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			To Jenny and Love.

			Life has been even more fun

			since we became friends.
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			Foreword

			One day many years ago, I was out and about in Norrtälje when suddenly I saw it: the Kindness. There were two builders chatting and laughing, and one patted the other on the shoulder, a car stopped to let someone cross the road, a door was held open, a couple of strangers helped lift a child’s buggy onto the bus.

			Once I’d noticed the Kindness, I couldn’t stop seeing it, because it exists everywhere. People do small things for each other in order to make life easier. Hands reach out, help is offered, something is lifted, an obstacle is removed. 

			The Kindness can be glimpsed behind our actions and heard behind our words. Have a nice weekend, have a good day, best of luck, take care of yourself. These are simple phrases and in no way binding, but they come from a spring of goodwill. I want you to be happy, whoever you are.

			We need the Kindness and we carry out its deeds as something that is self-evident, without even thinking. Eyes meet, smiles are exchanged, thanks are expressed. The Kindness is our defence against disintegration, and we would do well to give it some thought now and again. It is so important, yet at the same time so fragile. What happens if the Kindness crumbles away, and what will become of us? 

		

	
		
			Prologue 20th September 2002

		

	
		
			I am a storm from nowhere

			1

			A girl is standing outside the library in Norrtälje. Her name is Siw Waern, and she is thirteen years old. She looks to the right and left, behind and in front of her as if she is searching for something. She takes a few steps and seems to be leaving, but then she stops, turns around and continues to look to the right and left, behind and in front. She moves her feet up and down on the spot, she shakes her head. It seems to be more a question of waiting rather than searching. Siw is waiting for something which will come from an unknown direction.

			There is something special about Siw, and perhaps we would have lingered with her anyway, even if it hadn’t been for her anxious behaviour. She is slightly below average height, slightly above average weight. You wouldn’t call her short and fat, but the tendency is there. Medium-length brown hair with a fringe that hangs down over deep-set eyes. Rounded cheeks and a prominent chin combine to give her a kind of Inuit appearance. You could picture her dressed in sealskin with a harpoon in her hand. In fact, she is wearing a black coat that is rather dated, an impression reinforced by the neon-yellow backpack looped over one shoulder. 

			She is about to give up again. She takes out her phone and checks the time: 15.43. She gazes at the café outside the library. A mother with a buggy is drinking tea at one table, while a young couple deep in conversation are seated at another. A man carrying a tray is just about to negotiate his way out of the door. Siw gives a slight shrug and spreads her hands wide, then slips her phone into her pocket and sets off, humming an old-fashioned folk song. Not what you would expect from a thirteen-year-old. 

			After two steps she stops. A Samhall minibus is driving along Billborgsgatan at high speed. The driver is preoccupied with something on the instrument panel, and the vehicle swerves as it passes the video store. Siw spins around to face the café again.

			The man with the tray has emerged and is passing between the mother and the buggy on his way to a free table. He turns to edge past and catches the buggy with his hip. The mother must have forgotten to put on the brake, because the nudge sets the buggy in motion. The front wheel goes over the edge of the top step – there are three – and when the back wheels follow, the buggy picks up speed on its downward trajectory. 

			The mother hasn’t yet noticed what has happened, because her view is obscured by the man’s body. The buggy bumps down another step and accelerates towards the street, where the Samhall minibus is racing along doing at least fifty kilometres per hour. Two moving objects are going to collide, and the result will be a tragedy. 

			Only when the buggy lands on the pavement and continues on its journey does the mother see what is happening. Her face contorts into a mask of horror and she lets out a scream of despair. She knocks over her table as she leaps to her feet, knowing it’s already too late. Her life is about to fall apart. 

			The front wheel of the buggy has just passed the edge of the pavement when Siw grabs the handle. The minibus sweeps by no more than half a metre away, making Siw’s fringe flutter up from her eyes, which are wide with disbelief. 

			The child in the buggy is crying. Its mother is sobbing hysterically, hugging Siw so tightly that it takes her breath away. Over the woman’s shoulder she can see the man who bumped into the buggy standing with his hands pressed to his mouth. The tray is at his feet. Siw blinks. In that moment she realises that at some quintessential level, she is not human. 

			2

			‘Come on! What are you looking at?’

			Max waves to Johan, who has taken two steps back to get a better view of the rusty ladder running up the side of the silo. Johan points to a spot thirty metres above the ground, about halfway up. ‘Isn’t it broken there?’

			Max stands beside him and shades his eyes against the low sun with his hand. When he’s finished looking, he shrugs. ‘So?’

			‘But that’s not good, is it? If it’s broken?’

			‘That’s why we’ve brought the kit.’

			Max shakes the bag in which they have gathered together something resembling mountaineering equipment from the tool shed at Max’s house. Ropes, carbine hooks, cleats. Johan scratches the back of his neck. ‘I’m not sure . . .’

			‘Shit! Duck!’

			A van marked ‘Odalmannen’ is approaching along the quayside, and the boys hurl themselves behind an electricity box. It isn’t hard to work out that what they are planning is forbidden. You only have to read the angry yellow sign on the fence, beneath which there is a convenient hollow, just deep enough to allow a slender body to slip through. 

			Both Max and Johan are slender. Skinny, in fact. Even though they have turned thirteen, they are as fine-limbed as small children – very tall small children. Johan measures one metre seventy-three in his stocking feet, Max one metre seventy-eight, and neither of them has finished growing. They have the same long, narrow, sensitive face, the same medium blond hair and couldn’t-care-less style. They could pass for brothers if it weren’t for their eyes. Max’s are large and such a pale shade of blue that they almost seem transparent, especially when they reflect the sky. Johan’s are ordinary, brown, and the shadows beneath them suggest poor sleep. They have been best friends ever since they started school. 

			‘We’re either doing this or we’re not,’ Max says when the van has disappeared and they are standing at the foot of the ladder once more. ‘I’m definitely doing it anyway.’

			‘Okay, okay,’ Johan says. ‘Don’t blame me if we die.’

			They each secure a rope around their waist. Max is the best at knots, so he takes care of the tying, finally fixing a carbine hook to the end. ‘We keep on fastening the hook to a rung a few steps above us, okay? If the rung you’re standing on breaks, then . . .’

			‘And if the rung the hook is attached to breaks – what then?’

			Max stares intently at Johan, for such a long time that Johan has to look away. ‘What? What are you staring at?’

			‘Have you never wished you were dead?’

			‘Yes – but that doesn’t mean I want to die.’

			‘So, what does it mean?’

			Johan shrugs. ‘That I don’t want to live.’

			‘How are you going to not live and not be dead? Are you planning on becoming a zombie or something?’

			‘Can we just do this?’

			‘Absolutely.’

			Without further ado, Max marches up to the ladder and climbs ten steps before attaching the hook for the first time. Johan stays on the ground looking up at him. 

			They started talking about climbing one of the grain silos in Norrtälje harbour when they were ten years old, after hearing about some boys from the high school who’d done it. The topic had come up from time to time over the years, and it was always Max who brought it up. 

			Max is the more daring of the two. When they used to play their fantasy games on the hill behind Johan’s house on Glasmästarbacken, it was always Max who climbed the highest in any tree, Max who almost fell down the steep drop to Tillfällegatan. He passed his diving certificate when he was twelve, and holidayed with his parents in Mauritius. Johan has never been outside Sweden. 

			The light behind Max turns him into a shapeless silhouette as he makes his way up the ladder, with a loud clunk every time he swaps the hook to a different rung. Johan weighs his hook in his hand and sighs. Then he walks up to the foot of the ladder. 

			What he fears most is not the rungs breaking, but the whole ladder coming away from the side of the silo and falling outwards, taking them down with it and crushing them like flies beneath a huge swatter made of rusty iron. However, as he begins to climb, he realises he was wrong. A broken rung would be worse.

			Max is leading the way, so he is the one who is testing the ladder’s stability. If an accident happens, it is almost certain that Max will be the victim. Admittedly he could fall on top of Johan and they will both tumble to their deaths, but that’s unlikely. If anyone is going to die, it’s Max. 

			Johan clambers up a few more steps. He is only five metres above the ground, yet his stomach contracts when he glances over his shoulder. He fastens the carbine hook to the rung above his head that looks the least rusty.

			‘How’s it going?’ Max calls to him. 

			Johan would give him the thumbs up if he dared to let go. Instead, he shouts: ‘Nearly caught up!’

			‘Shall I wait for you?’

			‘No, it’s fine!’

			Johan doesn’t want Max to see that he’s started sweating. His palms are sticking to the rough, rusty iron, and a shudder rises through his chest. He keeps going, tries to complete the train of thought he began a moment ago.

			If anyone is going to die, it’s Max.

			It doesn’t exactly cheer him up. In fact, it makes him feel like shit. If Max died, Johan wouldn’t have anyone apart from his crazy mother. No one to go to the hill or play video games with, no one to talk to, no one who understands. He would be, to put it briefly, completely fucking alone. 

			So . . .

			So it’s better if the ladder comes away and they both get squashed like flies together. It’s true that he’s often thought and actually said out loud that he doesn’t want to live because there’s so much crap in his life, but that’s not entirely true. As long as Max exists, he can live. Without him, he can’t. 

			When he looks down at the ground after fifteen metres, he’s no longer quite so sure. He just wants this to be over. He presses his forehead against the rung in front of him. It’s so thin – just as thin as the one he’s standing on. Fragile rods of iron that are his only fixed point, his only protection against falling, against his guts being splattered all over the concrete. 

			‘Dear God,’ he murmurs, ‘dear God, you fucking bastard, please let us both survive this. If you do something for me just this once, I’ll try to hate you a bit less.’

			He closes his eyes as he continues to climb, three, four, five, six steps. And then something happens. Ice-cold fingers grasp his lungs and twist them like dishcloths as he feels himself being dragged downwards. His hands clutch the rung they are holding in a vice-like grip, and as a desperate additional safety measure Johan clamps his teeth around the rung closest to his mouth, presses his body against the ladder and shakes like a whipped dog refusing to let go of its bone. Then he understands. He’s forgotten to unclip the carbine hook, and it’s now several rungs below him, stopping him from making any progress. 

			Tears spring to his eyes as his hands refuse to let go, and he breathes in rapid, shallow gasps. If he falls now, the rung the hook is attached to would never withstand his weight. His only option is to go back and unfasten it. He forces himself to open his mouth. He spits out several flakes of rust, then looks down.

			Down.

			What frightens him the most is the powerful urge to allow it to happen, to let go and fall, get rid of all the crap. No more night vigils to stop his mother from running out into the street stark naked, preaching to anyone who will listen. No more nagging fears about everything going wrong, so that he ends up in foster care. To fall, to hover in the air for a second, then let them cry, all of them. 

			Even the realisation of this little project means he has to unfasten the hook first. If the rung holds, against all expectation, he might only break his back. He hears Max’s voice from high above: ‘How fantastic is this?’

			At that moment, Johan hates his best friend. Max knows him, knows what his life is like. Max shouldn’t expose him to temptation. Max is insensitive and fucking stupid, unless . . . unless that was the plan all along. Johan lets out a sob and a couple of tears trickle down his cheeks. Maybe Max wants him to die. Maybe Max is sick of Johan hanging around at his house in the hope of being asked to stay for dinner, sick of playing Pokémon, sick of the fantasy games they still play on the hill when there’s no one else around. Maybe Max wants to get rid of him, and has chosen this method. 

			His sorrow switches to anger, which gives him the ability to climb down four rungs and undo the hook. 

			‘Are you too frightened?’ Max yells.

			‘No!’ Johan clambers back to the spot where he had his scare, and clips the hook safely above his head. 

			No! That’s a no!

			‘Listen, the ladder’s fine,’ Max calls down. ‘It’s just a bit bent here.’

			Johan pushes away his foolish thoughts. It’s not clever of Max to expose him to this, but he’s not trying to kill him. Besides, Max would be in trouble if Johan died. Regardless of the low value Johan puts on himself, he knows that a dead thirteen-year-old is a big thing. Front-page news in the local paper, at least. Police interviews, one hell of a fuss. He looks down and the temptation is there once again, in a different form. The whole town would be talking about him. 

			No! That’s a NO!

			Max said something about the state of the ladder, which means he’s reached the point Johan noticed from the ground. Halfway up. It’s a long way from where he is now, and he has to get there. He, Johan Andersson, can’t do it, which means he has to become someone else, he has to become . . . Uruk-hai.

			A lot of the games he and Max have played over the years have been inspired by The Lord of the Rings. They’ve read the books and seen the film, and they can’t wait for the next one to come out. They’ve pretended to be elves and hobbits, wizards and Gollum, but above all they’ve pretended to be orcs. Their terse single-mindedness makes them fun to play. 

			During a school skiing competition last winter, both he and Max had been on their last legs. They are neither fit nor keen skiers, and with three kilometres to go of a five-kilometre circuit, they’d been on the point of giving up – until Johan whispered to Max: ‘We are the fighting Uruk-hai.’ Max had grinned and begun to move his poles mechanically, skiing like an orc, purposeful and determined. They had set off along the trail saying things like ‘Kill’ or ‘Destroy’, and eventually had reached the end in a decent time.

			I am a fighting Uruk-hai.

