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The Tetrahedron

In the middle of Åkerö Island lies the Black Fallow—a vast, swampy wasteland from the days of the brickworks that in the mid-1900s became a dumping ground for scrapped freighters and other unwieldy hulks. In the late sixties, when new, more stringent environmental directives put an end to this wrecking yard, the land was sold to the defense group Swedish Machines. Aided by generous government support, the group initiated works to transform the Black Fallow into northern Europe’s biggest and most cutting-edge facility for the development of defense technologies.



By 1975 the facility was complete, and, eager to please its state investors, Swedish Machines immediately embarked upon a project with the armed forces that sought to develop an entirely new breed of long-distance weapon. This work yielded fast results, and, following a number of promising experiments in laboratory environments, in the spring of 1980 preparations were made to test the first prototype out in the field. In the early morning of July 12, the weapon, known as the Tetrahedron, was transported to the designated test site in the Black Fallow. But something went wrong. The moment the weapon was activated, it triggered an explosion so powerful that it was recorded by US seismographs in the northern Cascades, a mountain range some five thousand miles away. The resulting column of smoke rose twenty-five miles into the atmosphere, and it was visible at ground level from all around Lake Mälaren. When the sun set that day (described by eyewitnesses as one of the eeriest sunsets they had ever seen), an area of thirty-seven square miles had been destroyed, and over the next three weeks all of the island’s 1,200 resident families would be forced to leave their homes.



In the many hearings that followed, neither Swedish Machines’ engineers nor the military’s scientists could explain what had happened. Hypotheses were put forward. The Tetrahedron could perhaps have triggered a subatomic instability cascade. A sublimation wave. A non-Euclidean shock wave. However it was described, the result remained the same: the island was uninhabitable and had to be closed off. A restricted area was established. It became known as the Black Fallow Exclusion Zone, and within its controlled checkpoints only the military’s scientists were allowed.



For years the winters were abnormally harsh. Summers played out in a dusky twilight realm where swallows flitted under a black firmament. Once the ash in the atmosphere had finally cleared and the black soot had stopped falling, life slowly started to return to normal in the communities around the exclusion zone. Years passed, governments changed, and research grants dwindled. When the workers who had taken part in the decontamination efforts within the perimeter started to suffer from a strange neurological condition, the country’s new powers-that-be put an end to all human presence within the exclusion zone. An ongoing restoration of the area was no longer feasible. Responsibility for guarding the exclusion zone would be transferred to a private enterprise. The scientists and military withdrew from the area, and the checkpoints were abandoned. Nature would be left to run its course.



By the time the twentieth century was drawing to its close, a new generation had grown up in a world in which the Black Fallow Exclusion Zone formed a natural part of the local landscape. Life was full of playing soccer, and wrestling, and hockey trading cards, and most kids didn’t give the zone a second thought. Its fortified checkpoints and warning signs were the kinds of things that were simply glimpsed in passing on the way to qualifying matches and playoffs.



But for you and me it was different. Even in elementary school we were drawn to the perimeter. It’s how we first became friends. We would stroll along the plant-engulfed fences, lost in daydreams about the mysteries that lay hidden within. In the winding tunnels and hidden hollows of the blackthorn thickets we learned to read the Black Fallow’s ciphers. We crawled ever deeper into the innermost grottos of their untamed summer sprawls, and there on the cool earth we shared our most precious secrets.
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The Key

I find it while carrying things up to my attic storage space after the divorce. There it is, at the bottom of an old cardboard box, buried under layer upon layer of unsorted papers, scuffed CD-Rs, and ancient pay stubs: a flat, silver key. From the hole in its black grip hangs a small, see-through plastic sphere on a chain.



It’s a miracle that it has survived this long. I have chanced upon it a few times over the years, during moves and big clear-outs with Annika, but every time I ignored it, along with all the feelings it brings.



This time I don’t. It’s not even a formulated thought, I just know I can’t let it disappear back into a box again. So I slip it into my pocket, and when I get back down to the apartment I put it in the kitchen drawer with all my rubber bands and plastic grips.



The next morning I wake up early from a troubled dream. I go to get a glass of water, and in the kitchen I suddenly feel the need to see the key again. I open the drawer and take it out. The head of the key is topped in a black plastic coating with an embossed logo. I run my thumb over the letters. Then I take the little plastic sphere and hold it up to the strip light above the sink. It’s a compass. It’s when I twizzle it, and the little pointer spins in its water-filled casing, that it suddenly dawns on me. I realize why I couldn’t throw it away. I know which lock it opens, and I know what I must do. In a way I have always known, but for over twenty years I have pushed the thought aside, and now it may be too late.



I go back up to the attic and dig out the box that the key was in. After a little rummaging I find it, among the papers at the very bottom: a blue plastic sleeve, and in it a bundle of dog-eared A4 papers. Through the plastic I can make out the printouts: topographic curves, waterways, dotted lines, and place names. These are your maps of the Black Fallow. I open the plastic sleeve and flick through page upon page of your pencil notes: mathematical formulas, hand-drawn graphs, diagrams. Finally I find what I’m looking for: a list of dates and times, each around eighteen years after the last. The font is small, using numerals alone: 06/20/1982-09:12, 09/17/2225-20:32, and so on. One line is circled: 11/02/2007-15:15. A quarter past three in the afternoon on the second of November 2007. I close my eyes and see the core’s red orb glowing out in the crater. Yes, I remember that day. The next line on the list reads:

12/14/2025-13:47

I exhale. That’s in three days. I can still make it.





