowering his eyes.


The previous evening Donald had come over uninvited and sat down to discuss the penalty against Bulgaria in 2005. In his opinion, Peter’s career in the national team had been much too short, and he proceeded to go through a number of reasons for this, incidents that Peter himself had long forgotten.


Peter had supplied him with several drinks to keep him talking, in spite of meaningful sighs from Isabelle. He had served up a few anecdotes from his time in the Italian league, and Donald had taken it all in with admiring comments. Peter had basked in the glow of his fame, simultaneously ashamed of himself while revelling in the attention.


Donald had eventually weaved his way home, with an ‘arrivederci, maestro’ flung over his shoulder, and Isabelle had called Peter the most pathetic human being she had ever met. She had then proceeded to remind him that he had wasted the majority of his Italian millions on a failed restaurant project. And so on, and so on. A perfectly normal evening.


‘What can I do for you?’


Donald steps down from the caravan, using the doorpost for support. Peter takes a step backwards to make room for the belly, and says: ‘Something’s happened. It’s hard to explain, it’s best if you take a look for yourself . . .’ Peter follows the American custom and adds: ‘. . . Donald.’


Donald looks around. ‘What do you mean, Peter? What’s happened?’


Peter backs out of the awning and makes a sweeping gesture with his hand. ‘You need to see for yourself. Otherwise you won’t believe me.’


As Peter heads for the last caravan where the occupants are still sleeping, he hears Donald gasp and mutter something that sounds like: ‘Holy shit.’


*


Emil has come down from his alcove and is kneeling between Stefan and Carina on the double bed, looking out of the window. He points at the horizon and turns to Stefan.


‘How far is that?’


‘The horizon, you mean?’


‘Yes.’


‘About five kilometres—that’s what they say, anyway.’


Emil nods as if this is what he suspected all along, then says: ‘Maybe there’s nothing after that.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, you can’t see anything else.’


Stefan glances at Carina, who has hardly said a word since she first looked out of the window, then went outside for a minute before going back to bed. Her gaze is lost in the distance, and Stefan cups her shoulder with his hand. ‘Are you okay, sweetheart?’ he asks.


‘This . . .’ she says, waving her hand at the window. ‘This is crazy. Have you tried the phone?’


‘Yes. No reception.’


Carina’s eyes flicker back and forth across the field, but find nothing on which they can settle. She hides her face in her hands.


‘Don’t be sad, Mummy,’ Emil says, patting her back. ‘Everything will work out. Won’t it, Daddy?’


Stefan nods. The promise does not involve any kind of commitment; things always work out. Sometimes for the best, sometimes for the worst. But they will work out, one way or another.


Emil picks up a Donald Duck comic from the shelf above the bed and lies down on his stomach. He looks at the pictures, his lips moving as he spells out the words. He is old enough to realise that what has happened to them is very strange, incomprehensible in fact, but then a lot of things are like that in his world. Thunderstorms, elks, electricity and why eggs go hard when you boil them, while potatoes go soft. This is just something else to add to the list. He has an enormous amount of trust. Mummy and Daddy will fix this, somehow.


Carina takes her hands away from her face, chewing on her lower lip as she asks: ‘Is this for real?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean . . . this just can’t be happening. Is it for real?’


Stefan understands roughly what she means, but the thought hadn’t occurred to him. Could this just be in their heads, like a hallucination or a mass psychosis?


‘I think so,’ he says. ‘We’re here now. Somehow.’


‘Okay,’ Carina says, turning away from the window. She takes a deep breath and straightens up. ‘How are we for food? And water?’


*


There is a faint aroma of dung surrounding the dairy farmers’ old Polar caravan, hooked up to a white Volvo 740. A ginger cat is lying in the window, glaring at him. Peter stands there contemplating the whole set-up. There is something homely about it, as if the caravan, the car and the cat have always been here, exuding normality.


The other evening Peter had passed by on his way to the laundry block. The two farmers had been sitting outside on deckchairs doing crosswords; from a CD player on the table came the sound of Abba’s ‘Dancing Queen’. They had got to their feet and introduced themselves: ‘Lennart and Olof. Just like the former leaders of the Centre Party.’


Peter knocks on the door and hears movement from inside. Donald’s caravan had rocked; this one creaks and squeaks, the metal complaining beneath the weight of the person who after a couple of attempts manages to push open the refractory door.


Peter has no idea whether the man in front of him is Lennart or Olof. They are so alike that he took them for brothers at first. The same round faces and deep-set, kindly brown eyes. The same age, just over fifty, and the same height. The same bodies marked by hard work, the same strong, callused hands.


The man is wearing a pair of blue dungarees with only one shoulder strap fastened. He blinks at the light, at Peter.


‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I’ll just . . .’


He concentrates on the other strap and Peter peers into the caravan. Then he takes a step back so that the angle is different. So that he can’t see.