			Johan empties his mind and sees only the tasty little hobbits who have set up camp on the top of the silo in the belief that they are safe. Get there. Attack. Kill. He growls and heaves his bulky orc-body upwards. He can still taste rust in his mouth, which is good because it is very similar to the taste of blood, and it is his immense thirst for blood that drives him on. Tasty little hobbits. 

			He keeps on going like a fighting Uruk-hai. Every time he moves the hook to a rung above him he lets out a grunt of contempt at this human invention that he is having to use. Without thinking anything but orc-thoughts he reaches the point where the ladder bends to the right. 

			‘That didn’t take you long!’ Max says from above him, and Johan looks up. Max has let go of the ladder with one hand and is leaning back to get a better view. The sight makes Johan’s stomach turn over and his fantasy almost slips, but he can’t afford to let that happen. He grits his teeth and hisses: ‘I am a fighting Uruk-hai.’

			Max frowns and gives a slightly patronising and ambiguous smile. Johan hadn’t intended to say the words aloud, they just slipped out. He’s noticed a gradual shift lately. Max is six months older than him. Maybe it’s not so much about the age difference as about attitude or need, but Max is in the process of leaving the world they’ve built up together over the past seven years. 

			Johan has an insoluble dilemma. On the one hand, he has a burning desire to grow up and escape from the apartment and the suffocating atmosphere created by his mother’s unpredictable insanity. On the other hand, he doesn’t want to leave his fantasies and take on the responsibilities that life as an adult involves. The simplest solution is to go crazy himself, and maybe one day he will.

			Max sets off again and Johan lets out a snort. Max can become a boring adult if that’s what he wants. Johan will continue to be a fighting Uruk-hai until Aragorn comes along and chops off his head. 

			Aragorn!

			Maybe that fucker is up there with the hobbits? If so, the time for revenge has come – revenge for all the orc blood that bastard half-elf has spilled! Onward, onward!

			Johan’s fantasy lasts almost all the way. He doesn’t look down, he doesn’t think about where he is, he just sees the rungs passing by his yellow orc eyes, moving his hands and the hook mechanically while thinking elemental thoughts about blood and revenge. He is just over three metres from the top when Max clambers over the edge and disappears, then lets out a huge laugh. It isn’t an expression of joy at his achievement, it’s something else. What can possibly be so amusing? Speculation drives a wedge into Johan’s fantasy, and it shatters.

			I am a fighting . . . I am . . . on a narrow ladder that is going to come away from the silo at any second. 

			It is here it’s going to happen, when he’s close to the top, so that the fly swat will land on him with the greatest possible force. They’re going to have to scrape him off the concrete with a spoon. His hands begin to shake and the extent of the fall opens up in his stomach like a searing pain. He clamps his buttocks together. He’s got this far – he’s not going to end by shitting himself. 

			Max is saying something, but Johan can’t make out what it is. He takes a deep breath and thinks: Three metres. Ten rungs. You can do this. And somehow he does, but when he makes it over the edge he collapses face down on the wonderful flat surface. His head is spinning and in his confusion he thinks he can hear another voice, a voice he vaguely recognises. 

			‘You’re something else!’ Max says. What does he mean? Johan’s achievement may have been greater because he was so much more afraid, but that’s hardly something Max is capable of appreciating. Johan raises his head.

			There is a metal rail running around the edge of the silo roof; it is even rustier than the ladder. Sitting next to this rail, with his legs actually dangling over the edge, is Marko. He’s the one Max was talking to. He’s the one who is something else. 

			Marko joined their class after the summer holidays, just over a month ago. He’s from Bosnia and has been in Sweden for two years. The family recently moved to Norrtälje. Coincidentally, they are actually living on Glasmästarbacken, a couple of doors down from Johan, but he has never said more than ‘Hi’ to Marko. He has also nodded a couple of times to Marko’s father, who often sits on the balcony smoking. But here is Marko at the top of the silo, looking as if he’s waiting for a bus, calm and composed. 

			‘Did you hear that?’ Max says to Johan. ‘Marko comes up here, like, every day! He just climbs the ladder, and we’re kitted out like fucking mountaineers.’

			Max laughs again, and Marko smiles. On a theoretical level Johan understands that it’s funny, but laughter is not the expression of emotion that lies closest to the surface right now. Plus, it could easily turn into projectile vomiting, so he merely gives a weary nod. He doesn’t think he’s going to be able to stand up. Only now does Max notice there’s a problem, and crouches down beside him.

			‘Are you okay?’ he asks. ‘Was it horrible?’

			‘Yes. Yes, it was horrible.’

			‘I thought so too. I was shit scared.’

			‘I couldn’t tell.’

			‘You know what I’m like.’

			Johan does know. Max has a decent relationship with his parents, but still insists that he will never, ever be like his father. And yet he is very much like his father. Through self-discipline and hard work – as his father often says – he has gone from a simple scaffolder to vice chair of a reasonably large construction company, and is one of the twenty richest people in Norrtälje. He features on the list in the local paper every single year. 

			This self-discipline is also evident in his expressions of emotion, such as they are. It takes a great deal for Max’s father to give even the slightest indication of what he is feeling. When he’s really angry he sometimes wrinkles his nose, and that’s it. Max is similar in many ways, but, unlike his father, he at least has the ability to laugh. 

			‘I do,’ Johan says. 

			‘Can you get up?’

			‘I don’t actually know.’

			‘Do you want a hand? It would be a shame if you didn’t see the view.’

			With Max’s support, Johan gets to his feet. They are standing on a circular roof approximately eight metres across. Johan has temporarily forgotten the formula for working out the surface area. He looks at Marko and nods. ‘Hi.’

			‘Hi,’ Marko says, his face expressionless. 

			‘Is it true that you come up here every day?’

			‘Not every day,’ Marko says with a slight accent. ‘Maybe . . . every other.’

			‘Did you make the hole? Under the fence?’

			Marko nods. Johan nods back. Max goes over and stands next to Marko. He leans on the rail and spreads his arms out wide. ‘Shit!’ he says. ‘Norrtälje! Fucking Norrtälje!’

			Marko tugs at his trouser leg and points to the rail. ‘Don’t lean over. The rail is very rusty. You’ll end up like a pancake.’

			Max raises his hands and takes a step back. Only now does Johan notice something unusual about Marko. In school he is always neat and tidy – kind of stiff, somehow. Perfectly ironed shirts buttoned right up to the neck and chinos that look as if they’ve come from the dry cleaner’s that morning. If he was anyone else, he’d be a target for gibes and sneers, but he isn’t anyone else. There is an aura of great strength in repose surrounding Marko, and no one dares tease him. 

			But today he is wearing a creased checked shirt with a hole in one elbow, and a pair of jeans with dirty marks on the knees. Johan can’t see his feet because they’re dangling over the edge, but he’s guessing that Marko isn’t in the highly polished shoes he wears to school. The sight of those dangling legs makes him feel dizzy all over again. He goes and stands exactly in the middle of the circle, as far from the edge as possible. 

			A Samhall minibus is driving along Glasmästarbacken at high speed. If Johan moves his eyes a fraction, he can see his balcony. From this distance you can’t tell it’s full of crap; his mother is in one of her phases when she refuses to throw anything away. He glances at his watch: 15.42. Any minute now his mother will start pacing back and forth in the apartment, wondering where he’s gone. 

			He looks to the left, towards the trees in Society Park. From this angle their crowns are bushy clouds in shades of yellow as the sun begins to go down. Incredible. He is high above the treetops. 

			The minibus reaches the bridge and continues into town. Max forms a rifle with his hands and aims at a couple wandering along hand in hand on the far side of the harbour. 

			‘Perfect place for sniping,’ he says, squeezing an imaginary trigger. 

			Marko stands up, raises his eyebrows and says: ‘Sniping?’

			‘Yes . . .’ Max replies, glancing at Johan, who slowly shakes his head. Max comes to his senses, blinks. ‘I mean . . . no.’

			‘It’s okay,’ Marko assures him. ‘You don’t need to worry. No one in my family has been . . . sniped.’

			‘Good to know,’ Max says feebly. He looks as if he’s about to place a hand on Marko’s shoulder. Johan rolls his eyes; Max can be such an idiot. For example, now he’s leaning towards the rail even though Marko told him . . .

			Something is wrong. Max’s eyes have rolled back in his head and only the whites are visible. His head is jerking from side to side. Marko frowns and takes a step back. ‘Max, what’s wrong? Be careful . . .’

			Johan knows. He has been there on several occasions when Max has had an attack, ever since they were little. When he’s seen things that everyone would read about in the local paper the following day – accidents, fires, even a murder. Always events that involved serious injuries or death. 

			Johan also knows that Max has now lost control of his body, because he is no longer present. Johan ought to rush forward and do something. The problem is that his feet are stuck fast in the middle of the roof and refuse to move. He is physically incapable of approaching the edge. 

			Max lets go of the rail and falls sideways onto it. There is a sharp crack as the rusty metal snaps and bends outwards under the weight of Max’s body. Even though the whole thing is happening in slow motion, Johan doesn’t stand a chance of reaching him in time, even if he could move. His jaw drops and he inhales as a scream of impotence swells in his chest. He is going to stand here and watch his best friend die.

			Max’s right hand reaches out to Johan as his pupils return to their normal position; he can see and understand the situation. Their eyes meet for a second, then something comes flying into their field of vision and the contact is broken. Marko’s arm. He grabs hold of Max’s wrist and tries to stop him from falling, but the movement has begun, and Max is tall, his outward impetus strong.

			Marko does his best to resist, but he is dragged to the edge. He turns his head, stretches out his free arm towards Johan and yells: ‘Help!’

			For the rest of his life, Johan will despise himself for what happens next. Instead of giving Marko the help he deserves and the traction he needs, Johan allows the scream to take command of him. He screams and actually takes a couple of steps back. 

			Marko is going over the edge with Max. The golden yellow sunlight on the treetops loses its glow as the sun drops behind Stallmästarberget, and there is a flash as the last rays catch the town hall’s clock tower. This moment will be seared into Johan’s brain forever. 

			In a last desperate attempt, Marko grabs hold of Max’s arm with both hands. His right foot finds the base of a post and he throws his body backwards just as his left foot slips toward the edge. Max’s upper body is jerked back a few centimetres and hangs in the balance. The two boys form a V-shape that can’t quite decide which way it’s going to fall. Then Marko’s left foot hits something uneven that gives him the purchase he needs. He pulls hard and crashes down onto his back. A fraction of a second later Max follows and lands on his stomach beside him.

			Johan’s scream is cut off as if someone has flicked a switch. His fists open and close as shame floods his body in dark waves. 

			You coward. You little fucking coward.

			He would give anything to be the one lying next to Max, gasping for air and shaking his head. The one who had risked his own life to save him. They would have shared this for the rest of their lives. He would give anything – but he hadn’t given what was asked of him. 

			The dark waves bring dark thoughts along with them. Johan hates Marko, lying there wallowing in his heroic achievement; he would like to throw him over the edge, make him disappear. When Johan realises what he’s thinking, he is even more ashamed. Marko has just saved his best friend’s life. If they’re still best friends, that is.

			Max and Marko look at each other. And start laughing. They laugh and laugh until Max slams down his hand on the cement and pushes himself up onto his knees. He gazes at Marko with shining eyes and says: ‘You saved me! You fucking saved me!’

			‘Yes,’ Marko says. ‘Yes.’

			Max pulls a strange face – almost a grimace. ‘You don’t get it!’ He points to the edge. ‘I’d be dead now if it hadn’t been for you! At this very moment, right now, I’d be down there with every bone in my body broken. That’s what would have happened if you hadn’t done what you did.’

			‘I do get it. It’s not complicated,’ Marko says.

			Max opens and closes his mouth as if there’s something he’d like to explain, but can’t work out how to do it. In the silence that follows Johan finally manages to squeeze a word out of his constricted throat, and that word is: ‘Sorry’. 

			Max and Marko turn to Johan as if they’ve forgotten his very existence, and Johan wants to sink through the floor, which is a roof, down into the dark innards of the silo and disappear among whatever shit they store in there. He tugs at the hem of his T-shirt like a toddler and his cheeks flush red as he whispers: ‘Forgive me, I . . .’

			He can’t get the words out, there are too many of them. He can’t explain how he froze on the spot because at a quintessential level Max is his life, and the shock of seeing his life disappear in a second was so overwhelming that it blocked him from actually stopping this from happening. Instead, he stares at his feet. He hears footsteps, then Max is standing in front of him. 

			‘Listen,’ Max says. Johan looks up; the accusation he is expecting to see in Max’s eyes isn’t there. Instead, they are shining with a light not unlike the one in Johan’s mother’s eyes when she has one of her revelations.

			‘Look at me,’ Max says, pointing to himself. ‘I’m standing here. I’m not dead. And besides . . .’ His gaze turns inwards, which Johan doesn’t like at all. For a brief moment he thinks Max is going to start yelling and waving his hands the way his mother does, but Max returns to the present moment and goes on: ‘. . . I don’t know how I would have reacted, okay? I might have done exactly the same as you. It’s cool, okay? It’s cool.’

			Johan nods, even though he doesn’t think that Max would have reacted as he did. Max does not have fear as his base element, Max is not a coward. However, Johan is grateful for what his friend has said. It helps a little. Max gestures towards Marko. ‘Although it’s lucky Marko was here, otherwise I’d have ended up smeared all over the concrete.’

