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2000 (One Year)









Part I









Chapter One


And so it was told that the story of the Mikkola sisters started on the last day of December, on the last day of the millennium, when they were standing in the elevator, heading up to the fourth floor to celebrate New Year’s Eve at Mossutställningar, a temporary freelance-office-slash-art-space run by Hella d’Ailly, who once had been an artist herself, but now was more of a curator-slash-party-arranger. It was Hella who had managed to convince some bureaucrat at Statsholmen that it was a good idea to rent this empty, magnificent space of 1,000-plus square meters, with ornamented wooden floors and a ceiling height of three meters (including two non-working but really impressive fireplaces), to a bunch of artists, freelance journalists, web designers and textile printers. The contract was temporary, but the initial six months were extended to a year, and then another year and now, to celebrate their third or fourth extension, they were having a huge party, open to everyone who worked there, and their friends, and their friends’ friends’ friends.


There were two angry doormen downstairs and the Mikkola sisters had to skip a long line to get in, Anastasia did the talking, she claimed that she was about to start her “DJ set in less than twenty minutes” and that her sisters were joining her as back-up dancers, the doorman checked the list and let them in, despite Evelyn’s suppressed laughter and Ina’s red face. Now they were in the elevator heading upwards, breathing the strong smell of perfume from other guests, three sisters, one incredibly happy to be here, one already longing for the next party, one pushing the button for the fourth floor again and again, antsy to get to a dance floor and let loose some of the energy that she had been saving up during the cab ride.


Whatever happens, we stay together, Ina said as the elevator slowed to a halt. Right?


Evelyn pushed open the door, the sound of the deep bass from the sound system echoed in the staircase.


Of course, she answered and smiled.


Don’t worry, we got you, Anastasia said, and followed Evelyn into the party. Twenty seconds later they were gone. Or not gone, Ina kept seeing them in different rooms as she tried to understand the layout of the huge space. There was Evelyn, in a corner, constantly surrounded by three to five people, everyone hypnotized by whatever story she was telling. And there was Anastasia, first on one dance floor and then on another, and then on top of a bar, then up on a windowsill, arms in the air, hands transformed into parentheses, palms facing forward as if she was pushing an invisible wall in front of her.


Ina did her best to try to approach them, but there was a sweaty sea of people in the way, and it was dark and the floor was covered in drifts of confetti and spilled drinks clung to the bottom of her flat shoes and she was blinded by the strobe and lost sight of her sisters. The music colliding from the two dance floors made it impossible to talk to anyone and still everyone seemed to have someone to talk to, everyone except Ina, and whenever she saw someone else who didn’t have anyone to talk to, she felt pity for them, because they looked so lost and lonely and at least Ina had her backup, she knew that her sisters were here somewhere.


She kept walking from room to room, there was Evelyn again, in the third room to the right, waving from the other side, her hands up in the air, signaling that unfortunately she was stuck here, pointing towards the bar, molding her hand to an invisible glass, in a gesture that Ina interpreted as: If you go to the bar and get us some drinks I will wait for you right here. Ina was not too keen on becoming her younger sister’s waitress, but she knew that it was almost eleven and if she lost sight of Evelyn now, there was a risk that she would need to celebrate midnight by herself, raising a glass to propose a toast to a random stranger, so she swallowed her pride, fought her way towards the overcrowded bar, spent fifteen minutes being ignored by the bartender, then finally got two drinks, took a quick sip from both plastic cups to make her journey back to Evelyn easier, and when she got there, Evelyn was gone.


Walking around a huge party with nobody to talk to was painful enough, but walking around the same party with two full cups was even worse. Especially for Ina, who was so tall that drunk men saw her and pretended to get scared. Of course she had alternatives, she could down one drink and head for the dance floor and try to dance in that special way that she had developed, with her knees constantly bent, to make herself look somewhat less tall than she actually was. Or she could leave both drinks on one of the marble windowsills facing the interior courtyard, and simply go home and fall asleep before midnight. Another, crazier alternative would be to approach someone, offer them a drink, and simply start talking, it wouldn’t be that hard, she had prepared some suitable subjects in the cab ride over here, she could ask what they thought of the rumors that all computers would go crazy when the date flicked over from December 31, 1999, to January 1, 2000, she could talk about the Victorian tradition where they opened a random page of a novel on New Year’s Eve to let the first sentence on the page predict what kind of year it would be, but no, those were the wrong kinds of subjects, they wouldn’t work here, instead she should tell them a funny story about something that happened to her “on the way here” because that was what Evelyn always did, she had tons of stories that happened “earlier today” or “yesterday” or “recently,” and even though Ina would stand right there knowing that this particular thing happened two and a half years ago, and hadn’t even happened to Evelyn, but to a friend of hers, she would keep quiet because she saw that Evelyn brought so much life with her, and if there was something Ina needed right now, it was more life.


But Ina wasn’t Evelyn. And she wasn’t Anastasia. So instead of talking to someone or attacking the dance floor, she just stood there, with the two drinks, not knowing what to do with herself or the slowly passing time. She sipped on one of her drinks, she tried really hard to look like a person who was holding a drink for someone who had left to go to the bathroom, she even started looking towards the bathrooms and then checking the time, to show anyone who was watching her that she wasn’t as alone as she looked, she had sisters, she had friends, they were just not here right now.


With thirty minutes to go to midnight, Ina took one of the cups and started circling the party again, using the same strategy she used when she was a teenager to disguise her loneliness, she entered each room and every corridor with intense focus, trying really hard to look like she was looking for someone, and in a way she was, she was looking for her sisters, but rather than actually looking for them, she focused on trying to look like a person who was looking for someone and she saw herself from the outside looking like a person trying to look like a person who was looking and not fooling anyone. She passed a room with a ping-pong table, she passed an office where people smoked joints and made out on a gray couch, she passed a kitchen where there was a separate party with crappy speakers, maybe because they didn’t like the music being played on the main dance floors, and then, in a corridor, she saw him, his beard, his face, his freckles, as if a cluster bomb of freckles had exploded on his nose. He was standing next to the wall, and even though his size made it difficult for people to squeeze by, he didn’t seem to be uncomfortable being in the way. He looked at her, he looked away, she approached him and asked if he knew where Anastasia’s room was.


Who?


Anastasia, Ina said. She rents a studio here.


Is she about this tall, with red hair?


No.


Good, because that person is in there right now puking her lungs out, he said, nodding towards what looked like a conference room.


There was something about his voice, everything he said sounded like a compliment. This place is huge, Ina said, just to say something.


Yes, it took me an hour to realize that it actually covers the whole . . . what’s it called. Våningsplan.


Floor, she said.


So wait, you speak Swedish? he said in Swedish. Then why are we speaking English?


I came here with my sisters, she said, which really didn’t explain anything, but she didn’t feel like telling him the whole story, at least not right now, maybe later, maybe tomorrow when they would wake up together, maybe in a couple of years when they had kids, a bunch of black-haired freckly kids who would have his smile and his height and her nose. They were quiet for a moment, people kept squeezing past them in the corridor.


This place is really huge, Ina said, only to realize that she had just said the same thing twice. He looked at her and smiled.


You need help finding Anastasia’s room? he said.


I don’t even know if she’s there, she said. Both my sisters have disappeared.


I will help you look for them, he said.


Don’t you have to stay here? she said and hated herself for saying it.


Well, I’m not sure if this wall will hold if I let go of it, but let’s see, he said, and he slowly let go of the wall, turned to her, grabbed her hand and started plowing his way through the crowded party. She followed him, thinking to herself that he must have played sports all his life, possibly handball, more likely American football because he kept finding openings, he took her through a packed corridor, he crossed the crowded main dance floor, she saw numerous people trying to cross it who gave up and turned back, it was just too crowded, too dark, the bass was too thumping, the wall of dancing human flesh too compact, but he kept going, he kept looking for her sisters, even though he had no clue what they looked like. He pointed to a guy with his pants so low that half his butt cheeks were shining white in the fluorescent light.


Is that them?


Ina shook her head. He picked up a crushed plastic cup from the floor, signaling to Ina that there was lipstick on it, which meant that they must have been there. Ina smiled. He walked up to people at random and asked if they had seen “Anastasia recently” and they just looked at him like he was crazy, and Ina looked at him and thought the same thing, but it was a craziness that she was growing attached to, even though she had only been close to it for the last five minutes.


Midnight was approaching when Ina realized that she didn’t want to find her sisters, not now, because she knew what would happen when they did. Hector would see Anastasia and understand that there was another version of Ina, not as freakishly tall, not as afraid of life, not as prone to going to New Year’s parties having memorized the timetable of the night bus to be able to leave without saying goodbye, and Hector would fall in love with Anastasia, the fun sister, the crazy sister, the “I have something in my sock, let’s sneak into the bathroom and snort it” sister—and he would agree and then he would be gone for ten minutes and come out a changed man, while Ina would wait outside. And then, all teary-eyed with white powder on his upper lip, he would catch sight of Evelyn and then he would quickly let go of Anastasia’s hand and become transfixed by Evelyn’s eyes, her dimples, her ability to tell the same story for the fourth time that evening, and still give the impression that she was searching for words, trying to show whoever was listening that it was a special honor to hear her tell this particular story at this particular time and it would be Evelyn who took him home, and Ina who went home alone on the night bus, and Evelyn who decided that he wasn’t her type after a few weeks, and that would be okay for Ina, she was used to this, she had been through it so many times, when they were kids, when they were teenagers, now she was twenty-four and Evelyn twenty-one, and Anastasia nineteen, and still Ina wouldn’t blame Hector, because she knew that if she were to choose between herself and her sisters she would also choose them, but for now she just wanted time to slow down, so that she could have a few more minutes with him.


Ten minutes before midnight they found Anastasia and Evelyn in the big room with one of the non-functioning marble fireplaces.


There you are, Evelyn yelled and waved her over.


We have been looking all over for you, Anastasia said and handed her a plastic cup.


Ina reluctantly introduced Hector to her sisters.


This is Evelyn.


Evelyn took his hand, smiled and winked her green eyes at him.


And this is Anastasia.