With the strap in place, the man looks back at Peter, surprised to find him in a slightly different spot.


‘Good morning?’ he says.


Peter is still confused by what he saw inside the caravan. ‘Er . . . The thing is . . . It’s . . .’


The view from the caravan is not obscured by an awning, so Peter contents himself with waving his hand at the surroundings. The man looks around, leans out so that he can see to the right and the left, then stares up at the sky as he murmurs: ‘Well I’ll be . . .’


‘I don’t know any more than you,’ Peter says. ‘Perhaps we ought to have a meeting, all of us who are here. Talk about what we’re going to do.’


The man looks back at Peter. There is something transparent about the deep-set eyes now, as if a fragment of the sky has settled there. He shakes his head and says: ‘Do?’


‘Yes. We have to . . . do something.’


‘What can we do?’


Presumably the man is in shock, which is hardly surprising under the circumstances. Peter raises a clenched fist—the captain rallying the team before a match—and says: ‘We’ll have a meeting. Okay?’


Without waiting for a response he turns and sets off towards his own caravan. Behind him he hears the man’s voice: ‘Olof, wake up. You have to see this.’


So Peter must have been talking to Lennart. He rubs his scalp, hard. There is a lot to take in this morning, because through the open door he saw the farmers’ bed. A double bed with a substantial body under the covers on one side. The other side was empty.


Peter isn’t particularly bigoted, as far as he knows. But the thought of those two old men . . . it’s hard to imagine. Really hard. Peter massages his scalp, trying to erase the picture. He has enough to think about without that.


What can we do?


That’s the question. Personally, he has no idea. He doesn’t know why he has taken it upon himself to go around and wake people, but he felt as if someone ought to do it. He can no longer remember why he felt that way. To avoid being alone, perhaps.


*


Five packets of instant noodles.


Just over a kilo of rice.


Half a box of macaroni.


Two tins of chopped tomatoes.


Two tins of sweetcorn.


Two onions.


A kilo of potatoes.


Four large carrots.


One pepper.


Half-full bags of oats, flour and sugar.


Lingonberry jam, apple sauce.


One litre of milk, one litre of yoghurt.


Four eggs.


Half a packet of crispbread, three slices of white bread.


Herbs and spices.


No meat, no fish. They were supposed to be going shopping today.


‘At least the water tank is full,’ Stefan says.


*


The area between the caravans is not large. A hundred square metres perhaps—half a tennis court. The occupants have gathered in this space. They are discussing what has happened as if it were some rare natural phenomenon—being transported to a different place, or the fact that their surroundings have disappeared.


Carina is not alone in doubting the authenticity of what they are experiencing. Majvor, Donald’s wife, also thinks they are dealing with an altered reality rather than a geographical location. In the best-case scenario she thinks it is only temporary, like an optical illusion.


The men are more inclined to regard the situation as a problem to be solved, a nut to be cracked. If they have been moved, how has this happened? If everything around them has been dismantled, how is that possible? And why? Why?


Lennart and Olof follow the discussion, listening and nodding, but they say very little, offer no theories.


Mobile phone histories are examined with the aim of working out exactly when contact with the outside world was lost. Isabelle is the person who received the latest text, from a friend on her way home from a party. The message arrived at 2.26 am. Since then, nothing.


Molly woke up just before she roused Isabelle at about six-thirty.


It happened at some point during those four hours. Whatever ‘it’ might be.


*


The people are busy, and Benny seizes the opportunity. A quick thirty-metre dash and he is standing below the window where Cat is lying, puffing herself up to twice her size.


Cat is like Benny in some ways, and completely different in others. She is unpleasant and provocative, which is why Benny starts barking at her.


Cat cannot bark—it’s just one of those things. Instead she gets to her feet and makes that noise that sounds like fast-flowing water. Cat makes her noise and Benny barks until he feels a hand seize him by the back of the neck, and hears his master’s voice.


‘Shut up, you stupid dog!’


Benny whimpers and scrabbles helplessly in the air with his paws as he is carried back Home by the scruff of his neck. The last thing he sees is Cat lying down and beginning to wash herself. As if she is pleased. This is so annoying that he lets out another bark, then he goes flying several metres through the air and lands on his back in his basket. He yelps in pain and curls up, hiding his head under his blanket.


*


‘What do you think you’re doing to that dog?’


Isabelle has never been interested in animal rights’ issues, but there is something about the way Donald behaves that disgusts her. It is possible that the feeling is mutual, because Donald looks at her as if she were a slug in his garden. He smiles and says: ‘No need for you to bother your pretty little head about that, my dear.’


Isabelle is not often lost for words. Donald is so lacking in self-awareness with his John Wayne–style machismo that it is almost frightening. She glances at Peter to see if there is any reaction to the way Donald has spoken to her, and indeed there is. He is staring down at the ground, unable to hide the smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.