			For the first time Johan risks looking at Marko, who is sitting cross-legged on the ground looking quite comfortable. His expression is calm, without a hint of reproach. ‘You’re a hero, Marko,’ Johan says tentatively. 

			Marko shakes his head. ‘My dad is a hero.’

			Johan can’t reconcile the concept ‘hero’ with the nervous little man who stands on the balcony chain-smoking, but he nods as if he knows exactly what Marko means. Meanwhile, Max’s shoulders have slumped and the light in his eyes has dulled. 

			‘What happened?’ Johan asks quietly. ‘You saw something, didn’t you?’

			Max nods, and Johan glances at Marko. As far as Johan is aware, he is the only one who is privy to the secret, and he doesn’t know if Max wants to share it with Marko. Personally, that’s the last thing Johan wants. Unfortunately Marko gets to his feet and asks the same question: ‘So what happened? Are you epileptic or something?’

			Max shakes his head. ‘I sometimes see things. Things that are going to happen.’

			So that’s that, but Johan realises that because of what Marko had done, he has the right to know. Taken as a whole, the silo project has been a really crap idea. Johan went along with it in order to get closer to Max, and instead he’s achieved the opposite.

			‘You mean . . . you see into the future?’ Marko says.

			‘Only for a moment. A few seconds before it happens. Sometimes a bit longer.’

			Johan is determined to justify his existence, so he joins in. ‘It’s true. I’ve been with Max a few times when he’s seen something, then it’s been in the paper the next day.’

			Marko nods slowly. ‘Okay.’

			Max raises his eyebrows. ‘You believe me?’

			‘Why wouldn’t I? What did you see?’

			‘I already asked him that,’ Johan says. Marko gives him a long look which makes Johan take a sudden interest in his shoes once again. He’s started to notice that Max is older than him, but somehow Marko seems more like an adult. 

			Max gazes up at the sky, where the clouds are still lit by the sun, reflecting the glow down onto his face so that it has a spiritual shimmer. ‘I saw . . . some steps. A buggy rolling down the steps. And a minibus. From the organisation that . . . sorts out jobs for disabled people . . .’

			‘Samhall?’ Johan says. ‘I saw that minibus. Just now.’

			‘In that case, it must have happened nearby, or . . .’ Max rubs his temples and blinks. ‘That’s the thing. I saw the buggy roll into the road. Bang. The baby was thrown out and the buggy went under the wheels of the minibus. The driver slammed on the brakes, but skidded and drove over the baby’s head. That’s what I saw.’

			‘How terrible,’ Johan says. ‘You don’t know where it was?’

			‘It could have been the steps outside the library, but . . .’ Max looks from Marko to Johan and back again, as if he is searching for an explanation on their faces. He rubs his temples again. ‘Here’s the thing: it didn’t happen. Don’t ask me how I know, but I’m every bit as sure as I was that it was going to happen. But it didn’t.’

			‘So . . . you didn’t see into the future?’ Marko says.

			‘I did!’ Max is angry. ‘I did! But something . . . got in the way.’

			‘Well, that’s good,’ Johan ventures. 

			‘Of course it is!’ Max snaps. ‘It’s fantastic! But it doesn’t make sense. It’s as if there’s something I can’t see. Something that is . . . something else.’

		

	
		
			Entei

		

	
		
			The wind speaks 

			There was a time when nothing impeded my progress, and I drifted over the waters in these northern regions like the spirit of God. Sometimes I turned myself into a storm and made the waves huge, sometimes I rested and left the surface of the sea as calm and still as a mirror, but it was the same as when a tree falls in the forest. No one could comment on or observe my actions, because there was no land to stand upon. It was a tedious period, and it went on for a long time. 

			Then the islands slowly emerged from the sea and I rejoiced. At last something new to look at and play with, tangled thickets of sea buckthorn with leaves to shake. Gradually the land rose after the ice melted away, like a person straightening up after shedding a burden. There were more and more islands; they joined together and formed solid land masses. I had some busy years when I wanted to visit them all, make the tops of the trees quiver. Occasionally I would bring down a tree, just for fun. 

			Then at last the people came. Oh, the people! I speak from vast experience, and truly I say to you, no animal gives me greater pleasure than people. It may be down to vanity, because no animal engages with me and discusses me the way people do, particularly seafarers and those who live on the coast. However, I think it’s something else, namely the combination of sense and stupidity that makes them endlessly interesting. 

			The rest of the animals do things based on instinct and a simpler thought process. Human beings reason with themselves, struggle with decisions and sometimes feel regret afterwards. What other animal has the capacity to feel regret? A human being uses his or her good sense to settle on the best choice, whereupon his or her stupidity often leads him or her to do the exact opposite. Then there’s drama, an inexhaustible source of entertainment for an ever-present force like me. 

			But I am drifting away, as is my nature. I am supposed to be talking about Norrtälje. Long ago, Lake Lommaren was a part of the deep cut into the land which is now the bay known as Norrtäljeviken. That’s also where the name comes from – tälja, to carve. The bay is carved into Sweden’s belly, so to speak. Then the land rose higher and part of the bay became a river, leaving Lommaren as an inland lake. 

			Fishing boats went out and I buffeted their sails, gave the oarsmen a following wind or a headwind depending on my mood. The people praised me or cursed me. I followed their journeys into the bay and made a point of spreading the smell of herring in the market far and wide. There was movement and activity and traffic to and from Finland, and my volatility was a constant topic of conversation. 

			However, I must admit that I am vain, and that the town charter in 1622 was a miscalculation. An arms factory was built and many German smiths arrived. So far so good – they wore amusing broad-brimmed hats that I could rip from their heads, but the focus began to shift from the sea to the river, because it was a source of power for both the factory and a number of mills. 

			The river! It was referred to as ‘Norrtälje’s bloodstream and heart’ and ‘God’s blessing to the residents of Norrtälje’. The river! What do I have to do with the river? Nothing! I can cause ripples on its surface and I can toss the leaves from the trees into it, but unlike the sea, the river is sufficient unto itself in a very irritating way. The fishing and sea traffic continued, and it wasn’t as if I was forgotten, but my significance was reduced, and masses were no longer celebrated to appease me.

			Maybe that was why I didn’t do anything when the Russians arrived in 1719. I could easily have raced eastwards and pushed their fleet back to where it had come from. Instead, I provided a fine following wind, and when they had set fire to the town I made sure I travelled between the buildings, feeding the flames. Perhaps this was a slightly exaggerated form of revenge, but I have a passionate nature. 

			Anyway. The town was gradually rebuilt, and the time for my first speech will soon be over. However, before I fade away, I want to mention one more period in the long history of Norrtälje, namely the bathing epoch. It seems incredible now, but during the late 1800s and early 1900s, the town was the most elegant bathing resort on the east coast. 

			Oh my goodness! The ladies that disembarked from the SS Rex and other vessels in the harbour – there was no shortage of broad-brimmed hats for me to grab hold of! Elegantly clad ladies and gentlemen made their way across the newly built Society Bridge into Society Park where the Society Building lay. Society in all directions! They took cold baths, hot baths and mud baths, and in the evenings there were outdoor concerts where I could whisk away the sheet music, find my way beneath the ladies’ wide skirts and tickle the gentlemen’s well-tended beards. Those were the days!

			Gradually the town’s miracle-working mud fell into oblivion. The ships stopped coming and the Society Building was torn down. These days when I travel through the park I have to dodge this way and that between people pushing buggies, and young and old with their eyes glued to screens. My only consolation is a large weathervane that has been erected in my honour. 

			But a new age is dawning! A ship is approaching the harbour, a ship with a cargo that will be difficult to unload, and will turn many things upside down. My nature is erratic and I love change, not to mention chaos. My time is coming. 

		

	
		
			Nothing is happening here

			1

			Two women are walking across the lawns where Norrtälje’s airfield once lay. As they approach the rampart that was built to protect said airfield, one woman takes out her phone. Look, it’s Siw, whom we last saw outside the library when she interrupted a preordained tragedy. The same hand that closed around the handle of a child’s buggy sixteen years ago is now moving adroitly across the screen as she manipulates some kind of fantasy figure. 

			Siw is rounder than she used to be – let’s be honest, she’s overweight. She has dropped the sense of style she displayed at the age of thirteen, and today she is wearing grey joggers and a faded black hoodie; the logo ‘Take me to love’ is just about legible. She has Crocs on her feet. Her hair is dyed black, her roots showing a centimetre of her original colour. 

			It is something of a disappointment to see Siw like this. One could easily have got the impression that she was destined for great things, but it seems as if life has taken its toll on her. However, her eyes are bright and alert, there is nothing cowed about her posture, and what do we know about a person’s destiny? The future could still hold great achievements for our Siw. 

			The other woman is called Anna. She is the same age as Siw, and is clearly not happy with her friend’s current activity. She rolls her eyes and tugs irritably at the strap of the small backpack she is wearing. ‘Can’t you stop messing with that crap?’ she says. ‘I’m friends with a fucking Pokémon zombie.’

			‘Hang on,’ Siw says. ‘I’m just going to . . .’

			Siw scrolls down her list, finds fat Snorlax and puts him in the rampart’s gym. We have now realised this is Pokémon Go, and that Siw’s Pokémon collection is extensive, as she has reached level thirty-five. Anna points to Snorlax and says: ‘You do know that’s how we’re going to end up, if we don’t pull ourselves together.’

			Like the boys we saw earlier, these two friends are very similar. Anna is also overweight; she is carrying about twenty kilos that do not sit well on her body. Her hair is also dyed black, but she is more meticulous than Siw when it comes to keeping her roots covered. The women are both equally tall, or rather short, but that’s where the immediate resemblance ends.

			Anna’s eyes are green and slightly bulbous, which gives her a challenging, almost bold expression. This is reinforced by the fact that her full lips and broad mouth automatically settle into an ironic smile. Her nose is large and slightly upturned, so that you can see her nostrils. You wouldn’t call her pretty, but there is something striking about her appearance. There is a generosity about Anna. Her hips are wide and her breasts bounce as she moves. You can’t avoid seeing her.

			Siw is also carrying her gym wear in a backpack, because the friends are on their way to Friskis & Svettis. She checks the time on her phone, sees that it is just after five and says: ‘It’ll have to be a short session today. I need to pick up Alva at six.’

			‘No problem. Let’s just see if there are any hunks in tights, that kind of thing.’

			‘Hopefully not.’

			‘What?’

			‘Seriously, do you want the place to be packed out with self-obsessed guys – girls too – staring at us as we . . . bounce around?’

			‘Don’t worry, we won’t manage more than ten minutes before we collapse, so it’ll definitely be a short session.’

			Siw nibbles at a thumbnail and her eyes become suspiciously shiny as she says: ‘I really want this. I want to have the courage to go for it.’

			‘So go for it,’ Anna says, then stops dead and slaps her forehead. ‘Shit!’

			‘What’s wrong?’

			Anna points to the car park outside the gym. It is filled with market stalls, their lanterns lighting up the September twilight. ‘I promised to help my sister. What time did you say it was? Five o’clock? I’ll do it later. I’d better go and say hello, though.’

			Siw and Anna pass through the smells of candy floss, hot dogs and sweets, they walk past stalls offering mobile phone cases, selfie sticks, fun T-shirts and sheepskin slippers, and they eventually stop at a stall selling Americana.

			Anna’s older sister Lotta has packed her space with all kinds of things reminiscent of a USA that disappeared long ago. There are tin models of cars from the 1950s, Bakelite busts of Elvis, jars of Brylcreem, money boxes in the form of jukeboxes. A huge Confederate flag is displayed on the back wall, and the sound of Johnny Cash singing ‘I Walk the Line’ is coming out of a pair of speakers. 

			Lotta is the queen of all she surveys. She is one metre ninety tall, and only just fits under the roof. Her naturally black hair is braided into an aggressive plait that hangs down over her shoulder like a mamba ready to strike. She glares at Anna. 

			‘Where the fuck have you been?’ Lotta snaps, waving a hand that is surprisingly small in relation to her large body. ‘I had to set this lot up by myself. Hi, Siw.’

			Siw responds with a nod and a cautious smile. When she was growing up she often spent time at Anna’s farm outside Rimbo, and she has always been slightly afraid of her friend’s family. Anna has two brothers and two sisters, all as tall and well-built as their father. ‘He must have been sick the day he made me,’ as Anna, the exception, says. No doubt she takes after her mother, who is of normal height but compensates with coarse language that used to terrify Siw.

			‘I’ll be back later,’ Anna says, jerking her head in the direction of the gym. ‘Siw and I are going to work out.’

			‘Work out?’ Lotta says. ‘What the fuck for? If you want to lift stuff, there’s plenty here.’

			‘Maybe some people actually care what they look like,’ Anna retorts, nodding at Lotta’s belly, protruding underneath her cowboy shirt, which has metal collar tips. Lotta puts her hands on her hips and sticks her belly out even further. ‘Are you calling me ugly?’

			‘No, I’m saying you look fucking terrible. See you later.’

			‘Fuck off.’

