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Chapter 1

Harriet

She stands in her father’s shadow on the platform, watching as he squints into the low morning sun. They wait. She looks for signs of annoyance in his eyes or in the way he moves. She’s especially attentive today because they’re taking this journey on account of her, which makes her feel like she’s indebted to him. It’s because of her that Dad is standing there now. She endures the heat, endures the early morning, endures the delayed train; she takes responsibility for everything he must tolerate from now on, and he is silent and impossible to read.

The asphalt is hot, its warmth rising through the soles of her shoes. Harriet is dressed entirely in black, because that’s what you do for funerals. She’s carrying her father’s camera bag over her shoulder and does not set it on the ground. Not even when she learns that the train is delayed, and they might be standing there for a while, does she let go of it. In that bag are accessories worth thousands of kronor. She knows the equipment is important to Dad. She also knows it’s her future she’s carrying over her shoulder, because one day she will inherit it all, and each time he tells her this it’s as though a weight is placed upon her. Dad does camera care once a week, and he always wants her to take part. They sit under the orange glow of the kitchen light and he lines up the lenses on the kitchen table, and sometimes he hands her one so she can feel it. ‘Look at this guy,’ he says. And she feels its heft in her hand; the lens is huge and heavy, wants to hit the floor. ‘And this one,’ he says. He hands her another. ‘Look at this guy.’ Dad often calls various objects ‘guys’. Especially ones he has bought and takes good care of, but other things too; in the car, for instance, he might suddenly stop to point if he spots a deer: ‘Look at that guy.’ A tree that has fallen in the woods can also be a guy, if it’s a large tree. But most of the time, it’s all about possessions – and not just ones that belong to him; he’s also generous with praise for the belongings of others. In the car, he might whistle if he ends up behind a Porsche. ‘Wouldja look at that guy.’ It’s a nice habit; in those moments, she likes her father.

Does Dad maybe want to sit down somewhere? She scans the area, but the benches are already full of people; they look silly, a row of craned necks anxiously searching for signs of a train that never comes. A conductor moves swiftly across the platform and someone asks what’s going on, and the man simply points down the tracks, as if the answer were there in the distance, and he were on his way to find it. Then suddenly there’s wild movement as a voice announces the train’s arrival, and everyone’s in such a hurry, as if they know for certain the train will only stop at the station very briefly. But Dad isn’t in a rush. He never is. It’s something about the way he moves, as though he does everything at half-speed. There is nothing that happens out of the blue, nothing done on impulse; Harriet gets the sense that everything is planned from the start. Sometimes she imagines that he decides every morning exactly how he will move throughout the day, from breakfast until night-time, and then he performs it all just as he’d pictured. Maybe that’s why he never shows any emotion, because nothing can ever surprise him, he’s never at a loss to respond. Now he watches the people rushing to their train cars, he lets them do their thing, and then he slowly starts to walk and Harriet follows. It’s just as hot inside the compartment as outside; she walks through the car and sees people sitting there feeling uncomfortable with themselves.

She sits down across from her father in a window seat. He gestures for her to hand over the camera bag, and she does. She looks out of the window at the slowly depopulating platform. The sounds around her get closer – the rustle of newspapers being unfolded, a carbonated bottle opening – and conversations begin to take shape, stumps of discussions. Once she’s started listening she can’t turn it off, and she catches everything because the conversations sound like faint hums that form melodies, stories about lives. And just about everyone she listens to seems sad and weighed down by an inexplicable heaviness. And all the while she’s afraid of being confronted if someone notices her – why are you eavesdropping?

She’s not supposed to eavesdrop.

She remembers the night two years ago when she and her sister were meant to be asleep, and the bedroom shared a wall with the kitchen, where Mom and Dad were. Every word was crystal clear. It was almost strange – could it have been that the wall between the kitchen and the girls’ bedroom actually amplified sound? That must have been the case, because it was like she was right there with them and could hear the sighs, the scraping of chairs, the gentle rumbling of the fridge that stopped when Dad opened it. He stood there taking it in for a little too long. Mom didn’t like members of the family to stand with the fridge door open, she didn’t like the indecisiveness – ‘Do something!’ – and she was worried about their finances too; she had got it into her head that the electric bill was high because the fridge door was open all the time. And that’s why she sometimes shouted: ‘Don’t stand there dilly-dallying – close that door!’ But that night, Dad was able to stand at the fridge for a long time, looking at the possibilities all lined up inside, with no objections from Mom.

This pause caught Harriet’s attention; something was off. Rustling paper, Dad took out a bit of ham, transferred something heavier to the counter – the tub of butter? He opened the freezer for ice cubes. Dad drank his milk with ice, it was a habit. Sharp sounds and clattering from the silverware drawer, as though someone were digging through a treasure chest full of gold. She heard Mom light the candles on the table and set out plates; it was quiet and it took a long time, and Harriet lay in bed listening to the ominous sounds as Mom and Dad sat down across from each other by the window.

‘So how are we going to do this?’ said Mom.

Dad didn’t respond.