Anastasia nodded to him but didn’t shake his hand, she was too busy trying to get the stubborn cork out of the prosecco bottle. Evelyn leaned towards them and started telling Hector a story about the bottle, they had dropped it in the cab, they had smuggled it in, it had been shaken nonstop and now it would probably explode and knock someone senseless and Ina felt herself retreating, she knew it was all over, for a few seconds another world had been possible, but now Hector was hypnotized by Evelyn, still Ina was grateful for the time she had spent with Hector, it had been a marvelous fifteen minutes, she might as well leave now, nobody would notice, but the more Evelyn spoke to Hector, the more restless he looked and finally he interrupted her.


Sorry, he said. But I was just involved in this really interesting conversation with Ina and I can’t stop thinking about it, so I hope it’s okay if we continue this another time?


He came over to Ina and Evelyn looked like a surprised fish and with one minute until midnight Anastasia finally managed to open the bottle and the cork came shooting out and hit a guy in the eye, but luckily he was wearing glasses and Anastasia filled their cups with bubbles and gave her own cup to the guy who was nearly blinded and took the bottle for herself and then everyone started counting down from ten nine eight seven, and when everyone yelled Happy New Year, the guy who Ina had met in a corridor, who had a big beard and shoulders so wide that he had to walk sideways through doors, who sounded like he was singing even though he was speaking, he reached for her and touched the palm of her hand, they didn’t kiss, that would have been too much, besides, Ina was not the kind of person who meets someone at a party and starts kissing them fifteen minutes later, that was not her style, but they looked at each other and she could feel his finger in her palm and it wasn’t until afterwards, when everyone had hugged and kissed and wished each other Happy New Year, that someone double-checked the time and realized that they had been at least one minute early, actually midnight is now, when? In ten seconds! And then they did the whole thing over again, ten nine eight seven, and this time he leaned forward and kissed her.









Chapter Two


The first time I heard about the Mikkola sisters I was five or six years old, sitting on the living room floor of our old apartment, the one on Drakenbergsgatan 8, five stairs up, a two-bedroom apartment. My brothers weren’t born yet, so my parents still slept in the corner bedroom, and when their bed wasn’t located in the living room, the area between the couch and the windows was perfect for playing. I was remodeling the yellow Lego castle that I had received from my older half sister, she had been here on a short visit, she was four years older than I was and I felt strangely attracted to her, physically we looked rather similar. I was often mistaken for a girl, my father kept saying that I should cut my hair, but I didn’t care, or maybe I did, but I wanted to keep the hair, despite it I felt very much like a boy, especially when I saw my sister, during her visit I started having strange sexual dreams about her, they would come back to haunt me in my twenties, when I desperately tried to find someone to fall in love with, that image of my older sister, who by then had fallen into serious drug abuse and had lost contact with the family, became my ideal girlfriend, not because of how she looked at the time (apparently she looked hideous, according to my dad, who had gone down to the south of Sweden to try to save her, but it was too late, she had developed a heroin addiction and later we would learn that she was HIV positive), no, my ideal girlfriend looked like my sister had looked when she visited us when I was five or six years old, and there was a lot of guilt in that, because on some level I knew that she looked a lot like me, and if that’s not a serious case of narcissism, I don’t know what is, a person in his twenties, desperately searching for a girlfriend who actually looks like himself when he was young, but this will all come later, now I’m five or six years old, sitting on the living room floor, sun patterns on the parquet, the smell of Dad’s special briks frying on the stove, with capers for adults, without capers for me, I’m building a special gray fence that will fall down on unwanted intruders and crush their brains if they manage to get across the moat, and I hear my mother and father talking in the kitchen. They speak French, as they always did back then, or actually they went back and forth between French and Swedish, but they always spoke French if it was serious enough for them to raise their voices, and they normally only raised their voices when they spoke about money matters. But this time they didn’t seem to be speaking about money, because they didn’t use words like dix milles or c’est trop cher and je ne peux plus, instead they talked about a family that was moving to our area, Mom seemed upset about it and my dad seemed maybe not happy about it, but he had more of a what-can-you-do attitude, which was how he approached most things that seemed complicated, if you can’t do anything about it, why focus on it, and it was one of the things my mom had loved most about him when they first met, when he was working as a bartender and living in an apartment without wallpaper, heating, toilet or stove, and it was one of the things that seemed to drive her insane now, when they had been married for six years and he still wasn’t able to get his act together. He still hadn’t finished that book he was talking about when they met, he still hadn’t quit his job as a subway driver, he still hadn’t applied to medical school, even though he kept saying that he was meant to study medicine, it was his destiny, since his dad had been a pharmacist and in his country, in the countryside, a pharmacist was basically the same thing as a doctor. My dad claimed he could magically sense if someone had a fever just by applying his hands to their forehead, and once he had known a girl in his village who was famous for being sort of a witch, but Dad never applied to medical school, he was just drifting along, letting life push him here and there, and now it had happened again, he had “run into” (how?) an old friend who was running away (“from what?”) and told her (“her!?”) about this area, that it was great for kids, that the queue for getting an apartment wasn’t that long, because most people didn’t want to live in brown eight-story high-rises this close to the heavily trafficked Hornsgatan. And for some reason, his “friend” thanked him for the advice and said that she would consider it, and for some reason, Mom wasn’t having it. I couldn’t understand why. I didn’t even know Dad had friends. We were always spending time with Mom’s friends, and Mom’s friends’ husbands, and I wondered why Mom didn’t seem happy that Dad had found a friend, especially a friend that seemed to come from the same country as he did. The word Mikkola kept coming back, and I remember wondering what it meant, Mikkola, it didn’t sound French and it sure didn’t sound Swedish or Arabic, I stopped playing and snuck towards the kitchen when my dad said that the Mikkola family had moved numerous times, “trying to get away” (not specifying from what), and now they were just considering moving here, but it probably wouldn’t happen, and even if it did happen, it wouldn’t mean that he would spend time with his “amie,” that chapter was closed many years ago. Then he was silent and Mom was silent, and then I heard her hissing that this was so typical of him, she called him weak, she said that he was a coward and called him another word in French that I hadn’t heard before. My father left the kitchen and went to the bathroom, and then he came out and put on his shoes and left the apartment, and my mother had to take his briks out of the oven and they came out perfectly crispy. We waited for Dad to come home, and when he didn’t, we ate the briks ourselves, and my mother put his briks on a plate covered with metal foil and when I went to sleep he still hadn’t come home. The Mikkola sisters didn’t move to our area.


Not until seven years later.









Chapter Three


The new millennium was a few weeks old when Anastasia finally decided to answer Hella d’Ailly’s call. Anastasia kind of knew what to expect, she had been warned before, and now things had apparently gone too far, Hella explained that Anastasia had to give up her studio straightaway, she reminded Anastasia that this was an artist-run collective, very tolerant of complex creative processes, maybe they had even been too tolerant, but now the back of the camel had been broken, everyone had to feel safe here, they had had such patience and warned Anastasia before, multiple times actually, but she kept breaking the rules, she was always late with rent, she kept using the studio as an apartment even though the contract made it clear that this was a workspace, she kept scaring people when she cut bread in the kitchen with her butterfly knife, she kept annoying her office neighbors by smoking indoors, she had been caught with drugs “time after time after time” (it had only happened twice, but Anastasia knew that it was useless to contradict Hella), and she kept inviting that “lunatic” to their parties (Anastasia noticed that she smiled when Hella called Mathias a “lunatic” but she wasn’t really sure why).


The chaos he created at the New Year’s party will cost a fortune to fix, Hella said. Chaos? Anastasia wasn’t sure what Mathias had done, she only had a few random flashes of memory from New Year’s Eve.


First, they had been in the apartment that Evelyn rented on Kungsholmen, overlooking a dark park, high ceiling, turn-of-the-century details, the three sisters had drunk prosecco and really tried not to end up in the same old fights, Ina didn’t comment on the smell when Anastasia and Evelyn came back from the balcony after a smoke, Evelyn didn’t get angry when Ina started rearranging her spice rack in alphabetical order, Anastasia didn’t tell her sisters that she had invited Mathias to the party, it would just cause problems, Anastasia’s sisters didn’t understand that he was a misunderstood genius, yes, he could be kind of limitless and yes, he had a tendency to end up in fights, especially when he had been drinking, but he had a kind heart and great contacts.


All three sisters were committed to stopping this night from ending the same way as the last time they celebrated New Year’s together, when Ina found weed in Anastasia’s jacket pocket and started screaming that her baby sister was a drug dealer, while Anastasia calmly asked Ina what right she had to go through her pockets. That night ended at a strange after-party at Bofill’s Båge, Evelyn made out with some guy in the kitchen, and during the silent cab ride home, Ina mumbled that she had had a crush on that particular guy in high school and Evelyn laughed and said that Ina had a crush on every guy in high school, and every girl and every teacher and every pet, and Ina who was always sitting up front because of her legs mumbled: Whore, and Evelyn said: Rather a whore than a coward, and the cab driver had to pull over because the two sisters had started throwing punches that risked the lives of everyone in the car.


But this year things would be different, it was the new millennium, they would say goodbye to the old and hello to the new, the doors to the party opened at nine and Ina suggested that they pre-order a cab for eight thirty, and Anastasia laughed and then stopped laughing when she understood that her eldest sister was serious.


Let’s wait and see, Evelyn said and poured herself another drink.


If the doors open at nine, everyone will be there at ten, and we can arrive at eleven, Anastasia said.


Eleven thirty, Evelyn said.


When they arrived the queue was longer than expected but Anastasia knew the doorman and thirty seconds after Ina had paid the cab driver (and asked for a receipt) they were in the elevator, heading up to what everyone seemed to think of as the party of the year.


Let’s stay together, Ina said. If we lose sight of each other we can meet up here. Unless there’s a fire, then we meet up outside on the curb. Okay?


Ina and Evelyn nodded and entered the party. It was just like any other party that Hella and her crew had organized the last couple of years, an abundance of quasi-creative boring middle-class people, the dance floors were packed with art directors from Örnsköldsvik who kept talking about the last time they were in Berlin, the DJs were playing hits, at one point Anastasia actually saw a group of blond girls approaching the DJ requesting a song, and the DJ didn’t inform them that this was not a fucking school dance, no, she smiled and seemed to say that unfortunately she couldn’t play “Sommartider hej hej” or whatever they were requesting.