			This was the normal tone in Anna’s family – in fact, her mother was considerably worse – and Siw had never been able to get used to it. The conversation around the dinner table frequently made her blush. She had explained away Anna’s language to her own mother with the excuse that the tone back home was ‘coarse but warm’, even though Siw couldn’t find much warmth in the things they said to one another. Anna was less offensive than the rest of them, possibly as a consequence of her association with Siw.

			They walk side by side towards the entrance. On the concrete wall a couple of metres to the right, someone has sprayed ‘Ballet for Fatties’.

			2

			‘Can I open the door, Mummy?’

			Siw takes out the key which is attached to a round piece of wood with the word ‘Home’ etched on it, and hands it to Alva who has to stand on tiptoe in order to insert it in the lock. Siw can’t help grimacing as her daughter struggles to turn the key, but lets her carry on. Finally there is a click and Siw can relax. She takes out the key and discreetly checks that it hasn’t been bent by Alva’s efforts.

			The smell that means home envelops Siw as she steps into the hallway. She closes the door behind her and the tension in her chest eases. She hangs the key on its hook and points to the shoes that Alva has kicked off, then at the shoe rack. As Alva places her shoes in the right place, she asks: ‘Why do shoes have to go on the shoe rack?’

			‘It’s all in the name, isn’t it? Shoe rack.’

			Alva frowns, then nods. The explanation fits in with the way she perceives the world, and for once there is no demand for further clarification. Instead, she demands: ‘What’s for dinner?’

			‘Meatballs and mashed potato.’

			‘Real mashed potato?’

			‘Yes. And real meatballs.’

			‘Good. That’s all right.’

			Alva has very clear ideas on the way things should be. ‘Real’ mashed potato is, in fact, powdered mash, because the homemade version might contain lumps, and that is not okay. ‘Real’ meatballs are also difficult to make, because real meatballs are small and perfectly round. Mustard is only mustard if it comes in a plastic bottle. And so on. 

			Alva disappears into her room while Siw unpacks her sports gear. The only dampness comes from her wet towel, because she didn’t make enough effort to work up a sweat. Her muscles can do what’s required of them in everyday life, but faced with a range of gym equipment, they quickly kicked back and refused to continue. Their daily task consists mainly of passing goods across a scanner at the supermarket checkout, so Siw has strong hands and forearms, but not much else. 

			When she hangs the towel up to dry in the bathroom, she discovers that she has difficulty raising her arms, in spite of the brevity of the gym session. But surely that’s a good sign? Something is happening.

			On the way to the kitchen she pauses for a moment in the living room. She loves every bit of her three-room apartment, but she is particularly fond of her living room. Above the sofa hangs a patchwork quilt made up of different-coloured woven pieces, and on the coffee table there are three candle holders. Humming ‘Brännö Serenade’, she lights the candles with the long-necked lighter, which, like the key hook, is intended precisely for that purpose. If you were looking for one phrase to describe Siw’s apartment, it would indeed be fit for purpose. Each item in its place, and no extravagances. 

			So, what about the rocking chair in the corner? It’s decorated with kurbits painting, and seems to be a fine example of handicraft. Yes, but it was given to Siw by her maternal grandmother when she had to move into a care home, because it used to be Siw’s favourite spot when she was little. There is a knitting basket on the floor next to the chair, and Siw promises herself that this evening she will finally get on with Alva’s sweater. 

			She pictures herself sitting in the rocking chair with several candles burning, the needles clicking quietly and Håkan Hellström singing softly from the speakers. A warm rush of pleasure floods her body, and she smiles and shakes her head. 

			You don’t ask for much, do you, Siw?

			No, that’s the way it is. Certain elements may be lacking in Siw’s life, but she has managed to adapt, to accept who she is and what she has, and to appreciate it. In that way, she is an expert in the art of living. 

			Alva examines her mashed potato, searching for lumps. When she doesn’t find any, she spears a meatball and looks at it from every angle before announcing: ‘This one isn’t perfectly round.’

			‘In that case we’ll have to complain.’

			‘Do what?’

			‘Put it in an envelope and send it to Findus with a note: We are returning your sub-standard meatball. Send us a new one.’

			‘You can’t put a meatball in an envelope. That’s silly.’

			‘Okay. Give it to me then.’

			Alva holds out her fork, shaking her head at her mother’s stupidity. When Siw has chewed and swallowed, she says: ‘You’re right. It wasn’t perfectly round. That’s terrible.’

			‘Don’t be sarcastic, Mummy.’

			‘Sorry.’

			Siw can’t claim that she fully understands her daughter. On the one hand, Alva is incredibly imaginative and can stage advanced role play games with her cuddly toys, while on the other, she is as strict as a puritan and refuses to accept any infringements of the bounds of reality. It is a balancing act, and Siw sometimes stumbles. 

			Alva is short and slender, her shoulders fragile beneath the blue Frozen T-shirt she is wearing. Her brown hair is braided in two thin plaits, framing a small face with a firm chin and a pointed nose. Her blue eyes are often screwed up, and the whole combination gives Alva an impression of sharpness, as if you might cut yourself on her if you’re not careful. She is seven years old.

			‘Has anything happened today?’ Siw asks tentatively. 

			Alva glances at her and apparently decides that Mummy can be forgiven for her attempt at sarcasm. ‘Milla’s daddy isn’t at home because he’s in hospital because he fell off the roof.’

			‘Oh dear. What was he doing up on—’

			‘Was my daddy in hospital?’ Alva interrupts. 

			Siw sighs. Here we go again. ‘No. I’ve already told you. He disappeared.’

			‘But before he disappeared?’

			‘No. He just disappeared.’

			‘But where did he go?’

			‘Nobody knows.’

			‘Not even his mummy and daddy – my granny and granddad?’

			‘No, I’ve told you that as well. They’re dead.’

			This conversation has been played out in countless variations ever since Alva was old enough to understand that there is something strange about the fact that she doesn’t have a daddy. Because Siw had been asked the question in the past by adult acquaintances, she had an elaborate story all ready to dole out to Alva in bite-sized portions. In short, it involved a Finn on a sea crossing, a man who has since proved impossible to trace. 

			It bothers her that Alva occasionally announces with pride that she is half-Finnish, but it can’t be helped. At least it’s better than the truth. To Siw’s relief, Alva seems to have decided that the topic has been exhausted for now, because she nods to her mother and asks: ‘Why is your hair wet?’

			‘I went to the gym.’

			‘To do what?’

			‘Strength training.’

			‘So you’ll be strong?’

			‘Yes. And a bit thinner.’

			Alva screws up her eyes as if she is assessing Siw and finding it unlikely that she will ever achieve different proportions from the ones she has at the moment. When she has finished her assessment, she says: ‘Isn’t that rather . . . unnecessary?’

			Siw lets out a snort and almost chokes on the food in her mouth, but manages to swallow it while exhaling through her nose. When she looks up Alva is frowning at her. She doesn’t like being laughed at unless she has told a joke. 

			‘Sorry,’ Siw says. ‘Auntie Anna was there too.’

			Alva is very fond of Anna, and Siw hopes the mention of her will improve the situation. However, Alva is in no mood to be appeased. Her frown deepens, she folds her arms and asks: ‘Why do you do everything with Auntie Anna?’

			‘Because she’s my best friend.’

			Alva’s expression softens slightly. ‘Has she always been your best friend?’

			‘No. We didn’t meet until high school.’

			‘When you were old.’

			‘Not that old. I was thirteen.’

			‘So, what happened? When you met?’

			3

			Siw had a favourite place to spend break times. A week after the incident outside the library she was sitting as usual in ‘her’ armchair in the corner of the common room, where three sets of sofas and chairs were scattered around the windowless space that resembled a cross between a bunker and a waiting room. Fluorescent lighting. Posters on the walls warning of the dangers of drugs and unprotected sex, including a picture of a suntanned girl on a beach, with the words: ‘Holiday romance? Don’t forget the condoms!’ Someone had added a rather good drawing of an enormous erect cock with a beach bum hairstyle, making its way towards the girl in the sunset. 

			Siw had a hardback copy of Crime and Punishment on her lap, but it was mainly for show. She would really like to be the girl who read Russian authors during break, but at the moment the book was just an excuse to enable her to sit in the corner and observe everyone else. Occasionally she read a few lines, but they didn’t make much sense. Her mother had given her the novel, and Siw had accepted it because she liked its physical heaviness. 

			She wasn’t a victim of bullying, even though she was sometimes teased about her weight, but neither was she au fait with the social codes necessary to become part of the centre stage, which was made up of the main seating area. Therefore, she stayed in the wings, observing the performances of star players. Like Anna. 

			In spite of the fact that Anna had joined the class only a month ago, and from Rimbo, for goodness’ sake, she had already acquired a swarm of admirers who hung on every word that fell from her thick lips as she joked about teachers, other pupils, herself and Rimbo. She had a big mouth, both figuratively and literally, and Siw found her simultaneously repulsive and fascinating. So far they hadn’t exchanged a single word. 

			For once it wasn’t Anna who was holding court but Sofi, a girl with backcombed hair who wouldn’t have looked out of place in an eighties video. In Siw’s opinion, she had all the intelligence of a marshmallow. With fluttering manicured hands and a high voice, she was expounding on something that had happened at the bus station over the weekend. 

			‘And he just sat there, like, checking me out and I went, like, what and he . . .’

			Unconsciously Siw rolled her eyes and shook her head before turning her attention to her book. A voice of a completely different calibre from Sofi’s suddenly rang out. 

			‘Hey! You!’ Siw looked up and found herself caught in the spotlight of Anna’s eyes. She raised her eyebrows. ‘Yes, you!’ Anna yelled. ‘What’s your name?’

			Siw tried to keep her voice steady. ‘Siw.’

			‘Siw,’ Anna repeated, as if pronouncing the name caused her physical pain. ‘Do you think there’s something wrong with the way we talk? Don’t we talk posh enough for you, Siiiiw?’

			‘You can talk however you want.’

			‘Can we? Thank you, Siw, who doesn’t have a life.’

			The other girls laughed loudly and Siw lowered her head over her book, a faint flush staining her cheeks. She wasn’t the first to have been singled out by Anna, who attacked anyone and anything, but so far she’d escaped by staying in the background. 

			Part of the explanation for Anna’s rapidly rising star was that she had arrived at the school with a reputation. In spite of the fact that she was only fourteen, she was being made to repeat a year: rumour had it that she drank and screwed around, and that everyone under eighteen in Rimbo was scared of her. Among other things, she had attacked a guy riding past her on his moped, because he’d made a nasty comment. He’d fallen off and cracked his skull. That kind of thing. There were also rumours that her family was involved in some sort of criminal activity, but Siw didn’t know any more details. 

			She decided that for the rest of break time, she wasn’t even going to look up and risk incurring a further outburst from Anna. After a while she actually managed to concentrate on what she was reading. Some guy called Marmeladov was going on about his own wretchedness, then someone else said something to the person who should have been Marmeladov, but now he suddenly had a different name. This kept happening, which was one of the reasons why Siw found it hard to keep up. Everyone seemed to have up to three different names. She turned back to the first page, where there was a list of characters. Then she heard a different voice above her head. A male voice. 

			‘Move.’

			Robert was standing in front of her holding an open laptop. He was in the parallel class to hers, had lots of spots, spiky hair, and was wearing a T-shirt with the logo ‘Fuck the law’, even though his dad was a police officer. Or maybe that was why. Siw just stared at him. 

			‘Didn’t you hear me, Fatso?’ He waved the laptop. ‘I need somewhere to sit. Shift your fat arse.’

			Siw continued to look him in the eye without saying a word. Then Anna’s voice sliced through the hum of conversation. ‘Hey! Pizza Face!’

			The room fell silent. Robert slowly turned around, flipped the laptop shut and took a couple of long strides towards Anna. He was fifteen centimetres taller than her, and twenty kilos heavier. ‘Are you talking to me?’

			Anna nodded and pointed to his crotch. ‘I just wanted to tell you that your zip’s open.’

			Robert did his best, but couldn’t help glancing down. The second he bent his neck, Anna said: ‘Oh wow – it just zipped itself up! That’s amazing! Did you sew it yourself?’

			Robert hissed through gritted teeth: ‘You fucking . . .’

			Anna straightened her shoulders and took a step forward. She jutted out her chin and said: ‘Go on, say it. Say the word. If you dare.’

			There wasn’t a sound in the common room. Everyone’s eyes were on Robert, wondering if he would dare to say that word to Anna, and therefore to her whole family. That family. He jerked his head and moved his lips as if he were spitting, then he left the room to a chorus of laughter from Anna’s posse. 

			Anna looked over at Siw, who said: ‘Thanks, but no thanks.’

			‘What the fuck do you mean?’

			‘That I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.’

			‘So I see.’

			Anna returned to her group and Siw heard various comments, such as ‘thinks she’s something else’ and ‘fucking know-all bitch’. Siw went back to Marmeladov. What a stupid name. 

			The bell rang. Siw spent thirty seconds finishing the section she was reading. When she looked up the room was empty apart from Anna, who was sitting there staring at her. When they made eye contact Anna stood up, came over and perched on the arm of the nearest sofa.

			‘Let’s hear it,’ she said. 

			‘The lesson’s starting.’

			‘So? Let’s hear it. How would you have dealt with that idiot, since you’re perfectly capable of taking care of yourself? Go on.’

