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To my parents


and to David










I reach my hands around my back to unhook my bra.


‘Before you do that,’ Hanna says, ‘there’s something I should maybe tell you.’


I pause but don’t remove my hands from the clasp. Hanna is behind me on the bed and I am facing her wardrobe. ‘What’s that,’ I say to the row of clothes in front of me.


‘Well. I might be bi.’


‘Oh. Okay.’


‘I’m not sure yet.’


My wet hair drips cold water down my spine. My arms are goosefleshed. Tentatively I say, ‘But it’s not got anything to do with me right?’


‘God no. I mean, no you’re not someone I would be attracted to.’


‘Then I don’t think it will make a difference,’ I say and hook off the bra and drop it onto my waterlogged sweater on the wooden floor.


On our way to Hanna’s Östermalm apartment we got caught in a rain so heavy it was hard to look through, like a veil, and now she is lending me clothes. Her bedroom is huge with a double bed although she is the only person sleeping here. One of the walls is made up of five floor-to-ceiling wardrobes.


‘What about you?’ she says.


I think for a moment. ‘So far I have only been straight.’ She says huh. On a chair next to me is a thick cream towel. I dry my arms, chest, and back, still in my soaked jeans. Then I knot the towel around my head.


‘Take whatever you want,’ she says. She has already changed into a loose shirt and black leggings with a small hole on one knee. Her bleached bob is tousled and the brown roots of her midpart look almost black now when wet.


I consider my options. Her clothes are not colour coordinated or organised in any perceptible system. I flick through the hangers while the rain drums the windows.


This is the first central Stockholm apartment I have been inside. It is quieter than expected. I feel her eyes on my naked back and now I wonder if my undressing is appropriate behaviour. This is not gym class, we are adults, maybe I should not be so naked. My heart feels a little fast. Among her expensive garments, a black cotton t-shirt seems the safe choice.


I hold the hanger in front of me and turn around. ‘Is this okay?’


‘Wow Sickan. Of all the clothes in that closet you go with the black t-shirt?’


I put it on over my towelled hair and say, ‘I also eyed the Chanel jacket.’ She chuckles.


‘I won’t have any trousers your size.’ She stands up and opens a drawer and hands me a pair of grey sweatpants and matching zipup. ‘These have drawstrings.’ She sits on the bed again. I peel off my wet jeans and my skin is red and cold. I put on the sweatpants and pull the string and tie a bow and hope they look nice as oversized on me and not clownlike. My underwear is wet but borrowing something seems too intimate for a first social call.


She plays music out of speakers I don’t see. The kind without instruments, I don’t know the genre. It is nice and I move my shoulders to the beat and flip through her clothes again. She lies on her back with hands laced under her head and talks about class. ‘Konrad is such a specimen, teaching tech but dressing like some history professor.’


‘I like Konrad a lot.’


‘Me too,’ she says and I’m confused.


I stop at the Chanel tweed and finger the fine beige threads and wonder what it would feel like to own this wardrobe. There is a brown stain on the jacket. I lightly scrape it with my fingernail. ‘It has a stain.’


‘Does it? Well it happens, even to Chanel.’


‘Shouldn’t we clean it?’


‘That’s fine, just leave it.’ She yawns. ‘It’s not mine anyway.’


I hang it back but this feels stressful, almost criminal. ‘Whose is it?’


‘Most of it is my mother’s. She buys new things and gives me her cast-offs from the nineties. I’m sure it’s meant as a hint of something.’


Looking at her splayed on the bed it is not so hard to guess what the hint is. Hanna Mellberg is repellent in attitude and appearance, is the truth. Her hair is always oily at the roots and if she wears makeup it is the angry kind. Also her teeth are large and yellow and she shows them a lot. Not like they look rotten or anything, but they are decidedly more yellow than normal. None of her clothes seem to fit her body or be worn with a specific result in mind. She is muscular, round shoulders and racehorse thighs. On another person this would look powerful and attractive but on her it comes off as intimidating. Her appearance says: don’t touch me.


Altogether this makes me surprised to now find myself in Hanna Mellberg’s fin-de-siècle Östermalm apartment. In a lineup I would never have picked her out as a friend prospect.


I collect my wet clothes from the floor and say, ‘Where should I?’


