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Dedication

For those who have never known rest, may the soft life find you soon.








Epigraphs


The deepest well can also be drained.

—Swedish proverb

Because people use usable things.

—Ida Sonko
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Part One








One Tina, 2006

She wonders how the sizzling-hot iron would feel against her eyes.

Would it first peel off the skin surrounding them? Would her irises melt into something viscous like honey and her pupils into black tar?

Tina absorbs her reflection in the vanity mirror, which is outlined with bulbous spotlights. The sharp shrill of her phone interrupts the macabre thoughts swirling around in her mind.

“Grattis på din födelsedag,” that familiar voice croons over her tiny flip phone. Happy birthday.

“Hej, Mamma,” Tina says, her nerves settling a little. “Tusen tack.” Thousand thanks.

“How does it feel to be twenty?” her mother Nancy asks, her tone more jovial than normal.

“No different.” Tina adjusts the phone as a makeup artist dabs her bottom lip with neon-pink gloss.

“I can’t wait to see you win tonight.”

“I’m so nervous right now,” Tina says. Not like me, she thinks as she banks her head to the left for rouge blush.

“You made it this far. Your nerves will settle, my dear.”

“God, I hope so,” Tina chuckles. “Look, please no Nancy time, okay? Tobias will pick you up at three. Älska dig.” Love you.

Tina hangs up. Picking Nancy up at three means she’ll be ready by five. Even after twenty years of living here, her mother still refuses to bend to time.

“Drottning,”—queen—the makeup artist flatters after applying rose-gold glitter across her eyebrows. Tina assesses herself in the mirror. Dark eyeliner drawn into a cat-eye look framing honey-colored eyes, making them more piercing. Her reddish-brown tresses have been flat-ironed silky-straight. The artist has touched up her freckles, darkening the larger ones for effect.

Sweden’s sweetheart. Pop sensation. Musical prodigy. ABBA’s legacy rolled up into a single girl. The kind of accolades the national headlines have been sharing the last two years since she was discovered at a singing competition.

Tina sits cross-legged in black fishnets beneath denim shorts so skimpy they often invoke the sign of the cross. She’s wearing a matching denim vest, unbuttoned with nothing else underneath. On the surface she sits a queen atop her stool, but beneath the glitter and nets, Tina’s nerves are raw. The biggest night of her career thus far. A chance to win Sweden’s beloved Melodifestivalen music competition, on her birthday no less, and potentially represent the country at the Eurovision Song Contest in May.

The song that got her here: an original Tina Wikström titled “Honey.”

Two short verses and a sparse melodic refrain sung over and over until tears fall, taking black mascara with them. A part of her performance on stage, yet a glimpse of her pain off-stage inspired by eyes she’d inherited from a man she never knew. A man who never wanted to know her. A man who ran off to Gambia, leaving Tobias, a toddler, and her, a baby, behind.

Honey lies, honey dies, honey cries like the sun . . .

Honey mine, thine alone, rip this comb from my eyes . . .


She won a Grammis—the Swedish equivalent of a Grammy—for the song last February.

Tina mouths a few lyrics to calm her nerves. Stage rehearsals in an hour. Her dressing room is already drowning in a sea of birthday flowers. The largest is a statement bouquet from her Sebastian. She pulls a yellow gerbera daisy from his bunch and lifts it to her nose for a sniff. She knows he’ll be there later tonight, cheering alongside a few of his mates from the national football team, signing autographs in between.

She reaches to put the flower back in place when she hears a light rap on her door. Her assistant Lotta pokes her head in with a look of resignation. Tina’s heart skips.

“What’s wrong?” Tina asks. The last thing she needs right now is that look Lotta is giving her.

“I’m sorry,” Lotta begins to draft an apology. “I told him this was your night, but I couldn’t stop him.”

“Stop who?”

Lotta visibly swallows. “He—he says he’s your father. He’s got VIP access backstage. I checked his pass.”

Tina freezes, her nails digging into her armrest. “What?” The words barely leave her.

Lotta falls silent. She lets the door open to reveal the man behind her, and Tina peers into eyes matching hers for the first time in her life.



Her breath catches. “

I told him not to,” Lotta continues in her defense.

The man steps around her assistant and into the room. Tina’s lips tighten as her amber glare blazes past Lotta to fully take him in. She watches emotions play across his face, his lips trembling, his brows arched upward. All that fiery hair. The cause of her pain, the taunts of fire crotch throughout high school. It couldn’t be, could it?

“Tina,” he starts to say, taking a step forward, a bouquet of lavender-colored lilies in hand.

Tina presses her lips tightly as tears begin to pool. No, her father was dead. Her father is dead. Uncle Leif and her mother had told them so. All these years. He can’t be the man standing in front of her with matching freckles, honey-colored gaze, copper-hued hair. A middle-aged male version of herself.

Tina slowly rises to her feet, anger swiftly replacing her initial shock, her bedazzled nails sinking deeper into her armrest.

“Who are you?” she asks, her gaze cutting through him. “Who the fuck are you?”

She sees tears well up behind his eyes. He gasps audibly, his mouth hanging open before introducing himself.

Lars.

“Seeing you in person”—his voice shaky—“feels so unreal. How much you look like me.” He starts to sob. “I wanted so much to be there for you, but she made me promise,” he cries on, his hands death-gripping his flowers. “She made me promise never to contact you.”

“Who?”

“Frida,” the man says. He gasps once more and places a hand over his mouth to compose himself before continuing. “Frida made me promise.”

“Who the hell is Frida?” Tina demands.

They lock eyes before he exhales. “My wife.”

The room descends into silence so heavy Tina feels her ears pop.

“All these years,” the man croaks through his tears, “I’ve dreamed of meeting you. I’ve loved you and your brother from . . .”

“My father is dead,” Tina snaps. “He died in Gambia.” Her voice cracks. “He died in . . .”