			Siw sighed and glanced in the direction of the corridor, which was where she ought to be. ‘I would have stayed put. Then he would have said, “Is there something wrong with your hearing, Fatso?”, or something along those lines. Then I would have said: ‘I hear what you’re saying, but I don’t understand what it means.’ Then he would have said something else and I would have carried on telling him I didn’t understand, until he got fed up.’

			Anna listened, her eyes getting bigger by the second. When Siw had finished, she shook her head. ‘That’s the worst idea I’ve ever heard.’

			‘Why?’

			‘You have to crush him, otherwise he’ll keep doing it, over and over again.’

			‘Not too many times. They all get fed up in the end.’

			Anna leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, and gazed at Siw so intently that Siw felt naked. She didn’t want to stand up and expose her body. In the end Anna nodded to herself. ‘So, are you a tiny bit psycho? You are, aren’t you?’

			‘Probably, yes.’

			‘Good to know. What are you reading?’

			Siw showed her the cover. She watched Anna, and could see that she read the title without any problem. However, when she reached the author’s name, her lips moved. Fyodor Dostoevsky. Anna shook her head. ‘For fuck’s sake,’ she said, then stood up and left. 

			However, something had happened. From then on Siw and Anna nodded to each other whenever they met, but it would take another ten days before they spoke again. Siw was in the library revising for a maths test when Anna plonked herself down in a chair on the opposite side of the table. The aroma of Juicy Fruit chewing gum drifted across when Anna opened her mouth. ‘So, what are you doing?’

			‘Maths test. I’m not very good at maths.’

			‘Who the fuck is?’ Anna replied. She chewed her gum and looked at Siw from under her fringe, as if the next comment was down to her. Siw rested her chin on her hand and waited. Anna drummed her fingers on the table. Her short nails were painted red, but the polish was chipped. Her make-up seemed as if it had been slapped on in a hurry – more an application of war paint than an attempt at beautification. After a while she stopped drumming. ‘So, what’s a book review?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Exactly what I said. We’re supposed to write a book review in Swedish. What is it?’

			‘A review of a book.’

			Anna stared at Siw as her tongue shot out and licked her lips. ‘Are you taking the piss?’

			Siw raised her hands. She didn’t believe Anna was likely to punch her, but she adopted a pedagogical tone: ‘A book review is when you write what you think about a book. A book you’ve read. Göran went over all this. He told us what to do.’

			Göran was their Swedish teacher, and he’d given a detailed explanation of what their reviews should contain. Anna shook her head. ‘I wasn’t listening. It was so fucking boring.’

			‘Okay. So have you got a book?’

			Anna rummaged in the leopard-print imitation Hermès bag she used for school, dug out a paperback and tossed it on the table. Hummelhonung [Sweetness] by Torgny Lindgren. Siw flicked through the pages and saw that it was written in old-fashioned, high-flown language. 

			‘Why have you chosen this one?’

			‘It’s short. Have you read it?’

			‘No. Have you?’

			‘A bit, but it’s so fucking stupid. Nothing that would happen in real life. And I have problems concentrating . . .’

			Anna picked up the little book and glared at the cover as if Torgny Lindgren himself was to blame for her difficulties. Siw waited. Eventually Anna put down the book and looked sideways at her in an unexpectedly shy way. She made a gesture as if she were putting her cards on the table. ‘The thing is, I’ve decided to try to . . . get my act together. So far I’ve just messed around in school, not taken anything seriously. But now I’d like to give it a go, at least.’

			‘And that’s why you’ve come to me.’

			‘Yes – you’re a psychobitch and you read fyoskodosko whatever his name is. Who else would I come to? None of my friends do that kind of stuff.’

			‘To be perfectly honest,’ Siw said, ‘I haven’t actually read much fyoskodosko; I carry the book round for appearances’ sake.’

			‘Okay, but at least you’ve read books. You know what a review is.’

			‘I do.’

			Siw had already written her own review of Stephen King’s The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon, which she had also chosen because it was short, but had really liked. It would probably have suited Anna a lot better than Torgny Lindgren. 

			Siw took out a piece of paper and wrote down a list of bullet points, talking Anna through them. 1) Facts about the book. Search online. 2) Short description of the plot. 3) What you thought of the plot and how it’s written. 4) Summary and conclusion. 

			The longer Siw talked, the more Anna slumped in her seat. When Siw had finished, she said: ‘I’ll give you a hundred kronor if you write it for me.’

			‘No.’

			‘Two hundred.’

			‘No. But I will help you.’

			‘Fuck. How did I know you were going to say that?’

			‘Because you’ve seen right through me – you know what a kind and helpful person I really am.’

			Anna grinned. ‘Bullshit. You’re a psychobitch and that’s all there is to it.’

			‘Okay, I’ll take that as a positive.’

			‘You do that.’

			As Siw was taking things out of her locker the following morning, she heard Anna’s voice behind her: ‘Hey, psychobitch!’

			Siw turned and tried to adopt the same suspicious, passive-aggressive smile as De Niro in Taxi Driver. ‘You talkin’ to me?’

			Anna clapped her hands in delight. ‘Have you seen it? Isn’t it sick?’

			Siw hadn’t yet used the fashionable new word except in its original meaning, but she said: ‘Sick. How come you’ve seen it?’

			‘My big brother was watching it – it’s his favourite. That and Scarface – have you seen that one?’

			‘No, but I have seen The Godfather.’

			‘My mistake – that’s his favourite.’ Anna took a step back and looked Siw up and down, as if she were a puzzle in which new pieces had appeared, making a reappraisal of the full picture necessary. Fortunately Siw was wearing her grandmother’s old Sunday-best coat, and thought she looked pretty cool for once. Anna nodded slowly. ‘You’re the only girl I know who’s seen Taxi Driver. Except for my big sister.’

			‘How many brothers and sisters have you got?’

			Anna pulled a face and counted on her fingers. ‘One big sister, one little sister. One big brother and one little brother. I’m in the middle. How about you?’

			‘I’m an only child.’ 

			‘Lucky you. Listen, that review . . .’

			‘Yes?’

			A hint of the aggression that was Anna’s default setting crept back into her posture, and she glared at Siw the way she’d glared at Torgny Lindgren. Siw sensed that Anna was someone who found it very difficult to ask for anything without getting angry, so she decided to make things easier for her. ‘If you need help, then I’ll help you. As I said.’

			Anna nodded grimly and took no responsibility for her question, since she hadn’t asked it, so Siw was forced to go on: ‘It’s due in the day after tomorrow, so . . . If you want to come over to mine after school, we can work on it.’

			‘Can’t today. Tomorrow?’

			‘Fine.’

			‘I mean, you don’t have a life anyway, do you?’ Siw gave Anna a look that actually made her back off a fraction and wave her hands defensively. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean that. I can bring Scarface – shall I do that?’

			‘Good idea.’

			 

			The man’s arms are covered in tattoos. Monsters, devils, plus the names of his children. His back is covered in a well-executed copy of Doré’s illustration of the Suicide Tree from Dante’s Inferno. On his way out through the door of the gym’s changing room, he turns to the three strangers who are getting changed. ‘Have a nice weekend,’ he says. Then he leaves. 

		

	
		
			Winners and losers

			1

			The word ‘nerds’ springs to mind when you look at the two young men on the minigolf course. They have brought their own clubs, and each has a little bag in which they carry balls of different grades of hardness and bounce. They are clearly into this in a big way, and you can say what you like about minigolf, but its cool factor is zero. Both men are only just under thirty years old, and have doubtless left such considerations behind them, otherwise they wouldn’t be on a minigolf course on a Saturday afternoon in September. 

			The men are muttering to themselves, making comments on each other’s strokes, and there wouldn’t be much to arouse our interest if we hadn’t met them before. Yes, of course, it’s Max and Johan, our daring silo climbers. We bump into them sixteen years later; the silo was demolished six months ago to make room for a new residential development in the harbour area. 

			It has to be said that they are pretty good – two or at the most three strokes per hole, with the odd hole-in-one. They seem to have played a lot. Let’s see what we can learn about them by observing their playing style. 

			Johan’s expression is one of grim determination, as if the game is torture to him. He spends a long time preparing for each stroke, and if the outcome is poor, he nods, lips pressed tightly together, as if he hadn’t expected anything else. He sweeps the ball away, using his entire body. Even when he absolutely nails a difficult hole, he doesn’t show any real pleasure. 

			Max’s game is more erratic. He doesn’t put his body into the stroke in the way that Johan does. He pulls a face and sighs when it goes badly, clenches his fist in triumph when it goes well. On one occasion when he makes a real mess of his stroke, he seems to be on the point of throwing his club away, even though it looks newer and more expensive than Johan’s. 

			It is surprising to find them here, especially Max. Given what we learned about his character and family that day on the silo, we might have expected that at the age of twenty-nine he would be pretty successful, well on the way in his career. We might also have assumed that he and Johan would have gone their separate ways many years ago, as so often happens with childhood friends from different backgrounds. Yet here they are, the only players on Norrtälje’s minigolf course on a beautiful Saturday afternoon, and we ask ourselves what has brought them to this point. Let’s take a closer look. 

			Both men are still tall and slim. Max isn’t exactly muscular, but he seems to be in good physical shape. His appearance is enhanced by a deep tan. Johan is just as sinewy as when he was a boy, and so pale that it must be regarded as something of an achievement after a particularly sunny summer. Max has short hair, while Johan has gathered his long, thinning hair into a man-bun. 

			There is something disillusioned in Johan’s eyes, as if he has seen everything and left it all behind. We mustn’t jump to conclusions, but it looks more like bitterness than sorrow. When we turn our attention to Max, we are quite taken aback. His big blue eyes are striking in themselves, but his expression! It’s as if there is a thin film over his eyes, the way people look when they are drunk. Max is not under the influence of anything, and yet his expression is veiled. What’s going on? We dare not guess, but there is an element of madness there – or maybe a deep, suppressed pain.

			Max’s ball bounces off the low back wall and rolls towards the hole. When it gets there it veers around the edge. It is about to drop in, but completes the movement and continues off to the left. 

			‘Shit!’ Max shouts, slashing the air with his club.

			‘I told you,’ Johan says. ‘You should have used the number two.’

			‘It wouldn’t have reached the hole.’

			‘Yes, it would.’

			‘Wouldn’t.’

			‘Would.’

			‘Fuck! I was close to my best score of the year there.’

			‘You should have used the number two.’

			They carry on bickering until Max nails the next hole and his mood lightens. He rests the club on his shoulder and squints at the sun, which is going down behind the tops of the fir trees. ‘Have you heard that Marko’s coming home?’

			Johan, who was about to hit the ball, stops in mid-movement and looks up. ‘To Norrtälje?’

			‘Mmm. At the weekend.’

			‘For . . . for good, or what?’

			Max lets out a guffaw as if Johan has said something funny. ‘No. That would surprise me. He’s coming to help his parents move.’

			‘Where to?’

			‘He’s bought them a house – near my parents.’

			‘Wow. He must be doing well.’

			‘Half a million in bonuses – and that’s just so far this year.’

			Johan digests this information as he studies his ball, which is lying there waiting for him. ‘How do you know all this?’

			‘He called me. Didn’t he call you?’

			‘No. He didn’t call me.’

			Johan concentrates on his stroke, twists his body to the side, bounces lightly on his knees and brings the club to the ball in a sweeping movement. He misses the ramp and the ball bounces awkwardly into the channel at the side. That hardly ever happens. 

			‘You should have used the number two,’ Max sneers, and Johan is struck by a powerful urge to smash him over the head with his club. Instead, he goes and picks up his ball, ready to try again. 

			2

			One afternoon a couple of days after the boys had climbed the silo, Johan’s doorbell rang when he was sitting playing The Wind Waker on his GameCube. His mother was out, so he paused the game and went to open the door. Marko was standing there. 

			‘Hi,’ Johan said. 

			‘Hi,’ Marko replied, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘Playing The Wind Waker.’ 

			‘Can I . . . have a look?’

			Marko’s tentative approach was completely different from the stone-faced expression he favoured in school. Johan turned and stared at the apartment; there was stuff piled up everywhere, clothes draped over the back of every chair. Dust bunnies lined the skirting boards; add in a couple of big fat rats and the picture of wretched misery would be complete. 

			‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘We were going to . . . tidy up later.’

			‘Doesn’t matter,’ Marko replied. ‘I’ve lived in cellars.’

			His response was so disarming that Johan had no choice but to let him in. Marko took off his shoes and padded through the hallway without even glancing at the mess, or wrinkling his nose at the smell emanating from the kitchen. He went into the living room and sat down cross-legged in front of the TV next to the open balcony door, the only spot that was free of crap and dirty laundry. Johan sat down beside him, picked up the control and nodded towards the paused screen. 

			‘Have you played this before?’

			Marko shook his head. ‘They had PlayStation at one of the camps. I played a bit.’

			‘PlayStation 2?’

			‘No, just PlayStation.’ Possibly with the intention of alleviating the impression of poverty, Marko pointed in the direction of his apartment and went on: ‘We’ve got a TV, but no . . .’ He moved his thumb towards his forefinger several times. 

			‘Remote control?’

			‘That’s it, remote control. No remote control.’