She says hang on and disappears towards the kitchen. With the clothes bundled under one arm I remove the hair towel and dry the wet patch my clothes have made on the herringbone. Hanna comes back and lifts an eyebrow and holds out a white plastic bag for me. ‘That’s nice of you.’


For some reason this makes me shy and I don’t know how to reply but then Hanna says are you hungry and I say yeah yes, very.


 


Before today I have not had much interaction with Hanna Mellberg. I study software development at Stockholms universitet, second year, and this spring we share some classes with the technological psychology students which means Hanna. It is March and I have seen her in the lecture halls twice a week since January. She is easy to notice because of her look and her way of talking to teachers without raising her hand. She doesn’t sit next to the same people every class but neither do I.


You become who you socialise with, so I am careful when choosing company. I have been in Stockholm for a year and a half and have still not made a close friend. I get general invitations from my classmates to things like the pub and I sometimes go to panel discussions where I see people from class but I have yet to make one-on-one plans with someone. It always happens that something simple like the pub becomes an insurmountable effort by the time I have to leave my room in the student corridor. I often cancel and stay inside and watch Buffy series five and feel disappointed.


Socialising is an activity that drains me both before and after the event. Before is the struggle to leave home with all the nightmare scenarios of things going terribly playing inside my head. Returning home after I feel bulldozed, skin tense from aggressive smiling. The morning after, I get the hangover, an anxiety so acute as to be lifechanging, methodically going over the evening’s word-for-word dialogue. The faults I find in my behaviour, I will convince myself to be apocalyptic, ruining any chance of me ever being liked or beautiful. Accepting a social invitation will invariably lead to this chain of mental acrobatics, so although I know humans need company, it is much easier to simply stay home.


I have met people at universitetet who behave like the person I want to become. Kind, smart, with easy manners and nice taste in clothes. But so far I have been too timid to ask anyone out. Going home with Hanna though, is not choosing company carefully, it’s the opposite. She is the antithesis to the person I want to become. She seems kind and smart yes, but has neither easy manners nor a nice taste in clothes.


One day after class when I was walking through the hallway there was a loud shout. I jumped from fear and turned, then realised the shout had been my name, Sickan. Hanna was rushing towards me. I took a step back.


‘Your scarf,’ she said and waved the navy knit fabric. ‘You left it.’


‘Oh. Thank you!’ I accepted it and she smiled with her large teeth. I calmed a little. It was nice of her to hurry all the way down the hallway. And also it meant she knew the scarf was mine. And also that my name was Sickan.


Once, I met her on my way out of the library, a large building with exposed brick walls where every whisper becomes a hush mingling with other hums and murmurs. Libraries are my favourite because of this sound quality. The quietest air can get without being void of human noise. I have never attended a sports game but I think this would be my least favourite. Also books are a welcome break from the screen because I do worry about my eyes.


I had borrowed a book on software and societal advancement because I sometimes lose study motivation when code doesn’t connect to off-screen human evolution. Hanna stopped me in the doorway, by the electronic gates detecting book thefts.


‘What did you pull?’ she asked. She scratched her hair with rasping nails.


‘Pull?’


‘Did you borrow a book?’


‘Oh. Yes I did. One book.’ I didn’t want to show her because it was not part of the syllabus and also maybe it was weird. My elbow pressed the tote bag shut.


‘Are you not going to tell me which one?’ She laughed a little as if this amused or confused her. I picked up the book to show her because now I had no choice. ‘Yes, that one’s quite good, it has these nice tangible examples.’ And then she said, ‘I think you’ll like it.’


What surprised me was not Hanna having read it because actually she seemed like a person who would. What surprised me was her view of me as someone who would also read this book, and enjoy it. I knew it was not allowed to ask what had given her this impression so I put the book in my tote and went home and started reading it immediately as if for clues.


I’ve seen her now and then at school things or in some beer café or by the ground-floor kiosk of our department building. One time she bought a huge green apple and bit into it right there in front of everyone. A violent bite with those teeth and seeing this my saliva glands stung from the imagined acidity. But mostly she buys a kaffe and cinnamon bun combo for twenty-five kronor to bring to morning class. She doesn’t unroll the cinnamon bun from the outside in like you’re supposed to. Instead she bites straight in as if impatient for the gooey core.