Since Mathias hadn’t arrived yet, Anastasia decided to get really drunk in order to survive, she stole a bottle from one of the bars and then the flashes of memory became vague and fragmentary, midnight, an exploding bottle, Mathias arrived, he had shaved his head, it was uneven in the back, he was bleeding behind one of his ears, a toilet, powder, metallic kisses, more focus, finally the world became what it should have been all along, the music became better, the air was easier to breathe, the people more beautiful, the bodies more harmonious, they attacked the dance floor, Mathias disconnected a few cords so that the lights went out, Mathias jumped up and held on to one of the lighting rigs, the rig fell, Mathias bled from both his ear and his nose, someone tried to start a fight with him, someone tried to kick him out, Evelyn pulled Anastasia’s arm, she tried to say something, it was important, it was about Ina, Ina had gone home with someone.


Anastasia nodded, she had seen him, Ina had followed him around all evening like a puppy, at midnight she had forced her tongue into his mouth, poor him, fun for Ina, but Evelyn couldn’t let it go.


She didn’t say goodbye, she said, again and again. We came together and then we leave together, right?


Anastasia wanted to say that Evelyn never said goodbye when she went home with someone, she just disappeared without a trace, but her mouth didn’t obey and her body just wanted to return to the dance floor. Evelyn caught sight of Mathias.


Don’t tell me you’re back together again, Evelyn said.


Anastasia smiled.


After what he did to you, you’re inviting him back into your life?


Anastasia pulled free.


You’re fucking unbelievable, Evelyn said.


And Anastasia agreed, she was unbelievable, she was amazing, she was the most perfect person that had ever graced this earth with her magnetic presence, she danced and drank and visited the toilets again and again, and then Mathias found a bag of fireworks, or maybe he had brought them in his backpack, the stairs down to the courtyard, Mathias lit one two three rockets and watched them soar towards the sky, it started raining, it wasn’t until the bouncers came running and pushed them against a wall that Anastasia remembered that the courtyard had a roof, and that’s why the rockets kept coming back down and exploding on the ground and that’s what had set off the sprinkler system. Mathias was thrown out, the bouncers said he could come back and get his jacket another day, more fighting, Mathias was bleeding from an ear, his nose, his upper lip, Anastasia snuck back up to the party, the dance floors were half-empty, her sisters were gone, she had to make a few circuits before she finally found her office, she unlocked it on her fourth try, when she finally realized that the door hadn’t been locked in the first place, then she sank down on the burgundy couch and checked her phone, she had a few missed calls and texts from Evelyn, but not from Ina, and she told herself that she should answer, just send Evelyn a few words to let her know that she was okay, she was better than okay, she was happier than she had been for years, she was finally free, she hadn’t worried about their mother for at least five hours, and she held up her phone, tried to squint to find the right buttons, but then she gave up, dropped the phone to the floor and fell into a dreamless sleep.


Are you there? Hella said.


Yes, Anastasia said.


This wasn’t an easy decision, Hella said.


Anastasia told Hella that she was sorry and that she would empty her room straightaway, she even thanked Hella for her call, and when they hung up, she wondered why she felt this strange sense of relief. Then she looked out of the window and saw Hella on the other side of the interior courtyard, their eyes met, Hella waved and smiled, and Anastasia waved back.


Anastasia found some folded moving boxes in the ping-pong room. She went through her things and sorted them into two piles, keep vs. throw away. The throwaway pile grew bigger and bigger. She put all of her sketches and preparatory work for the upcoming application to Konstfack in a black garbage bag and emptied it into the container in the basement. She convinced the Web designers on the other side of the hall to adopt her couch and the clothing designers by the entrance happily agreed to use her desk and her desk chair until she needed them again. Because she would be needing them again, right? She didn’t want to sell them the desk?


Anastasia took a few seconds to think about it, she was seriously strapped for cash, still, she decided to keep her furniture, she would need it when she found her own studio, when she had been accepted at Konstfack, when Index and Nordenhake fought over the right to exhibit her work.


Good luck, one of the clothing designers said, and it sounded like she really meant it, even though everyone knew how incredibly tricky (see: impossible) it was to find a cheap workspace in Stockholm, especially a workspace where nobody would notice if you spent the night.


When she had emptied her room, Anastasia left her keys on the windowsill. Now she was ready for the next chapter in life, now she would show herself and the world that she could make it on her own. But first, she needed a place to stay, and their dad was dead and their mom was not an option, so the only person left was Ina.


Of course, her older sister said when Anastasia called and asked if she could stay with her for a couple of weeks. When are you coming over? There’s meat sauce in the fridge. Do you need money for a cab? Ina’s voice was full of that special happiness that older siblings feel when they are able to give their younger siblings what their parents were never able to give them.


The cab driver didn’t need to fold any seats to transport all of Anastasia’s belongings to Ina’s place, located south of the city, on the red line. On the way over, Anastasia kept wondering why she wasn’t sad. Was it the relief of not needing to find excuses for why she couldn’t pay next month’s rent? Was it the relief of realizing that because she didn’t have a studio she couldn’t work on her application to Konstfack, and therefore she had no choice but to fail? Was it the realization that now she had no choice but to change? She had changed already, she hadn’t taken any drugs since New Year’s, and she hadn’t returned any of Mathias’s calls or texts, and sitting there in the cab, surrounded by borrowed moving boxes with labels not describing her own belongings (“Empty binders,” “Accounting 1996–1998”), slowly rolling south, passing an industrial area, the convention center, the gas stations, she decided that now she had to let go of Mathias, sure he needed help, but she was not the right person to help him, not now, not later, not ever.









Chapter Four


The second time I heard about the Mikkola sisters my father and I were heading into town, this was in May 1990, both my younger brothers had been born and now Dad and I were the men of the family, I was eleven and my dad was about to turn forty. On weekends we cleaned a restaurant called Tre Backar, I vacuumed the floor with an industrial-looking round vacuum cleaner, first the ground floor, then the basement, while he did the toilets. When we had finished, I was paid in cash and cashew nuts, then I said goodbye so that Dad could start his night shift as a bartender in the basement.


But on this day we weren’t heading to work, we were heading into town, and we didn’t ride the subway like normal people, hell no, we weren’t normal, we had our own set of rules, and our own set of keys. Since my dad worked as a subway driver at the time he had a magic key chain, whenever some punk pushed the emergency stop of an escalator my dad pulled out the key chain, opened the metal box on the side and set the escalator in motion again, smiling to the grateful ladies who avoided the elevators due to the pee smell. And whenever we were going into town, my father pulled out the keys and let us into one of the empty driver compartments located between each car. Was he allowed to sit there with his eleven-year-old son? Well, allowed and not allowed, there are rules that have to be respected and then there are rules that are bendable, come to think of it, most rules are bendable, was my father’s credo, most rules but not all rules.


There is one rule we should respect and that’s this one, he said when the subway accelerated. Boys have short hair and girls have long hair.


But Mom has short hair, I said.


That’s an exception, Dad said.


Didn’t you have long hair when you were young?


That was a long time ago.


But I like my long hair, I said.


You look like a girl, Dad said.


I don’t care, I said.


You will care, Dad said. Soon you will start to care, and then you will be angry with me for not telling you that you looked like a girl.


I want to keep it, I said.


Sure you do, Dad said.


We got off at T Centralen and took the escalator up to Sergels Square, Dad nodded to someone and hugged someone else and when I asked who it was, Dad said they were “flummare från förr” (“hippies-slash-drug-addicts from the past”). We continued past Mega, and up towards Sergelgatan, and my dad said that he wanted me to cut it short and I repeated that I had only agreed to come on the strict promise that he would tell the hairdresser to keep it long and my father said: You don’t want to end up like the Mikkola sisters, and I asked him who the Mikkola sisters were, and he said they were the daughters of an old friend.


What friend? I said.


He didn’t answer, instead he said that the Mikkola sisters all looked like boys, especially the youngest one, Anastasia, and that had gotten her into “all kinds of trouble.”


Like what trouble? I said.


You’re stubborn, he said.


I have gotten it from you, I said, and we were smiling when we opened the door to the salon, located on the right side of the blue concert hall. It was crowded, it was always crowded, dads and kids and the owner’s dog and three hairdressers that were talking more than cutting. Everyone was speaking Arabic, but not the normal kind of Arabic that I almost understood, this was another kind of Arabic, different tone, different word choices.


It’s because they are Egyptian, my dad said. And Palestinian. And that guy is from Jordan, and my dad nodded and gave high fives and despite the queue Dad managed to convince Mansour that I was next. The queue protested but my father claimed that he had been here this morning, reserving a time for now, and everyone laughed at the obvious lie and Mansour promised that it was going to be a quickie. I told Mansour that I wanted to keep it long, and my father said something in Arabic, and my father looked at me and said “Fehemt?” which means “Do you understand?” in Tunisian Arabic, and I nodded, because that particular word I understood.


Then my father had to step out to do some business, there was always some business to be done, someone needed to borrow money, someone else needed to pay back a loan, Mansour put away his scissors and got out his new electric razor and with a zeal that I hadn’t seen before or after, he shaved my head, three millimeters all over.


When my father came back he smiled and said that I finally looked like a real boy. He asked Mansour how much he owed him and Mansour said a sum and my father laughed and gave him half, and Mansour didn’t laugh and said that he wanted at least fifty more, and my father laughed and said that he would get it, of course he would get it, next time my father came by, he would get fifty and then some, and the next guy was already sitting in Mansour’s chair, pulling on his sleeve, asking him to start cutting because he had a date tonight.


Mansour looked at my father and said something about the fact that he was Tunisian, and it sounded like an insult, but my father answered it like it was a compliment. As we exited the salon the cold wind touched areas of my skull that I had never been aware of before and my dad said:


Don’t tell Mom.


I vowed to never speak to my dad again, not ever, and I would never ever cut my hair at a hair salon, and I would definitely tell Mom, I would tell her and I would try not to cry, but first we had to get back home without tears because I knew that if my father saw me crying he would just look at me and walk away, because nothing made him more disgusted than seeing his own son crying in public, crying like a little bitch, crying over a haircut, please, his son was eleven years old and didn’t know anything about life and he was certain that in a few years his son would thank him for this insight, he would come up to him and say: Thank you, Dad, thank you for making sure that nobody thought I was a girl, thank you for overriding my explicit wish so that I didn’t have to endure three years of high school while taunted for being gay, thank you for teaching me the power of language from such an early age, who knows, maybe his son would go on to do that thing that he himself had dreamed of all his life, what if he became a writer, and the name Khemiri would exist in libraries, his son could write long books about his amazing father, how he taught him important life lessons, from the early age of eleven.