			Johan waved in the direction of the clothes, towels and sheets spread all over the sofa, coffee table and armchairs. ‘We’ve got a remote,’ he said. ‘Somewhere underneath all that.’

			Marko smiled and Johan started the game. When he and Max played they usually opted for Smash Bros or Mario Kart and competed against each other. It felt weird sitting next to someone who was just watching, but after a little while Johan had got used to the situation, and after a while longer he actually liked it. From time to time Marko asked a question about how things worked, and Johan explained. 

			‘This is a Bomb Flower. You have to get rid of it really quickly, because otherwise it explodes and you can get hurt.’

			‘Can you save it?’

			‘Mmm, in your bomb bag.’

			‘Bomb bag?’

			‘Yes. It’s a bit silly.’

			When they’d been playing for a few minutes more, Marko said: ‘I lied. Before. Well, I didn’t lie, but I didn’t tell the truth.’

			‘About what?’

			‘I knew what you were doing. I could hear you. Through the balcony window. I came over because I wanted to see.’

			‘Okay, that’s cool.’

			‘I just wanted to tell you.’

			‘It’s cool. You speak Swedish really well.’

			‘Do I? I don’t know. Who am I supposed to compare myself with? I speak better than my mum. Much better than my dad. Just as well as my little sister. No, better, because I know a lot more words than she does, but then her pronunciation is better than mine.’

			‘Your pronunciation is perfect.’

			‘Hörövarhepp.’

			‘Sorry?’ 

			‘Hörövarhepp. I’m kind of exaggerating now, but – hörövarhepp.’

			‘I don’t get it.’

			Marko grinned and hissed: ‘Sjörövarskepp. Pirate ship. I still have to make a real effort to pronounce it properly, it doesn’t come easy. But soon.’

			Johan glanced sideways at Marko. ‘I hadn’t noticed in school, but you’re actually . . . quite funny.’

			‘Thanks,’ Marko said. He pointed to the blue cube where the spinning disc could be seen through a window in the lid. ‘Is that yours?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Present?’

			‘No. I bought it myself.’

			‘How could you afford it?’

			Johan hesitated. Since his mother had given up work because of ill health five years ago, they had become poor. Not searching-through-the-bins poor, but enough for Johan to carry it with him like a stigma. He didn’t get any pocket money, and the way he chose to earn his own money was the sort of thing poor people did, and not something he liked to share with anyone. 

			Thinking about it now, he realised that mainly applied to Max. Marko was different. It was partly because he was so straight, so direct, and partly because his own situation seemed pretty similar, so Johan said: ‘I collect bottles and jars and return them for the deposit.’

			‘How do you collect them?’

			‘I ring people’s doorbells, say I’m from the Sea Scouts, we’re collecting money for a new boat – do they have any jars or bottles they could donate?’

			‘The Sea Scouts?’

			‘Yes – they’re like ordinary Scouts, but at sea. I tried a football team to begin with, but it seems as if people prefer the Sea Scouts. For some reason.’

			‘But . . . you’re not a member of the Sea Scouts?’

			Johan looked at Marko. In school he gave the impression of being intelligent – extremely intelligent, in fact. He was very good at maths and had caught up with all his other subjects at top speed. However, now it turned out that he was a little bit stupid at some level.

			‘No,’ Johan said with exaggerated clarity. ‘I am not a member of the Sea Scouts. They’re mostly rich kids, I think.’

			‘So you lie?’

			‘Yes. I lie. And they give me bottles and jars.’

			‘Okay.’

			Marko turned his attention to the TV, where little Link was speeding across the blue ocean, approaching an island. Johan adjusted his course a fraction and glanced at Marko again. What he hadn’t mentioned was that people sometimes gave him money instead, which he was very happy to accept. Or that on a few occasions he had rummaged around in bins like the pauper he was, which had enabled him to buy both the console and the games.

			‘You’re very honest, aren’t you?’ he said. 

			‘Like I said before – who do I compare myself with?’

			‘Well . . . anybody.’

			Marko considered for a moment. ‘I always tell the truth.’

			‘Thought so.’

			The island Link was approaching was guarded by several ships flying the skull and crossbones flag. Johan produced the cannon, took aim and fired. As the cannonball flew through the air, he pointed to one of the boats and said: ‘Hörövarhepp.’

			The cannonball struck, sinking the enemy vessel. Marko nodded and said: ‘The Sea Scouts are attacking.’

			Johan burst out laughing and missed the next shot. That was how it began.

			3

			Johan nails the last hole and wins the round by four strokes. Max congratulates him. It’s not losing he minds so much as the process of losing, the descending curve. Once the loss is a fact, he can take it with equanimity these days. Things had been different when he was young, but the combination of age and Lamictal tablets have lessened his rage towards himself and the world. They gather up their balls and clubs and leave the course with a nod to Lasse, who is just closing up. 

			‘Shall we take a stroll around the market?’ Johan suggests. ‘I’ve got a couple of ten kilometres close by.’

			Max checks his Pokémon Go. He has a few five-kilometre eggs that need tending, but he’s not expecting anything special because he’s already got everything that’s available. However, he shrugs and says okay. He has no plans for the evening. 

			The two men wander along Gustav Adolfsvägen as dusk begins to fall, lights coming on in the houses on both sides of the street. The air is mild, because the waters of the bay are still holding on to the warmth of late summer and allowing it to drift across the town. A lovely evening with only a hint of earthiness on the breeze, a reminder of the approaching autumn. 

			As so often happens, Max finds himself harking back to his childhood and youth, remembering how he walked along this same street in the same fading light, but back then everything had seemed mystical and full of promise, as if he were constantly on his way towards a revelation. The smells of which he is now aware are not genuine smells, but markers pointing to a time when he really did experience smells.

			This is partly down to the medication he’s on. When his psychiatrist prescribed Lamictal, the doctor had explained that the pills would even out his highs and lows. Max would no longer get so depressed, nor would he feel so elated. The extremes of the spectrum would be removed and Max would become the MP3 version of himself.

			Maybe it’s those extremes he misses. The crazy lust for life and the rash, impulsive projects, like climbing the silo. The pitch-black hours and days when the world sat in his chest like a bowling ball in a bird cage, and all he wanted to do was sink. However, after what had happened to him in Cuba, the swings had become so violent that he no longer dared to be without his medication. 

			He thinks of Lamictal as a figure, a little troll inside his head that he calls Micke. Micke Littletroll. Micke has a chainsaw, and as soon as he catches sight of a high on its way up or a low on its way down, he starts up the saw and takes the tops off the waves. 

			Sometimes Max can actually sense it happening, like when he was at a Lars Winnerbäck gig and heard the opening chords of his favourite song, ‘Söndermarken’. A feeling of pure joy rose up within him, wanting to take possession of his body, but in a second Micke was there with his chainsaw, and the jubilant choir was chopped down to a small ensemble that applauded politely and murmured: ‘How lovely’. 

			The doctor also explained about the influx of sodium to the neurons and the raising of the threshold for potential action, but the bottom line is that Max feels lame all the time, in spite of the fact that he works eleven hours a day. It’s interesting that ‘Söndermarken’ became his favourite song only after he’d started taking Lamictal. It expresses the same longing for a past when everything meant more, the same brooding nostalgia that plagues him. Dirty white clouds, dentist weather.

			‘Have you noticed?’ Johan says, pointing to a house opposite Kvisthamra Primary School, where they both spent their early years. 

			‘What?’ Max asks, looking at the nondescript plot with a red fence and a Subaru parked on the drive. ‘What is it?’

			‘It’s more a matter of what it isn’t,’ Johan says. ‘Can’t you see? New owners, and the first thing they do is chop down the apple tree. Fucking idiots. Do you remember?’

			Max remembers. During the apple season he and Johan would sometimes sit in that tree at break time. The owners were out, and the boys helped themselves to as many apples as they wanted. The main attraction was that it was forbidden to leave the school premises during breaks, and to scrump apples, so they were real gangsters, perched on a branch with their legs dangling down. 

			Max is on a downward trajectory. Not so bad that Micke needs to step in, but he could have done without the information about the apple tree. As a general rule Max hates change. For example, the demolition of the silo and the development in the harbour area is a constant, ongoing affront to his eyes. Johan is the same, but in a less acute, more teeth-grinding way. Fucking idiots is his favourite expression.

			‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t pass on that kind of information,’ Max says as they approach Hedlund’s tobacconist shop. ‘It doesn’t do me any good.’

			‘So are you going to have a nervous breakdown?’ Johan asks.

			‘No, I am not going to have a nervous breakdown, and can you stop being so fucking miserable? It’s not my fault Marko didn’t call you.’

			Johan blows air out between his teeth. ‘What do you mean? I don’t give a fuck about Marko.’

			‘Anyway, you’ve changed your number.’

			‘You could have given him my new number.’

			‘I thought you didn’t give a fuck about Marko?’

			‘Yes, but you didn’t know that at the time, did you?’

			They continue up the hill towards the airfield in silence.

			When the sports hall comes into view, Johan stops and takes out his phone. A speckled blue egg can be seen on the screen, with the word ‘Oh?’ He presses the egg and it begins to vibrate and crack, until a fat, pink figure jumps out, cradling an egg of its own. 

			‘Fuck,’ Johan says. ‘Fucking Chansey.’

			Max rubs his eyes. Even though he is on level thirty-seven and has therefore played considerably more than Johan, who is on level thirty-two, he questions the validity of Pokémon Go as a pastime for adults. Maybe the truth is that he and Johan aren’t adults, in spite of their careers and apartments. On the other hand, there are several pensioners in the Facebook group Pokémon Go Roslagen who sometimes turn up on raids. And pensioners are definitely adults. 

			Johan appraises Chansey who, apart from being fucking Chansey also has a bagful of stats. Another egg and another ‘Oh?’ appear on the screen, and Johan presses with unnecessary force. Max did, in fact, pass on Johan’s new number to Marko without being asked, but he has no intention of telling Johan, because that would make his friend sad rather than angry. 

			Max looks up and sees the market sparkling in the car park in front of the sports hall. Events like this always look better from a distance. He has absolutely no desire to join the crowds shuffling past plastic tat from Taiwan. 

			‘Yes!’ Johan shouts, raising a clenched fist. ‘At last!’

			Snorlax is parading across the screen, blue and white and even fatter than Chansey. 

			‘I thought you had him already?’

			‘No, I didn’t have him already,’ Johan mimics Max. ‘So, how many have you got? Seven?’

			‘Four.’

			Johan shakes his head. ‘Get a life.’

			Get a life. It’s the kind of thing people say without thinking, but the concept has seriously started to bother Max over the past few months. He is twenty-nine years old, and is feeling more and more as if he is simply vegetating, waiting for his real life to begin. He has no idea what this real life is supposed to look like. 

			Vegetating isn’t entirely fair. He has two jobs, one as a park keeper and one as a newspaper distributor. On weekdays he gets up at four in the morning, and rarely gets home before six in the evening. He has his own apartment and plenty of money, but lately he has begun to suspect that he works as hard as he does in order to avoid thinking about or tackling the other thing, whatever it might be. 

			Max’s life consists of a before and an after. When he set off for Cuba at the age of twenty, his life was mapped out. All he had to do was follow the course until he reached his goal. Then the horror had sunk its claws into him and thick fog had descended; he could barely see his hand in front of him. He had begun to move from day to day without striving to reach any kind of goal; he couldn’t do anything else.

			As they continue to make their way towards the market, Max glances at Johan, who is busy appraising Snorlax. He seems to be pleased, because for once a smile is playing over his lips. If Max had followed the course that was originally set out for him, Johan wouldn’t have been part of the journey, and they would have been strangers by now, instead of meeting up practically every day. 

			Johan slips the phone back into his pocket and Max says: ‘Can I ask you something?’ 

			‘Mmm?’

			‘Do you ever feel as if . . . life is somehow running away from you?’

			‘Yes. All the time. Why?’

			‘Shouldn’t we try to do something about it?’

			‘How can we? It’s just the natural condition. We live our life, yet at the same time we feel as if we’re throwing it away. What was it John Lennon said? Life is what happens while you’re busy making other plans.’

			‘But does it have to be that way?’

			‘How the fuck should I know?’ Johan says as they cross the patch of grass between Carl Bondes väg and the car park. ‘What’s the alternative?’

			Max’s nostrils pick up the smell of fast food and sweets, he hears the hum of voices and sees dark bodies moving beneath the coloured lanterns. It occurs to him that all this is merely an imitation, some kind of performance that is being acted out in front of him with the aim of masking the reality, as if real life is hidden inside or behind what he can see. 

			As they get closer and Max is able to distinguish a myriad of colours and goods for sale, he feels as if something is approaching. In a few moments the mask will be ripped away and the naked reality will be exposed. There is a rushing sound in his ears, emotion swells inside his body . . . and collapses like a souffle that’s been taken out of the oven. Micke has done his job.

			‘What’s wrong with you?’ Johan asks. ‘Is something happening?’

			Max is unaware that he has stopped and is standing there with his fists clenched and his mouth open. He smiles apologetically at Johan and shakes his head. ‘No, it was just . . . I’m fine.’

			‘Are you sure? You used to look like that when something happened.’