“Nancy had to tell you that,” he says. “To protect you from what I couldn’t give you and Tobias.” He pauses. “H-how is Nancy?”

Her mother and brother’s names sound foul on the stranger’s tongue.

“How dare you?” Tina whispers. “How dare you?” “

Please, Tina,” he cries. “I just want to give these to you,” he holds the bouquet of lilies forward, “to celebrate you. To let you know just how proud I am of you.” His voice catches. “I know that song is about me.”

“Vad i helveete?!” she curses. What in the hell?! “Get out of here.” Tina’s tone deepens. “Get the fuck out of here.”

“I know your song is about me,” he continues.

“You’re so selfish,” Tina cries. “So selfish,” she chokes on her sobs, “on my biggest night.”

“Tina . . .” Lotta chimes in.

“Fuck you too, Lotta.” Tina points a gemstoned fingernail at her. “Get out of here. Both of you.”

Once Lotta and the stranger leave, Tina falls back into her chair and ruins her mascara.

She misses her stage rehearsal, and finally emerges from her room disheveled, refusing any touch-ups. She walks slowly onto the stage to a cheering crowd which simmers down once her full look is projected onto screens across Globen arena. Tina stands while the entire arena waits with bated breath. Black mascara tracks already run down her face; her eyes are rimmed red.

She motions with a splayed hand to her band and backup dancers. Stop, that hand says. Only me, that hand says. She begins to sing a cappella. No backup vocals or dancing. No strumming. No drumming. The words pour out of her. Tina singing those words to that man somewhere in the audience.

Your honey is poison.

I don’t want your honey.

She croons those last two lines, her voice trembling, to utter silence from an audience of over ten thousand souls.

There are a few seconds of quiet before Globen arena erupts in fiery cheers like a volcano.

Way past midnight.

Tina leans her chin on her arms folded across the edge of the indoor swimming pool. She had requested solitude from the hotel, who opened it up especially for her as a hearty congratulations. Beyond the occasional drip and gurgle of water, Tina rests silently in the pool with her thoughts, hoping the champagne wears off.

In the end it had been unanimous. Tina will be representing Sweden in Athens at Eurovision. She’d won their hearts with what everyone assumed had been her act, her audacious performance. Not the frightened little girl who had glimpsed a man claiming to be her dad for the first time since birth. She lays her head on her arms along the edge, her hair now plastered like mud down her back. By daybreak, it will spring back into bouncy coils.

She lets out air, collecting her thoughts. She hadn’t even had enough time to fully take him in, in the flesh, before screaming at him to leave. What she’d seen was enough. Relatively tall and lean. Well kept for his age, clearly in his mid-sixties. Clean-shaven. Wrinkles fanning from the corners of his eagle eyes—her eyes. It was clear she was his. Is his. There may have been a few brushes of gray right above his ears, but there was no mistaking that mane. Her mamma always called it “terracotta-blood.” Gambian soil bleeding red after rain.

One half of the double doors to the pool area creaks open. Tina recognizes that form.

Sebastian. Sebbe. Her Seb. He gingerly pads into the hall and assesses her from a distance.

“Who let you in?” Her voice carries over the length of the pool to him.

“Whoever knows you need me right now,” he answers. She curses Lotta under her breath.

Sebastian strolls up to the edge, wearing white boxer briefs. She chuckles at his attire. He dives in and glides under the surface until he pops up right in front of her. He brushes his wet hair with a palm off his face as he peers down at her through piercing eyes.

“You’ve been watching too many movies with that lame move,” she smirks.

He smiles and traps her between his arms as he rests his hands on either side of her along the edge.

“Is it working?” he whispers.

She holds his gaze. He leans in, brushing his lips featherlight over hers. She receives his caress, then presses her head against his chest. He lets her silently draw whatever she needs from him before mouthing the words, “I’m so sorry, älskling. Lotta told me.”

Tina bursts into tears. “I hate him. I hate him so much.”

Sebastian strokes her hair, soothing her as water ripples around them.

“Does Tobbe know?” he asks. Her older brother, Tobias. The only other person who will loathe Lars Wikström more than she does, once he finds out.

“I don’t know,” Tina mumbles before looking up into his eyes. “I want to forget him,” she murmurs against his lips. Her hands roam underwater. He groans against her mouth. “Make me feel better, Seb.”

“Tina,” he says, drawing out her name, low and heady. “Are you sure?” He backs her against the edge with his weight. “Älskling?”

Tears film her eyes, drowning them, making them glow like quartz in that low-lit swimming hall.

She traces his lower lip with her thumb before whispering her permission.






Two Nancy, 1978

She feels the dampness of sweat beneath her two jackets. Her irrational attire was stoked by Aunty Yaya’s pre-trip warning over the phone. It’s like entering deep freezer here, she’d punctuated in broken English. Nancy is sure she is over-bundled.

“Nancy!” A bellow cuts through the low humdrum. Besides the shuffling of feet and dragging of wheels, the Arrivals section at Stockholm Arlanda Airport exudes solemn reverence reminiscent of a wake, rather than joyful reunions.

Aunty Yaya. Her binki. Her father’s sister.

Nancy swivels toward the sound. She is immediately wrapped in a tight embrace.

“My dear Nancy.” Aunty Yaya’s mittened hands move to cup her face. “Look at you! Looking like a boy!” One hand sweeps over Nancy’s buzz cut.

Nancy grins, flashing their family inheritance—that gap between their front teeth passed on through generations.

“You’re looking more and more like my brother every day.” Yaya’s hand moves to her chin, giving it a quick flick. “Your first time on a plane,” she beams at her. “Kori tana te?” Hope you’re fine?

“I have no words, Aunty,” Nancy giggles before launching into her arms again. Those giggles die into an awkward chuckle before they’re replaced by sobs as her grip on Yaya tightens.

“Kana dewuŋ.” A warm mitten moves over her back, soothing her, overheating her beneath the jackets. Don’t worry. “It’s okay, your aunty is here.”

