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			2011

			When this tale begins, Barack Obama was president of the United States, Ban Ki-moon headed up the United Nations and Angela Merkel had ten years left of what was already a six-year stint as chancellor of Germany.

			Russia had a president whose name hardly anyone remembered. Yet everyone knew it was Acting Prime Minister Putin who ruled there.

			The Arab Spring swept across northern Africa, led by hundreds of thousands of people who were sick of corruption and sham democracy – and who had convinced themselves change was possible.

			An earthquake in the Pacific Ocean caused a wave as tall as a five-storey building to crash upon the coast of Japan, destroying everything in its path, including the Fukushima nuclear power plant.

			Azerbaijan won the Eurovision Song Contest in front of a few hundred million viewers. But those numbers were nothing compared to the two billion who had, only a short time earlier, tuned in for the wedding of England’s Prince William to Kate Middleton. All while the United States found and shot Osama bin Laden without any viewers at all.

			The age-old border dispute between Thailand and Cambodia flared up that year, and faded again temporarily. Running the show in Sweden was Prime Minister Reinfeldt, the leader of the conservative Moderate Party. He was the man who made the left’s most prized issues his own and, in doing so, won two elections in a row.

			In that same country, a half-stupid little brother named Johan suddenly found himself on his own when his older brother Fredrik jetted off to Rome to make a diplomat of himself. Their mother had been dead for years, while their father walked along the shores of Montevideo, hand in hand with his boyfriend.

			We’ll begin our tale with the half-stupid man. But it won’t be long before the whole world is along for the ride. Including Obama, Ban Ki-moon and Putin’s Russia.

			Bon appetit!

			Jonas Jonasson

		

		
			PART ONE

			In the Days Before the End of the World

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Summer, 2011

			Johan was kind. Helpful. And unevenly gifted.

			There was so much he didn’t understand. For instance: he did not, in fact, have the best big brother in the world.

			They were only two years apart in age, but Johan looked up to Fredrik the way a son looks up to his father. Like the father neither of them had.

			Although, actually, they did. A man who had deserted the family before Johan was even born. And who showed up now and then over the years. Most recently at their mother’s funeral. During the post-service coffee, he gifted his sons the twelve-and-a-half-room apartment on the swankiest street in Stockholm. He told Fredrik he was proud of him and Johan that maybe it would all work out one day.

			And then he was gone.

			The brothers were similar in appearance and total opposites in personality. Big brother had followed in his absent father’s footsteps, already on his way to a career in diplomacy with the goal of one day becoming an ambassador. Little brother, meanwhile, was failing at delivering the post.

			While one was performing well in the diplomacy programme at the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, the other made sure to keep the twelve and a half rooms in decent condition, since there wasn’t much else he was good for.

			Each evening, Fredrik would plop down in the wingback chair in the library with some important documents, ask Johan to serve him a whisky, assess his hunger, and decide what time dinner should be served.

			‘Quarter past seven,’ he might say to his brother. ‘And I mean quarter past seven. Now scram, and leave me alone.’

			Johan felt needed. And proud to be of use. On the whole, he was content. He found flavours and aromas as exciting as thinking was complicated.

			Fredrik was rarely – no, make that never – satisfied with the results. But why should he be? Johan was incompetent. And big brother was good at constructive criticism.

			‘Don’t put so much oregano in the sauce, you idiot!’

			He was also meticulous about etiquette.

			‘Never serve a pinot noir in a Bordeaux glass. How many times do I have to tell you?’

			Once was enough. The kitchen had been Johan’s domain ever since the age of twelve, when their mother had become too ill to get out of bed. Six years later, she died of something in Latin Johan could never remember.

			Waiting on Fredrik began as a game. And the game continued long after they were grown.

			Fredrik called it ‘Gentry and Servants’. One of them was the gentry; the other the servants. If the poor servant boy failed to obey or forgot to say ‘Yes, my lord’ or ‘No, my lord’, they switched places and the game went on.

			Fredrik was the best at everything, except this. He messed up every single time he was the servant and hardly ever got to be the one who served his brother. When the day of Fredrik’s move abroad arrived, and everything was turned upside down, Johan had – with very few exceptions, each lasting barely a minute – been the servant boy for fifteen years in a row.

			‘You’re too smart for me, that’s all there is to it,’ said Fredrik. ‘Now go get my two suitcases from storage. Then you can iron my shirts and pack my things. But don’t forget the beef tenderloin in the oven. We said gorgonzola, right? I’m getting hungry.’

			‘Yes, my lord. Yes, my lord. No, my lord. And yes, my lord.’

			And by the way – forget the beef tenderloin? Not a chance. The temperature had to be just right. Roast at 110 degrees, remove when the core temperature reaches 50, rest on a platter to 54.5. That left eleven minutes to finish setting the table.

			What awaited was Fredrik’s first overseas post as a diplomat. Big brother had a lot to think about before the big move. With a lump in his throat, Johan braced himself to be left on his own in the luxury flat on Strandvägen, but apparently Fredrik was too kind-hearted to let that happen. He’d sold the twelve and a half rooms and used the proceeds to buy an RV for his little brother. With an extra well-equipped kitchen! Johan was also given a prepaid bank card; the PIN was 1-2-3-5. Fredrik had picked it himself ‘so that even you can’t forget it. The bank wouldn’t let me do 1-2-3-4.’

			‘One, two, three, four,’ Johan repeated.

			‘One, two, three, five, you idiot,’ said Fredrik.

			He had loaded the card with fifty thousand kronor and announced that from that day forward, Johan must be an adult and strike out on his own.

			‘Yes, my lord,’ said Johan, afraid of the unknown but grateful for the help he had received.

			As if this weren’t enough, Fredrik had taken care of selling all the furnishings that had been passed down through their father’s Löwenhult line ever since anyone could remember. There was a grand piano, eight Persian rugs, just as many Renaissance paintings, china, bureaus, crystal chandeliers, cabinets and mirrors. The auctioning firm said that, altogether, it was a ‘categorically stupendous’ lot. Johan heard this, but had a hard time understanding difficult words. Fredrik explained that it meant the firm expected the proceeds would cover the cost of Fredrik’s flight to Rome.

			With that, almost everything had been taken care of. All that was left was for big brother to instruct Johan about the RV. He would need an electrical hookup to charge the batteries, otherwise he couldn’t prepare meals. There were RV parks here and there around Stockholm; Fredrik had booked him a spot at one in Fisksätra. It was ‘expensive as shit’, as Fredrik said. As thanks for his help, he demanded to be driven to the airport.