I never buy anything in the kiosk but I will fill a small kaffetermos at home which helps keep me warm in the eternally cold classrooms. I hate being cold but it is my destiny it seems. Hands and feet like ice, nonstop. My parents’ home is always cold so maybe growing up there had damaged my circulation?


Most of our lectures are held in a mid-century building with large halls and orange brick. I like picturing the students in the sixties sitting in these exact chairs. Nail-straight hair and flared jeans. Back then you could light up a cigarette right there in class if you felt like it. Incredible.


At class this morning Hanna had not eaten a cinnamon bun, she had rushed in just as Konrad closed the door and she seemed flustered but in a good mood. It was a cyberpsychology lecture about developers mostly creating services with only able-bodied users in mind, but how in recent years more effort had been put into disability-proofing apps.


‘Like people with colourblindness, carpal tunnel syndrome, autism, how will they interact with the app?’ Konrad said. ‘Actually if there are any dyslexic or partially paralysed or bipolar students in this class, you should put it on your CV for added value.’ I couldn’t make up my mind if him saying this was despicably cynical, or quite the contrary, apt and compassionate.


Soon we were discussing crypto because somehow all lectures still led to crypto and Konrad talked about the psychological intricacies of establishing a digital currency which the owner believed to have value but which the intended adopter often viewed with scepticism or reluctance. Without raising her hand Hanna said, ‘So basically like dick pics.’


I laughed.


The rest of the class was quiet and someone even sighed, maybe because Hanna often interrupted Konrad. I was the only one who had laughed. I could feel people looking at me. The hair on my neck bristled and my heart quickened. Hanna turned around and smiled, a large toothy grin. I looked down at my notes and let my hair fall forward to curtain my face.


Afterwards in the hallway Hanna was waiting for me. ‘Hey,’ she said, ‘do you have afternoon class?’


‘No. Not today.’


‘Me neither.’


We exited the building together and walked south towards the city, which didn’t make sense since I lived in the student corridors north of campus. It was chilly and I pulled my scarf tighter.


‘They are such serious people, our classmates,’ she said.


‘Hm. I think this is to be expected of coders? We’re used to laughing inwards or with our fingers.’


‘Fingers?’


I mimed typing ha ha on a keyboard.


She chuckled. ‘That’s true, but I like laughing outwards.’


‘Yes, me too.’


She pointed things out as we walked, strange Stockholm landmarks related to celebrities and scandals in the past. I felt that she knew the city in a way I as a southerner never would. Some of the celebrities caught doing coke in McDonald’s toilet stalls, I’d never heard of. I wished I had, so I remembered the names to look up later. Even if a Skåning by birth I desperately wanted to be a Stockholmare. I was actively losing my southern accent.


It started raining when we crossed Humlegården. The March grass was brown and the branches bare. Now with the needle rain it certainly looked bleak. The drizzle intensified to a downpour and Hanna said we should take shelter at her place. ‘It’s close, Artillerigatan.’


‘Artillerigatan?’


She scoffed. ‘Don’t look at me like that.’


 


The buildings on Artillerigatan are in soft creams and apricots. Some apartments, like Hanna’s, have a small balcony overhanging the street. Hers has white cast-iron chairs with navy blue cushions, quite well-worn. It is still raining but the chairs are roofed by the balcony above.


Hanna hands me a blanket, then places a second one on her chair, before going back into the kitchen. I tuck in my legs and stomach. Looking through the windows across the street, I recognise a Murano glass chandelier, just hanging there as if normal. This is possibly the most out of place I have ever been.


Hanna’s apartment is staggering. It used to belong to her grandmother, now dead, and it seems when moving in, Hanna updated only the bedroom. In the other rooms everything is dark and layered, Persian rugs, a Charlotte Perriand chaise longue. Three stuffed birds in the sitting room: owl, crow, hawk. In the hallway a claw-footed upholstered sofa. Things like that. The rooms don’t have doorways, they have entryways. I wonder just how rich Hanna is because I have no frame of reference.


Besides Hanna’s bedroom there is a study, a sitting room, a TV room, and a kitchen with a dining table for ten. When she took me on the tour her voice sometimes echoed.