‘Right, listen up!’ Donald says to the group. ‘How about we give each other a little space to begin with—what do you think?’ He pushes outwards with his hands as if he is knocking down invisible walls. ‘I don’t see the point in treading on each other’s toes when we have all this room!’


Donald is wearing an old pair of tracksuit bottoms. Isabelle studies the area around the crotch, where a number of dried urine stains can be seen. Three steps forward and one good kick, right there. It’s an option. For the time being she raises her voice and says: ‘We can talk as much as we like about how and when we got here and how to arrange our caravans, but surely we have to start by finding out what’s out there, for fuck’s sake. There might be a supermarket just a few kilometres away! How about that? Freshly baked bread and some porn mags for good old Donald!’


She looks Donald straight in the eye as she says this. His cheeks flush, and Isabelle feels that the kick is no longer necessary. Peter steps between them and gives Isabelle a dirty look before he speaks: ‘I’ll go. My wife’s choice of words may not always be . . . but I’m happy to go.’


Isabelle is about to say something suitably devastating to Peter, but Molly tugs at her hand.


‘Mummy? I want something.’


*


Emil doesn’t like it when there are lots of grown-ups around. Their voices and movements turn funny, as if they were on TV. Emil stays close to his mummy, Carina. Fortunately she doesn’t say anything to the other grown-ups, just keeps her arm around his shoulders and lets him rest his head on her thigh.


The grown-ups are talking in loud voices, and Emil can tell they are frightened. He would like to drive away from here right now with Mummy and Daddy, but he realises this is impossible. There is nowhere to go. Not yet, anyway.


The lady that looks like a model is shouting horrible things, and Emil shakes his head. Somebody really ought to tell her off, but not Mummy or Daddy, because she might start yelling at them too. The model-lady’s husband says he is happy to go.


Emil gazes out across the field. He has the distinct feeling that there is something horrible in the distance, beyond the point where they can see, and he thinks it is silly for the model-lady’s husband to go. He seems nice, the kind of person who knows what to do.


Emil closes his eyes, screwing them up as he tries to push away the idea that there is something nasty out there. He pictures a great big broom, no, a vacuum cleaner that comes along and sucks up all his stupid ideas, down into the bag, then he removes the bag and throws it in the garbage. Then he takes the garbage bag out to the bin. And then a truck comes along and empties the bin and . . . he doesn’t know what happens next.


Emil opens his eyes and is just about to ask his mother where the rubbish goes after it has been collected, but there is a girl standing in front of him. She is the same height as him, and she looks a little bit like the model-lady. There is at least one very similar girl at Emil’s day care; she is nice but she shouts and screams quite a lot.


‘What’s your name?’ the girl asks.


‘Emil,’ he says, pressing closer to his mother.


‘I’m Molly,’ the girl says. ‘Let’s go and play.’


Emil looks up at his mother. She doesn’t look very pleased, but she removes her arm from his shoulders. Molly takes his hand and drags him away. Mummy is smiling and nodding now. Emil allows himself to be led to a strange caravan. He’s not very keen, but he doesn’t know how to say no.


*


Peter watches Molly and the boy disappear into the caravan as he heads for the car. His daughter always makes new friends. If that’s the right expression. She creates a court around herself. Collects other children and tells them what to do. He knows that she had already noticed the boy, but had dismissed him as too pathetic to bother with. Instead she focused her attention on slightly older children, but not so much older that they were immune to her charm. Now they are gone, it seems that the boy will have to do.


Gone?


Peter leans against the car door and takes a deep breath. It is so quiet here. There is nothing but the sound of voices as the others continue to discuss the idea of rearranging the caravans. It is up to him now. He will find the way out and save them from emptiness.


A childhood memory pops into his mind. Peter is nine years old. It is November, and he is standing outside the door of the apartment where he and his mother are living temporarily. He fishes out his key, which is on a chain pinned to the inside of his pocket. As he is about to put the key in the lock, he hears a sound from the basement. He jumps and drops the key, which dangles on the end of its chain, tapping against his knee. He gasps and reaches for it, then suddenly freezes. And straightens up.


For a few seconds he sees himself from the outside. The secondhand padded jacket that is far too thin, the frayed jeans. Standing outside the door of a sparsely furnished apartment that he hates. He sees how grey and boring his childhood has been, always on the run. And during those few seconds, as the fear subsides, he also sees what he really wants: to get away from here.


Peter clutches the car key in his pocket. Back then, when he was nine years old, he felt a vague desire to become an adult, to be able to make his own decisions about his life. Adulthood was the place where he longed to be, shimmering before him like a mirage. One day he would get there. But now? What if it is actually impossible to get away?


Peter shakes his head. People are relying on him. Obviously they are somewhere, and from somewhere it must be possible to get to somewhere else. Simple.