			Before they’d gone anywhere the diplomat-to-be decided it was best he do the driving himself. By then, Johan had spent two minutes familiarizing himself with the steering wheel. Little brother thought the chauffeur switch was a good idea. Driving a car was just as tricky as practically everything else.

			When they reached the international terminal, Fredrik said a word or two Johan didn’t understand, followed by goodbye and good luck, and he took his two suitcases and disappeared.

			The man who knew he was worthless was all alone in life for the first time. He decided to start by driving all the way to Fisksätra – as good a way as any to learn how the vehicle worked. It changed gears on its own; that was good. And there were only two pedals to keep track of, not three. Things would probably be fine as long as he didn’t think about anything else while he drove. And he didn’t expect he would need to.

			But for that very reason he missed a lane change on the way towards Stockholm and took an exit he shouldn’t have – only to discover he had ended up outside a shopping centre.

			‘Oh, perfect!’

			Thus the kitchen of the RV was fully stocked when Johan finally managed to find his way to the RV park south-east of the city.

			‘Expensive as shit,’ Fredrik had called it. That was surely true, but even so Johan allowed himself to admit that it looked a bit shabby. It was the size of a football pitch, more or less. More mud than grass. A few power poles here and there. A sign listing everything that was not allowed. Johan didn’t have time to read it, because he had to concentrate on parking properly.

			The place was deserted aside from one lone camper not far off, near a slope. People probably preferred to be out on the road in the middle of summer like this, Johan thought.

			But he should not have thought at all. He already had the accelerator pedal to think of. And the one right next to it. And the steering wheel. Time to turn that so that he would stop approaching the camper. And time to brake.

			But almost everything was so hard. ‘A stroke of bad luck found him’, or however that saying went.

			The lone camper happened to be parked in exactly the wrong spot. And the camper was coming closer even though it was standing still. Johan realized that this was because he himself was still moving forward.

			The accelerator pedal and brake pedal looked identical. The gas was on the right, the brake on the left. But which way was right? And left?

			After managing to make it all the way here from the airport, many kilometres away, urgent was suddenly the only way Johan could describe this situation.

			He had to brake! He guessed wrong.

			The RV leapt forward.

			He guessed again. Right this time.

			So it wasn’t a serious crash. But still, the RV did run into the back of the only other vehicle in the whole field. But it was only a bump. And Johan had managed to stop.

			The camper, however, began to roll. And it picked up speed down the slope. One metre. Two. Five. Ten, perhaps, before a lone tree stood in the way.

			‘That’s not good,’ said Johan.

			But, in fact, you might say that it was.

		

		
			Chapter 2

			Friday, August 26, 2011

			TWELVE DAYS TO GO

			The doomsday prophet secured a hook to the ceiling. She was in a grim mood, with a rope tightly looped around her neck.

			Only the very last step remained: kicking the stool out from under her. After all, no one would listen to her, and there were only twelve days left before the end of the world. She might as well do without them.

			She had run the calculations again and again. And yet again. She made her living as a school teacher, but only so she could afford food and rent while she pursued her research in astrophysics. The students who came with the job were a necessary evil. Once her doomsday calculations were complete, she’d tried to get in touch with the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences. She had worked on the sixty-four-step equation for nine years and wanted someone to confirm her findings. Not that it was necessary, and certainly not because it would have any effect on the outcome. But she wanted some kind of acknowledgement.

			The Academy had not responded to her emails. Or letters. When she contacted them by phone, her call was forwarded so many times that she eventually ended up back where she’d started. Her only remaining option had been to walk into the premises unannounced and demand a meeting with the chairman. Or the permanent secretary. Or anyone other than the security guard. In response to her demands someone called the police, who didn’t have time to come. The security guard took matters into his own hands and guided her outside and down the long set of steps, where there must have been twenty university students hanging out. Some of them looked frightened as the guard came by with a firm grip on the intruder’s arm. Others were surprised. What she remembered most of all was the slightly indulgent smiles. From students who all had one thing in common: they would soon be dead.

			Everyone would soon be dead! Before she could share what she knew with a single soul!

			So what was the point? In the end, what was the point of anything?

			The prophet counted the days she had lived. Including today, the total was eleven thousand and fifty-two. Each and every one of them, as far back as she could remember, had been nothing but miserable. No one had ever understood her. No one had loved her. Had she ever even loved anyone, aside from Malte Magnusson in secondary school? That boy with his lovely smile and gentle manner.

			A lovely smile. Essentially, that was all he had given her. And a vague sense that maybe he wanted more, but wasn’t brave enough to ask.

			Not much of a love story.

			Then six years passed. Plus another nine of calculations that were now complete. There was no denying her conclusion. The prophet could say nearly down to the minute when the atmosphere would collapse. She didn’t even bother to give notice at her job. Just stopped showing up, sure that the students didn’t mind in the least.

			She also didn’t bother to pay the rent. Not that she needed to save money – what good would it be when everything froze to ice? It was simply pointless.

			But she was evicted sooner than she’d counted on, and it was cold to be without housing, especially at night. She had found the camper in a classified ad. Bought it as-is; it would need to undergo inspection before it could be driven away from the campground where it sat.

			Inspected? she thought. In light of what she knew, each detail seemed so trivial.

			Her decision began to take shape. Twenty days left. Miserable day. Nineteen days left. Miserable day. Eighteen days left …

			Why should she go on, if the rest of existence was only going to be more of the same? If, instead, she put an end to herself, wouldn’t that be a tiny win? Wouldn’t she be conning the world out of one last drop of absolute shit, in some way?

			The idea took root and brought her peace. She purchased a hook, rope and stool. And was seconds from stepping into eternity, twelve days ahead of everyone else.

			When there was a sudden jolt.

			An initial, dreadful thought ran through her head. Had her calculations been twelve days off? Surely that wasn’t possible?

			The hook came loose from the ceiling and skidded under the counter. The camper began to roll.

			No, this was something else.

			The prophet lost her balance, fell off what was meant to be the suicide stool and landed softly on her own sofa.

			The camper’s journey continued for a few seconds, but soon stopped short against a tree.

			She got to her feet and staggered out of the door, which was hanging askew. With the rope still around her neck.