‘Bon appétit.’ She puts two pasta bowls on the balcony table. Tortellini, the kind with a hole in the middle, is steaming underneath a dollop of crème fraiche. ‘It’s chive and garlic, just storebought,’ she says and looks at me expectantly.


‘It smells so good,’ I say because it does. We mix the tortellini until glistening with crème fraiche and Hanna grinds salt and pepper on hers so I do too.


The spinach-filled pasta pillows are chewy and the smattering of rain makes me think of summer. It is cold on the balcony but I am always cold anyway and I have wrapped myself tight in the blanket. I hold the warm bowl in my hands.


‘You know what I love?’ Hanna asks.


I shake my head.


‘Smoking while eating.’


I look at her. ‘No, Hanna that’s terrible! Don’t do that.’


She leans through the open balcony door for a pack of cigarettes on the windowsill inside. ‘Try. It’s decadent.’


She lights one cigarette and hands me the pack. I reluctantly accept to be polite. Then we take a mouthful of tortellini each and smoke through the chewing. The smoke in my lungs tastes like garlic. ‘This is a strange sensation,’ I say.


‘I know.’


‘I think I prefer to keep eating and smoking separate.’ I carefully extinguish the cigarette on the rim of my bowl and place it on the table.


She shrugs and says to each their own.


After I finish the tortellini I am nice and full and I reach for the lighter to restart my cigarette. Hanna lights one too. I am shivering, very cold now, but don’t want to leave the balcony. The rain has eased to a drizzle and my hair and underwear are almost dry.


‘You look good when you smoke,’ she says.


‘You think so? I have practised.’


She laughs. ‘Have you really?’


I tap the ash pillar into my empty bowl. ‘One time when I smoked a girl told me I look like an amateur because I hold all my fingers upright, like this, not just the index and middle finger, like this.’ I illustrate and inhale smoke and feel the kick of nicotine. ‘I hadn’t realised you could look bad at smoking so I practised in front of a mirror later.’


‘You’re funny,’ she says and then, ‘Well it paid off.’


This makes me feel at ease and languid and I look up at the sky and I hope it won’t stop raining just yet.










When I first came to Stockholm a year and a half ago, it was Sunday and school would start that Tuesday. I went straight to the student corridor, my new home. It was a small room with a shared kitchen but at least I had my own toilet and shower which was lucky because not all corridor rooms did.


There was a single bed, a pine bookcase, a pine desk with a swivel chair, one armchair, and a Formica coffee table. I didn’t know who picked it but this furniture was ugly. I put my rucksack and two suitcases on the floor and breathed in through my nose. It smelled clean, floor soap.


There were two windows looking onto a big lawn with a footpath straight across like a scar. Many four-storey buildings with student corridors like mine were on the grassy hill. I could see all this, and touch the walls and everything, but still it didn’t feel real. I had counted down for years, and now I was here. Stockholm. All sorts of things could happen.


I drank water from the tap in the toilet and then I took a bus to the army surplus store. There I bought the cheapest version of everything. Bedclothes, cleaning products, kettle, bowls and glasses, survival food. On my way up from Skåne I had decided that I would be a real student, do all the things. I had never been a real schoolchild so I was adamant about not missing out on the student experience. There was catching up to do! This was my time! That’s how it felt.


I already knew some of the student paraphernalia from movies and books. So at the surplus store I bought quick noodles, the curly kind with the flavour sachet, six fifty each. I also bought instant coffee and a cheap pair of yellowlight glasses for fifty-nine kronor, because I didn’t need reading glasses but thought that sitting at a desk annotating a textbook with glasses on and a knee drawn to my chest was a very nice image indeed.


Back at the corridor I put on pink rubber gloves and cleaned the shower room. There was a stain in the bottom of the toilet bowl so I soaked it with bleach and then scrubbed with a sponge and then steel wool but still it wouldn’t come out. The scrubbing made me sweat so I took a shower and somehow the shower now felt more dirty, not less, after cleaning it.


I made the bed with my new sheets, plugged in the kettle, and prepared student noodles, mushroom flavour, to eat on the bed. The noodles were packed with flavour enhancers and I thought I could eat them every night. I streamed baking shows until I fell asleep. I had yet to see the kitchen.