We headed back home, this time we sat in the normal seats, and not the driver seat, and I remember that I wondered if he wanted to sit in the driver compartment on the way there only because he was ashamed of having a son who looked like a daughter. When we took the escalator up towards Varvsgatan I still hadn’t said a word, but I had a long speech memorized that I would give to my mother as soon as we got home because I knew that the only way to hurt him was through my mom.


Ten meters from ground level we heard screams, a woman, she cried out: But help me, someone please help me, and my father started running up the already moving stairs. A drunk had taken a bunch of newspapers and now he was heading towards the exit with the newspapers with a nasty grin, the woman who worked in the kiosk screamed for help, and there was a queue of five people, two men, three women, and nobody did anything. My father just walked up to the drunk man, grabbed the newspapers and gave them back to the lady.


Thank you, she said. Thank you. And then she immediately returned to the kiosk, to avoid more trouble. The drunk looked at my dad and started spewing out racist insults.


You filthy fucking svartskalle, he said. Fucking sand monkey, fucking . . .


My dad looked at him with a face that I had never seen before, eyes big as eggs, mouth grinning like a hyena, teeth grinding, he slowly put his hand in his inner pocket.


So what, you have a gun, the drunk said. You have a knife? Dad kept his hand in his inner pocket.


I’m not scared of you, the drunk said, walking backward, almost falling over when he collided with a trash can.


My dad didn’t pull out whatever he had in his inner pocket, he just looked at the drunk and said:


Three . . . Two . . .


The man turned around and ran, out towards Varvsgatan, up the stairs towards the church. The lady from the kiosk thanked him again, and my father smiled and waved to her and the people who hadn’t moved from their positions in the queue.


When we got home I checked the many pockets of Dad’s leather jacket and they were empty, except for a couple of toothpicks, a paper napkin and a filled-out horse betting slip. When Mom got home and when I got back to school on Monday morning, it wasn’t the story of the haircut that I was telling, it was the other story, the story of how my father saved a screaming lady from being robbed of all her newspapers, and I enjoyed turning my father into a story, somehow it gave me power over him, it seemed like the only power I had.









Chapter Five


In February 2000, Evelyn’s bosses (yes, there were two, Henrik and Fredrik, they were a couple) decided that no employees were allowed to check their cell phones when they could be seen by customers. So whenever Evelyn got a text, she told Kattis and Anders that she had to get something from the back, smuggled her Nokia phone from under the counter into her pocket, opened the door to the stockroom and read the message. This was back in a time when it cost money to send texts, and all phones came with a calculator showing how many letters had been used, and Evelyn knew that if the text was from her younger sister, Anastasia, it was often a never-ending rant about the crappiness of some contemporary artist who had recently been acquired by Moderna Museet (she especially hated the well-respected painter-slash-multimedia-artist Ernst Billgren), and if the text was from her older sister, Ina, it was always the exact number of letters that could be contained in one text, not that Ina was cheap, she was just practical, she planned things ahead of time, and even if the text would have fit in one message, she made up abbreviations of her own to optimize her time, or to show her younger sisters that she had more important things to do than text them, “Hi my dear sister, thanks for having me over, I hope all is well, could you please be so kind to call Mom tomorrow to remind her to pick up her medicines?” became in Ina’s version: “hi, clal mom tmrw, remind medicines!!!”)


And Evelyn knew that even if Ina reminded her to call their mom, Ina would also call their mom, because she didn’t trust Evelyn to do it, so therefore Evelyn could ignore the reminder.


Evelyn hadn’t spoken to their mom since New Year’s Eve, when her mom called seven times in an hour. First she dialed Anastasia’s number, then Evelyn’s cell phone started vibrating. Ina was the only one who picked up. Evelyn heard how Ina tried to calm their mom. Ina explained that everyone was doing well, nobody had been kidnapped, nobody was stabbed, nobody had been hit by a car, they were all three of them chilling in Evelyn’s kitchen and soon they would go to a party at Anastasia’s office.


Can I come? their mom said.


No, it’s not possible, Ina said and tried to end the call.


After everything I’ve done for you? Selima said. Everything that I’ve sacrificed?


Ina sighed.


Is Evelyn there? their mom said.


Evelyn shook her head frantically.


Let me talk to Anastasia, their mom said.


Anastasia put one hand around her neck and ejected her tongue, when she removed the hand there was a red mark on her neck.


Why aren’t they picking up?


I’ll call you tomorrow, Ina said. Happy New Year Mo—


Selima had hung up.


At midnight on New Year’s Eve, Evelyn had promised herself to quit her job, but now it was February and she was still here. She told herself that this job was just a way to make time pass, she had taken a year off after graduation, she would never be one of those people who started working and never went back to university, but then she got this job, and she got used to the salary and the VIP invitations to club openings and now she had worked here for one, two, shit, three fucking years, and the job had become so mind-numbingly boring that she had developed a number of strategies to survive each workday. One was to take really long toilet breaks. Another was to hide in one of the dressing rooms, pretending to be polishing the mirrors. A third was to pour out the milk in the sink and tell her colleagues that they were out of milk, the nearest store was only four minutes away, up the block on the next corner, but in order to buy milk Evelyn had to take money from the cash register (one minute), get her coat (one minute), exit the front door (twenty seconds), pass the tailor to ask if he had anything that was ready to be collected (two minutes), and once she was there she might as well ask the tailor about his years in the military and ask him to tell that story about how he worked for an oil company and drove a jeep without a license and got lost in the desert (five minutes) and what happened when the war broke out, was he drafted or did he go to the front voluntarily and who of his brothers had died and who had ended up in a wheelchair and who had made it here and who died on the way and how was his daughter doing, oh she had her second daughter, any photos, wow so cute, what are they calling her, Rakel is a beautiful name, I have a friend who’s called Rakel, it’s a lovely name, yes, it’s both Muslim and Western, that’s why it’s so great, all my friends with Muslim parents are called Sara and Mona, there were tons of small Adams and Isaks and Jonases running around in the area where we grew up, our mom, yes, she was different, she chose another strategy, here the tailor smiled and looked down at his sewing machine, putting needles into his mouth to signal that he really needed to get back to work but Evelyn didn’t give in, she asked about his second daughter, who works for UNICEF, how is she doing in Cambodia, and how is your wife and your dog and your garden (on a good day this could take almost half an hour).


When the tailor finally told her he needed to get back to work, Evelyn thanked him, she picked up the finished clothes, hanging on spidery metal hangers, and continued up the street to the corner store, she bought milk, saved the receipt and the change, to put it back in the cash register, she exited the store and then she just stood there for a few seconds, at the top of the stairs, on one of the most expensive pedestrian streets in Stockholm, always comfortably free from ice and snow, due to a special hidden heating system, she looked at the sky, thinking to herself that maybe one day she would be one of these people who was walking down this street with the swagger of someone who felt at home here, maybe one day she would be able to enter the store where she worked and buy clothing at full price, without worrying about an upcoming sale, not thinking twice before shelling out her food budget on a merino sweater or her monthly rent on a coat, and sometimes, when she descended the hill, passing people in furs, women with well-groomed dogs, men with glittering watches and polished shoes, she wondered if some of them saw her and her clothes (bought at a great discount simply because her bosses wanted all employees to wear the brands carried by the store) and thought to themselves that she was one of them, maybe she had married rich, or she came from a family of Egyptian ambassadors, or she was related to the emirs in Dubai, in her fantasy she had a two-bedroom on one of these streets that would make the person who asked where she lived pause and then blurt out an impressed “oh,” maybe she lived on Strandvägen, and she had just forgotten to buy some milk and now she was on her way back home to her wooden floors and unobstructed sea view.


When she came back to the store Kattis wondered if she had milked the cows herself, and Anders checked the time and said that she had been gone for forty-five fucking minutes, and Evelyn just smiled at them and told them a story about something fascinating that had happened to Nadia in Cambodia, and Anders said: Who’s Nadia? And Kattis said: It’s Farid’s daughter, and Anders said: Farid the tailor? and Kattis nodded and Evelyn said: Who wants coffee? and everyone raised their hands.


After lunch Evelyn received a text and since she had just been on two rather unmotivated toilet breaks, she slipped the phone into her pocket and said that she would go downstairs to get some more hangers.


Be back before closing time, Anders said with a smile.


I’ll try, she said, opened the door to the back and checked her phone.


It was from Ina. But it was not a text asking her to do something for their mom, or an impromptu text informing her about some “new and cheap global index fund” (just because Evelyn once happened to mention to Ina that despite her years working at a place she hated, she still didn’t have any savings). Instead Ina wrote: Hi my dear sister. Are you at work? Can we come by?


Evelyn looked at her phone as if it had just burped.


“We”? Who was “we”? The only “we” that existed was Ina, Evelyn and Anastasia. Since when did Ina start referring to herself in first-person plural? Evelyn answered straightaway: Sure. I’m here, come on by. Thirty minutes later they arrived. Ina and a bearded guy in a loose flannel shirt and polished Doc Martens. Ina smiled and said:


You remember Hector, right? From New Year’s?


Yes, of course, Evelyn said and leaned in for a hug. Over his shoulder she signaled to Ina that she had no recollection of this guy whatsoever, they had celebrated New Year’s at Anastasia’s office, where Evelyn had met some friends, or not friends, but people who she kind of knew, and who became close friends for the night, with the same logic that you are much friendlier to a neighbor if you run into them abroad than if you meet them in your elevator, so Evelyn had continued partying with them, and here was this guy, holding her older sister’s hand, looking at her like he couldn’t believe his luck.


So . . . are you like . . .


Evelyn felt slightly nauseous, not really knowing why. She cleared her throat and changed subjects.


Are you looking for anything special today?


It was one of those work phrases that she said at least eighty times per day, so she should be able to say it without sounding phony, but this time, she couldn’t.


Yes, Hector needs a new shirt, Ina said. And some pants.


Hector nodded and Evelyn took them over to the men’s section, showing them the items that were on sale, and getting some other things from the back that weren’t on sale yet, but that he could have for a reduced price if he wanted. As they strolled through the store, Ina said that Hector’s dad had worked as a marine biologist for more than twenty years at an aquarium on Djurgården. To celebrate his recent decision to resign they were meeting up at a restaurant in Östermalm.