			Standing in the very spot where the camper had been until just a moment ago was a man around her own age, and behind him was an RV.

			‘What is going on here?’ she demanded. ‘Can’t a person hang herself in peace?’

			Johan apologized. He hadn’t meant to cause any trouble. It was just so difficult remembering. Which one was the brake? After all, the pedals were right next to each other, looked identical and were the same colour.

			‘The same colour?’ said the woman outside the camper.

			It had never occurred to her to notice the colour of an accelerator pedal.

			‘Hang yourself?’ Johan said once he’d absorbed what she’d just said.

			The prophet announced that it was of no concern to someone who couldn’t drive a car.

			‘You’ll just have to use your RV to tow my camper back up so I can get back to what I was doing. We need a rope.’

			Johan hesitantly pointed at the one hanging around her neck.

			‘A longer rope, you idiot.’

			The man who couldn’t drive a car wasn’t bothered by being called what he’d just been called. He’d been ‘You Idiot’ as far back as he could recall. Maybe his beloved big brother had been the first one to call him that. Or maybe it began in primary school. Or both. Fredrik was two years ahead of him. From that position he seemed to pave the way, keeping everyone informed of his baby brother’s limitations. Such as an inability to find the right classroom. Or make sense of the clock.

			In perfect accordance with his history, everything went wrong when Johan attempted to tow the camper of the woman with a death wish back to level ground. The tow line was secured to both campers, but when you have a hard time telling the accelerator from the brake, things do tend to go as they went.

			The woman stood alongside, trying to help.

			‘Careful now. Gas. No, wait. Slower. Take it easy, go on.’

			This was too much instruction in too little time. Johan stomped hard on whichever pedal it was. And a little harder on the other, to compensate.

			The tow line came loose. The camper had been halfway up the slope, but now it headed back down the other way. This time it wasn’t hindered by the poor tree. Its journey didn’t end until eighty metres on, against a rocky outcrop that, unlike its immediate surroundings, had refused to give way to an encroaching kilometre-thick sheet of ice fifteen thousand years previously. There the outcrop had stood, of little use, throughout the centuries. Until this moment, when it transformed an already decrepit camper into rubble.

			‘Ouch,’ said Johan.

			What else was there to say?

			The prophet gazed at her living quarters, or what remained of them. And then she looked at the guilty party.

			‘That was my home!’

			Johan could still see a certain upside to what had come to pass.

			‘Which you were planning to hang yourself in.’

			‘That’s neither here nor there. I can do whatever I please in the privacy of my home.’

			The incredibly talentless man stared down the slope. What had so recently been a camper was now more reminiscent of a pile of debris.

			‘Shall I help you clean it up?’

			He figured he could handle that.

			‘Are we looking at the same thing? My camper doesn’t need a maid, it needs a scrap dealer. Or an undertaker!’

			This last bit reminded her of what she had been about to do.

			‘Is there a hook in your RV I could borrow?’

			Johan rarely had time to catch up with himself.

			‘Yes, I’m sure that’s the least I could—’

			Then half the penny dropped.

			‘Why, what do you want it for?’

			‘What do you think?’

			The other half of the penny followed.

			‘Now that I think about it, I seem to recall that I’ve run out of hooks. Could I offer you something to drink instead?’

			The prophet was resigned.

			‘Make it something strong.’

			‘A Domaine Billaud-Simon Chablis Tête d’Or? Lovely vintage.’

			‘I said strong.’

			* * *

			While Johan might be slow of thought, he also happened to be quick to action. Before the unfamiliar woman could return to her darkest self, he had set out two camping chairs, a camping table with a red-checked tablecloth, two glasses, a bottle of Highland Park and the plate of bacon-wrapped, goat-cheese-stuffed dates topped with roasted, salted almonds he’d whipped up for Fredrik to bring on his trip, only for his big brother to scoff at him and refuse the treat.

			‘The whisky is the same age as I am,’ Johan said, pouring a glass for his suicidal guest.

			‘That’s enough ageing,’ said the woman, tossing it back before Johan even had time to serve himself.

			‘Whoa,’ he said.

			‘You have an interesting vocabulary.’

			‘Do I?’

			He was no better at sarcasm than he was at driving.

			The prophet took hold of the bottle and gave herself a refill. This time she enjoyed it more slowly. She sipped without a word. And kept on like that as she sipped some more. She reached for the dates. For a brief moment she seemed to be content, or at least not discontent. Johan couldn’t imagine why she wanted to kill herself. To be polite he’d already taken two large gulps of the Highland Park and wasn’t immune to its effects. Maybe that was why he dared to ask.

			The woman was a glass ahead of him. Maybe that was why she bothered to answer. Or maybe she just needed to clarify things for herself.

			Whatever the reason, she sat in the camping chair in a muddy field outside of Stockholm and began to talk. A little, at first. Then a little more. She said that she’d always felt different.

			‘Stupid?’ Johan asked.

			Had he found his soulmate?

			‘No.’

			She had always done well in school, but she had no friends. Her only company was her own thoughts.

			Johan thought about the fact that he’d never had any friends either, but that he’d never thought about it before. After all, he spent most of his time with his brother, and it was like Fredrik did the thinking for both of them.

			The woman went on.

			During secondary school, she had begun to see things more clearly. She really wasn’t like everyone else. While Victoria, Malin and Maria transformed from children into teenagers with mascara, fashion, secret cigarettes and red wine mixed with Coke, she stayed behind in her knitted cardigan. Maybe it was that, maybe it was the laws of nature that meant she didn’t develop breasts at the same rate as her friends. Or maybe they were cheating. The possibility had occurred to her, but she didn’t care. The observable universe was ninety-three billion light years in diameter, with an infinite number of billions of light years beyond that. Looking at it from that perspective, she didn’t understand the point of measuring out perfect little bags of rice to stash in a bra that you didn’t even need in the first place.

			‘Rice?’ said Johan, wondering which variety it was.

			The woman’s main companions at school had been her physics book, her maths book and paperbacks about hospital romance. She would have preferred physics lab romance, but she couldn’t find any books about that.

			‘I mostly watched movies,’ said Johan.

			During her free periods, she would sit there in her cardigan and do Victoria’s and Malin’s homework for them. Only to be showered with abuse as thanks.

			‘Aren’t you done with that yet, you freak?’

			The future prophet apologized for taking too long and not being sure about the answer to number twelve.