			Max still has his visions occasionally, a fleeting glimpse of a car coming off the road or a builder falling from scaffolding, a raised hand holding a knife, but since he started taking Lamictal the experience doesn’t possess his entire body as it used to, and the images are no longer so clear. This is mainly a relief. The sudden incidents of awareness, which are not unlike epilepsy, have put him in danger more than once, just like that day on the silo. Lamictal is principally used to control epilepsy, and has the same calming effect on Max’s incomprehensible symptoms. 

			They continue along the wall of the gym, and Johan grins when he sees what someone has sprayed there: ‘Ballet for Fatties’. At that moment two overweight, black-haired girls emerge through the main door. Their wide backsides sway beneath their joggers, and Johan jerks his head in the direction of the graffiti. ‘Spot on, wouldn’t you say?’

			Max gazes after the girls. Their hair is wet and they are walking along with their heads close together, deep in conversation. They are as far removed as possible from what he regards as attractive, and yet he feels something he can’t put his finger on. Envy, perhaps, as if they have something he will never achieve. Or something else. 

			 

			The elderly couple wander slowly through the market, hand in hand. They stop at a stall selling thirty-seven flavours of liquorice strips. The young man on the till picks up his phone and asks if he can take their picture. His girlfriend doesn’t believe that lifelong love exists, but he wants to propose to her, and . . . well, you understand. The couple put their arms around each other and let him take their photo.

		

	
		
			A temporary visit to death

			1

			Max was seven years old the first time it happened. It was late August, he’d just come home from school and was lying on his bed reading the latest Donald Duck paperback, which had arrived in the post that very day. He was the best in his class and could read long passages aloud without stumbling, so Donald Duck was no great challenge.

			The window in his big room overlooked the Kvisthamra inlet, and was wide open. He could hear his mother clattering about in the kitchen downstairs; she was making spaghetti carbonara, one of his favourites. He had a pillow behind his back and a blanket over his knees to make things cosy. 

			He’d just finished reading about Donald’s adventure in the Wild West. He lowered the book and looked out of the window; the water was as still as a millpond. Then he became aware of a smell, just like the one when he’d short-circuited an electrical socket by inserting a damp plug. He just had time to think is there a fire somewhere? when his consciousness was taken away from him. 

			He was no longer on his bed, but inside something that resembled a gigantic bathtub. He had no control over his body, but somehow he knew he was in here because he was playing hide-and-seek. He was curled up on the bottom of the bathtub next to a big propeller with sharp edges. Someone was searching for him.

			Max didn’t have time to pick up any more of this unfamiliar consciousness. There was a sudden rattling noise and at the very top of his field of vision he saw a large, round object falling down towards him. Instinctively he curled up even tighter and the object, which was a bale of compressed hay, landed right in front of him. Max didn’t know why, but a bolt of sheer panic shot through his brain and he opened his mouth to scream. At that moment the propeller began to rotate. 

			The first sharp edge struck him in the side, knocking the air out of his lungs and slicing his skin open. He tried to get to his feet, but the propeller knocked his legs from under him. The speed increased. If he’d had the presence of mind to lie down flat on his back and let the blades whine past above him, things could have turned out differently, but that wasn’t what happened. His kneecaps were sliced off by the spinning edge. The pain was so intense that it made him raise his head to see how bad the damage was. He felt a burning sensation at the back of his head, and then it was over.

			Max had slid down from the pillow and kicked off the blanket. He was lying flat on his back on the bed, drenched in sweat. His jaws were clamped together so tightly that it hurt when he relaxed and opened his mouth to take a few short, panting breaths. He opened his equally tightly clenched fists, opened and closed, opened and closed.

			What? Where? Who?

			He had never seen, let alone experienced anything so horrific, not even in his nightmares. He didn’t understand what kind of bathtub he’d been in, or who he had been. When the cramp in his body began to ease and his breathing slowed, Max closed his eyes and tried to recall the scene in which he had just found himself. 

			One thing he knew for sure: he’d been a child, around his own age. He came to this conclusion purely based on the size of his body, and particularly the smallness of the hands resting on his thin, mangled kneecaps. But why would anyone have a giant bathtub with a sharp-bladed propeller in the bottom? How come he’d suddenly had a nightmare that contained stuff he’d never even heard of? Max picked up his book, but he couldn’t stop thinking about the child he had become for a while. Who? What? Where?

			 

			The following day Max got his answer without asking a question. After dinner his mother and father were sitting out on the patio with a glass of wine. Their sun loungers were just below Max’s open window, and when he heard the words ‘terrible tragedy’, he crept over to listen in.

			He couldn’t pick up everything they said, but enough to give him a somewhat fragmented picture. A six-year-old child had died in an accident on a farm the previous day. The little boy had hidden in a feed mixer, whatever that was. His father had started up the machine without knowing his son was in there, and had been taken to the local hospital suffering from severe shock.

			The final piece of information Max managed to glean was perhaps the most astonishing. This had happened in Björnö, across the inlet outside Max’s bedroom window. Only a kilometre or so away as the crow flies. So how had he been able to see it, to be there?

			He went downstairs and out onto the patio, where his parents let it be known with a subtle shift in their body language that this was their time. Max was very good at interpreting these signals, but on this occasion he ignored them and said: ‘Mum? Dad? The boy who died, the one you were discussing – I saw it happen.’

			‘What are you talking about?’ his father said, putting down his glass. ‘You were at home.’

			‘I know, but I saw it. In my head.’

			‘Nonsense,’ his mother snapped. She was very sensitive to anything that could be seen as social deviance. Seeing things in one’s head definitely fell into that category, but Max wasn’t giving up. ‘Yesterday. When it happened. I became that little boy just before the propellers began to turn . . .’

			‘Have people been gossiping about this in school?’ his father wondered, his tone making it clear that this was highly inappropriate. 

			‘No – nobody’s mentioned it, but I became him, it’s like I was inside his head and—’

			His father held up his hand and said firmly: ‘Enough, Max! Mum and I are having a quiet drink, and I don’t want to hear your silly stories.’

			What Max found most surprising when he returned to his room was the fact that he’d actually thought it was worth trying. Both his mother and father were staunch opponents of any kind of alternative behaviour, which included religious leanings. Supernatural abilities simply didn’t exist. 

			If this was a supernatural ability. Max lay down on his bed and his parents’ voices died away to a murmur. He placed a hand over his heart and felt his pulse racing. He had once read a Donald Duck story about a magician who could see into the future. His eyes turned into spinning spirals and he was able to say what was going to happen. 

			But according to Max’s parents, the accident had happened yesterday afternoon – so at the same time as Max had seen it. Although, of course, he couldn’t be sure; the word ‘afternoon’ covered a lot of hours, but still . . . Something didn’t quite fit, and he made a huge effort to try to work it out. Yes! He must have seen into the future a little bit, because he became the six-year-old boy just before the accident. He concentrated, thought back. 

			He had been scared when the bale of hay came thudding down. The child had understood something that Max knew nothing about. And when the propeller sliced into him, had it hurt? Max searched his memory. Yes, it had hurt, but nowhere near as much as having his kneecaps chopped off should have hurt. It was as if the pain had been confined to his head. 

			Max covered his eyes with his hands and conducted an experiment. He pictured the block where his father sometimes chopped wood for the fire. He placed his left hand on the block, then he imagined the axe in his right hand. 

			No. No, no, no.

			The thought alone made him want to resist, but he forced himself to swing the axe through the air and bring it down, forced himself to chop off his left index and middle fingers, saw them flip away from the block, saw the blood spurting from the stumps.

			Did it hurt? Yes, in a way it did. There was imaginary pain in his imaginary hand. He uncovered his eyes and checked that his left hand was intact. This was how he had felt when the boy in the feed mixer was struck by the blade, but it wasn’t something that had actually happened to Max. He had experienced imaginary pain and his imaginary death. 

			He rolled over onto his side and drew his knees up towards his chest as he gazed at the poster of carnivorous dinosaurs on his bedroom wall. Being attacked and eaten by a T-rex had been his worst nightmare. Now he had a new one. 

			2

			Over the years, similar things happened at irregular intervals. The burning smell of an electrical short circuit would fill his nostrils, everything would go black before his eyes, and when his vision returned he was somewhere else, inside someone else.

			On the third occasion he was nine years old, watching Sweden’s Eurovision Song Contest selection programme with his parents. Nanne Grönvall, with her pixie ears, had just launched into the chorus of ‘Jealous’ when the smell and the blackout came. Max saw himself sitting on the floor of a living room, pressed against the wall in a corner. Nanne Grönvall was singing on the TV in this room too. In his hands he was holding a shotgun, with the stock propped against the back of an armchair. He wasn’t wearing any socks, and his hands clutched the barrel as the muzzle was inserted in his mouth. 

			‘Jealous! I’m so jealous!’

			No! Stop! Don’t do it!

			He was inside the other person’s mind, inside the dark despair and loneliness that filled it, but he was incapable of influencing those thoughts, just as a passenger is incapable of using pure strength of will to halt a ferry heading across the sea to Finland. The movement is unstoppable, and Max saw his big toe find its way to the trigger, rest there briefly, then press down and back.

			He heard the report, and for a fraction of a second his mouth was filled with the taste of gunpowder before the image was snatched away into the darkness, and he found himself lying on the rug in front of the TV, staring at Nanne Grönvall as she tossed her mane of hair. 

			‘Max! Sweetheart! What happened?’

			His mother was crouching beside him, gently shaking his shoulder. Max tried to speak, but just as before his jaws were clamped together so tightly that his lips couldn’t form any words, and only a groaning sound emerged. 

			‘What was it, Max?’

			His father had dropped to his knees, which Max appreciated in spite of his confused state. His father wasn’t the kind of man to allow his feelings to gain the upper hand, but there was a definite note of anxiety in his voice. Max revelled in that anxiety for a moment before hauling himself back up onto the sofa and staring blankly at the TV while his parents exchanged glances.

			He was tested for epilepsy, but the results were inconclusive in spite of the fact that his symptoms were largely identical with a grand mal attack, albeit short-lived. The doctor who examined him said it was best to wait and see; treatment wasn’t implemented until it had happened at least twice. Max didn’t mention his previous episodes, particularly as he didn’t believe it was anything to do with epilepsy.

			A few days later he heard about a neighbour five doors down who had taken his own life during the Eurovision programme. Max didn’t need to ask how. 

			 

			As time went by, Max gained a better understanding of what he called his ‘visions’. The closer he was to the actual incident, both emotionally and geographically, the more powerful they were. It was rare for a child to feature, and his first vision had been so strong because the victim was a boy of his own age. The man who’d shot himself had had little in common with Max, but he had been close by. 

			The most common visions involved suicide. One aspect that surprised Max was that he never saw attempted suicides; he was only connected to the other person’s mind when he or she succeeded in their efforts – as if who should die and who should survive was predetermined. The alternative explanation was that his vision kicked in only when the deed was a fait accompli, and that he was seeing everything with a delay. 

			Whatever the case, one question remained: why? Why did he have this gift, and what was the point of it? When he eventually shared his secret with Johan, they speculated about superpowers, mutations and time travel, but failed to come up with anything that made sense. They always ended up with a laconic because. Some people are diabetic, others have visions. 

			When Max saw the child’s buggy that was crushed and saved simultaneously, it was his seventeenth vision and the first that didn’t end in darkness and death. Well, it did, but then again it didn’t. This knowledge, coupled with his own experience of having been a hair’s breadth from death, meant that he was shaken and confused when he took the lawnmower out of the storage shed one day towards the end of September, a week after the incident on the top of the silo, to give the grass its final cut of the year.

			3

			Max was paid one hundred kronor every time he mowed the 1,500-square metre patch of grass sloping down to the Kvisthamra inlet; there was a jetty and a boathouse on the water’s edge. The job took him about two hours, and he didn’t mind it at all – quite the reverse. Plodding along behind the chugging machine and letting his thoughts run free was quite restful actually. Under normal circumstances, that is. On this particular day he couldn’t achieve that sense of calm.

			It started when he was getting the mower out. It got stuck on a rake, he lost his temper and yanked it so hard that he almost snapped the handle of the rake. Then the mower wouldn’t start. He’d pulled the cord at least ten times and was on the verge of tears when he realised that he’d forgotten to pump the fuel up to the carburettor, something he usually did as a matter of routine.

			When he began mowing he thought the machine was too slow, that it was vibrating in his hands in an unpleasant way, and was making too much noise. In an effort to push down the dark lump that was growing in his chest, he took deep breaths as the mower nudged its way down towards the water. This was exactly what he had decided was not going to happen; he refused to allow the anxiety to take over.

			He had made the decision a few weeks before his eleventh birthday. By that stage he had had four more visions since the Eurovision programme, and the experience was taking its toll. He was terrified at the thought of having to participate when people placed the noose around their neck or drove off an icy road at speed, heading for the tree that would be the last thing they saw on this earth. Terrified. 

			The faintest smell of smoke, even if it was from someone burning leaves a kilometre away, made him hunch his shoulders and close his eyes, as if that would enable him to ward off the vision that wanted to take him over. When it transpired that it wasn’t that smell of burning, tears of relief would spring to his eyes. 

			He was always on the alert and found it difficult to concentrate on his work in school. His main respite was the fantasy games he and Johan played on the hill behind Johan’s house. When Max became Spiderman or Superman with their superpowers, he was able to forget the gift he actually possessed – at least for a little while. When the game was over, the tension came flooding back. 