Are you going? Evelyn said.


Ina shook her head. Me? Of course not.


Well, you could if you wanted to, Hector said.


Ina’s face turned red. It’s way too soon, she said.


Evelyn nodded in agreement, without knowing why she agreed.


They would love to meet you, Hector said. He touched Ina’s face and Evelyn had to look away.


I will take a look around, he said, and headed straight for the section of the store where there was no sale. He picked out a blue shirt and some pants in a weird dark-green-slash-brown color.


Do you have this in XL? And these in 54?


Evelyn nodded and pulled out invisible drawers from underneath the merino table, to give him his sizes. Before he headed to the dressing room he gave Ina a quick kiss on the cheek.


Evelyn looked at Ina in disbelief. She smiled.


What? she whispered.


Who is this?


It’s Hector, Ina said, as if it was the most normal thing in the world. As if she was used to meeting guys at New Year’s Eve parties and then deciding to form a union with them, and start referring to herself in the plural. Not even Hector seemed to understand how weird this was, he was just humming away in his dressing booth. It was as if he didn’t understand that Ina didn’t have boyfriends. She never went home with guys. Evelyn used to think that Ina had a nearsighted relationship with love, she fell in love with people at a distance, but as soon as they got close, she saw them too well and realized that she didn’t like the details, she couldn’t date someone who hadn’t read Tolstoy’s complete works in chronological order, she stopped returning a guy’s phone calls just because he happened to say that he liked a popular French movie that Ina despised. But here Ina was, strolling around the store, looking for items for her . . . boyfriend? With a smile that Evelyn had never seen before, touching the fabric of random sweaters, as if she loved the sweaters as much as she loved him.


Have you heard about Anastasia? Evelyn said.


No, what?


She’s back together with Mathias, Evelyn said, knowing very well that Ina would throw a fit when she heard the news. Instead Ina just shrugged her shoulders.


Well, it’s her life, Ina said. I’ve done everything I can for her.


Evelyn noticed that her mouth was open and closed it.


Ina? Hector said. You have to see this.


Ina opened the door to the dressing room. Their laughter was so loud that two other customers started smiling as well. Evelyn wasn’t sure why it felt like she was breathing through polyester.


How did it go? Evelyn said, not being able to shake the artificiality of her voice, every time she said one of those sentences that she normally only said to customers.


Well, what do you think? Hector exited the dressing room. A bit too tight, or? If the shirt had a voice, it would scream in pain.


You don’t carry XXL? Ina said.


No, sorry, Evelyn said. And what about the pants? She looked down and realized that he was wearing them, but he hadn’t managed to get them above his thighs.


Don’t worry, he said. I’m used to this.


Hector changed outfits and came back out with the clothes he had tried on, he had tried to fold the shirt, with limited success.


We are heading for coffee, he said. If you want to join?


Sorry, I’m closing today, Evelyn said. And I have already taken all my breaks. And we have a couple of important orders coming in so . . .


I hope we will get the opportunity to speak more another time, Hector said.


Absolutely, Evelyn said and waved goodbye, went to the counter, took out some cleaning material and started cleaning the mirrors with a dedication and frenzy she hadn’t had since she started working here.


Are you okay? Anders asked.


Yes, I’m fine, Evelyn said, and wondered why it felt like a lie. Her elder sister had finally found someone. Anastasia was back with Mathias. Their mom was doing not fine, but at least she was in a stable phase. Evelyn should be happy for her family’s sake. But instead she headed to the bathroom and just stood there for a while to gather her thoughts and avoid letting out a scream that would make the customers run to the street in panic. She promised herself that she would change, she would not work another day in this store, she would never have another one-night stand, she would leave this bathroom, grab her coat, go straight out to Anders and Kattis and tell them that she was through, she had already let this store steal way too much of her life.


Now it was time. Now she was doing it. She unlocked the door, returned to the counter and worked diligently until closing time.









Chapter Six


The first time I saw the Mikkola sisters was in May 1991. They came parading down to the park, three sisters looking like brothers, ready to start a fight if someone said something about their outgrown bowl cuts, dirty Lion sneakers or sweatpants with stretched-out pockets. I couldn’t take my eyes off them.


Who are they? Nico said and nodded towards Ina, Anastasia and Evelyn, climbing towards the top of the jungle gym in the center of the park, a fifty-meter-long steel dragon with a water-spraying head and a slide as a tail.


Tourists, Ellet said, when he heard that the sisters spoke English. From the hostel.


No, I think they live here, I said, and it was not only because I saw that Ina had a set of keys around her neck. It was also because I sensed that we belonged together, even though I didn’t know why.


Definitely tourists, Nico said, but I heard in his voice that he wasn’t sure, because even though the sisters were speaking English with one another, Swedish words kept appearing in their sentences. When Anastasia had reached the head of the dragon, Ina said: Wait here, hold on and I will push the “vattenknapp.”


And Evelyn answered: This is boring, who wants to go to the “pingisrum”?


That’s the Mikkola sisters, I said.


Do you know them? Nico said.


Mikkola, Ellet said. It sounds Finnish. Why do they speak English with each other?


Next time we saw them in the park, Ellet approached them and tried his arsenal of Finnish curse words (jumalauta, kusi, kyrpä). Evelyn ignored him, Ina looked at him as if he was a barking dog. It wasn’t until he said “perkele huora” that they understood he was rattling off insults.


Get that fucking douchebag out of my sight, Ina said, and Evelyn turned around and pushed him, and Ellet tripped over a sandbox and fell and swore to never ever try to talk with those “crazy sisters” again.


Two weeks after their move to Drakenberg, everyone knew that the Mikkola sisters lived in house 19 on the third floor, we knew that they always chewed gum, we knew that the eldest sister was taller than most adults (Ina couldn’t have been more than fifteen), we knew that the youngest sister had her arm in a cast and still she was able to play outdoor ping-pong fairly well (the official story was that Anastasia had hurt her arm “jumping into an outdoor pool” a few weeks prior to the move, but none of us believed it, we knew that something else must have happened, her dad had broken her arm as a punishment for something, or she had broken her arm doing bungee jumps or being arrested for something, because how many times have you heard of someone breaking their arm jumping into a pool?).


We knew that the middle sister had the most beautiful smile the world had ever seen, and the blackest hair and the greenest eyes matching the crystal around her neck, and whenever she was in the park, the older guys who were playing basketball three-on-three stopped playing for fun and started playing for blood, they called fouls, they fought for rebounds, it didn’t matter that Evelyn was way too young for them, she was already surrounded by a strange power field, grown men saw her and started jogging with new energy, fat dog-owning middle-aged women in sweatpants looked at her with hateful eyes, but Evelyn seemed totally unaware of all this, or maybe she had learned early on to conceal her awareness of the effect she had on the world.


Another thing that was special about the sisters was that they were always out in the park, rain or sunshine, and they were always out by themselves. None of us had seen their parents, we were also out without our parents from time to time, of course we were, we weren’t like Isak, who never went to the park without his mom, even though he was one year older than us. We met up in the park and spent hours transforming the swings into a ninja challenge (give all swings a push and try to run through without getting hit), we dug for gold in the sandboxes, we kicked our soccer ball up the apple trees to get apples, and then we kicked more soccer balls to knock down the first ball that was stuck in the tree, and our parents weren’t there the whole time, but they came by from time to time to check on us, my mom would pass the park on her way to Vivo to make sure that I kept an eye on my brothers or to remind me to be home by six, my dad would come down to the park on his way to a night shift in the subway with some fruit for me and my friends. But the Mikkola sisters were always out alone, always, and when I casually mentioned this to my mom, she said:


Well, that’s a surprise, but it was obvious that she meant that it wasn’t a surprise, and my dad said that their mom was a good person, she did her best to take care of her kids, just like we do.


Really? Mom said.


Just let it go, Dad said.


Really? Mom said again, and my dad looked at me with those eyes that seemed to say: Do you see what I put up with for you guys?


Soon rumors started circulating about the sisters. The rumors whispered that their dad was dead, but nobody really knew how he had been killed, if it was an overdose or car accident or drowning, or a combination of the three. The rumors said that their mom worked late and on weekends and wore a lot of perfume and black leather boots and always had her designer handbag full of cash.


The rumors whispered that the youngest sister, Anastasia, had been standing in the courtyard between houses 4 and 12, poking a dead bird with a stick, and when she touched the bird and said something the bird sprang to life and took flight. The rumors said that the middle sister had convinced one of the older guys to kiss her French-style in exchange for a chestnut and that the eldest sister was actually a boy, because it didn’t seem believable that a fifteen-year-old girl could be that tall and be that good at basketball.


I never started those rumors, but sometimes I embellished them, added some details, doubled a number, and knowing very well that my mom had a hard time with the Mikkola family, for reasons that I didn’t understand, I brought home everything that was said about them to our dinner table, and my mom nodded and looked at my dad with her “what-did-I-tell-you” face.


Don’t believe everything you hear, he said.


Their mom was never in the park, never at any teacher-parent conference, rarely in the grocery store, but we heard her when she came home, late on Friday afternoons, first the roar of her car, a shiny red Toyota Celica with pop-up headlights, sometimes parked just outside their door, even though it was a handicap spot, then the sound of her high heels as she left the car and walked towards their door, the sound echoing between the tall buildings, click clack, like a metronome, but inhumanly fast, either she had the shortest legs in world history or she was running home to her kids (it turned out that both were true).


Look at her, my mom said, peering down from beneath the kitchen drapes. Just look at her.


I looked, but I never really understood what Mom wanted me to see. Sure they were different, their mom wore high heels, my mom wore Birkenstocks, their mom wore makeup, my mom wore makeup so rarely that my brothers became scared of her when she came home made-up after a party, their mom seemed to be traveling nonstop for work, my mom had worked for years at the same place, ten minutes from our home, a treatment center for alcoholics. Their mom gave her daughters money for takeout, my mom would never dream of ordering takeout, it would be a sign that she had failed in her mission as a parent, instead she prepared real food, and when their mom spent her Saturday evenings at the local pizzeria Rimini, our mom was at home watching Dallas and making lists, and when their mom came home humming a song so loudly that it drowned the sound of her high heels, my mom stood behind the kitchen drapes, shaking her head, reminding me that I could do whatever I wanted in life, except become like the Mikkola sisters.