A few minutes later, Nancy pushes a cart bearing three leather suitcases behind Yaya, who scurries ahead, giving Nancy time to size her up. A long russet-brown calf-length coat, thick mittens with only the outline of thumbs, a round white-and-taupe fur hat, hips wider than the last time she saw her in Banjul.

Aunty Yaya had come home two years prior to introduce the family to the man who now pops out of a wood-paneled rectangular-looking station wagon as they approach, a wide smile etched across his round face.

Mr. Benke. Benke Larsson. Her white uncle.

That first meeting would go down in Ndow family history. Yaya pulling a ruddy-faced dashiki-wearing man with pink cheeks and the brightest green eyes into the parlor where Nancy’s father, Omar, was tucking into his fish benachin.

Her parents froze for a full minute after Aunty Yaya introduced him, then her baabaa uttered, “Mune mu ñiŋ ti?!”

What is this?!

Even for her father, a Muslim who had gone against tradition and married her mother from the Aku tribe of Christians, bringing Benke into the family was too much. Nancy had followed her mother into her faith, while Lamin remained Muslim like their father.

“Is that Nancy?!” Benke guffaws, rounding the car and pulling her into a crushing hug. Then he holds her at arm’s length to properly assess her. She gives him a weak smile. “Yes, it’s you!” he exclaims. “You cut your hair?”

“Benke, hjälp henne!” Yaya motions for him to help with her bags. Benke grabs them, loads two into the trunk, and heaves one onto the roof before tying it down with cables.

Soon, they’re hurtling down the highway, Nancy’s face pressed against the frigid window. Rolling hills lightly dusted with snow like the powdered sugar her mother always sprinkled specially on her own pankeet—beignets. She’d done her homework. Frost, snow, ice, winter, Scandinavia. Cars whizz by. Hers and Yaya’s are the only dark faces, kilometer after kilometer.

Benke and Yaya are deep in conversation. Swedish. Since receiving the news of her scholarship three months ago and once her mother’s screams of elation had died down, Nancy had rushed over to the National Library in Banjul to find any book she could about her new home. There were two children’s books: the first was Pippi Långstrump, about a girl with impossibly red hair that resembles a cross between terracotta and blood. That hair color was not conceivable on a living human being, Nancy decided. Dots splashed across her cheeks and nose. Freckles.

The second children’s book featured a brown bear wearing blue. Bamse. He grows stronger whenever he eats honey. This she deduced, since both books were in Swedish.

The third book she found was an English-to-Swedish dictionary.

All three “borrowed” books now lie in her soft tan portmanteau sitting on the fur-lined backseat of the station wagon next to her. Her presence is forgotten as Benke and Yaya continue their chat. She reaches for the box; pops open its latch and pulls out her dictionary.

She fingers its well-worn pages. The first few hold basic conversational phrases—My name is. How are you. I am fine.—before delving into the alphabets.

She has been memorizing those phrases for months. So, when Benke and Yaya fall silent at her next words—Vart ska vi? Where are we going?—it’s a reticence filled with pride.

Where is Benke’s apartment in a neighborhood called Odenplan, he explains. An apartment that once belonged to his grandfather and was passed down, otherwise he would never be able to afford it on his bank clerk’s salary.

Nancy steps in with trepidation. Low light, heavy furniture, the likes of which she’d seen at the National Museum back home. Chandelier with glittering crystals; she isn’t sure if they are real or not. She doesn’t want to touch anything and instantly feels out of place. She notices that Yaya pads around her own house with trepidation too, and Nancy wonders if her aunt has fully processed this new life.

“There is your room.” Yaya points down the hall and Nancy follows her finger to the right. “Clean up and come join us in the kitchen. Benke is making food. You’ll find towels.” With that, the massive apartment swallows Yaya up.

It takes Nancy five minutes to figure out how to balance both hot and cold water from the shower. Pride keeps her fiddling with those knobs. Back home, one full kettle of hot water was poured into a pail with four times the quantity of that kettle in cold water. Perfect balance every single time.

Nancy sponges her buzz cut with a lavender-scented bar of soap. She’d done her homework. She wasn’t sure about salons or hairdressers in this land, where people simply shake their hair and go. She figured cutting her hair would give her at least six months to figure out her regular beauty routines. She moves the sponge over perky breasts and a flat stomach, over the shimmering dark cocoa skin she nourishes daily with pure shea butter. She feels that familiar shudder as emotions bubble to the surface. Her plump lips crumble as tears flood her eyes.

At twenty years old, she has never been more scared in her life. Not even when she was shipped off to boarding school in Kwantu village at ten years old. Not even when robbers stormed their property once Benke had left, asking for whatever gifts the white man had brought for the family. Not even when her older brother Lamin caught yellow fever, and they were on the verge of losing him.

Nancy sobs as she wipes off foam, and yelps when the shower grows too hot.

Right now, she stands in an unfamiliar lavender-infused bubble thousands of kilometers away from home.

And all she wants is her mother.






Three Tina, 2006

Five ten a.m.

Tina lies under a heavy white plush duvet at the hotel on the dark March morning post-Melodifestivalen win. After an hour in the pool with Sebastian making her feel better as requested, they came back to her room to finish off.

She gazes at him from under her covers as he pulls sweatpants from a large duffel bag emblazoned with the Swedish flag on both sides and slips them on. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed, tying the laces of his sneakers. She catches the muscles in his toned back straining as he works and resists the urge to kiss down its groove. He seems ridiculously perfect.

Heartthrob athlete. Part-time underwear model. Her high school sweetheart. Snygg Sebbe, as his fans love to chant.

Five years in, they remain inseparable.

He was born in the northern suburb of Täby often associated with wealth but ended up in Norsborg—where she was born and still shares an apartment with both her mamma and brother. An eleventh-floor perch in a sand-toned apartment block in their complex of similarly colored blocks. A government-assigned space part of the Miljonprogrammet, the social democrats’ ambition of building a million living quarters to provide affordable public housing.