He slips in behind the wheel and closes the door with a soft click. The sound of a new car. When he starts the engine he glances in the rear-view mirror and sees that the group’s attention is focused on him. He makes a slow U-turn and plasters on the smile he uses as an aerobics instructor, that’s terrific, you’re all doing really well, and raises his hand in a greeting as he drives past.


They wave back and he is struck by how alone they are. Cast out into emptiness by an unknown hand, for an unknown reason, with not even a tree for company. Paradoxically, Peter feels less alone in the car. The smell of the leather seats, the purr of the engine, the lights and diodes on the dashboard, the fact that he is moving forward creates a perception of self-sufficiency. A universe all of his own. He is leaving them, not vice versa.


Isabelle breaks away from the group and jogs over to the car. Peter opens the window; as usual he has no idea what to expect. It could be abuse, or an encouraging word.


‘If you find a shop, buy something,’ she says. Peter stares out across the field. ‘Haven’t we got anything?’


Isabelle shakes her head. ‘Get some potato chips, or some chocolate. Anything.’


‘We’ve got bananas.’


Isabelle sighs and raises a trembling hand. Her condition is called hyperthyroidism, apparently. A kind of excessive combustion. She can eat virtually anything without putting on weight. The price she pays is uncontrollable sweating and shaking when the engine no longer has anything to burn.


Peter looks at her hand and wonders what will happen if they can’t get away, and run out of food. It’s a terrible thought. And quite interesting.


‘Did you hear what I said?’


‘I heard,’ Peter says, pressing the button to close the window. He puts his foot down, and a minute later he is surrounded by emptiness.


*


‘Out of the question!’


When Donald suggested that the caravans should be spread over a wider area, it was with the proviso that his own mobile home should remain in place and be the starting point for this redistribution. People are now saying that he ought to move as well.


He looks at Majvor and shakes his head at the stupidity of others. From a purely practical point of view it is difficult for him to move, because his caravan is the only one with a proper awning, which would have to be dismantled and rebuilt. However, that argument should be surplus to requirements.


Donald and Majvor are long-term residents. They have rented a place on the campsite at Saludden for five weeks every year for twelve years so far. This year, however, they had to move across to the day campers’ section, because a tree had fallen on their usual spot. They have had to endure three weeks among people who come and go as they please, just because the staff haven’t pulled their finger out and chopped up that bloody tree. None of the others has been here for more than a week at the most. And now they’re saying that Donald needs to move!


‘Out of the question,’ he repeats, pointing to his awning. ‘It takes a whole day to put that up, besides which we’ve been here for three weeks already.’


The guy with the ugly glasses mumbles something. Donald stares at him and asks him to repeat whatever it was.


‘But are any of us where we were?’ the man says. ‘From a purely technical point of view, I mean?’


Donald raises his voice and adopts the tone he uses when dealing with slippery suppliers. ‘From a purely technical point of view the issue is whether you can force me to move my caravan when I’ve explained how bloody difficult it is.’


The officious little prick backs down immediately; he holds up his hands and says: ‘It was just an idea.’


Donald spreads his arms wide, embracing the entire group: ‘You’re all welcome to join me for a beer in our awning when you’re done.’ He indicates to Majvor that the conversation is over as far as he’s concerned, and they head for home.


When they are out of earshot of the others, Majvor says: ‘Why do you always have to be so unreasonable?’


‘Unreasonable? You know how much bloody work it takes to get this thing set up!’


‘Yes, and everyone else would have understood if you’d just explained yourself calmly and sensibly. And please don’t swear at me.’


They step into the awning. Donald grabs a chair and slumps down on it, folding his arms. ‘I’m not swearing at you, I just get so bloody . . . I’m telling you now, if anyone comes over here and starts messing with me, I’ll . . .’


‘You’ll what, Donald?’


Donald bends down, supporting himself with one hand on the floor, and manages to extract a can of beer from the refrigerator, which runs on bottled gas. He cracks it open, takes a swig and wipes his forehead. ‘I’ll fetch my gun.’


Majvor stares at her husband, who is contemplating the entrance to the awning with practised indifference, as if he is just waiting for someone to come along and start messing with him. Majvor waits until his eyes flicker in her direction.


‘You’ve brought the gun with you?’


Donald shrugs. ‘Of course. You never know what might happen on a campsite these days.’ He takes another swig of beer. Majvor’s gaze is still burning into him, and he adds: ‘Obviously I have no intention of shooting anyone. It’s just a deterrent.’


‘I assume the gun and the ammunition are in different places?’


‘Yes. Yes of course.’


‘Are they?’


‘That’s what I said.’


‘Are they?’


‘For pity’s sake . . .’


Donald turns and rummages in the storage chest; he takes out the radio, which runs on batteries, and places it on the table. His only aim is to put an end to the uncomfortable conversation.


‘I doubt if you’ll be able to pick anything up,’ Majvor says. ‘Under the circumstances.’