Because you will see what happens to children who roam around freely like that, she whispered. No structure, no rules. They will not make it, not in this world.









Chapter Seven


On a Sunday in March 2000, Evelyn came home from work and, as she took a big step over the pile of unopened mail in the hallway, she realized that she longed for a phone call from Ina. It had never happened before, and normally Evelyn would let Ina’s phone calls go straight to voicemail, and even if Evelyn answered, she would do it with a stressed voice so that Ina wouldn’t think for a second that Evelyn had as much time to talk as Ina. But now, after a few weeks of silence, Evelyn wondered why Ina didn’t call, she always used to call on Sunday evenings, there was always some important information that she needed to share with Evelyn, she had read some new comparison of home insurance policies, she had tried a new shampoo that was both very good and extremely cheap, and now she wanted Evelyn to try it. And when Evelyn didn’t tell Ina anything about her life, Ina used to take advantage of the situation to give her an update about their mother, where she lived now, how she was doing, what kind of medications she was on, what the doctor had said last time they spoke, and when Evelyn still just answered with humming sounds, Ina gave up and said that she would call Anastasia now, and they hung up.


Last fall Evelyn couldn’t imagine that she would miss these calls, but now she did, and when she had picked up the mail from the floor and kicked off her heels, she headed to the living room and called Ina, who answered after two rings and sounded just as happy as Evelyn had feared, fuck, this was a mistake, but now it was too late to go back, Ina refused to hang up, she told her about all the incredible things that she and Hector had been doing lately, one weekend they had taken a walk around Skeppsholmen and ended up eating lunch at the East Asian museum! Another weekend they had gone to Casablanca and rented EVERY Woody Allen movie they could find.


ALL OF THEM, Ina said, as if she could barely believe how crazy this was.


How many did they have? Evelyn said.


Four, Ina said. And do you know what we did afterwards?


Evelyn shook her head, and even though Ina couldn’t hear this through the phone, she kept telling her: They had gone past the main library because Hector was picking up a book, and then they had MADE OUT in the staircase leading up to the rotunda.


Wow, Evelyn said and tried to mask how incredibly uninterested she was in all of this.


With tongue, Ina said. A couple of tourists saw us, and then we stopped, but when they left, we kept going.


Fun for you, Evelyn said, as she started to leaf through her mail. Electricity bill. Party invitation. Advertising. Advertising. Advertising. And then an envelope, addressed to Evelyn, without a stamp.


How’s Anastasia? Evelyn said, just to have something to say.


She’s good, Ina said. But I have barely seen her, since I have spent so much time at Hector’s place.


But she’s here now, a hoarse voice yelled in the background.


Evelyn smiled when she heard Anastasia. Is she okay? Evelyn said.


It’s just temporary! Anastasia screamed.


What did she say?


That it’s just temporary, Ina said. And it is. She’s only staying here until she finds something else. And she has promised to help out with Mom because I have three exams coming up.


Evelyn nodded and didn’t say what she thought, which was: It will never work, Anastasia will soon be twenty years old and is incapable of taking care of herself, how could she help their mom, they are way too similar.


How are you? Ina said.


Evelyn was turning twenty-two and had never been dependent on anyone, never, not Ina, not her mom, especially no damn boyfriend. But that didn’t mean that she was lonely, absolutely not, she had offers, just this last month she had gone home with three different guys, first that older guy who worked in finance but was an avid poetry reader, then that young guy who worked as a mailman, he had terrible posture but incredible lips, and then, last weekend, that trombone player whose apartment was full of music equipment and books about Zen Buddhism. Needless to say, they all fell in love with her, of course they did, how could they not, she was so good at putting on a show for them that it was impossible not to, she knew exactly how to pause and ask those intimate questions, she knew precisely how she would look and listen with that small fascinated smile, as if she was totally blown away and lost in thought, captivated by this particular dude’s rambling about the genius of Szymborska, or the challenges of getting up at 4 a.m. or the importance of a daily meditation practice, and there should be books written about her ability to give blow jobs, always starting out a bit unsure, as if this was the first time she did this, always with the humming sound so that the guy thought that this particular dick was something special, harder, bigger and more tasty than every penis out there, and then the finale, her fake orgasm, she could give courses at the university about how to time them perfectly with the guy, even if he came too soon, even if his dick was the size of a cheese doodle, nails into his back, the breathing, the eye rolling, and afterwards, leaning forward, sighing, mumbling something that made them feel special, chosen, something that made sure that they would never forget her. When they woke up she was gone, she had gathered her effects, left them her fake number and stolen something on her way out, not money, never money, or rarely money, but rather something small that they wouldn’t miss, an incense candle, a cologne they didn’t use, a coffee cup, just something to remember them by, and then she was out the door, never to be seen again, and they would keep calling the same fake number for months, sometimes years, trying to see if the four that she had written could have been a nine and maybe the three was an eight, and they kept ending up at the wrong person, who became angrier and angrier, please stop calling this fucking number, I don’t know anyone called Evelyn, she’s not here, okay, you’ve been played, just accept it and move on!


Are you still there? Ina said.


Yes, Evelyn said. Sorry. I just remembered I have to do . . .


But before she had the chance to hang up, Ina needed to tell her more about Hector and his family history, his Argentine marine biologist dad, his Swedish lawyer mom, his dad had been a professor, or close to being a professor, then he had left the university to “start his own thing” (and Evelyn wondered: How is it even possible for a marine biologist to “start his own thing”?) and he had dived and chased fish and imported fish to Sweden, both in legal and semi-legal ways, and it was thanks to him that the aquarium on Djurgården housed so many rare species. Evelyn listened to her sister and tried to mimic her happiness. Then she found a reason to end the call and hung up with tired cheek muscles.


Evelyn looked down at the envelope without stamps. She opened it. It was a dated letter from the person whose apartment she was subletting. He informed her that unfortunately he had broken up with his girlfriend (he actually specified in the letter that he was the one who had broken up) and that he therefore needed his flat back as soon as possible. However, seeing that this was an “unfortunate situation” (his words) for both of them, he would “be open to discussing the possibility of sharing the flat with you, if you would be interested in this.” He wrote that he could sleep in the living room and that they could split the rent, simply because he knew how impossible it was to find a new flat, with short notice, in this crazy city.


Evelyn couldn’t help but smile. On some level she knew this would happen, she had made the mistake of being too charming last time he was here to collect his mail. She had worn that black polo sweater and her purple tights. She had told him some stories from her past and done that thing with the spoon and even asked him if he wanted some tea, and of course he had declined, not because it would be wrong for him to have tea with the woman who was renting his flat, but rather because he knew that if he had had that cup of tea, he would never be able to leave, he would come home late to his boring ugly veterinarian girlfriend and start to wonder why she didn’t look more like Evelyn, why couldn’t she be full of all these fascinating stories, how could he settle down with a person who had such a boring normal background, no crazy gun-toting uncles, no paranoid mother, no nine moves in eleven years just to get away from that curse that their mom feared more than death itself, no, instead he was condemned to a life of mediocrity, with this soulless person, and he tried to keep it up, for a couple of months, he even became kinder to the person he was living with, buying flowers, seeking couples therapy, in a serious attempt to conceal his infatuation for Evelyn, but ultimately he couldn’t do it, the poor thing, he ended things with her and walked over to the flat to drop off the letter that he had prepared in his mind for weeks. And even though Evelyn knew it wasn’t a good idea, she decided that she would say yes, she would do anything to avoid moving in with Ina, it would be like going back in time, Ina, Anastasia and Evelyn, in the same flat, for the first time since they left home? That wouldn’t end well.


She picked up her phone and called her landlord. He answered the phone with a voice that she barely recognized. It took him a few seconds to understand who was calling. She said that she would be happy to share the flat with him. She expected him to become happy, now his fantasy was coming true, he would have the chance to live in close proximity with the one and only Evelyn, for at least a few months, until she found a new place to stay, and sure, this didn’t mean that they would become a couple, but just the chance to be close to her energy, her beauty, her intelligence, would make all men jealous.


I would be happy to share the flat with you, she said. He was silent for a few seconds.


Actually, he said, I have given this some thought, and I think it’s better if you just move out. I’m really sorry, but this isn’t going to work.


Evelyn looked at her phone as if to make sure that she had heard him correctly. Okay, she said. I will move out, no problem.


Thank you, he said and hung up before she did.









Chapter Eight


The Mikkola sisters had lived in our area for a couple of months when Nico pulled me aside one day in the park and informed me that the three of them were half Tunisian.


No way, I said.


Yes way, he said.


He had heard it from Leffe K, who had a brother who was in Ina’s class at school. Their mom was from Tunisia and their dad was Swedish, even though the family name sounded Finnish. I had lived in Sweden my whole life and never met anyone else who was half Swedish, half Tunisian. In first grade there was me, an adopted kid from Chile (was his name Micke?) and then a girl who was half French (her dad had been a pilot but was dead, her name was Elise, I haven’t thought about her for thirty years, but as I look her up now I see that she has her birthday in September, lives in Spånga and seems to be working as a licensed animal caretaker at the Barkaby Animal ER, specializing in anesthesia and pain relief), but that was about it, everyone else was Swedish. Ellet’s dad was from Estonia, but that didn’t count. A new guy in another class was half Italian, I decided that we would become best friends, his name was Daniel, but he wanted to be called Rocky, because, well, you know, he said. I didn’t get it.


The movie, he said. Rocky.


I nodded but still didn’t get it.


He’s Italian, Daniel aka Rocky said, and I nodded and understood, I wanted him to call me another name, a more suitable name than Jonas, I suggested Younes, it was the name my Tunisian relatives called me, I suggested Achraf like my oldest cousin, but Rocky thought it sounded weird.


Tell me the names of some famous Arab boxers or actors, he told me, and I couldn’t name anyone.


What about scientists? he said. I shook my head.


Singers?


My head was empty of names, the only singer I could think of was Oum Kalthoum and I was not about to let Rocky call me Oum for the rest of the school year, so we decided to stick with Jonas. Rocky and I were best friends, until we entered a store and I saw him stealing at least three pieces of Chock licorice chewing gum, and he looked at me and put his finger to his mouth, and I smiled and went straight home and told Mom what had happened because I told her everything, she was my everything, and she forbid me to hang out with Rocky, and I felt a strange sense of relief when I went back to hanging out with Nico and Ellet in the park, where I knew who I was, and nobody could take my place.