What was happening on the other side of the wall?

‘Want some?’ he asked. ‘Thanks,’ she replied.

The friendliness between them. Their soft voices between bites. The consideration, the almost exaggerated politeness. Would you like something to drink? I’ll get it. They seemed to be getting along better than ever.

‘I suppose you’ll be moving up to live with him,’ Dad said.

‘Yes,’ Mom replied. ‘He’s got a big place and there’s room for kids there too.’

‘You aren’t taking both of them.’

‘No,’ said Mom. ‘My suggestion is I take Amelia and you take Harriet.’

He barked out a laugh. ‘I was going to suggest the opposite,’ he said.

‘You want Amelia?’ Mom asked.

‘Yes.’

And then both of them fell silent as they chewed their sandwiches. A glass was filled.

‘Amelia and I are close,’ said Mom. ‘And we share our interest in riding.’

‘Me too.’

‘But you don’t ride.’

‘No, but Amelia and I are close.’

‘Why don’t you want to take Harriet?’ Mom asked.

‘Why don’t you want to take her?’

‘I asked you first,’ said Mom.

Harriet lay in bed, staring at the ceiling.

‘You know why,’ Dad said. He drank his milk. ‘I find Harriet tricky. We don’t quite jibe.’

Harriet’s bed was narrow and had high wooden edges, like a coffin without a lid. It had stopped raining and the storm had moved on, no more wind shaking the treetops in the park outside. She didn’t hear anything now, just the sound of her parents eating in the kitchen, and their quiet conversation.

They don’t quite jibe.

Later on, she’d always felt that this was so vague, so hard to put her finger on. What could she do to be better? She wanted them to jibe, but didn’t understand how to make it happen.

She turned in the bed, towards her sister. ‘Amelia,’ she whispered. ‘Did you hear that?’

Her sister didn’t respond, but through the dim light Harriet could see she was wide awake, lying on her back with her eyes on the ceiling.

‘Amelia.’

‘They’re talking a load of crap,’ her sister whispered. ‘Don’t listen to them.’

Their parents didn’t speak about it any further that night; the conversation must have continued elsewhere, and a few days later, in the afternoon, the sisters were called into the kitchen one at a time. Mom opened a can of cola and handed it to Harriet, even though it wasn’t Saturday. It was warm and the bubbles grew in her throat as she drank. Her parents were wearing odd smiles. They were going to get a divorce, Mom said, and since they would be living far apart it was best to split up the kids and Harriet was going to live with Dad and Amelia was going to live with Mom. Harriet waited for Dad to say something, but he remained silent. She glanced up at him and saw his blank face and she felt sorry for her father, because he hadn’t gotten what he wanted.

They’re sitting across from each other next to the train window. Dad keeps looking over her head to keep an eye on the doors. She knows what he’s waiting for, and she’s prepared, they’ve gone through it step by step – when he gives the signal, they have to be quick. He opens the camera bag, which is in his lap. His eyes firmly on the door, he doesn’t need to look down, he knows his camera bag inside and out. His glasses make his eyes smaller, two black dots behind the lenses. You can never tell what he’s thinking.

She looks out of the window: they travel across bridges high above the water, the train is going fast, the flowers in the ditch alongside the tracks make a blurry blue stripe. They’ve left the city now and are passing suburbs, then farms and green fields, and she’s riding backwards and watching people go by and shrink behind the train, their lives turning into tiny points that dissolve into the fields. Then the train slows down – and stops completely. A voice from the loudspeaker says that there is only a single track ahead of them and they have to wait for an oncoming train to pass. They’re sunken into a meadow, flowers up to their chins. If the summer rises another few inches, they’ll drown. A little further off in the field she can see two birds with long, skinny legs gazing out at the valley, and she happens to think of the time her dad showed her a squirrel he’d found in a tree. Look at that guy. The squirrel had completely stopped what it was doing and was looking out at the forest without moving a muscle. It was like it was paralysed, stuck in a thought. ‘He’s sitting there remembering,’ Dad had said, and this had seemed to her like such a distressing idea, an unbearable one. Because it made the sorrow in the world greater; that heaviness was found not only in people but also in animals, and she had to be responsible for them as well. And now, as she watches the two birds in the field, she imagines that they’re remembering something from their childhood, and it just makes her sad.

She received an assignment in school a few months ago, when they were learning about the brain. Each student was supposed to write down a memory, recounting as many details as possible. She’d told her dad about the assignment that evening, and it piqued his interest. ‘So what memory are you going to write about?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know, something that happened in my childhood.’

At that, Dad laughed and said, ‘You’re eight years old. You ARE a child.’