			‘But the first eleven should be right.’

			Victoria ripped the homework from her hands.

			‘Ugly and slow. Why do you even exist?’

			This, of course, was an existential question far beyond what young Victoria could grasp. But it struck the future prophet in her very soul. Too scared to look anywhere but straight ahead, at the row of lockers, she said to herself:

			‘Yes, why do we exist? And who are we? Teeny, tiny dots of energy in the universe.’

			This was more than Victoria and Malin could handle. Or, for that matter, Maria. Or any of the rest of them.

			‘Come on, Vickan, let’s go share a ciggie before English. This freak is making me nervous.’

			Johan understood that he would have to keep the Highland Park flowing in order to keep the story going. Wonder what her name was, by the way. He figured he’d find out eventually.

			‘Would you like another date? Or a bowl of roasted peanuts?’

			The woman didn’t respond. She took a slightly larger gulp of whisky than she’d meant to and kept going. There was something she really needed to get off her chest.

			Everyone had a dream. Even someone who hardly ever wore anything but a cardigan, had braces but no figure and completely lacked social skills. The woman’s dream was named Malte. He was cute, sure, but above all he had a gentle manner. One time he picked up her maths book when she dropped it, and handed it back with a ‘here you go’. Then he brushed her shoulder and looked her in the eyes. And that smile.

			Was it a signal of something more? The girl who had just been noticed dropped her gaze in fear, and when she dared to look up again he was gone.

			He hadn’t had to touch her shoulder. But he did it anyway. Could he be just as shy as she was? After all, it was the nineties by then, and girls could ask boys to the school dance just as much as the boys could. What if he wanted to go, but was afraid to ask? He wasn’t one of the popular kids, because like her he did his homework. There was something between them. Mostly during class. The feeling that they were the only two present. Seated four rows away from each other, but still.

			The future prophet was full of inner turmoil. She was fighting a battle between the person she wanted to be and the one she had become. In her world, there was a difference between floating free in the universe and letting yourself be mercilessly sucked into a black hole.

			‘That’s love,’ said Johan, without being certain what he meant.

			She bought a red jelly heart at Broman’s pastry shop. It came in a small clear box with a bow on top. There was a card to go with it, hanging from a gold ribbon. On it she wrote ‘Do you want to go to the dance with me?’

			Then she stashed this contraption on the top shelf of her locker. There it waited for its owner to find the right moment. And her courage.

			Soon enough, she saw Malte with some of his guy friends just down the hall from her. He was hanging around the edges, as though he wasn’t quite part of the group. Was he darting quick glances her way when his friends weren’t looking?

			What would happen if the group scattered, if Malte ended up standing alone for a few seconds? And what if she acted quickly enough? Or, even better, if he did.

			She was so preoccupied by the opportunity that might be about to present itself that she didn’t notice Victoria coming from the other direction.

			‘What, are you checking those guys out? So you can get horny for something other than your books?’

			Victoria gave a scornful laugh. And spotted the heart! She took it from the shelf. Opened the box. Fished it out – and gulped it down in two bites.

			Never had there been a greater crime against humanity.

			The guys disappeared around the corner. Malte lingered behind. Was he looking her way again? Or was he looking at Victoria? Victoria with the jelly heart in her mouth?

			He went on his way. The moment was gone. And so, too, was the heart.

			Johan wasn’t sure that the strange woman needed more fuel for her tale. She seemed so sad. What if she started asking to borrow a hook again?

			‘Then what happened?’ he asked uncertainly.

			‘Refill me,’ said the woman.

			What happened was that she allowed herself to be sucked into the black hole. She immersed herself in physics, with a single break in her routine in the years that followed: she had to get a new cardigan once her figure emerged.

			Her goal was a professorship, perhaps the Academy of Sciences, but her climb ended at school teacher. In physics, but still.

			Yet the work would have been tolerable if it weren’t for all the students. Students were her least favourite thing ever. They refused to listen or learn.

			Johan had been a student once himself. Since he already knew he couldn’t learn, he didn’t bother to listen. It would have been a waste of time. Instead, he sat around inventing recipes in his head.

			But he hadn’t considered himself a pain to whoever was doing the teaching, despite the fact that even his form teacher once managed to call him the same thing everyone else did. This had occurred when he was meant to be spelling ‘bicycle’ on the whiteboard but it came out ‘m-o-p-e-d’. He figured that a moped was faster than a bicycle, more functional. He truly must have misunderstood the assignment, because the teacher sighed, ‘Go back to your desk, you idiot.’

			‘Now I remember,’ said Johan. ‘I was hopeless too. Pretty often.’

			Petra was too wrapped up in her own thoughts to listen or comment. Instead, she continued.

			For nearly a whole decade she had devoted all her spare time and a substantial amount of her working hours to personal research. It had begun with a simple hypothesis, followed by a test of said hypothesis.

			‘You’re using words I don’t feel comfortable with,’ said Johan.

			The prophet said that the long and short of it was that the atmosphere was about to collapse.

			‘Who’s going to what now?’

			‘The atmosphere. It will fall flat to the ground and the temperature will drop to 273.15 degrees below freezing. In a split second.’

			‘Where?’

			‘Everywhere.’

			‘Indoors as well?’

			‘What was it they used to call you again?’

			Johan tried to imagine how much, or rather, how little, 273.15 degrees below freezing was.

			‘And when is this going to happen?’

			‘Next Wednesday at 9.20 p.m. Give or take a minute. It’s not clear yet how the proportions between aerodynamic drag and density will turn out in those last milliseconds. I scuttled that portion of the research when I realized I wouldn’t have time to finish my calculations before it was too late anyway.’

			‘Aerodynamic drag and des-nity,’ Johan said thoughtfully.

			‘Density.’

		

		
			Chapter 3

			Friday, August 26, 2011

			TWELVE DAYS TO GO

			Darkness fell over the RV park, which was deserted aside from a single RV and the tracks of a camper that no longer was where it had been. The thirty-year-old whisky was nearly gone. The bacon-wrapped, goat-cheese-stuffed dates had been eaten. Johan fetched two blankets from the RV, draped one over the shoulders of his new friend (that was how he wanted to think of her) and wrapped himself in the other.

			‘So, twelve days to go. To think I’m sitting here with a genuine doomsday prophet.’

			‘We’re probably down to eleven and a bit.’