			The turning point came on a summer’s day, oddly enough when he was about to cut the grass for the first time that year. Max didn’t know it, but during the winter fuel had leaked into the spark plug. Pulling the cord caused a minor explosion in the chamber, with accompanying smoke. When the smell hit Max’s nostrils he leapt in the air then ducked, banged his head on the mower’s handle, fell over and ended up on his back on the grass. He opened his eyes, gazed up at the clouds drifting across the sky, and thought: I can’t do this anymore.

			He was living in limbo, anxiously waiting for the visions to take possession of him. He was incapable of being present in the moment. Lying there on the grass with a lump forming on his forehead, it suddenly became clear to him that he had two options: either he could step over the line and embrace the anxiety that was his daily bread – flip out completely and be sectioned, medicated into some kind of harmony. Or he could rise above the whole thing, regard the visions as attacks to be endured, but otherwise give them the finger, refuse to let them rule him. He saw a cloud take on the shape of a rearing elephant, and decided on option two. 

			Once he’d made his choice, the implementation was surprisingly straightforward. Only a week later he fell from some scaffolding and crashed down onto the concrete below. He couldn’t avert the attack through willpower, but when he came round and found himself lying on the floor in front of his computer, he simply got up and carried on playing Civilization from where he’d left off, without giving the matter another thought. 

			This new attitude also had consequences in his everyday life. Once he had decided to ignore the worst things that can happen to a person, the things he was forced to experience, he became much more daring. He went in hard when it came to tackling in football, he climbed trees higher than anyone else, and refused to take crap from anyone. So what if he had to roll with the odd punch – that was nothing compared to what he’d gone through.

			The decision he’d made beneath a rearing elephant was possibly the smartest thing he’d ever done. His school work recovered, and the respect of his fellow pupils grew. The curve continued on its upward trajectory until the day it drove him to climb the silo, and something happened. 

			 

			Max carried on mechanically plodding back and forth with the mower, staring at his hands clutching the vibrating handle, and a thought came into his mind: these hands shouldn’t be here.

			The realisation that had struck him on top of the silo was gradually becoming something of an obsession. It was as if the world had been split in two. There was one version where he was cutting grass like any other teenager, and another where his body lay broken and dead in a mortuary, waiting to be cremated. It didn’t make sense. 

			He had tried to follow his original decision beneath the elephant cloud and simply ignore it, but this time his brain refused to cooperate. Over and over again he saw Marko’s outstretched hand, felt himself sliding towards the edge, relived Marko’s refusal to let go, even though a single centimetre was the difference between life and death. Marko’s hand. The power behind Max’s back, wanting to drag him down into the abyss. Marko’s hand. His grip. The resolve, the courage. He had saved Max’s life. The memory settled in his chest like a weight and a barb.

			When Max turned the mower towards the shoreline for the third time he saw his father come out onto the patio with the Sunday newspaper and a bottle of beer. Max smiled. In spite of the fact that his father had begun to adopt certain upper-class habits as his wealth increased – tasselled loafers, a well-stocked wine cooler, a Maserati Spyder in the garage – he couldn’t bring himself to give up the pleasures of his less affluent background, including a cold Pripps Blå.

			He settled down on the sun lounger and opened up the newspaper. Max stopped mowing and headed for the patio. His father didn’t look up as he approached, but Max sat down opposite him anyway. ‘Dad?’

			His father still didn’t look up. ‘Mmm?’

			‘I need your help.’

			‘Mmm-hmm?’

			‘There’s a new boy who’s started in my class. His name is Marko, and he’s from Bosnia. His dad hasn’t got a job, and I wondered if you might be able to . . . sort something out for him.’

			His father lowered the newspaper and took off his reading glasses. ‘A job?’

			‘Yes. Johan told me he hasn’t got anything, and he’s kind of depressed. He really wants to work – for his family and so on.’

			‘Does he have experience in the construction industry?’

			‘I don’t know, but even if he hasn’t, surely there must be something he could do?’

			His father sucked one arm of his glasses, a habit he’d acquired in recent years, and stared at Max as if his son were a visual puzzle that must be solved. 

			‘So, how come you’re . . . involved?’

			Max shrugged. ‘Marko’s a nice kid. It’s a shame if his dad is sitting at home getting depressed.’

			‘We don’t need anyone at the moment.’

			His father put his glasses back on and was about to return to the newspaper when Max said: ‘Please, Dad. This is important.’

			There was a lot about his father’s reserved behaviour that Max didn’t like, but he had to admit that his father understood when something was serious. He was able to appreciate the significance of what was said without probing for the reasons behind it. He gazed at Max for a moment, then nodded. ‘Okay, tell him to come over. Then I can see what he’s like.’ 

			He pushed his glasses into position with a firm gesture and raised the newspaper so that it formed a barrier between him and his son. Max stood up. ‘Thanks, Dad.’

			‘Mmm.’

			 

			‘Excuse me! Hello – stop!’

			The assistant comes rushing out of the ICA supermarket in Kryddan, catches up with the elderly lady and hands over the packet of saffron she left behind. The customer thanks her warmly. Her daughter is coming to visit and she’s going to make her favourite meal – saffron chicken. As the name suggests, it wouldn’t really work without the saffron. She thanks the assistant once more, gently strokes her cheek. 

		

	
		
			The tyranny of good intentions

			1

			Johan was sitting on the rock by his front door trying to hit a rusty can with pine cones when Max came racing along on his bike. Eighteen gears. A Monark. Slightly different from Johan’s lady’s bike with no gears and a chain that came off at regular intervals. When Max stopped and flipped down the support, Johan tried to think of a reason why they couldn’t play GameCube. A reason other than the fact that his mother was asleep on the sofa, surrounded by dirty laundry. 

			‘Hi,’ Max said, coming over. 

			‘Hi,’ Johan replied, throwing another cone that amazingly dropped into the can. 

			‘Shit – have you been practising long?’

			‘All my life,’ Johan said, which made Max frown. Johan was working up to his excuse – one of the controls was broken. However, before he could come out with it, Max asked: ‘Do you know if Marko’s home?’

			‘Marko?’

			‘Yes, Marko. You’re friends, aren’t you?’

			After the Wind Waker game Marko had been to Johan’s on one more occasion. He’d told Johan about his father, and Johan had passed the information on to Max. 

			‘I’ve seen him a few times, but I don’t keep tabs on where he is.’

			‘Can we go and see?’

			‘Why?’

			‘I’ve got something. Maybe.’

			Johan slid down from the rock, pleased that he didn’t have to lie. Together they went in through the entrance next to Johan’s and up the stairs to the second floor, where they found the door marked ‘Kovac’. Max rang the bell. They could hear the sound of voices from inside, then the door was opened by Marko, who looked enquiringly from Johan to Max. 

			‘Hi,’ Max began. ‘I was wondering if your dad’s home.’

			‘He is,’ Marko replied, as if it were the most natural question in the world. All of a sudden Johan realised what this was about. 

			‘Could I have a word with him?’ Max went on.

			‘You can, but I’ll have to translate.’

			Max’s shoulders slumped. ‘Doesn’t he speak Swedish?’

			‘Yes, but not very well. It’s best if I help. Come in.’

			Johan thought he had a key to Marko’s behaviour, the fact that he didn’t ask what or why. Because Marko himself was painfully honest and always said it exactly as it was, he assumed that other people had simple, straightforward motives for their actions. Max wanted to meet Marko’s father. Okay, then that’s what was going to happen.

			Max walked in and Marko gave Johan a look that was hard to interpret. Maybe it meant What are you doing here?, or I’m glad you’re here, or a combination of the two. 

			The apartment was sparsely furnished, and smelled of unfamiliar spices. As they passed through the hallway leading to the living room, a door opened and a girl aged about ten stuck her head out. She had long, black hair framing a face that was almost angelic, apart from a pair of eyebrows so thick that they could have belonged to an adult. These eyebrows were drawn together and a surprisingly deep voice asked: ‘Who are you?’

			‘Friends from school,’ Marko informed her.

			The girl laughed. ‘You haven’t got any friends!’

			Marko waved his hand in the direction of the girl as if he were swatting away a wasp. ‘My little sister. Maria.’

			Maria turned her big, luminous green eyes on Johan and Max. She studied them openly from head to toe, then asked: ‘Are you dorks?’

			Johan had seen her on the hill a few times, but they’d never spoken. Her favourite pastime appeared to be hitting trees with branches while muttering to herself, and he guessed that in her opinion, most people were dorks. Before he could come up with a clever response, Max jumped in. ‘Absolutely. We’re superdorks.’ Maria gave a brief nod and disappeared into her room. Johan caught a glimpse of fabrics in different colours before she closed the door. They continued to the living room. Johan stopped in the doorway and looked around.

			Where’s all their stuff?

			The Kovac family’s living room was identical in size and shape to his own, but that was where the resemblance ended. Johan’s home was dirty, dusty and cluttered, while this room was spotlessly clean and virtually empty. A sofa, two armchairs, a coffee table, a rug and a television. That was it. There was a cross on the wall, plus a drawing of someone who was presumably Jesus, judging by his unnaturally gentle expression and the halo around his head. Beneath the picture was a little hook with an old-fashioned key hanging on it.

			A skinny little man was sitting in one of the armchairs rolling cigarettes with nothing but his fingers. When Marko said: ‘Tata,’ he looked up. Marko gestured towards Max and Johan and went on in Swedish: ‘These are two of my friends from school.’ He spoke so slowly and articulated so clearly that it sounded as if he were giving a speech. 

			The man leapt to his feet, held out his hands and said: ‘Hello, hello. Welcome. My name is Goran.’ His accent was very strong. Johan took Goran’s hand, which was as slender as its owner, but with a surprisingly firm grip. ‘Johan,’ he said, with a hint of a bow.

			When Max had also introduced himself, Goran invited them to sit on the sofa beneath the picture of Jesus, while he returned to his cigarettes. It was like watching a magician. With practised fingers he spread tobacco along the paper, rolled it between his fingers, then sealed it by licking the edge. His movements were rapid, but the resulting cigarette was indistinguishable from one that came out of a packet. 

			Marko perched on the edge of the other armchair and observed his father’s prestidigitation in silence for a few seconds, then said something that began with ‘Tata’ – which presumably meant Dad – and continued with words that were incomprehensible apart from ‘Max’. 

			This too seemed somehow unnatural to Johan, as if there were another person living inside Marko, a person who expressed himself in a secret language. Before he’d met Marko he’d never had anything to do with an immigrant, nor had he visited any country outside of Sweden. He glanced at Max who looked perfectly at ease, but then he and his parents went abroad once or twice a year, sometimes to countries Johan had never even heard of.

			‘What was it you wanted to talk to Dad about?’ Marko asked eventually. 

			‘Okay, so . . .’ Max linked his hands in his lap. ‘My dad . . .’

			There was the clink of glass, and Marko’s mother emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray with a carafe of juice, several glasses and a plate of Ballerina biscuits. She put the tray down on the table, pointed to herself and said: ‘Laura. Marko’s mum.’

			Laura was at least ten centimetres taller than her husband, and maybe twenty kilos heavier. She had dark shadows beneath her eyes, but she exuded an air of calm that neither Marko’s father nor Johan’s mother possessed. Johan liked her immediately. 

			Presumably lured by the sound of clinking glasses, Maria appeared in the doorway. She’d put on a pink tulle tutu over her jeans, and curled up on the arm of her father’s chair. She gazed at Johan and Max with those feline eyes, while Laura returned to the kitchen. 

			‘My dad,’ Max continued, ‘owns a construction company and if . . . if you’re looking for a job, he might be able to sort something out.’

			Maria attempted to translate for her father, but Marko quickly interrupted. ‘You’re getting it wrong. Shut up.’ He ignored her sullen expression and took over the translation. His father nodded quietly as Laura reappeared carrying a kitchen chair, which she placed between her son and her husband. Goran began to answer Marko, but Laura stopped him. She said something about ‘svedski’ and pointed to Max. 

			Goran took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a second, then said in Swedish: ‘This . . . job. When I can . . . er . . . start?’ 

			Johan looked at Max, noting with satisfaction that his friend was somewhat taken aback by the direct question, in spite of his wider experience of the world. Max scratched his head. ‘Well, I don’t exactly know what kind of job it is, but . . . my dad would like to meet you.’

			‘I expect it’s a rubbish job,’ Maria announced, reaching for a biscuit. Laura slapped the back of her hand and muttered a rebuke that made the girl sulk even more as Marko translated. 

			Johan glanced at each of the four members of the Kovac family in turn. He couldn’t put his finger on the reason why, but he liked them, both as a group and as individuals. Even Maria. Beneath that spiky exterior he sensed a bright girl with a strong will of her own. He found himself hoping that they would like him. 

			‘Juice and biscuits – how lovely,’ he said, pouring himself a drink. Max looked at him with something approaching horror. Okay, Johan could hear that he sounded like someone in an old-fashioned children’s film, but he wanted to make his position clear. Laura smiled at him, while Maria narrowed her eyes suspiciously. She seemed to be on the point of making a crushing comment when Goran got to his feet and said: ‘We go! Now? Yes?’
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