Next time we saw the Mikkola sisters, close to the swings made of large black car tires, I approached them with Nico as a sidekick and asked them if it was true that they came from Tunisia.


Evelyn nodded, Ina just looked at me, Anastasia was too young to care what I was saying, she just returned to gathering sticks that she for some reason put in the dark empty space where the tire swings once had had an inner tube.


I started to bombard them with questions, questions that I hated being asked, but it felt more okay to ask them these questions because they understood that I didn’t ask them with the same intention as other people (or did they?).


I asked them if they were born here or there. Here, they said, which made me feel more okay.


I asked them if they were “hel eller halv” (whole or half). Half, they said, which made me feel even more okay.


I asked them how often they “åkte ned” (“went down”), which was my attempt at casually asking how often they visited Tunisia, as if it was a half-hour car trip away, and not a flight of seven to ten hours, depending on if you stopped over in Paris with Tunisair or went via Frankfurt with Lufthansa.


We have only been there once, Ina said, and now I felt really confident, there was no way that they could know more about Tunisia than I did, because we went down every summer, or at least every other summer, and therefore they wouldn’t be able to take my spot as the area’s best half Tunisian. I told them that I loved the casse-crouts in Tabarka, and that the tea and the water pipes in Sidi Bou Said have become way too touristy and in Sousse there are great beaches and an amazing hamburger place, just opposite a small circus.


We have only been to Djerba, Evelyn said.


Our mom has friends there, Ina said. Don’t you know Djerba?


Of course, I said. Djerba is quite close to the coast, right?


Djerba is an island, Evelyn said.


That’s right, I said. I’m more familiar with Jendouba, where my dad is from. And Aïn Draham, where there’s a spring with holy water, and Tabarka, which is like Sousse, but better, because there are no tourists there and . . .


That’s where they met, Ina said.


Where who met? I said.


Your dad and our mom.


Evelyn looked at me with a smile.


He doesn’t know, she said.


Of course he does, Ina said.


Know what, I said.


Our mom and your dad used to date, Evelyn said.


But it was a looooong time ago, Ina said.


She broke his heart, Evelyn said.


Not true, I said, even though I wasn’t sure why it felt important to me to disagree with this particular fact.


Sure did, he was crazy about our mom, but she was in love with someone else, and they stayed in touch and the rest is history, Ina said.


If they know each other so well, why haven’t they spoken since you moved here?


Ask your mother about that, Evelyn said, and I did, I went straight home and asked if it was true that dad had had a crush on the Mikkola sisters’ mother and my mom looked at me and said that sometimes there are things in the adult world that are hard to understand and I asked her if she had forbidden our dad to see their mom, and my mom said:


Who is there to see, she’s never home, she travels all over the country, leaving her kids alone. Do yourself a favor and stay away from those sisters.


But for the first time in my life, I didn’t obey her wishes. Instead I dedicated every waking moment to becoming best friends with them. When Ina played basketball, I volunteered to stand under the basket to take rebounds and pass the ball back to her, so she could work on her jump shot. When Anastasia lost her necklace in the bushes next to the soccer field, I spent half an hour trying to help her find it (we found it dangling on a branch, as if someone had found it and hung it there so we wouldn’t miss it, a red crystal, a metallic Fatima’s hand and a blue glass pearl with a white symbol that kind of looked like an eye).


But mostly I hung out with Evelyn, we were closest in age, we went down to the yellow kiosk and dug for dropped coins under the patio, we stole plums from the garden plots on Tanto Mountain, sometimes she came over to our place to watch afternoon TV, I always checked before so that Mom wouldn’t be home, I didn’t want her to get angry that I wasn’t following her rules.


Once Mom came home early from work, she saw Evelyn’s worn-out sneakers in the hallway, she came bursting into my room, I expected her to throw a fit, to start yelling, to tell Evelyn that she was not welcome in our home, but when she saw us on the bed, with one comic each, with a safe distance between our bodies, she smiled and asked if we wanted a snack, she even came in with a tray to my room, which had never happened before, at least not when I wasn’t sick. When she put the tray down she asked if Evelyn wanted to stay for dinner. Evelyn said that she had to check with her mom.


Of course you do, Mom said. You can call her.


Evelyn got up and used the landline in our kitchen, she dialed a number, and I remember thinking that her number had too few digits.


Yes, I can stay for dinner, Evelyn said.


That was quick, Mom said.


When Dad came home from work, he found us in the kitchen, his kids, his wife and Evelyn.


What’s she doing here, Dad said in French.


Someone has to feed her, Mom said in French.


I turned to Evelyn and asked her if she spoke French, she shook her head.


Mom always spoke English with us when we were kids, she said. She figured we would learn Swedish anyway, and English is a much bigger language.


What about French? Dad said. Or Arabic?


English is way bigger, Evelyn said.


Bigger is not always better, Mom mumbled.


But your mom’s English is . . . Dad said.


What?


Nothing. I have heard her speak English and it doesn’t really sound like English. Her pronunciation is . . .


She wanted us to be able to leave this country when we wanted to, Evelyn said, staring at Dad.


Why would you want to leave this country? Mom said. This is the best country in the world.


Everyone was silent for a few seconds.


We also have a lot of relatives who don’t speak Swedish, Evelyn said. My great-grandfather emigrated to New York, he was one of the steelworkers who built Rockefeller Center.


Nobody said anything.


It’s a famous high-rise, Evelyn said. In Manhattan.


But the Empire State Building is higher, right? Mom said.


Yes, it’s definitely higher, Dad said, even though none of them had been in New York.


Evelyn turned to me.


You know that famous black-and-white photo with a bunch of guys who are eating their lunch on a steel beam really high up in the air?


I nodded, of course I knew the photo, everyone knew that photo, I must have seen it at least twenty times, it was sold as a stock photo at IKEA, buy a frame and get the poster for free, they had it on the wall of our local youth center, in the ping-pong room, my uncle had it framed in the corridor above his vinyl collection.


One of those guys on the beam is my dad’s dad’s dad, Evelyn said.


That’s incredible, Mom said, but she didn’t sound impressed, instead she sounded like she was comforting a kid who had just dropped an ice cream.


When Evelyn had left, Dad cleared the table, and Mom reminded me that she didn’t want me to play with the Mikkola sisters.


They’re not to be trusted, she said. And did you see her nails? They were like claws.


Nobody said anything, I hadn’t thought about her nails, but next time I saw Evelyn I thought about her nails, and maybe they were a bit longer and dirtier than other kids’ nails.


But it’s not her fault, Mom added. What can you expect, after such a turbulent childhood.


After that Evelyn and I mostly met up outside. And whenever we hung out, time passed quicker than normal and everything felt meaningful and the loneliness that I had felt all my life hurt less.


One evening we sat high up on Tanto Mountain, the sun was setting. The flat rock under us was still warm from the afternoon sun.


I don’t get why they store sand piles here, Evelyn said.


I looked straight ahead so she wouldn’t get the idea that I had any ideas.


Maybe it’s because . . . I said.


I couldn’t come up with a good answer. It was a bit strange, big trucks needed to go to the top of the mountain to collect brown sand that was used to reduce the slipperiness of sidewalks and streets during the winter. And during the summers one of the city’s most scenic places was occupied by gigantic brown sand piles.


Evelyn squinted against the sunset. I looked back, I saw our shadows, they were tall as . . . I searched for a good metaphor, I wanted to tell her, look at our shadows, they are tall as, tall as basketball players (come on), tall as trees (stop it), long as swimming pools (just quit), tall as your sister (she may be offended), tall as really tall, really long shadows (hmm).


What else could they do here? I said.


How about an outdoor restaurant? Evelyn said. A hotel? A cable railway? Just anything except a freaking sand dump?


I looked down at the square-shaped brown buildings that constituted our home, the long metallic shape that was the Dragon, the glistening water of Årstaviken, the dark metal of the Liljeholm Bridge.


This is so typically Swedish, Evelyn said, and I nodded, even though I wondered if this was something that she thought, or if all of this was something her mom had said to her that she was just repeating.


Can I ask you something? she said.


I nodded.


What do your parents do? Don’t lie.


But she said it more like this:


What do your parents do—don’t lie!


And in normal cases, I may have lied because that’s what I did back then (and in some sense that’s what I do still), but for some reason, I told Evelyn the truth. I said that my mom is a physiotherapist for alcoholics at Mariakliniken and my dad is a subway conductor and on the weekends we clean a bar together, and then he is a bartender there in the evenings, to make some extra cash. Evelyn was quiet for a moment. Then she asked me if I had heard any rumors about her family, and since I had already started being honest, I didn’t see any point in stopping, so I nodded my head and said:


Yes, there are some rumors about your family.


Our family is a bit different, she said, and I nodded my head.


Ours too, I said.


How so?


Well, you know, having parents from two different countries, being both Arab and Swedish at the same time.


You’re a bit obsessed with that aren’t you? she said. No, I mean that we are special in other ways.


Because your dad is dead and your mom is a prostitute? I said.


She looked at me like my face had turned into pus.


Excuse me?


Sorry.


What did you say?


Sorry, I said again.


Our mom is a traveling salesman, she screamed. She she she sells the best handwoven carpets on the market. Who has said that?


Everyone says it, I mumbled, not really knowing how to hide my face.


Well, you can tell everyone, Evelyn said, while getting up on her feet and switching to English, that we are special because we have an ultra-strong curse placed on us, saying that everything we love will get taken from us, and despite that curse, we are still here!


She started walking down Tanto Mountain, her steps so angry that they made puffs of smoke in the gravel. I followed her, I didn’t run up to her, I didn’t say sorry, I just walked there, behind her, just close enough to see the words that she had written with a permanent marker on her denim jacket, thinking to myself that I somehow had managed to destroy the most valuable thing I had, simply by trying to be honest.









Chapter Nine


Evelyn was supposed to leave her flat at the end of March, but since everything had happened so fast, and since Evelyn was Evelyn, she managed to convince her landlord that she could move out a couple of weeks later, and even though her landlord was staying on a friend’s couch, he accepted this and even asked her if she needed help with the move. She declined his offer, she didn’t need help, or rather, she had enough friends and sisters to get through this move by herself.