			Two-thirds of the bottle’s contents had gone to his guest, but the third Johan had imbibed was enough to render him philosophical.

			‘Eleven days, or twelve … but why hang yourself just for that? Shouldn’t it be the other way round?’

			He extended his arms in a rather Jesus-like pose.

			‘Isn’t now the time to embrace the world? With what little time you have left.’

			The prophet did not share Johan’s enthusiasm.

			‘You go ahead and embrace whatever you want. For my part, those eleven days will be just as miserable as the eleven thousand and fifty-two days before them. Tell me the point of that, if you can.’

			‘What happened eleven thousand and fifty-two days ago?’

			‘I was born.’

			‘Ouch.’

			The woman went on:

			‘I can’t deal with the thought of everything ending before I had time to make something out of anything.’

			‘Out of what?’

			‘Anything, I said.’

			‘Such as?’

			‘I’m a school teacher! Or I was, before I quit. No one listens to me when I speak. I never became a professor. Nothing ever came of love. I didn’t even get the chance to say “I love you” to anyone. Not that it would have helped.’

			‘You can say it to me, if you want.’

			‘Ideally there should be some truth to it.’

			But then she softened.

			‘Although the whisky was delicious. And the snacks. How did you manage? In an RV!’

			‘I like to cook. And clean.’

			Was that a tiny smile as she poured the last drops from the bottle?

			‘Great combo. Do you have a name besides You Idiot?’

			‘Well, of course I do!’

			Now she was definitely smiling.

			‘Let me rephrase that: what’s your name?’

			‘My name is Johan Valdemar Löwenhult. With emphasis on the Johan. How about you?’

			‘My name is Petra Rocklund. With emphasis on Petra.’

			‘It’s nice to meet you, Petra.’

			Johan raised his empty glass towards his guest.

			‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ she said.

			With that, the drunk and exhausted doomsday prophet leaned back and closed her eyes.

			Was she about to fall asleep? Johan felt anxious – what would he do then? He couldn’t just leave Petra in the camping chair, it would be way too cold even with two blankets. And he couldn’t simply shove a sleeping woman who was, let’s face it, still a stranger, into his RV without her consent.

			‘Petra? Hello?’

			Deep breathing.

			‘You can’t … Petra? Want me to teach you how to make my stuffed dates?’

			Didn’t work.

			‘Petra!’

			What should he do?

			‘Petra, I love—’

			At that, she gave a start. Love, or the lack thereof, seemed to have an effect on her.

			‘Who do you love?’ she mumbled without opening her eyes.

			‘Street corners.’

			Her eyelids slid open.

			‘Who loves street corners?’

			She was back! Now he just had to keep her going.

			‘Maybe love is overdoing it, but I really like them. I have ever since I was a postman. Or even before. You stand there on the corner looking first in one direction, then the other. Not sure which to choose. It’s almost like your life can turn on that choice, every time. There’s something beautiful about it, but it’s hard to explain.’

			His guest didn’t seem thrilled to have been woken up to discuss the poetic nature of a junction.

			‘I’m talking about love between people.’

			Johan thought once more.

			‘In that case, I’d say Fredrik, my brother. He taught me everything I know.’

			Petra glanced at the RV.

			‘Like how to drive?’

			‘Well, not that particular thing. That was the driving instructor. Who turned out to be quite unpleasant in the end. I’m not just hopeless, now that I think about it – I’m also pretty bad at technology. How about you? Who is your greatest love? Is it Malte?’

			When Petra was reminded of her own story from school, she grew tired again and closed her eyes once more.

			‘No, no, don’t do that, Petra! I have a nice, comfy spare bed in the RV. Come on, you can borrow it.’

			When that didn’t help, he added:

			‘I might even have an extra hook in there somewhere. Let’s go see.’

			What had he said! She opened her eyes again. Slowly got up. Let herself be propped up by her new acquaintance as she took the few steps to the door of the RV. She managed both the first and second stairs. Made it inside. The last thing she said before she fell asleep with her clothes on was:

			‘I’m too tired to hang myself right now. Let’s do it tomorrow.’

		

		
			Chapter 4

			Saturday, August 27, 2011

			ELEVEN DAYS TO GO

			The tablecloth from the previous evening had been replaced by a fresh one. On the breakfast table were freshly baked rolls with aged cheese, prinskorv sausages, scrambled eggs with garlic and herb-roasted cherry tomatoes, yogurt, granola and raspberries.

			Johan was just pouring the fresh-squeezed orange juice when Petra appeared in the doorway. Her hair tousled. Her clothes wrinkled.

			‘Where am I? And where is my camp—’

			She caught sight of Johan.

			‘Oh, right.’

			‘Good morning! Please have a seat. Coffee or cappuccino?’

			The prophet managed to make it all the way to her same camping chair from the night before. She plopped into it. Took in the sight of the breakfast table.

			‘You’re satisfied with life. You love to clean. Used to be a postman. Drive around in an RV without knowing how to drive. And prepare food like … well, I don’t even know. Is that garlic I smell?’

			‘The scrambled eggs. Coffee or cappuccino?’

			‘Cappuccino, please.’

			‘I’ve got Kalix caviar as well. Couldn’t quite make it fit in with everything else, figured I’d save it for later. But if you want some … and if you promise not to kill yourself today.’

			Petra still wasn’t entirely awake.

			‘Was I going to yesterday? Right, I was.’

			‘Circumstances both unfortunate and fortunate got in your way. Now eat your breakfast, I’ll be right back with your beverage. Then I’ve got news!’

			The newly awakened woman was too tired and bewildered not to obey. And she was hungry as well. She ate in silence, aside from the occasional mmm! of pleasure at the quality of the meal. Five minutes passed before she opened her mouth for something other than food.

			‘News, you said? Did you find me a new camper? Or at least a hook?’

			‘Better! I found Malte.’

			Petra dropped her fork. It landed in the mud.

			‘Leave it there,’ said Johan. ‘I’ll get you a new one.’

			He began to stand.

			‘Sit!’

			He sat, like an obedient dog.

			‘You found Malte? How? Where is he?’

			Petra looked around.

			‘Not here. But, you know, I used to deliver mail, I mentioned that, right? Not for long, but I took a course and we learned a lot more than I remember. Anyway, Malte’s not a very common name. In combination with Magnusson, it’s downright unusual. There is only one Malte Magnusson in all of Sweden who’s around the age I imagine you are. He lives fifteen minutes from here. Maybe twenty, if I’m the one driving. Up to half an hour, if I take a wrong turn.’