But Donald has already switched on, and it transpires that Majvor is wrong. Music comes pouring out of the little red box. To be precise: ‘Everyone Has Forgotten’, by Towa Carson.


Donald and Majvor freeze and look at one another. Switching on the radio was an impulsive act. They had been told at the meeting that neither mobile phones nor computers were working, that there was no reception. They remain motionless, listening to the song as if it might contain some hidden message, something that could give them an answer. Neither of them liked Towa Carson back in the sixties, but now they sit there like lit candles, taking in every last syllable, as she sings of lonely nights spent with her memories.


The song fades away; the tension is unbearable. Will there be a voice, will someone say something? But no. After a brief silence they hear the opening chords of ‘Your Own Melody’ by Sylvia Vrethammar. And then Sylvia herself.


*


Molly and Emil are pretending to be dogs. For a long time they have been puppies, rolling around on the floor, yapping and scrabbling at each other with their paws. Molly has one of her sandals between her teeth. She jerks her head and tosses it into the darkness under the sofa.


Emil wriggles over and peers into the gloom, whimpering. He is a little dog who doesn’t like dark corners.


‘Fetch,’ Molly says.


Emil whimpers again and shakes his head. Molly sits back on her hind legs and becomes slightly more human as she says: ‘Fetch the shoe, or you’re a stupid puppy!’


‘Don’t want to,’ Emil says, still half-using his doggy voice.


‘You have to!’


‘Don’t want to!’


‘Why not?’


‘Because . . . because . . .’ Emil looks around for inspiration and catches sight of a roll of toilet paper. ‘Because it’s a horrible shoe and it stinks of shit!’


Molly stares at him for a moment, then she keels over backwards, giggling hysterically. It is a musical sound, nothing like the yelping of a puppy, and it makes Emil’s little doggy heart swell slightly.


Molly carries on giggling and clutching her stomach as Emil sniffs the floor around her and pretends to pee up one of the kitchen cupboards. Molly stops laughing and gets on all fours. She straightens up as much as possible and says: ‘Now we’re a mummy dog and a daddy dog meeting one another.’


Emil abandons his loose puppy paws for stiffer legs and a more menacing expression. He lets out a low growl.


‘No,’ Molly says. ‘You’re a daddy dog who is in love with me.’


Emil blinks and widens his eyes the way the characters on Bolibompa do when they’re in love, imagining a stream of pink hearts emerging from the top of his head.


‘Good,’ Molly says. ‘And now you have to sniff my bottom.’


‘Nooo!’


‘Dogs always do that when they’re in love!’


‘Why?’


‘Doesn’t matter. That’s what they do, so that’s what you have to do.’


Emil crawls behind her and tentatively sniffs at Molly’s bottom. He picks up the faint smell of pee before Molly whirls around, showing her teeth and letting out such a deep, aggressive growl that Emil is frightened. He shuffles backwards, waving his paws in front of him.


‘What’s the matter with you?’ Molly says. ‘Have you got cerebral palsy, or something?’


‘No, I have not!’


‘Well, you look like a dog with cerebral palsy.’


For a moment Emil feels as if he might burst into tears, but then he pictures a dog with cerebral palsy and starts giggling instead. Molly shakes her head. ‘You try to sniff my bottom, I get cross, you try again, I get cross again, and then I let you sniff my bottom. That’s what dogs do. Don’t you know anything?’


‘I don’t want to,’ Emil says. ‘I’m a dog with cerebral palsy.’


Molly glares at him, but within a fraction of a second her face clears and she smiles at him. ‘In that case you can lick my fur instead.’


Emil licks Molly’s T-shirt until she nods and says: ‘Time for a rest.’


They lie down on their stomachs side by side and pretend to sleep for a little while. Suddenly Molly gives a start; she raises her head, sniffs the air and whispers: ‘Something dangerous is approaching. An enemy.’


Emil sniffs, but he picks up only dust from the carpet and a faint hint of perfume. ‘There’s no enemy,’ he says.


‘Yes, there is,’ Molly insists, curling up. ‘Something big and dangerous. The dogs don’t know what it is, but it wants to eat them up.’


‘No!’


‘The dogs are scared. The enemy is like an elephant, but it’s black, with a huge head and lots of sharp teeth. It’s going to bite the dogs until it’s got blood all around its mouth . . .’


‘No!’ There is a lump in Emil’s throat, and his eyes are prickling.


‘It’s going to chew up the dogs, munching and crunching and breaking every bone in their body . . .’


Emil clamps his hands over his ears and shakes his head. He doesn’t want to hear any more, because he can see it. The enemy. It is big and black and it has long, sharp teeth; it is surrounded by smoke as it moves along, and it is coming closer and closer because it wants to eat him up.


Molly pulls one hand away from his ear and whispers: ‘But I know how we can protect ourselves. I’ll protect you.’