Since Ina was the only sister who had her driver’s license, she was responsible for renting a moving truck, and since Ina was Ina, she didn’t rent the truck from the closest rental place in Vasastan. No, Ina had managed to find a place south of the city, in Midsommarkransen, where you could get a twelve-square-meter truck for only 750, plus tax, for three hours, which was almost 250 kronor cheaper than Quickrent in Vasastan.


But you’re not even paying for it, Evelyn said with a sigh. I’m paying for it, and my friends will be here at noon and I just want to get this done as quickly as possible.


If you don’t care about money, you could have hired a moving company, Ina said. Hector and I had plans today.


What kind of plans? Evelyn said. Do your color-coordinated calendars tell you that you have to spend the weekend watching romantic comedies in matching pajamas and then falling asleep in your sleep masks? No, of course she didn’t say that, because she knew that if she said that, Ina wouldn’t get the moving truck and then she wouldn’t be able to move, so instead she smiled and swallowed and said:


Thanks for helping me, sis.


The three sisters had met up at Slussen and traveled south on the subway, it wasn’t a long trip, but all trips are long when you don’t know exactly where you are going and one third was out dancing until 4 a.m., and another third is convinced of the meaninglessness of the trip, and the last third longs to be back in Hector’s warm bed.


When they reached the address for the rental place, it was nowhere to be found. Instead they found a small tobacco shop at the address that the guy had given to Ina.


I knew it, Evelyn said. Why couldn’t you just have rented a normal moving van, at a normal gas station?


Sorry for trying to help, Ina said.


Tired of their fighting and hungover from the night before, Anastasia entered the tobacco shop to ask if the woman behind the counter knew of a car rental place somewhere around here. The smell of the store evoked memories, this is what their grandmother’s kitchen smelled like in Tunisia, this was the courtyard in their mother’s home country, this was the basement mosque on Ringvägen that they had visited once or twice when their mother had her monthlong religious phase. The woman behind the counter seemed hypnotized by the small and not particularly thin TV.


Good episode? Anastasia said to get her attention.


The woman didn’t answer. Anastasia looked at the screen. A woman in a red dress drank a smoking blue potion from a wineglass, another woman stood hidden behind a plant, but she wasn’t hidden, because it was obvious to everyone that she was grinning and wringing her hands.


They are enemies, the woman behind the counter said.


They don’t look like enemies, Anastasia said in an attempt to be funny.


They should be enemies, the woman said, and without removing her eyes from the TV screen, she gave a short convincing summary of why the woman in red should hate the lady behind the plant.


What’s the name of this show? Anastasia said.


The woman said the name.


Are they speaking Turkish? Anastasia said.


The woman looked at Anastasia as if trying to understand if she was joking or not. Not Turkish?


Arabic, the woman said. Don’t you hear the difference between Arabic and Turkish? Anastasia tried to listen to the voices of the actors, yes, maybe she heard some difference, but mostly she heard her sisters’ voices from the street and she remembered why she was here.


Do you know a rental car place around here?


Name? the woman said.


My name or the name of the rental place? Anastasia said.


Name of the person who booked the car.


Ina, Anastasia said. Ina Mikkola. And the lady reluctantly turned away from the TV screen (first her face, then her eyes) long enough to look at a paper in a green binder in front of her. She disappeared behind the counter and came back up with a key.


Here you go.


You don’t want to see my ID?


Just be sure to bring it back before four. Anything else?


Yes, well, where is the truck?


Up the hill, the lady said, as if this was the most obvious thing she had ever uttered. Anastasia exited the tobacco store with the car keys held high, like a trophy.


You’re kidding me, Ina said. Did they give the keys to you?


Yes, so I guess that means I’m driving, Anastasia said, and led them up the hill towards the truck.


Please, dear Lord, don’t let it be that one, Evelyn said.


What’s wrong with this one? Ina said and tried to look confident.


The moving truck had once been yellow, now the color was hard to detect behind all the dirt.


This must be an old postal truck, Anastasia said.


As long as it’s rolling, I’m happy, Ina said and looked rather unhappy.


The doors were rusty, the window on the passenger side was cracked, one of the fenders had been duct-taped in order to not fall off.


This is the last time I let you rent a moving truck, Evelyn said.


Don’t worry, this is the last time I will help you move, Ina said, as they climbed up into the front seat and tried to open the windows to air out the cigarette smell.









Chapter Ten


During our last summer together I understood that my mom was wrong. The Mikkola sisters had rules, lots of rules. But their rules weren’t like our rules, they didn’t have rules telling them to be home at a certain time, or to only eat candy on Saturdays. Their mom had three rules, number one, and most important: They should never ever tell anyone anything about themselves, not in school, not to the cops, they should fly under the radar, they should invent fake answers to avoid attracting other people’s jealousy (Even when you’re talking to friends? I said. It depends on which friend, Evelyn said). Number two: Always wear your necklaces. (Even when you’re doing sports? I said. Especially when we are doing sports, Evelyn said). Number three: They must touch their earlobe, knock wood three times, kiss their knuckle and touch the earlobe again, every time someone gave them a compliment, or wished for something good to happen to them, or said good luck (That’s a lot of knocking, I said. I know, Evelyn said).


And the Mikkola sisters, who didn’t seem to be afraid of anyone or anything, actually seemed to be following their mom’s rules.


Then there were other rules that Ina had invented, and they always seemed to be about Evelyn. Ina forbid Evelyn to climb trees. She wasn’t allowed to be alone with boys. She had to ask for permission if she wanted to cross the heavily trafficked Hornsgatan. She was not, under any circumstances, allowed to bike down to Långholmen by herself. She could get hit by a car or kidnapped by Södermannen, a local flasher who showed his dick to schoolkids.


You’re not my mom, Evelyn said.


I’m just trying to keep you safe, Ina said. To avoid another Blackeberg. What happened in Blackeberg? I said.


Nothing happened in Blackeberg, both Evelyn and Ina said with one voice.


Evelyn followed her mom’s rules and seemed to try her best to break Ina’s rules. Sometimes I wondered if that’s why she chose to restart our friendship after the fight on Tanto Mountain. Because we did spend time by ourselves, we biked down to Årstaviken to swim, we crossed Hornsgatan to buy ice cream at the Glacette store, sometimes she showed me that she had her great-grandfather’s genes by climbing really high up, without any sign of vertigo.


Check this out, she said and climbed to the top of the roof of the bike shed. And this, she said and climbed from the bike shed to a nearby chestnut tree.


Even I, who was still on the ground, had a slight sense of vertigo, just imagining the view from up there. I had my head so far back that I opened my mouth and I felt the tickling of the leaves, the wind through the branches, the consequence of one small mistake, and just as I felt it, when I was up there with her, even though I was still on the ground, she let go and fell, no, she didn’t fall, she jumped, she jumped from one branch to another, the tree swayed, leaves fell to the ground as if they thought she fell and wanted to stay close to her the whole way down.









Chapter Eleven


Ina turned the key and the motor started with a jolt. They drove back into town, in silence. Three sisters next to one another. Anastasia in the middle to avoid more fighting. Evelyn at the window to avoid sitting next to Ina. Ina at the steering wheel, because neither of her childish sisters had been responsible enough to apply for a license. How hard was it, to save some money, book a couple of lessons, take the ice test, ace the theory, schedule a driving test? Was it that hard to imagine that they would need a driving license in the future? Was it impossible for them to plan ahead? But no, her sisters didn’t plan for the future, they just sat back and enjoyed the ride she offered them.


Anastasia leaned forward and tried the radio (it didn’t work). She asked Evelyn about her job (it was okay, but she hated it and would quit soon). She asked Ina about her exams (she probably passed them). Then more silence. Anastasia knew she could reduce the tension in the truck by asking more questions, but she was tired of being the peacemaker. Now when they would live together all three (temporarily!) for the first time in years, she wanted her older sisters to take responsibility for resolving their own conflicts, how hard can it be, but when nobody had said anything for another five minutes, Anastasia did what she had promised herself not to do.


Do you remember Mom’s red Toyota? she said.


And that was all that was needed, now they found a path back to one another, of course they remembered Mom’s red Toyota Celica, the pop-up lights, the Fatima hand dangling from the rearview mirror, the chant she always mumbled when she was going on a long trip, the beaded seat cushion that helped her crooked back survive her long work trips, the chestnuts in the compartment made for sunglasses, and that time when a hare-lipped cop outside Eskilstuna pulled her over for speeding, and it ended with her a) not needing to pay the fine, and b) getting a police escort to Södertälje, because she claimed that her daughter had an inflamed appendix (and right as the cop hunched down to look in the back seat, all three sisters started moaning). The sisters smiled.


Sometimes I miss her, Evelyn said.


She would be glad if you came to visit, Ina said.


Evelyn looked out through the cracked window, they were so high up, the truck that looked like a shack from the outside was something else from the inside, now they were sailing, this reminded her of something, but she couldn’t think of what, another life, high up in a pirate mast, Anastasia kept talking memories, the two-room apartment in Drakenberg, the apartment with two kitchens in Rågsved, the camping trip when it rained so much that their plastic table was washed away, Ina answered, Evelyn answered, and it was a dance, they had been practicing it for years, everyone knew exactly what to say when, and soon they were friends again, or at least less unfriendly with one another, but Evelyn couldn’t escape the feeling that everything was fake, that the only reason they tried so hard was that they would soon live together again, and sometimes she looked down on her fingers and saw how they touched the car door, as if the fingers tried to remind her that there was a way out, she could open the door now, and just tumble out in freedom, whenever she wanted, now, at the next red light, or the next one.


The truck creaked and the dashboard vibrated when Ina floored the gas pedal and drove out on the Väster Bridge. They passed the treetops of Långholmen, just woken and still bare in the spring sun, then the glittering water of Riddarfjärden, the facades of Kungsholmen like a wall, the vertigo of seeing the whole city from above. The bridge’s fence was full of padlocks, some people called them “love locks,” but Evelyn was convinced that they had been put there by mourners, to remember everyone who had climbed over the fence and jumped, and as the car struggled towards the top, Evelyn wondered if the people who had jumped had died from drowning or from the impact, if everyone regretted it halfway down, if there was someone who had jumped and survived.
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