			Petra lost herself in a daydream for a moment.

			‘Malte …’

			Reality caught up with her.

			‘What could I possibly offer him?’

			However, Johan didn’t give up.

			‘In eleven days, absolutely nothing. But until then, you can declare your love for him. Or you can hang yourself. But not in my RV, and you’ll have to find your own hook.’

			* * *

			Perhaps it was the garlic-enhanced scrambled eggs. Perhaps it was the fresh-squeezed juice. Or the cappuccino. Or Petra’s eternal longing for love, alongside the certainty that it was now or never. Whatever the reason, she found herself sitting beside Johan in his combination RV and fancy restaurant, on her way to the address at which her school crush Malte Magnusson was presumed to live.

			The prophet tried to get the wrinkles out of her clothes and fix her hair as best she could, while Johan failed to drive smoothly. Or even straight. The vehicle lurched, jerked and swayed.

			He noticed that Petra was trying to hold on.

			‘Would you like to drive?’

			‘I don’t have a licence.’

			‘You either?’

			What was going on?

			‘Am I risking my life in a runaway RV, with an unlicensed driver behind the wheel?’

			Johan hit the kerb with two wheels as he made a right turn. Once he’d regained control, he reminded Petra that it wouldn’t be the end of the world if he killed her with his driving, considering what she’d tried to do to herself the day before.

			‘Besides, I’ve got two hundred driving lessons under my belt. At least some of them must have stuck.’

			Two hundred driving lessons and no licence. The lack of skill was astounding. Petra decided that whatever happened happened. At least he could cook.

			‘I can’t cook at all,’ said Johan, ‘but I think it’s fun.’

			Fun, Petra thought. A word that had never had a place in her life.

			‘What else do you think is fun?’

			Maybe she could learn something.

			‘Cleaning,’ said Johan. ‘Or, well, it’s halfway fun. That’s not the thing I’m worst at. Although actually I don’t know how much better Fredrik was at it. He never ended up cleaning at all.’

			Petra smiled again. It must have been the third time she had since her hook came loose from the roof of the camper the day before.

			‘So what are you worst at?’

			It was hard to say. So much to choose from. Thinking, in general? Or finding. That was why his career as a postal worker had been so brief. He had been let go after just a day. The boss cited a sudden redundancy.

			‘Couldn’t you find the letterboxes you were supposed to deliver to?’

			Not a bad guess, but only nearly correct. For sure he had taken a wrong turn a few times. And he had found himself and his bicycle standing on some beautiful street corner for a little too long. But the right addresses were on the envelopes, and he had a map. The real problems didn’t begin until he was supposed to return to the post office. That was an address he didn’t have.

			‘You couldn’t find your way back?’

			‘No, I did, once the sun came up again.’

			That was as far as they got with that conversation. He noticed that he couldn’t concentrate if he was speaking at the same time. And she needed to prepare herself for what was about to happen. It was Saturday morning, and if Malte lived where he was supposed to, there was a good chance he would be home. They hadn’t talked since he said ‘Here you go’ fifteen years earlier, while handing over her maths book. Petra wasn’t sure that they had talked that time, either, strictly speaking. Had she even responded? She must have at least said thanks, right?

			She practised a few introductory remarks in silence. None of them sounded good. This whole idea was feeling worse and worse. At last she decided it was too awful.

			‘Turn around!’ she said. ‘I can’t do this!’

			‘Here we are,’ said Johan, and stopped the vehicle by pressing gently on the correct pedal.

			Malte lived in a house. It was not large and it was pretty far out in the suburbs, but it was still a house. With a little garden around it. A Honda Civic in the driveway. Not a large car, but it was new.

			Her secret teenage crush seemed to be a sporty type. As he had been back in school. Shy, smart and athletic. Perhaps he played both golf and baseball, for part of the lawn had been mowed very short into a putting green. Next to it was a golf bag that had blown over. On the grass were a couple of iron clubs and a putter. Between the house and a nearly full-grown birch tree, Malte had strung up a net. Petra guessed he hit golf balls into it to keep from breaking his neighbours’ windows. On a bench next to the house was a baseball bat, three balls and a glove.

			Johan was industrious as seldom, or never, before. While Petra took in the surroundings, he was over at the neighbour’s across the street, borrowing a bouquet of flowers from their flowerbed. He handed it over and nudged Petra gently towards the front door and its doorbell.

			She walked slowly and uncertainly ahead. Turned to Johan when she heard a clatter.

			‘What are you doing?’

			He had righted the golf bag and was picking up the clubs from the ground.

			‘I’m cleaning up. I can’t help it.’

			‘Stop it!’

			Johan obeyed. One of the irons remained in his hand. He raised it to the sky in what might have been a gesture of victory.

			‘Hooray for love!’ he said encouragingly.

			But Petra just felt nervous.

			‘He probably has a family.’

			‘Aw, half of all the couples in Sweden get divorced. Now go!’

			‘They do?’

			‘Don’t ask me. Go! You can’t spend the last eleven days of your life just standing in Malte’s front garden.’

			Petra nodded anxiously. The chef, the cleaner and the idiot were right.

			She could hear the doorbell ringing inside. And a voice.

			‘Can you get that? I’m doing my nails.’

			A woman’s voice! But it was too late now. The door opened.

			Malte. As cute now as he was then. With the same kind, shy eyes. No smile for the moment. He looked curious.

			‘Yes?’ he said.

			‘Hi, Malte. Do you recognize me?’

			With those words, she had quite possibly said more to him than she ever had in their school days.

			‘Um, please excuse me, but … no? Or, hold on.’

			Apparently she had made some small impression.

			‘It’s Petra, from school.’

			There was that smile! And Malte was placing his hand on her shoulder again! For the second time in fifteen years.

			‘Petra,’ he said warmly. ‘You were my first, secret—’

			That was as far as he got before the woman’s voice drowned him out from inside the house.

			‘Who is it, Malte? Well, answer me!’

			The woman came closer. Yanked the door open all the way, so she’d fit beside her boyfriend on the threshold. She looked at the visitor, and at the bouquet Petra held in her hand.

			‘What is going on? Are you hitting on my man?’

			Suddenly Petra couldn’t breathe. Or speak. The woman was Victoria! The bully. Uncultured, nasty Victoria. Malte’s girlfriend!