Emil swallows the lump in his throat as best he can and looks at Molly, who is now wearing an expression of great determination. He knows that she is telling the truth about both the monster and her ability to save him, so he asks: ‘How?’


‘I’ll tell you,’ Molly says, glancing around. ‘But first you have to do something.’


*


Carina lowers the caravan’s supporting wheels so that the coupling fits over the tow bar. She doesn’t bother with the electricity or the safety cable as they will be driving such a short distance. She wipes her hands on her shorts and gives Stefan the thumbs up. He starts the car, puts his foot down, and the caravan jerks forward. He drives ten metres out onto the field.


The two farmers have also moved their caravan. One of them is just getting out of the car, and raises his hand to Carina, who waves back.


Why are we doing this? Why are we moving? Surely we ought to stick together. For protection.


She glances over at the caravan into which Emil and Molly disappeared. There is something strange about that girl. It’s as if she is only pretending, but what is she pretending?


‘There we are,’ Stefan says as he comes up to her. ‘All done.’


Carina turns to face him. The thinning hair, the stocky body, the short arms ending in hands that are far too small. The man she chose. She loops her arms around his neck, rests her head on his chest. She knows every nuance of his smell, and she closes her eyes as he strokes her hair.


‘Stefan,’ she says. ‘You have to promise me something.’


‘Anything.’


‘We don’t know what’s happened, or how long this is going to go on . . .’


‘Carina, of course . . .’


‘Wait. Listen to me.’ She pulls back, looks up and takes his face between her hands. ‘You have to promise me that we’ll stick together. That whatever this is, we’ll get through it together, not every man for himself. Do you understand?’


Stefan opens his mouth to answer too quickly, but closes it before saying a word. He gazes out across the field, frowning. Perhaps he does understand. He probably does.


‘Yes,’ he says eventually. ‘I promise.’


*


Peter set off at fifty kilometres an hour, but now he is crawling forward. According to the GPS, the village of Västerljung lies a hundred metres ahead of him. Perhaps there would have been a small shop there, if only Västerljung itself had existed.


He has stopped trying to drive on what the GPS claims are roads; he has crossed streams without bridges and passed straight through dense forest without getting a single scratch on his paintwork. The only thing he can see is grass and more grass, the wheels of the car quietly passing over the unvarying field.


He looks in the rear-view mirror and is unsure whether the faint bumps on the horizon behind him really are the caravans, or merely an optical illusion. The sense of supremacy has left him, replaced by the loneliness of the penalty taker.


Bulgaria 2005. Everything disappears around him as he spins the ball between his fingers before placing it on the penalty spot.


He switches on the car radio to distract himself from the memories. As he presses the button he remembers that there is no reception. A second later it transpires that this is not in fact the case. He has been driving in silence, and the sudden onslaught of music is such a shock that he lets out a yell and slams on the brakes. The car shudders to a halt.


Peter sits there open-mouthed, staring at the cartoon-blue of the sky. His mother always used to listen to this kind of music when he was a little boy, and he knows who is singing. Kerstin Aulén and Peter Himmelstrand. This is obviously the last chorus; he hears a few bars of the wedding march on the organ, then the song is over. He is still so stunned by the fact that the radio works that he doesn’t have time to wonder whether anyone is going to speak before Towa Carson kicks off with ‘Everyone Has Forgotten’.


Peter switches off the radio and leans back in his seat, still gazing out across the field. Somewhere someone is sitting in a studio playing these records, broadcasting them into the ether. Who? Where? How? Why?


One thing is clear from the choice of music: they are still in Sweden. The radio and the GPS are in agreement there. But where is there a place like this in Sweden?


Peter opens the door, gets out of the car and gasps when he looks around. Only now is he able to appreciate the depth of the vacuum in which he finds himself. He holds up his hands in front of his face. They are there. He is real, even though he is so incredibly small. He pats the roof of the car, feeling the metal against his palm. The car is there too.


He screws up his eyes and peers in the direction from which he has come, but he can no longer make out any caravans. Peter and the car are in the middle of a vast green disc, suspended in a sea of blue. He spins around, and lets out an involuntary yell: ‘Hello? Hello? Is anyone there? Hello?’


*


Lennart and Olof have moved their caravan a short distance, stripped and folded up their bed so that it has become two narrow sofas and a table. They are now sitting opposite one another at this table, contemplating a sparse breakfast: crispbread, fish paste and a tub of margarine that has gone runny in the refrigerator, which has stopped working. The gas cylinder is empty, and they have been running on electricity for the past few days. Electricity which is no longer available.


No coffee. This is a disaster. Neither Lennart nor Olof are particularly keen on breakfast; they are happy with a slice of bread cheered up with something out of a tube—soft cheese or fish paste. But they must have coffee. Always.