 


I started universitetet that Tuesday. Because of nerves I didn’t talk to anyone all day. I wore a long-sleeved black shirt and jeans because I thought wherever you go in the world you can wear jeans and a black shirt and no one will react. It seemed to me the other students all knew someone else but that was highly unlikely. More likely they were not crippled by timidity and so made small talk. But this was the first day, my only duty was to make it through without doing anything insane. So sitting silent, looking like an average person in my clothes, was more important than making contact.


At one point two girls behind me in the auditorium started laughing and I blushed and looked down. This was a reflex of mine, expecting any laughter to be directed at me, even though I logically knew it was not. Back in school I had tried to never listen to laughter but since then I had forced myself to and this way learned that whenever someone laughed, on the street, in class, on the bus, it very rarely had anything to do with me. I had become self-centred that way, but was working it off.


When I got back to the corridor that first day I was exhausted and smelled of sour sweat. I hadn’t said a word to anyone. But now I knew the lay of the land, how the classrooms were systemised and where to go for kaffe and toilets, and spatial awareness always made me more socially courageous.


I checked my phone. My parents hadn’t called since I left Skåne but grandma had, the night I arrived in Stockholm, and I described the ugly furniture in an amusing way until she tssk’d that way she does. I then texted my parents and they replied Good that you have arrived! I didn’t call them now about my first day, instead I ate some cereal and my eyes grew heavy already at nine thirty in front of the laptop.


Then there was a scream.


I jumped out of bed and stood still in the middle of the room.


Another scream.


My nerves bristled. I swallowed. My screen said 22:00.


Then another scream, closer, almost next door. More screams, close and far. I moved slowly to the window and looked out. There were lights in many windows with people hanging out of them screaming their lungs raw. Students like me just screaming. It lasted less than two minutes and then stopped completely but even so I couldn’t go back to sleep. I lay awake wondering what would make people scream like that.


In the morning I searched Stockholm students screaming out of windows why and so found out it was tradition for students to scream at 10pm every Tuesday to let out their anxiety. It made me worry what student life was going to be like if there was a need to scream the anxiety out of you. Before the following Tuesday I bought earplugs at the apotek.










The bass hits my chest like a second heartbeat. We are in a club that plays only hip hop which is my favourite to dance to. Hanna is here on the dancefloor, almost as tall as me. She is dancing and it is surprising because she is good at it. She has a bulk about her, due to her height and muscularity, but more because of her heavy footsteps and abrupt movements, as if trying to take up more space in the world. But she isn’t abrupt now, she is sort of, fluid. And what I like is that she is very into it. Sometimes she closes her eyes and leans her head back towards the ceiling and flashes her throat like that. It’s tremendous.


The large dancefloor is encircled by a wraparound balcony for talking and looking at the mass of people. Dancing under the influence is the one time my aversion to sounds flips like a switch. Now I want the music to be loud, to pulse right through me and make my ears pound.


I am likely not a good dancer but with Hanna I don’t much care. She is having fun. A drop of sweat runs from my neck down my chest, tickling my skin like an insect. Hanna makes a cigarette gesture and I nod and she takes my hand and we move towards the exit.


My head is floating because we have been drinking for hours. We were walking around Södermalm since it was a sunny day with no wind when Hanna asked if we should go into a beer café on Katarina Bangata and I said hm. I wanted to get a drink but a night in a bar was something I couldn’t afford. I don’t know how sensitive Hanna is to budgets but maybe she understood my dilemma because she said, ‘Or we could buy beers to drink in the park?’


In Systembolaget I bought four beers and Hanna bought a screwcap Sauvignon. By the time we entered Nytorget the sun was almost done but children were still playing. Some other adults were drinking kaffe or beers, scooted up against the fence where the sun still reached and we joined them, sitting on Hanna’s scarf on the ground. She took off her sunglasses, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes to the sun. The skin on her face was so strikingly pale I worried about UV.


‘So why did you choose software?’ Hanna asked and screwed the cap off the wine. She took a swig and handed me the bottle. ‘I’ve tried to peg you but the more I see, the less tech you seem.’


I sipped the wine. ‘I’m good at it. It’s easy for me somehow.’ I didn’t say I prefer the predictability of code to the vagaries of human behaviour but that would also have been true. ‘And you?’ I asked.


‘Money.’