			Malte looked worried, wanted to defuse the situation.

			‘There, there, Vickan. This is Petra Backlund from our class in school.’

			‘Rocklund,’ said Petra.

			Thinking: wouldn’t he at least have remembered her name if she was his first, secret … something?

			Victoria’s face lit up with the same old cruel smile.

			‘The freak? Oh, so it was Malte you were after! I could just die laughing!’

			She tore the flowers from Petra’s hand, dropped them on the ground and stubbed them out just like a cigarette.

			‘But, Vickan—’

			Malte was clearly uncomfortable. Petra didn’t have time to decide how she felt before Victoria was shoving her backwards, stepping out in her sock feet. It was going to be worth it. She would put that freak in its place once and for all.

			Malte remained in the doorway, his feelings from the past creeping closer as he kept trying to calm everyone down.

			‘Stop that, Vickan. She hasn’t done anything. She doesn’t mean any harm—’

			But Victoria was all wound up. Another shove. And another. And at last Petra fell over. She tried to crawl away.

			In that moment, Victoria caught sight of Johan, who had been partially hidden behind the brand-new apple of her eye, the silver Honda.

			‘And who are you? What are you doing by my car? Don’t touch it, I’m warning you!’

			Johan panicked as he saw what he’d dragged Petra into. He stammered that she had just pushed his friend to the ground.

			‘You … you shoved!’

			Another bark of laughter from Victoria. No kinder than the last one.

			‘I can do better than that, just you wait.’

			She kicked the defenceless Petra, who was still lying on the ground. First with her right foot, then with her left. Not too hard, just enough to make sure everyone knew who was in charge here.

			Johan went from panicking to short-circuiting. Or both.

			‘Stop it!’ he shouted.

			And he punctuated what he’d just said by slamming Malte’s seven-iron into the bonnet of Victoria’s silver Honda.

			‘No!’ Malte cried, but he stayed put in the doorway.

			Petra lay where she was as Victoria rushed to her car to stop the stranger with the golf club. Petra should have felt totally, thoroughly degraded. But instead, something was taking root inside the prophet. Malte’s first, secret what? she thought.

			Thanks to some nifty footwork, Johan managed to keep the car between him and the wild Victoria, even though he was totally out of his mind and was hitting the car with the golf club again and again. After the bonnet, the roof. Right rear door. The rear windscreen. The left rear door. The right rear door again (when Victoria changed direction).

			‘You are dead meat!’ she screamed.

			While this was happening, Petra got to her knees and then her feet. She brushed grass and dirt from her shirt and pants, and realized that Johan wasn’t in need of immediate aid. He was keeping the increasingly dented Honda Civic between him and Petra’s former tormentor, whichever way she tried to come at him.

			Petra looked away from them and turned to Malte.

			‘First, secret what?’ she said in a steady voice.

			‘Huh?’

			He was having a hard time focusing on Petra and his raging girlfriend at the same time.

			‘You said I was your first, secret something.’

			‘Did I?’

			He knew he ought to put a stop to the world war taking place in the driveway. But something was stopping him. Not just the fact that it had always been impossible to reason with Vickan. Maybe also a little bit that it felt remarkably good each time Petra’s friend hit a new, as-yet-unscathed part of Vickan’s car. Which he wasn’t even allowed to borrow.

			Petra felt calm amid the chaos.

			‘Do you enjoy your cosy evenings, you and Vickan?’ she asked as Malte’s girlfriend, her cheeks red, tried to climb onto the roof of her wrecked car to get to the marauder.

			‘Cosy?’ Malte said.

			It seemed to Petra that he was no better at looking out for his own interests now than he had been fifteen years earlier. To think how different everything (except for the end of the world) would have turned out if only Malte had managed to finish his ‘first, secret’ sentence back then, a long time ago, when it still would have meant something.

			Petra’s calm gave way to decisiveness. It was time to stop the tormentor by the car before she got her hands on Johan. The prophet headed for Malte’s girlfriend; along the way she happened to pass the bench with the baseball bat. She snatched it and whacked it decently hard into the behind of the former schoolmate who had been anything but a friend.

			‘Ow!’ said Victoria, mostly in surprise.

			She slid down from the bonnet and turned round, only to find herself facing Petra. Was that freak looking her straight in the eye for the first time? What was going on here?

			Petra let the thick end of the bat rest peacefully against her shoulder as she gripped the narrow end with both hands.

			Her peacefulness went over Victoria’s head. Their school years were playing like a film in the bully’s mind. Three years, fast-forwarded over three seconds. Maybe they hadn’t been entirely … how to put it … kind to … what was her name again? Petra. Was she about to get her revenge?

			The former victim smiled sweetly at the former bully.

			‘Know what I’m thinking, Vickan?’ she said.

			The mood was so extraordinary that the autodidactic astrophysicist was curious about the density of the air at that particular moment. Even Johan relaxed. The right-side mirror was still intact and within arm’s reach. But he refrained. For now.

			‘No,’ said Victoria uncertainly. ‘What are you thinking? Are you thinking about hitting me with that baseball bat again?’

			On the whole, that wasn’t a bad idea. It had felt awfully nice the first time.

			‘No, hitting people is more your thing. I’m thinking it can easily come to that, when words aren’t enough. Yours ran out pretty early on, as I recall.’

			Mine too, Johan thought, suddenly ashamed that he had let loose on Victoria’s car. He decided to leave the right-side mirror alone.

			Petra’s newfound strength was a direct result of Malte’s unfinished sentence.

			‘I just learned from your boyfriend that I was his first, secret something when we were in the same class. I can guess what.’

			The so recently enraged Victoria could not take her eyes from the baseball bat.

			‘And now you’re thinking …?’

			‘I’m thinking I’m going to think of you as the back-up plan as often as I can during the next eleven days. Or the second choice. Haven’t decided yet. What do you think, Malte?’

			What Malte was thinking, as he stood there in his sock feet in the doorway of his and Victoria’s home, was Why eleven days? But right now he ought to say something that might mean something.

			‘Crush,’ he said. ‘In response to your second question, that is. But then school ended, we drifted apart, you and I, before I could quite work my way up to—’

			Victoria was still worried about the baseball bat. But she was also taken aback by what her wuss of a boyfriend was saying.