‘Is there any way of mixing it with cold water?’ Lennart wonders, waving at the pack of ground coffee.


‘I doubt it. Maybe if we had instant.’


‘Hang on, didn’t we have a camping stove? One of those little ones?’


‘Maybe, somewhere. Although I don’t really feel up to looking for it at the moment. Do you?’


‘No. Later, perhaps.’


‘Okay.’


Lennart looks doubtfully at his rectangle of crispbread, with melted margarine dripping over the edge. ‘How are we for food?’


‘Not too bad,’ Olof replies. ‘We’ll be all right for a few days. We’ve got plenty of potatoes.’


‘Which means we have to dig out the camping stove.’


‘Right. We can’t live on raw potatoes.’


They carry on eating; the sound of crunching is animalistic in the silence. They look at one another and smile, with crumbs at the corners of their mouths. They are like two horses. Two horses chomping their way through their nosebags. The milk they are drinking to wash down the unappetising lumps of food is lukewarm.


‘I’m not too keen on all this,’ Olof says when they have finishing chewing and swallowing.


‘No,’ Lennart replies as he wipes crumbs off the table. ‘Then again . . . I don’t know.’


Olof waits. He can tell from Lennart’s hesitant movements that he is trying to put something into words. When Lennart has tipped the crumbs into the bin and draped the dishcloth over the tap, he leans back against the cupboard, folds his arms and says: ‘But this is just the way things are, somehow.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You know what I mean. This is how things are. It’s just been . . . clarified.’


‘Right. I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.’


‘Is there another way?’


Olof frowns and concentrates on the situation in which they find themselves. It’s difficult. His thoughts refuse to grow, because they have nowhere to take root. There is only emptiness. Eventually he shrugs and says: ‘You’re going to have to give me some thinking time, Lennart.’


‘Take as much time as you want.’


Lennart picks up their current crossword magazines and places Olof’s in front of him, along with his glasses and a pen. Similarly equipped, Lennart sits down opposite him and places his glasses on the end of his nose.


Olof manages to concentrate on the mega-crossword for only a minute before his thoughts run away with him. He looks up at Lennart, who is chewing on his pen, totally absorbed in the trickiest crossword of them all.


‘What about the cows?’ Olof says.


Without looking up, Lennart replies: ‘I’m sure Ante and Gunilla will cope.’


Ante is Olof’s son, and Gunilla is Lennart’s daughter. An independent observer might easily conclude that the reverse is true. Lennart is always the first to praise Ante’s all-round ability and skill with the animals, while Olof cannot say enough about Gunilla’s financial wizardry and her willingness to pitch in when necessary.


Not that Lennart or Olof would wish for things to be different, but they find it easier to praise each other’s child rather than their own. They have discussed the phenomenon and decided that it is probably only natural, and if it isn’t, there is nothing they can do about it.


‘Cynthia fifteen is due to calve in a couple of days,’ Olof says.


‘Ante will be fine.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I’m sure.’


They sit in silence for a while, with Olof’s pen doing the most scratching since Lennart is tackling the most difficult puzzle. After a few minutes Olof puts down his pen and says: ‘Do you think something might happen? Between them? During our absence, so to speak?’


‘Time will tell.’


‘Yes. It would be a great help, though.’


‘It would.’


Lennart smiles and strokes the back of Olof’s hand. Then he taps his teeth with his pen as he stares at his crossword. His face clears as he suddenly sees the solution to one clue, which in turn unlocks a couple more, and he sets to work with renewed enthusiasm. Olof gazes out of the scratched plexiglas window, which distorts the view. Not that it matters, since all there is to see is the grass and the sky, the sky and the grass. He thinks about the other people who are seeing the same thing, and says: ‘Things could get a bit tricky before long.’


‘In what way?’


‘I don’t know, but most people aren’t capable of dealing with a situation like this. And that could lead to . . . trouble.’


‘You’re probably right. The question is how much trouble.’


Olof’s gaze is once again drawn to the window. The empty sky, the empty field that would make him feel utterly abandoned if Lennart wasn’t here beside him. He says: ‘Quite a lot, I should imagine. A hell of a lot, in fact. Trouble.’


Lennart also looks out of the window. He nods. ‘You’re probably right. Unfortunately.’


*


Stefan connects the stove and heats up a pan of water so that he can make himself and Carina a cup of instant coffee. Fortunately the refrigerator also works on gas, and the milk carton is cold against his fingers. He pours a generous splash into his coffee and a dash into Carina’s, then carries the cups over to the table and sits down opposite his wife. He takes a sip, then says: ‘We have a bit of a problem.’


‘Oh?’


‘I was going to ring the supplier today. They’ve been sending the same amount of herring since midsummer.’


‘Why is that a problem?’


‘Well, we’re going to be stuck with half a pallet that nobody wants to buy.’


‘If we get back.’


‘Yes, but I’m sure we will. Sooner or later.’