Sebastian’s family had netted one of those apartments too. She’d wondered how this golden boy had ended up in her hood—if his parents had been trying to save money, or if they simply had no choice. He stuck out like a chunk of potato in a bowl of kidney beans.

The first time she laid eyes on him as a teenager was when she found him cowering in a corner, both eyes swollen shut behind bruises, with a bloodied lip and the skittishness of a frightened kitten.

Those well-meaning apartments have segregated the city more and more with each passing decade.

Seb turns to take her in, his bright eyes twinkling in the lowlight.

“Du är så jävla vacker,” he whispers, his gaze roaming her face before traveling down her exposed torso. You’re so fucking beautiful.

She chuckles at his compliment, her head propped up on her palm. “Admiring your work in my afterglow?”

“Fan,” he curses softly, then leans in for a kiss. “I wish I didn’t have to go to practice.” He traces his tongue over her lower lip.

“You have a World Cup to win,” she teases against his mouth. He tugs her toward him with another kiss, his right hand beginning to roam.

“Promise you’ll be there? In Germany?” He pulls back to peer at her and morphs into his teenage version with that look. A boy looking for validation in her gaze.

Tina responds with a possessive kiss. He takes over and shifts his weight. She playfully pushes him aside.

“I don’t want Lagerbäck calling me up because you’re late for practice,” she scolds, thinking of his coach. Seb lets out an exaggerated sigh and launches off the bed. He pulls on a jersey then settles strands of whipped-butter-colored hair back in place.

“I’m a spare,” he says, lifting the duffel bag onto his shoulder. “I’m not Freddie or Henke. Definitely not Zlatan,” he adds under his breath.

“But you’re on the team.” Tina holds his gaze. “You’re not a spare, you’re a star.”

She catches his nostrils flaring as he presses his lips together. A shy gesture of pride.

He bends low to seal a kiss on her forehead and pushes a few curls, still slightly damp from the pool and their sweat, behind her ear. “Lycka till idag, älskling,” he mutters before leaving her room.

Good luck today, darling.

Once he leaves, Tina grabs a pillow and screams into it. It will start all over again today. A makeup artist will arrive to spruce her up before she appears on a morning show at national TV station SVT to discuss her win at Melodifestivalen. Then a series of press interviews for major newspapers Dagens Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, Expressen, another press conference at Kulturhuset for both domestic and foreign journalists, including the BBC, radio shows including P4, and two more evening shows.

She knew her life was going to change when she won the televised talent show that launched her onto Melodifestivalen’s stage. She hadn’t realized how immediate it was going to be. Little blond girls giggled shyly, their faces flushing red whenever she walked down Stockholm’s streets. Little brown girls took more brazen steps forward to ask for selfies, all wide-toothed grins, seeing their older selves reflected in her.

Her assistant had arranged a dinner reservation later, so she could meet with her mother and brother to tell them about the man who showed up because he was feeling guilty.

Lars Wikström.

By the time Lotta arrives with a makeup artist in tow, concerned Tina refused to open her door for room service breakfast, they find her with a puffy face and red-rimmed eyes.

Grattis Tina! Grattis! Snyggt jobbat! Stjärna!

Congratulations Tina! Congrats! Well done! Star!

Those words, yelled by strangers from other tables, form a tunnel around Tina as she makes her way toward the back corner of Brasserie Riche in Stockholm’s glitzy Östermalm district. Her table is out of earshot. Enough privacy, as requested.

“I could have cooked rice at home,” are Nancy’s first words upon Tina’s approach. Nancy casually glances around the eatery, her eyes washing over each group of diners, all white. She pats her thick, short Afro before turning back to her daughter. Tobias chuckles, showing the small gap between his front teeth he inherited from Nancy, his grin narrowing his eyes into slits like their mother’s. Low-cropped reddish-brown hair, freckled face, dark-brown eyes. Three years older than Tina. A head turner.

Nancy’s brows crumble when Tina peels off her sunglasses. “Gumman?”—Sweetie?—“What’s wrong?”

Tobias is instantly on his feet, pulling Tina into his broad swimmer’s chest, embracing her. Tina bursts into tears and Nancy pushes onto her feet as well to stroke her back in comfort. The waiter, standing close by with a white napkin draped across an arm, takes a few steps back to give them some privacy.

When Tina pulls out of Tobias’s hug, he cups her face between his wide palms, locks eyes.

“Tina? Är allt okej? Är det Seb?” he prods.

She shakes her head, glancing around, self-conscious.

“Please let’s sit before they think we’re causing a scene,” Tina says, pulling away from him and grabbing a chair.

“What’s wrong?” Nancy’s voice takes on a reprimanding tone. “What is all this drama about?”

“Mamma?!” Tobias starts. Nancy dismisses him with a flick of her hand.

“He came to see me,” Tina says after gathering her breath.

“Who?” Nancy asks.

“Him.” Tina lets the word settle as she glares at her mother. Liar. If their relationship was already fraught before, knowing that Nancy has been lying all these years threatens to sever it altogether.

Nancy’s nostrils flare as Tina reads her face, realization settling in.

Tina continues, “A man who looked just like me.” She pauses for effect. “Hmm, Mamma?”

“Your father.” Nancy finally understands, her eyebrows arching upward.

Tina turns to see Tobias’s face as he leans back into his chair at their mother’s words, his forehead crumpled with emotion.

“Don’t call him that,” Tina hisses at Nancy. “Don’t you dare call that stranger that. He died in Gambia. You told us he died there.”

She watches her normally calm mother shift uncomfortably in her seat, while throwing a quick glance over her shoulder. Tina turns to Tobias, who seems frozen at the revelation.

Nancy swivels back to her daughter. “When? Did he come to your hotel? What did he want?” The words pour out breathlessly.

“What?!” Tobias’s first words since the news. “What are you talking about, Mamma?”