So I’m sitting in this car on the assumption that the gate is still out there, almost two hundred miles away, twenty years after I last saw it. It was already old when you showed it to me. And even if it is still there, what’s to say the key will even work? The padlock must have rusted long ago—if it hasn’t been replaced. Still, none of that matters. If the lock doesn’t open I’m driving straight through the gate.
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Torsvik

I moved away in the fall of 1999. The last weekend in October, to be precise. I remember because DreamHack ’99 was held in the Glava Tower that year, and DreamHack is always around the last weekend in October. At the end of the LAN party Mom picked me and my computer up with the moving van.



Earlier that morning, you and I had ditched our computers for one last walk through Torsvik. In the fog we had rounded Äleby Bay all the way out to Grantorp Middle School, and there on the soccer field I promised to come back and see you for New Year’s Eve. If the ice was thick enough by then we could walk over the bay and climb the Glava Tower, and from there look out over the Black Fallow while the rest of the world saw in the new millennium.



But that never happened. While the rest of the world was ringing in the year 2000 I was staggering around Kungsträdgården with my new friends in Stockholm, chugging jungle juice from a plastic bottle.



From time to time you would write to me on ICQ, but my replies were always short. I had started high school by then, and the Black Fallow didn’t interest me anymore. I was in the humanities program, majoring in music. The teachers liked me, I had a girlfriend, and I spent my time hanging out with long-haired dudes who talked about Miles Davis and Jaco Pastorius. When we got a new computer I didn’t even bother to install ICQ, and after that we lost touch completely.
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Summer Graduation

The next time we saw each other was after high school in June 2003, when I came back to Torsvik due to skyrocketing levels of anxiety. It had crept up on me little by little, but by the spring of my senior year it was so intense and unshakable that it was affecting my attendance and grades. It’s hard to put into words what that anxiety was related to: I don’t want to call it an anxiety disorder or hypochondria, but every morning I woke up with this delusional sense of derealization and a deep-seated belief that I had developed something incurable and irreversible. Since there was nothing wrong with me physically, I drew the inevitable conclusion that I was becoming mentally ill.



Mom and my teachers wondered what had happened. Both the school counselor and my doctor said I was suffering from teenage depression—adolescence can be very tough—but I didn’t recognize those symptoms in myself. What I had didn’t feel like depression: every waking hour was a gauntlet of anxiety, and I needed constant distraction to prevent my thoughts from spiraling into a full-blown panic attack.



It was Mom who suggested I move back to Dad’s place in Torsvik for the summer. A change of scenery would do me good. Dad could teach me to drive and even set me up with a job, she said.



So Mom had spoken to Dad. She only ever called him when she had a problem with the car or was worried about me.



It was Dad who picked me up after graduation. He had driven all the way from Torsvik, and I had taken my bags with me to school that day. I waited for him away from the other students. He had misunderstood which parking lot to go to, but when he finally spotted me he honked his horn cheerily, and when he stepped out of the Volvo he clenched his fist in the air like some kind of freedom fighter. In the other hand he held a small bottle. He was wearing his silvery blazer, the one I recognized from photos of his and Mom’s wedding.

“Congratulations, kiddo,” he said, shaking my hand. He held out the bottle to me. “From Yvonne and me.”

I took it and pretended to be interested in what was written on the label.

“You have to be careful with bubbly, it’s stronger than you think.”

I gave him a hug, and then we got into the car and headed straight out of the city on Essingeleden before taking the E20 south, toward Södertälje and Torsvik. I never did open that bottle.






Driving Lesson

Dad had turned my old room in the basement into an office, but my bed was still there, and on my first morning I lay in it for a long time, looking up at all the objects on my former bookshelf. On the shelf between Dad’s account books and the complete National Encyclopedia he had placed what remained of my old things. There was the Guinness Book of Records 1992, the red one with a massive toad on the cover. A kids’ encyclopedia with rainbow stripes around the spine. Joe Kaufman’s Big Book About How Things Work. I saw the key cabinet I once made in shop class, the one with the door that never quite shut. And beside it my old Skurt puppet sat staring down at me. I got up, took three long strides over to the bookshelf, and turned Skurt around to face the wall. Then I flopped back into bed and curled up in the corner with my face to the fiber wallpaper.



At about ten o’clock I heard a car park on the gravel driveway outside the basement window. I hauled myself out of bed and tried to pull on my sweatpants. Footsteps on the stairs, a countdown to the inevitable small talk. There was a knock on the door. I ran my hands through my hair. Pointless: it was a mess either way. I opened the door to find Yvonne grinning at me, still in her riding trousers.

“My oh my, what a sleepyhead we have here!”

She smelled of stables. I lied and said I had drunk a little too much fizz at graduation. She laughed and wagged her finger at me. Whoopsie daisy.



Then she said that she had heard I was having a tough old time of it all—that things hadn’t worked out with the music. In a way maybe it was just as well, she said. Her nephew worked in music. He eked out a living, but he was always broke, and her sister was always worried about him. It could be a tough pill to swallow, but at some point we all had to quit playing and grow up. That was just the way it was. It was good that I was getting a handle on my driving. A license was a must.



Later, when Dad and I were out driving, he said that they were happy to have me there, and I said I was happy to be back. A few minutes later, when attempting to round a traffic circle in Strängnäs, I ended up in the wrong lane and got honked at from behind. I screeched to a stop in the first parking spot I could find. Dad looked at me with concern and was about to say something when I burst into tears. He asked me what was wrong, and I sobbed that I couldn’t take it anymore, that I wanted to die.

Dad drove us home in silence, and just as I was about to slink off to my room he said:

“Linus?”

I turned and looked at him. He was standing in the doorway to the kitchen, jingling his keys in his pockets. My eyes were stinging, and I could feel how red and swollen they were. Dad cleared his throat and said:

“Your driving is great. Everything’s going to be fine, you’ll see—you’re just overthinking it a little. I’m sure things will get better once you’ve started your job as a caretaker.”
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