I sucked on my lip. ‘Really? Money?’


‘Okay, independence then. A good job and never talking to my mother’s bank again.’


I was thinking that with money I would not buy independence, I would buy an apartment. Good clothes, healthy savings. I would buy forgetting the noxious taste of money problems. ‘Actually I am also doing it for money,’ I said, and so admitted it for the first time.


‘Knew it.’ She tilted her head back to the sun. ‘You couldn’t care less about code.’


‘I care.’


‘You don’t.’


‘I’m good at it.’


‘Not the same as caring. It’s the good girl syndrome, the perfectionism. You know, people-pleasing.’


I blinked and didn’t say anything and she talked a while about how women now are expected to be good at both the traditional male things like education and money, but also the female things like aesthetics and social grace.


‘And you think I have it, the syndrome?’


‘Yes, you’re textbook. You won’t prioritise.’ Her smile was teasing but not unkind.


I squinted.


She said, ‘So you’re saying you don’t want to both have a career and make lots of money, but also be pretty and know how to decorate?’


‘That’s true. I do feel I should be good at both.’


‘It’s like we’re supposed to be both expert women and expert men.’ Leaned back like this, her nose made a curved silhouette. ‘I figure you only get to choose one, otherwise you’re spreading yourself too thin? For me, it’s money and success.’


I wondered if her obvious lack of aesthetics and sociability was a way to take herself out of the running, be beyond critique. If her apartment’s messiness and her unwashed hair was a way to visibly opt out. Maybe I really did have the syndrome because sometimes in her messy flat I became fidgety, that’s how much I wanted to sort it out.


I tried to rank my own priorities. I thought of the status given by money and success but also the violent urge I had to be pretty and sophisticated and well-liked. ‘I don’t think I’m ready to skip anything,’ I said and she laughed and said, ‘You’re trying too hard.’


And yes, I did wonder at what point hard turned into too hard.


It was dark now and my whole body was stiff but still we didn’t leave the park. Hanna seemed to prefer outdoors to indoors even when cold. I breathed on my hands.


She said, ‘Can you imagine how much money we’ll have to give away once we get tech jobs?’


I grinned. ‘It will be fun for us, giving money instead of getting it. I like this idea.’ And I thought about someone’s tax money now putting me through school and that someday my tax money would put another young person through school. It seemed tidy.


Then someone shouted Hanna’s name and a girl left a group of people and walked up. ‘What are you doing, are you crazy? It’s like five degrees out,’ she said.


Hanna stood up and they hugged. ‘Sickan, this is Lottie.’


‘Charmed,’ Lottie said and kissed my cheek, once. I almost kissed her twice but took my cue from her. I had never pictured Hanna with other friends before now.


Lottie had a short-cropped afro and dressed all in black, her upwards-nose and freckles softening the severe clothes. ‘We’re getting falafels and then going dancing.’ She jigged her shoulders and pinched Hanna’s arm. ‘Come on.’ 


Hanna looked annoyed like a younger sister kind of dynamic. She turned to me and raised her eyebrows.


‘I want falafel,’ I said.


And so we were all going dancing and I was not going home alone to the corridor.


 


Ever since tortellini on her balcony I have been doing things with Hanna. Not so much at school because I always sit in the back and she sits front row. But after class she finds a reason to talk to me. Sometimes she follows me to the library and sometimes she takes me to a café she likes.


The first time I saw her drunk was at a faux-Irish pub around Odenplan and this was when I realised she had the best laugh. I knew she was funny because she told me dry jokes all the time. But when she drank alcohol her face went feral and when she laughed you could see her chest move. I tried allowing my own laugh its full depth too. Now I always look for ways to make her chest move like that.


It was surprising, the first time I found myself searching for her after class, wishing she would ask me to hang out. I thought maybe our classmates looked at Hanna the way people had looked at me back in Skåne and this made me terrified of being associated with her, but also it spawned sympathy in me. Maybe I wanted to study her to learn specifically why a person was looked at that way, because so far it had eluded me. Or maybe I just liked her company. Whatever it was, I gradually grew unable to think about much else other than Hanna. Like an eclipse, that way.


 


She fills two glasses of water and we drink until they are empty. We are in her kitchen at Artillerigatan and the tiles are cold under my hot throbbing feet. It is quiet here and the ghost of club music is in my ears. The only light is streetlamps coming in orange and metropolitan.