“Before the show,” Tina says. “Before my performance. He said he was proud of me and wanted to come support me.”

“Wait, wait, Mamma?” Tobias interjects. “Pappa is alive?”

Nancy reaches for a brioche bun instead of answering.

“So, it was real?” Tobias says to Tina. “Your tears, your look on stage?”

Tina nods. Nancy tears a piece of bread and pops it into her mouth.

“Mamma?” Tobias waits for an answer.

She addresses Tina instead. “What did he want? Why is he reaching out now?” Nancy nonchalantly picks at her bread, not looking at either of them.

Tina’s heart sinks, her mother confirming what she’d already suspected the minute she’d looked into the man’s eyes. Once he’d left her dressing room, she had pulled out her laptop to search for him via Yahoo. Lars “Lasse” Wikström. A semi-famous artist known for his suggestive paintings. Living publicly right under their noses for close to two decades.

My father is dead.

When Tina doesn’t answer, Nancy asks again, “What did he want from you?” This time there’s an edge to her voice.

Tina stares at her mother as tears drown her eyes, silently accusing Nancy.

Liar.

“Don’t you get it?” Tobias turns to Nancy, exasperated. “Tina is a star. He wants to claim her now. Jäveln!” The bastard. “Get a restraining order against him.”

“So, Frida is dead, then?” Nancy drops, a hint of humor to her tone.

Tina and Tobias pivot sharply toward her. Tina hardens at the name Frida. All slivers of doubt evaporate.

“A married man, Mamma? Don’t you dare make excuses for him and yourself.” Tina grits the words between clenched teeth, finding her voice. “Why did you lie to us?”

“I know, I know.” Nancy shrugs her shoulders. “But you know, she told him never to contact us. Never to contact you.”

“He’s a grown man!” Tobias seethes. “He could have taken responsibility if he wanted to.”

Tina recognizes her own anger and sadness in her brother, a confluence of emotions. “So, Pappa was alive all these years?”

Nancy exhales audibly. She gathers herself. “He abandoned us. He had to make a choice.” She pauses for effect. “So, he chose his wife and children.”

“Why didn’t he choose us?” Tobias chimes in.

“It’s not that easy, my dear,” Nancy explains. “You know your father’s people. They don’t like to stand out. You’re outcast from society the minute you make the slightest mistake.”

“We’re mistakes?” Tina’s voice bristles.

Nancy holds her gaze. “No, my dear. You are my blessings. What Lars and I had was a mistake. We should never have crossed that line.”

“So loving an African woman was wrong? A mistake?” Tina’s voice is sharp.

Nancy sighs. “Loving a woman who isn’t your wife is wrong,” she explains. “Frida tried to save their marriage, his career, his image. I don’t blame her.”

“At what cost?” Tobias spits. “Robbing him of his relationship with us? Why did you tell us he was dead?”

“It’s complicated. He didn’t love her,” Nancy explains. “He never did.” Tina notices her mother evading the question, a tactic she has often used over the years.

“Why marry someone you don’t love?!” Tobias asks, his eyebrows now dipping inwards, rage finally winning the battle within him.

“My dear Tobias,” Nancy turns to him with shimmering eyes, “his parents were tired of him jumping around Gambia in the name of research. They wanted him back home on Swedish soil.” She pauses. “With a Swedish girl.”

“So, what? They forced him to marry Frida?” Tina jumps in. “Why are you still absolving him of any responsibility?”

Nancy pulls a face, clearly tired of their interrogation.

“He looked so much older than you when I saw him,” Tina adds.

She catches her mother’s wince. Nancy takes a bite of bread, chews to her children’s silence, then continues.

“He was my professor,” Nancy confesses.

“What?” they gasp in unison.

“Twenty years older than me—but did not look his age.” Nancy bites off more bread. “All that Pippi Longstocking hair and freckles”—she chews—“and Bamse honey eyes,” she chuckles beneath her breath. Then her gaze turns to Tina. Nancy’s eyes roam her features, her face. Tina watches her mother purse her lips before turning back to her bread.

“What the fuck are you talking about, Mamma?” Tina exclaims.

“Don’t use that tone with me,” Nancy reprimands sternly. “The world is easier for you now. You can do and say whatever you want. Things were tougher back then.”

“Spare me.” Tobias reaches for his own brioche bun and tears it apart. He grabs soft brown butter and starts spreading it aggressively.

“You don’t understand,” Nancy starts. “Once is a mistake.” She pauses, then looks at Tina. “Twice means love.” She exhales audibly. “That is too much for any wife to bear.”

“Then why did you do it?” Tobias drops his bun and glares at his mother. “Why did you carry on for so long with that man?”

“If I hadn’t, you wouldn’t have been born.” Nancy’s voice breaks with emotion.

“Bullshit.” It’s Tina this time around. “Maybe Tobias was a mistake. But I was a choice. You knew exactly what you were doing and what would happen. You liar!”

The tension around their table is palpable. Tina notices Nancy twisting her lips, probably trying to prevent tears. It hadn’t been her intention to upset her. It must feel raw for Nancy too.

“If he didn’t want to choose us, I had to kill his memories,” Nancy starts. “I never knew he was married with children until I had Tobias.” Her voice breaks but she holds her composure. “He promised me he was divorcing Frida and that they were already separated,” she says, before turning to Tina. “Then we had you.”

“So, we have older half-siblings somewhere?” Tobias’s tone is low and terse. “The real Wikströms?” He pauses. “And you never got tired of lying to us all these years? You and Uncle Leif?”

Tina processes her brother’s words. Older siblings? More sisters or brothers, maybe both, somewhere? All living in the same country, probably unaware of each other?

“Did you bring me here to accuse me?” Nancy raises her voice. “Ehn? I could have stayed at home and cooked in my own house. But you bring me here to embarrass me in a fancy place.”

“Sluta, Mamma.” Tina urges her to stop.

“You think this was my wish for you? To not have a father all these years?”