After that, she sat in her room with her notebook and wrote about the crucifix Dad had on the wall. It used to be over his desk, but after the divorce he hung it on the wall above his pillow. She’s seen Dad fall to his knees beside the bed and clasp his hands and pray. When he’s not in the room, she likes to get close and contemplate the cross: a dark-metal Jesus against the black-painted wood; the bundle around Jesus’s waist, like a diaper; the big bolts that go through his palms, and one spike through his feet; one knee in front of the other, which makes him seem feminine somehow. God’s son aims a steady gaze over the bedspread and when she stands right in front of the crucifix and looks at him, it seems as if he’s looking back. Dad had told her it could take days for the crucified to die, sometimes a whole week, and when at last they did die it wasn’t from their wounds but from thirst or starvation. Harriet wrote about this, and then she recounted a memory that was a year old, something that had happened right after the divorce. She was visiting her grandma, Dad’s mom. Grandma had eczema on her hands and used potato flour to ease the itching; she always carried the flour around in a cloth bag, and Harriet remembered the dust that would whirl up in tiny, illuminated particles when the sun found its way in through the big windows. Sometimes Grandma would put on transparent plastic gloves and let the flour trickle into them over her wrists, adding more whenever it started itching again, and by the end of those evenings the flimsy gloves were always full, heavy with the white powder.

Grandma was afraid of death, preoccupied by it, and often sat in silence at the kitchen table, her face turned away. And sometimes when her fear of death became too great she would go to the piano and strike the keys full force, which made it seem like the whole world was crashing down. Then she lingered at the piano and squeezed her hands together hard, making the plastic gloves squeak.

Only alcohol could loosen her from this grip. She drank fridge-chilled red wine, and after a few glasses she became chatty and started asking Harriet questions. Once Harriet told her that a friend had given her a snake bite at pre-school, and Grandma asked what a snake bite was, and she explained that it’s when you twist the skin on someone’s arm in opposite directions, like wringing a dishrag, and Grandma laughed. ‘Show me,’ she said, rolling up the sleeve of her silk blouse. And Harriet twisted her grandmother’s skinny arm, and there was blood almost immediately. Grandma gave a shrill, loud shriek, and the blood kept coming, running down her arm, and she started looking through the cupboards for the first aid kit but couldn’t find it anywhere. The cupboards opening and closing, Grandma’s whimpering. ‘Jesus Christ, child, help me look,’ she said, but Harriet couldn’t. She stood in the middle of the kitchen, paralysed, Grandma’s blood on her hands. Dad had to come pick her up early, and when she got home that night she walked by Dad’s room and there was the cross above the bed, and when she looked at Jesus she thought he was looking back at her in a new way.

She turned in the assignment and forgot about it, but one afternoon when she walked into her room, Dad was sitting at her desk and reading her notebook.

‘Did you turn this in?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she replied.

He kept reading as she stood before him in silence, and then he closed the notebook and looked at the floor. ‘You have a good memory,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ she replied.

‘But listen. What happens in our home stays in our home.’

‘OK.’

‘I don’t want people to know what I’ve got on the walls, whether I pray, or whether I’m married or divorced. It’s disrespectful for you to write stuff like this. Do you understand?’

She nodded.

His expressionless gaze; he kept standing there for a bit. Then he left.

She immediately stuck the notebook in a drawer.

The train is still in the meadow, waiting for oncoming trains. The heat outside creeps into the car as its metal roof is warmed by the sun. Harriet sees the two birds, standing there perfectly motionless, remembering, and suddenly she hears the familiar click of a photograph being taken. She turns to look at her father, but can’t see his face for the camera in the way. He’s still aiming the lens at her, has her in his sights, maybe he’s going to take another picture. She likes it when he takes pictures of her; it makes her feel good when he does. Harriet smiles at him, showing her teeth and making a peace sign with one hand.

‘No,’ he says. He lowers the camera. ‘Why would you monkey around?’

He puts down the camera, placing it on the table between them, and gazes off. Harriet wants him to give her another chance, but the moment has passed. She feels sad again; her feelings gathering under her eyelids, anxiety hammering in her chest, she looks down at the table. She doesn’t want to start crying, Dad doesn’t like it. And then Dad takes another picture of her. He fiddles with the camera, adjusting the aperture somehow. She looks out of the window. One of the birds is flying low across the tall grass; the other stays behind, watching. It, too, leaves after a moment.

‘Now!’ Dad hisses.

Everything happens fast. He gets up and she’s just as quick. They take a few steps into the aisle, and she sees the shape of the conductor in the next car, heading into theirs. They hurry to the lavatory and close the door behind them. Dad locks it. But Harriet unlocks it right away.

‘What are you doing?’ he whispers, his eyes round and worried.

‘If he sees there’s someone in here, he might wait outside until we come out,’ she replies.

He considers this for a moment, then nods. He stands with his head bent towards the door and listens to the steps of the conductor passing by just outside.

‘New passengers,’ says the voice on the other side of the door. ‘Any new passengers from Stockholm?’

They wait, and then Dad cautiously opens the door and peers out. They exit quickly, sit down, blending in with the paying passengers. He gives her a little nod and she nods back. And her pulse is high and she feels nauseated, wants to vomit because she’s doing something that’s against the rules. But something even stronger spreads out inside her, a warmth, a tiny fire in her chest when she looks at him and he looks at her and they exchange smiles.

They’re jibing.
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