‘Really?’


‘What’s the alternative?’


Stefan knows what the alternative is, but has decided that it is pointless to acknowledge it until they know more, until Peter returns. It’s no good assuming the worst, nor brooding unnecessarily about what has happened; that can only lead to unpleasantness.


If he avoids looking out of the window, there is nothing strange about the situation. Quite the reverse. He and Carina are sitting here with their hands around their coffee cups chatting about the minor problems of everyday life. Nothing could be more natural.


‘We’ll have to run some kind of campaign,’ Carina says.


Stefan has been working so hard to imagine that everything is normal that he has lost the thread.


‘Sorry? Campaign?’


‘To get rid of the herring. A sales campaign.’


‘Absolutely,’ Stefan says. ‘Good idea.’


*


Peter gets back in the car, starts the engine and gently depresses the accelerator. His perception of isolation is so complete that even his inner voice has fallen silent, and is no longer keeping him company. On the leather-upholstered seat is the shell of the man who was once Peter Sundberg, about to collapse in on himself and disintegrate into the empty field.


The GPS screen flickers and turns blue. Peter taps it a couple of times, even though he knows there is no point. He stops the car, turns off the GPS, turns it back on again. Nothing. Only blue, as if he were out at sea.


He randomly presses all the buttons, bringing up menus and settings, but no map or position indicators. Strangely enough this does not frighten him; it actually feels quite good, as if he has escaped.


On a whim he puts the car in reverse. After thirty metres the map reappears. He brakes and something shifts inside his head. The playfulness is gone. He rests his chin on the steering wheel and stares out of the windscreen. There is some kind of border a few metres ahead of him. He opens the door and gets out, walks towards the point where the map disappears.


Something happens, something striking. It reminds him of arriving in Thailand and walking out through the airport doors after spending many hours in an air-conditioned environment: the wave of heat and humidity that strikes him, the instant change. It is just as powerful here, but completely different in character.


Peter sits down on the grass five metres from the car, his knees drawn up and his hands loosely linked over his shins. Total silence surrounds him. He is at rest. No Isabelle with her capricious demands and constant air of discontent. No Molly, hiding her nastiness beneath the guise of a princess. No one pulling him this way and that, wanting something from him.


Nothing. Just nothing. The perfect stillness when the free kick from thirty metres curves over the wall, half a second away from landing in the goal. When everyone knows. In half a second the opposing team’s shoulders will slump as they accept the inevitable, his own team will raise their arms in celebration, but it hasn’t happened yet. Right now the ball is hanging in the air, the whole stadium holds its breath, in awe. That moment.


Here he sits, Peter Sundberg. Over the years he has made hundreds of women feel better. And a few men, to be honest. But mostly women. They are sent to him if they are undecided. Is joining the gym, taking up aerobics really for them? After fifteen minutes with Peter, they usually sign up for annual membership. He does his best to meet their expectations. He remembers their names, always has a few encouraging words for them.


‘How’s it going, Sally? Looking good!’ ‘How’s your foot, Ebba? I’m impressed to see you back so soon!’ ‘You can do it, Margareta, I know you can!’


They often fall for him. When he can’t make their dreams come true in that respect, many want him to be their confidant instead, particularly those who have him as their personal trainer.


When they are relaxing after a training session, sitting together and assessing the client’s progress, a sense of closeness can often arise, a bubble that forms around the two of them. Sometimes they want to tell him who they are, what their lives are like.


Peter is no psychologist; he rarely has any advice to offer beyond nutrition and stretching. But he knows how to listen. He can nod, he can shake his head, he can say ‘mmm’. And that seems to be enough. He has received many bunches of flowers during the four years he has worked at the gym.


But that’s not the most important thing. What gives him real satisfaction is to see a woman in her forties or fifties turn up at the gym looking like a sack of potatoes, an unhappy sack of potatoes, and then to watch the same woman walk in a year later looking like a different person. Not perfect, not necessarily happy, but with the strength to live, both physical and mental. A straighter back, a glint in the eye. That’s what makes his job worthwhile.


Peter nods to himself and looks at his forearms, sinewy and muscular, covered in fine blond hairs. He feels a kind of vibration inside. And not only inside; as he gazes at his arms the hairs stand up, and he can feel his scalp crawling.


He gets to his feet, pictures the empty field before him filled with women. His women. The women he has steered out of incapability and apathy. He feels their gratitude pouring towards him, their love.


Eva, Aline, Beatrice, Katarina, Karin, Lena, Ida, Ingela, Helena, Margareta, Sofia, Sissela, Anna-Karin . . .


They are all wearing identical work-out clothes. Black tights, black tank tops. Their faces are radiant, and he feels a shudder of sensual pleasure. The vibration increases in strength; it has to find an outlet. He jumps up and down on the spot, shouting ‘Yes! Yes!’
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