“You could have picked an available father.” Tobias laughs scornfully.

“The heart wants what it wants, or else it does not care,” Nancy says. “Emily Dickinson. American poet.”

“Really, Mamma? You’re quoting poetry now?” Tina hisses.

Nancy repeats those words again. “The heart wants what it wants, or else it does not care.” She holds Tina’s gaze. “You of all people should understand that.”

“Are we at this again? Talking about Seb?” Tina lets out a strained laugh. “I know you’ve never liked him.” She points to her brother. “Never mind that Tobbe only dates white girls.”

“It’s none of my business.” Nancy nonchalantly reaches for another bun. “You picked him out of all the available boys.”

“Of all the available boys?” Tina parrots her. “You mean of all the available Black and Brown boys? And why are you not asking about Tobbe’s girlfriend? Fucking double standards.”

Nancy shrugs her shoulders and takes a bite of buttered bread. “You children are watching too much American TV with all that foul language.” She frowns at Tina. “That boy is going to derail you from your dreams,” she adds.

“Derail me?” Tina furrows her brows at her mother. “Now you’re just projecting.”

“Mamma, you are the queen of deflection,” Tobias chimes in. “Now we’re talking about Seb while you continue to protect that jäveln.”

“That’s enough.” Nancy’s voice comes on hard. “Stop calling your father a bastard.”

“He is not my father,” Tobias yells, his fist hitting the table so hard it sends cutlery shifting in disarray. Chatter from nearby tables sinks at his outburst.

This must be why Lars reached out to her first, not Tobias. He probably thought she, as a woman, would be easier to prey on emotionally. She was probably the easiest and, quite frankly, weakest link in their tight-knit trio. Lars Wikström must have known that reaching out to Tobias would land him in a coffin. And he clearly doesn’t have the audacity to reach out to the woman he didn’t choose. Is Tina really that weak? she wonders. Is that what people see when they interact with her or see her face projected across screens? Is she easy to sway because she has one unsteady foot each in both worlds—black and white—rather than two firm feet?

“He stayed away because he loved you,” Nancy continues, breaking her thoughts. “When you were younger, he sent money to take care of you. Of us.”

“Money is not love,” Tobias fumes. “Sending money to take care of your children is the bare minimum.” Tobias turns to Tina. “What did he want from you?”

“He just said he was proud of me and that he knows my song was about him,” she sighs.

“Oh, a narcissist too,” Tobias adds, tossing his napkin onto the table.

An unfamiliar voice breaks their conversation. All three turn to find their waiter stepping out of the shadows.

“M-may I take your order?” he asks after clearing his throat.






Four Nancy, 1979

Pippi’s terracotta-blood hair. Dots in a darker shade splashed across his face. Eyes the color of Bamse’s honey behind large frames. In living flesh, scribbling words on a chalkboard in front of her anthropology class, one of the courses she needs for her degree. The class of eighteen students listens as chalk screeches across that board for what feels like a full minute.

She’d assumed those colors were reserved for children’s fantasy books.

Nancy arrived at the tail end of 1978 in the throes of winter, to start at Stockholm University come January. International relations with a minor in political science. Her baabaa, Omar, had shrugged his shoulders at her choice, since he wasn’t the one paying for it. Fatou, her naa, had simply expressed her desire to see her only daughter on the path to becoming Gambia’s first female president someday. As for her only sibling, her older brother, Lamin, they haven’t spoken since she received that letter from Sweden. She wonders how long it takes jealousy to leave one’s system.

Lars “Lasse” Wikström, Socialantropologi.

The bespectacled children’s book protagonist stops scribbling and swivels back to face his class. She takes in his attire. A thick beige sweater that covers his neck, wraps his tall lean frame, and falls past his hip. Mahogany-brown trousers which flare out at his ankles and look corduroy in texture.

She’s craning to assess his well-worn fawn leather boots when the perfect pronunciation of her name startles her.

“Ndow? Nancy?”

Seventeen pairs of eyes from fellow students pivot toward her, pinning her in place. None look like hers. A few people use the opportunity to scan her once more. Her close-cropped hair, her dark skin, her modest sweater dress with boots she borrowed from Yaya.

“You must be one of mine,” he sing-songs in English with a distinct melodic lilt, before clearing his throat, his cheeks flushing pink. “I mean, my mentees from Gambia.” He pauses for effect. “Naka nga deff?” How are you? he asks her in Wolof, a grin surfacing, clearly trying to impress her.

Nancy remains quiet. He presses on. “This class will be conducted in Swedish, but the university has made extra provisions for foreign students who might need special assistance while they learn Swedish to keep up with coursework.” Nancy listens, peering at him. “My anthropology expertise and research cover the Gambia and Senegal. So, I have you and one other student, Malik from Satey Ba.”

That grin reappears on his face; he’s seeking validation of his knowledge of her land. Nancy ignores it. Satey Ba. Their local nickname for one of Gambia’s largest cities, Brikama. Clearly Professor Lasse has done his research. She’s seen his type crisscrossing Banjul in too-short shorts, rubber flip-flops and flowing long hair, learning all they wanted, flashing those grins at local women, returning home as experts on her country, while leaving their spawn behind.

So, she isn’t easily impressed.

“Please stay behind for a few minutes so I can explain more, okay?”

She nods at him, then murmurs, “Tana te” in Mandinka, her own tongue, in response to his first question. I’m fine. Professor Wikström pauses, probably trying to decipher her words.

“Okej, välkomna allihopa!” Okay, welcome everyone!

With those words and a clap, he begins to lecture in unintelligible Swedish. It’s the longest forty-five minutes of her life.

She’ll catch up someday, Nancy knows she will. She’s been registered for intensive Swedish classes alongside her core courses. But this buoyant feeling, this moorlessness. It’s disorienting. She feels disembodied in this place where she can count fellow Africans she has seen so far on one hand and the melodic lilt swirling around her feels like drowning in deep water.