We danced with Lottie and the others until early morning and then Hanna and I walked home. Now I don’t want to count how much money I have spent on drinks, but even less do I want to count how many of my drinks Hanna paid for. I will eat rice and lentils for a month.


When we got our coats and bags from the cloakroom she said I could sleep at hers because the night bus back to the corridor would be cold and boring.


‘No I can’t, I have to study tomorrow early.’


‘Don’t you have your laptop?’


My laptop was in my bag. And I did feel irresponsible then, for leaving it like that in the cloakroom all night. Hanna said we could eat breakfast and study together because it was more fun that way. I didn’t agree because I could not focus with someone else in the room, but she had a point about the bus being boring and cold.


Now she is in the bathroom brushing her teeth and I am changing into the t-shirt she has laid out for me. I climb into the double bed, left side, and the sheets are stiff and cool on my legs. The hair around her face is wet when she comes back and her skin glistens with moisturiser. She is holding a blister pack. Once on the bed she sits cross-legged and asks if I’m tired and ready for sleep. I am, I am very tired and say, ‘Yes, I think so.’


She holds up the blister pack. ‘Okay because these are for sleep and once I take one I have to fall asleep within thirty minutes.’


‘Or, what happens?’


‘Or I stay awake but almost like I’m dreaming anyway? Like in between awake and asleep.’ She looks serious. ‘It’s fucking scary.’


‘I can imagine,’ I say although I really can’t.


‘So, should I take one now, are we done talking?’


‘Yes. Okay. Goodnight.’ I smooth down the duvet next to my thighs. She swallows the pill with some water from her night table and gets under the covers.


We are quiet for a moment and it is maybe a little awkward. I am not used to falling asleep with someone and I am not sure if you’re supposed to stay quiet as if the other person is not in the room? I can hear her breathing.


Maybe it is intense for her too because she says, ‘I’m happy we’re friends.’ She turns towards me, her head on her elbow.


‘Yes, me too.’


She looks at me, her face lit by orange streetlamp. I say, ‘Do you really not care about being popular, or well-liked?’


She breathes out. ‘I don’t know, usually I don’t.’ She lies on her back again. ‘But actually, sometimes I do.’ She sounds a little shaky, her voice agitated. The bed creaks under us as she adjusts her position. ‘Sometimes with friends I get paranoid they don’t actually like me at all and I convince myself they have some ulterior motive, which is stupid I know, but I convince myself until I feel sad, or like upset. And who knows maybe I’m right.’ She clears her throat. ‘Maybe I’m really not very likeable? Not even my mother, but whatever I don’t like her either. I mean it’s normal to hate your mother I guess, but I don’t think she’s supposed to hate you back?’


I don’t say anything. I feel the onset of nausea, a bad taste on my tongue. The atmosphere changed so quickly I can’t adjust. We were having a good night dancing and being fun but moments later it has got very dark. I don’t know what to say. I wonder if it is taboo, what she has told me. We are not touching each other but it feels like we are. Her anxiety seeps out, threatens to soak me too. I want to shake my hands, I feel weird.


After a while she says, ‘I think we talked too long.’


‘Oh no, the pill?’


‘Yeah I’ve gone over.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Well,’ she says, ‘I am looking at the ceiling and it’s covered in macaroni, so I think I’m fairly certain.’


‘You are scaring me now Hanna,’ I say. ‘Should I call the ambulance?’


‘Jesus. No, just hand me that book.’ She waves her arm towards the night table on my side. On it is a bruised copy of Fullmetal Alchemist. I give it to her and she clicks on her phone’s flashlight, places it next to her on the bed, and turns her back to me. ‘Goodnight,’ she says and then all I can hear are the rasps of turning pages.


I stare at the ceiling but can’t see the macaroni. My pulse is loud and I worry she feels it through the mattress. It is shocking that Hanna is the friend I have made, the carelessness of it. Clearly this is the advanced level of friendship, she is not someone you learn the basics from. I promise myself that if I lie still here until morning, I will not have to hang out with her again. Sleeping seems impossible in this bed but somehow it is possible because I wake from Hanna tapping my arm. ‘Sickan. Wake up.’
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