			‘Vickan and I hung around the same youth centre that summer … and … no, it doesn’t seem fair to call her a “back-up”. Or, I don’t know. We had fun playing pinball. She showed interest in me, and who would be interested in me? For real, I mean.’

			‘Me, you idiot.’

			The words were harsh, but the way Petra said them wasn’t. Malte had wanted her, but hadn’t had the courage to ask. That was how he ended up with Victoria instead, over a pinball machine. It was all so far beneath the worth Malte didn’t realize he had.

			The doomsday prophet was still in perfect balance. Who knew what affirmation in combination with a well-deserved whack to the bum can do. The feeling spread to Johan, on the other side of the car. He aimed a contented nod at Malte, like a greeting from one idiot to another.

			Victoria tried to think. The freak in front of her didn’t seem to be a freak any longer; instead she was … her boyfriend’s secret crush. Malte the Wuss, who always did as she told him and was generally useful to have around. And who had just nearly agreed that Victoria had been his second choice! And then there was the baseball bat. Which Petra wasn’t planning to use. Right?

			‘I think I want to go inside and finish painting my nails,’ Victoria said.

			That was when she did her best thinking.

			‘You do that,’ said Petra, making it sound as though she’d just given Victoria permission to go. ‘But can’t you be a dear first and thank me for doing your homework three years in a row?’

			Petra was impressed by herself. When she glanced in Malte’s direction, she suspected he was too.

			‘Thank you … very much,’ said Victoria.

			The former tormentor gazed at the ground as she scurried into the house. Her boyfriend remained in the doorway, but let her pass. Petra had control of the situation.

			‘Malte, I’m sorry about your choice of life partner. You and I can get married in the next life, and on another planet. Johan, I think we’re done here. I see you’ve spared the driver’s door. That was nice of you. Come on, let’s go.’

			‘And the one side mirror,’ said Johan.

			As he and Petra strolled towards the RV, Malte managed to take a few steps into the driveway and call after her.

			‘It was nice to see you, Petra, after all these years. Get in touch again, if you’d like. Whenever you want. Whenever you want!’

			It sounded like he meant it. But hastily building a romantic relationship with a man whose girlfriend was sitting in their shared home painting her nails? In eleven days, he would have time to break up with her; they could go to the movies, go to a restaurant, walk hand in hand by a lake somewhere. Followed by what she presumed would be a clumsy Malte kiss. And her clumsy response. That, and preferably a little more, in one and a half weeks.

			No, it was enough to know that Malte understood now how she’d once felt. And – most importantly – that she knew how he had felt.

			‘Thanks, but there are a few atmospheric obstacles. I’m going to borrow your baseball bat for the time being.’

			Petra was still feeling satisfied.

			Wait, hold on. She was satisfied?

			Yes.

			For the first time in her life.

		

		
			Chapter 5

			Saturday, August 27, 2011

			ELEVEN DAYS TO GO

			Johan was so bewildered by the experience that he couldn’t even manage to drive poorly. The journey away from Malte’s place was nice and smooth; it almost appeared legal.

			He had dragged Petra along to see her Great Love in a silly attempt at making her realize that life had a purpose. And it turned out that horrible Victoria had already captured Malte and made what was bad even worse.

			‘I’m so sorry, Petra,’ he managed to say. ‘I couldn’t have known. Forgive me! But please … don’t kill yourself now. Don’t do it.’

			Petra was holding the baseball bat in her lap. Johan’s concern nearly made her crack up.

			‘Why would I do that?’ she said. ‘Thank you, you sweetheart, for the help. Gosh, just think of all the things we’ve given Vickan to mull over while she finishes doing her nails. And I didn’t know you were so good at golf!’

			She turned on the radio and changed the channel until she found a suitable tune. She didn’t know the words, but she hummed along and kept time with the baseball bat against her palm.

			‘Die-dee-die, hm, hm, liiiiiife!’

			After a bit, Johan joined in as best he could.

			‘Liiiiife.’

			Johan felt that Petra was becoming the safe harbour he had been lacking since being separated from his brother. Once the song had faded he dared to say so.

			‘That’s kind of you,’ said Petra. ‘How long ago were you separated?’

			Johan looked at his watch. By this point he had known how to tell the time for quite a few years.

			‘Twenty-two hours.’

			Petra would have guessed longer. She said she wasn’t sure she could fill the empty space left by his brother, but if she did manage it they could both rejoice that it hadn’t been empty for very long. She wanted to know more about her saviour and private chauffeur, but all in good time. They had eleven days left, her suicide was cancelled and she owned nothing but the wrinkled clothes on her back. Therefore, a certain amount of shopping for essentials must come at the top of the to-do list.

			Johan was afraid he might say or do something wrong and thereby rekindle Petra’s ebbing death wish, but he felt he needed to understand. Was her good mood going to hold?

			‘Sure is!’ said Petra. ‘To the end of time – I promise.’

			That sounded good. Was Johan right in assuming that what Malte had said from the doorway played a part? In which case, could she please explain the connection in more detail?

			The prophet nodded. Malte, Victoria, Galileo Galilei, the golf club and the baseball bat. All of those things together. It was really her turn to ask him questions, but by all means. They did have eleven whole days.

			Petra was about to say more, so Johan decided to skip asking about that middle thing, the one he didn’t understand.

			She started by admitting she hadn’t had time yet to subject her new emotional state to a more scientific analysis. It was all so new. But undoubtedly the events in Malte’s front garden had prompted her to recall her teenage years, when she got to know Galileo Galilei.

			There it was again.

			‘Who?’

			‘The world’s first and greatest astronomer.’

			‘And you know him? Amazing!’

			Now, it wasn’t the case that she and Galilei were friends; she didn’t have any friends and he had been dead since sometime during the Thirty Years’ War. But as a youngster she had read a lot about his struggles. He spoke truths no one wanted to hear, he proved that Aristotle had been wrong, he attracted the ire of barons and counts – and he was forced to apologize to the pope for claiming that the earth wasn’t the centre of the universe.

			Johan had no idea when the Thirty Years’ War had taken place, but he could guess how long it had lasted. He skipped that question to prioritize the part about how the earth apparently wasn’t the centre of the universe.

			‘It isn’t?’

			‘No.’

			The lonely thirteen-year-old Petra had been filled with a sense of affinity for the great astronomer. No one understood him. No one understood her. And so it had gone for all those years, until the minor popes of the Royal Swedish Academy of
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