So, once Lars waves his hand in dismissal, she quickly pops open her portmanteau, shoves her books and pencils into it, and rushes to her feet. At close range, she sees him more clearly, though his coloring isn’t any less jarring to her. Slight wrinkles at the corners of his eyes intimate that he’s older than she initially estimated, his freckles maintaining his youthful appearance.

“Nancy.” Lars’s grin reappears as he settles his hands on his hips, stretching to his full height. To any observer, they probably looked like the number eighteen, standing next to each other. “I’m sure that lecture went over your head, but don’t worry. On Fridays, I will be doing a high-level weekly summary in English for both you and Malik.” His tone is jovial, light, fatherly.

“Thank you,” she says weakly. His gaze holds hers as he smiles, and she banks her head away awkwardly.

“They only use their eyes to communicate,” Yaya had said during an impromptu cultural lesson over the dill-baked salmon and potatoes Benke had cooked for them. “No hands or arms. Their bodies stand stiff. So, keep looking straight into their eyes, even if it makes you uncomfortable.” Yaya had mimed, with two fingers pointing toward her own eyes, before spearing salmon with her fork.

Nancy turns her eyes back to Lars. His hands leave his hips as if unsure what to do with them.

“Okay,” he finds his voice. “Come back here on Friday at ten for our English summary.” One hand moves to readjust his wide-framed, maroon-tinted glasses. “As your mentor as well as your professor, my job is to help you integrate. Help you understand the culture, so . . .” He pauses. “I’m here whenever you need me, okay?” He claps his hands.

She nods before turning to leave.

“N be i je la sambiŋ.” His next words stop her in her tracks. Fluent Mandinka. She spins back around, her eyes widening, taking all of him in. He repeats those words with a grin of pride etched across his face.

See you soon.

Later that evening, Nancy pushes diced potatoes, tiny bits of beef, and onions around her plate, the antique-looking dining room cloaked in silence, Benke watching as she barely eats.

“You don’t like it?” he asks, his fork midway to his mouth. He’s still dressed in his work clothes. Short-sleeved lightly checkered shirt and a tight burgundy tie loosely hanging around his neck. “It’s called pytt-i-panna. Small pieces in a pan.” He chuckles at the translation. “Not very creative,” he adds. “Do you have something similar in Gambia?”

She shakes her head, answering both his questions at once.

It’s past ten and Yaya isn’t home yet. Since moving to stay with Yaya and Benke a month ago, Nancy quickly realized there’s daily toil behind her binki’s roar of positivity. Her facade carried itself flawlessly all the way to Banjul via letters and occasional phone calls. Yaya was probably working harder than she needed to as hemtjänst—home service for the elderly, injured and disabled.

Benke’s modest bank clerk’s salary was enough for them, Yaya had told her. After all, they had zero rent or mortgages to pay for Benke’s heirloom apartment. Like her mother, Fatou (who subsisted on her father’s professor salary so she could run the household), Yaya didn’t need to work, but she wanted to.

“There are different kinds of privilege in this world,” Yaya had proclaimed over a dinner of tasteless baked cod cooked by Benke. “The privilege of a man who cooks for his wife and the privilege of a wife who doesn’t need to work but wants to. Especially when that husband is old like mine.” She added her signature chuckle, a tongue-protruding, deep roar that always caught its audience by surprise. At sixty-five, Benke was fifteen years Yaya’s senior.

“How was school?” Benke tries switching topics, his face flushing with color.

Nancy shrugs. “It was challenging. I didn’t understand a word of what my professor said.” Lars flashes across her mind. “But I think he speaks both Wolof and Mandinka. His pronunciations were quite good.”

“Really?” Benke says. She reads what looks like genuine shock, maybe envy, in his eyes.

Nancy nods. “He teaches anthropology. His research work was on Gambia. He has been assigned as my mentor.”

“Really?” Benke asks again, and this time his voice dips. Nancy glares at Benke, who still can’t speak a lick of her language.

It took Yaya four years to get comfortably fluent in Swedish. “You’re smarter than me,” she once said. “You’ll learn it in one year.”

“Yes,” Nancy says before turning back to pushing her pytt-i-panna around and descending into silence once more.

Ten minutes later, they both hear the keys turning the lock. Yaya shuffles in, her shoulders slumped. She sheds her layers of warm clothing, hangs them where they need to go, and saunters toward the dining hall where Benke and Nancy sit.

Benke asks her something in Swedish, the cadence indicating concern about her day. She pulls out a chair, hefts herself onto it, audibly sighing.

“One of my clients died today,” she says. “And she has no family, no children, no one we could call on her behalf.” She stares off into the distance, her eyes focusing nowhere in particular. Lost in her thoughts. Then she swivels sharply toward her husband.

“Benke, I want children.”

Benke’s fork falls out his hand and hits his plate, the clanking sound vibrating through the wide room.

“Yaya,” he starts. “We have children. Bonus barn.” He mentions two names—children from his previous marriage. This is the first time Nancy has heard those names. Their photos don’t grace Yaya and Benke’s walls or shelves. They never mention those names inside this apartment.

Nancy never even knew Benke had children.

“Your children don’t like me. Their African stepmother!” Yaya spits back with an edge to her voice. “I want my own children.”

“You’re fifty,” Benke tries to reason with her.

“I serve a God of miracles,” she insists. “I want children.”






Five Tina, 2006

Rule number one of newfound celebrity: Don’t you as much as whisper about private issues in public— especially not where waiters lurk in shadows, because the morning after Tina’s heated dinner with her family, the tabloid Expressen ran a dramatic headline:

Drama på Riche. Stjärna Tina i tårar.

Drama at Riche. Star Tina in tears.

The article goes on to detail, almost play by play, what had happened at their dinner table.

The “scandalous affair” between an African woman and her professor-turned-artist, Lars “Lasse” Wikström.

The martyr wife “Frida” who tried to save her marriage and hold her family together.

The African “refugee” who must have tricked him into bearing Swedish children. Is Tina even truly Swedish?

The song “Honey” is about him.

He has never seen his children.

They even drag Sebastian’s name into the piece; heartthrob “Snygg Sebbe” still isn’t good enough for Tina.

“Everything we discussed,” Tina’s voice cracks. “Every single thing.”

Tobias races his fingers across his forehead, trying to think.

“What are we going to do now?” He isn’t asking so much as wondering aloud how they’ll navigate their new reality, Tina is sure of it.

And her dear Seb? She has been fiercely protecting their love since she found him beaten up as a teenager, but the media have now dragged him into her messy battle too.

“I told you I should have cooked at home,” is all Nancy says, her eyes never leaving her toes, which she is nonchalantly painting on the coffee table.

Tina’s assistant, who she now designates the bearer of bad news, had rushed over to their apartment that morning with a copy of the newspaper. Well, Nancy’s apartment in Norsborg.

Tina flips through the pages of the paper. An eight-page spread had been created out of nothing, speculating on who Tina’s real father was.

“Your father is dead!” Tina remembers Nancy screaming those words at her one Christmas when she was six years old. She’d been watching a festive show, longingly poring over dads shoveling snow and setting up lights. Uncle Leif had traveled somewhere to spend Christmas with someone else. Up until then, Uncle Leif had never missed Christmas with them. She had asked her mother when her own father was going to come back from Gambia.

In hindsight, she now realizes Nancy never delivered information with warmth or understanding. Your father is dead.

Tina flips to a page that stuns her into silence. A double-page spread. On the left, her full mugshot. On the right, the full mug of the man that had come to see her in her dressing room. The large title, spanning both pages in Swedish, read, “The musician and her muse.” Reminiscent of a human anatomy book pointing out limbs, there were pull quotes and lines connecting their features, the curve of their noses, the freckles fanning across their cheeks and the bridges of their noses, the similar outline of their lips. Tina’s are much fuller.

Though the article is speculative, her resemblance to the renowned oil painter is undeniable. No DNA tests are needed to prove their connection; her mother had already confirmed it over dinner at Riche.

“What the fuck?” Tina mutters before ripping both pages out and starting to shred them. Tobias lurches for the pages before she turns them into confetti. He straightens out Lars’s crumpled face, scans the text, his features hardening.

“Lasse Wikström,” Tobias reads out loud. “The artist.” He turns to Nancy. “The artist? The millionaire artist?” Nancy shrugs her shoulders and continues to silently paint her nails.

Tina thinks about their last name. Wikström. “Was Farbror Leif his brother?” she asks.

Nancy looks up, her eyes intense. “Let your uncle rest in peace.”

Tobias curses and throws the creased page to the ground. He growls in frustration.

Tina picks up the piece and stares into Lars’s eyes once more. She’d heard of the artist but never followed his work. She’d never cared to investigate him herself. Yes, he was also red-haired and had the same last name, but there were dozens of men named “Lars Wikström” in Sweden and, as her mother had said, her own father was long dead.

Maybe it had been clear as day and she hadn’t wanted to look into him, because knowing he was out there on an international stage, but not wanting to see her and Tobias, would have been too much for her heart to take.

New emotions begin to swirl within her, and they border on loathing.

Hard pounding on the door causes Nancy to yelp. “Who wants to break down my door?!” she yells.

Lotta rushes to open it, and Seb enters the room.

“Ah, Snygg Sebbe,” Tobias greets him, his tone flat. “So, you’ve heard? Sweden’s hottest player still isn’t spicy enough for Miss Tina.”

Sebastian hisses at him before beelining for Tina, pulling her into a hug. “Älskling.”

“I’m gonna sue Riche and that waiter,” she growls into his hug. “I’m gonna sue.”

“But you know you can’t prove it was the waiter,” Seb says.

She pushes out of his embrace. “Aren’t you supposed to make me feel better? Gud!”

“Sorry,” he apologizes. “I don’t know what to say.”

“This is a complete shitshow.” Tina runs fingers through her straightened hair. “Now I’m no longer trustworthy.” For a Swede, she knows a lack of trust is the hardest weight to bear. The most damning part is the revelation that Tina Wikström’s father isn’t dead as she’d previously said in interviews. Unbeknown to her, the name written on her birth certificate is Leif Wikström; a man they had called Farbror Leif—Uncle—while growing up. Nancy had finally confessed this to them over that dinner.

They hear someone singing. “Praising the Lord . . . always . . .” The three of them turn to stare at Nancy, who is now humming a tune as she continues painting her nails.






Six Nancy, 1979

Nancy observes him from the slightly ajar door of the classroom. Her fellow countryman.

He waits with muscular arms folded across his chest, leaning back in his chair, a resting resignation etched across his face. He sports a three-inch Afro and his skin is smooth.

She pushes the door open, and his gaze moves toward her. He gets to his feet. A gentleman too, Nancy notes. She does a quick scan. Tall, sturdy, two shades darker than she is, easy on the eyes.

“Nancy? Naka suba si! Sama tur Malik la,” he reels off in Wolof. Good morning. My name is Malik. “I hope you speak Wolof too. Professor Lasse told me all about you,” he continues breathlessly.

She wonders aloud what her professor could have told Malik about her, since she has only met him once. “That you’re Mandinka,” he responds. Malik’s eyes sweep her length, over her maroon turtleneck flared dress, settling back on her low-cropped hair. “My hair cannot be longer than yours,” he adds jovially.

She flashes her gap-toothed smile, and he returns a blindingly white one. “Enchanté,” she responds. She settles into the chair next to him under his gaze. Once she’s seated, her portmanteau resting by her feet, he slides back onto his own chair.

“So, what brings you to Sweden?” he asks.

“A scholarship. International relations with a minor in political science.”

“So, you want to be a diplomat?” He chuckles.

“My naa thinks Madame President will suit me better
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