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  Foreword

  
  







There is a moment somewhere in the middle of this book when you may find yourself pausing. Not because the page has run out or because something has interrupted you but because you have just read in consecutive chapters two men doing the same thing in entirely different places and you have understood with a clarity that feels almost physical that the world is both larger and smaller than you thought.




One man is in Somalia. One man is in Sweden. They do not know each other yet. Between them lie thousands of miles of continent and ocean and the vast accumulated differences of language and climate and history and faith. One grows up measuring distance in hours walked and the other in kilometers driven. One knows the specific silence of a northern Swedish village in January and the other knows the specific silence of scrubland after a lion has roared and then moved on. They are by every conventional measure separated by almost everything.




And yet.




This is the book’s central proposition and it is not a soft or sentimental one. It does not argue that difference doesn’t exist or that hardship is equivalent across all circumstances or that the particularity of any one life can be dissolved into some warm universal soup of shared humanity. The differences are real and the book does not flinch from them. A child sleeping beside camels in lion country is not the same as a child sleeping in a small house in Ångermanland. Poverty in the Somali pastoral region is not poverty in rural Sweden though both are real and both leave their marks on the bodies and minds of the people who live through them. What the book argues instead is quieter and more precise. It argues that the emotional logic of a life is recognizable across all the distances. That a mother’s face when her child returns safely carries the same information in every language. That the particular ache of waiting for something that may not come and of wanting more than your circumstances will permit and of being a child old enough to be useful but young enough that usefulness still feels like a cost, that all of this crosses borders without difficulty and without translation and without loss.




Two men gave their lives to this book. Jonas Hägglund grew up in Åmynnet in northern Sweden, a place so specific and so small that it barely registers on most maps and yet which becomes in these pages a whole world: the forest beginning where the garden ends and the Gulf of Bothnia glimpsed through trees and the particular darkness of a December afternoon that has weight to it and that presses against the windows and demands something of the people inside. Abdi Mohamed Farah grew up in the semi-arid pastoral lands of Somalia, herding camels from the age of five and sleeping on the ground and drinking warm milk from the bodies of animals and surviving a drought that took hundreds of thousands of lives and a childhood that asked more of him than any childhood should.




You read them in alternating chapters and the rhythm of it does something to you. It places two lives in proximity that geography would never permit and asks you to look at what happens when they are read side by side. What happens is not that they become the same. What happens is that you begin to see the shape of a life underneath the specific details of any particular life, the universal grammar that all human experience shares regardless of the vocabulary in which it happens to be expressed.




Both men are moving though neither knows it yet toward the same factory floor in Sweden. One is traveling toward it from the north, from Åmynnet and Bjästa and the long bus rides into Örnsköldsvik and from a recession that closed every door within reach and left a young man with a welder’s certificate and nowhere to use it. The other is traveling toward it from so much further away, from the scrubland and the drought and the camps and the slow difficult passage through a continent and then an ocean and then a new country whose language he is still learning when he arrives. Their routes could not be more different. The destination turns out to be the same: a factory in Sweden and a workbench and a colleague they have not yet met.




This convergence is not presented as a miracle. The book is too honest for miracles. What it presents instead is something more ordinary and therefore more remarkable: two men who find in each other across all the distances their lives have traveled the thing that recognition feels like when it arrives without warning. The moment when you look at another person and understand before you have the words for it that they have been somewhere you recognize even though the place they have been is nothing like any place you have ever been. That the interior landscape is familiar even when the exterior one is not.




This is what good memoir does at its best. It takes the absolutely specific and the irreducible particularity of one person’s experience and renders it so precisely that it becomes paradoxically something larger than itself. The detail is not decorative. The detail is the argument. A boy in Sweden wearing his school shoes to mow a lawn because his father didn’t think to tell him to bring boots and a boy in Somalia walking for two days through semi-arid scrubland because a herder hit him once too often: these are not the same story. But in both of them there is a child discovering that the world is not arranged with him in mind and deciding what to do with that information. That discovery and that decision are as old as childhood itself.




Read this book slowly if you can. Let each chapter settle before you move to the next. Notice what the juxtaposition does to your understanding of both men. Notice that after a chapter set in the Somali pastoral landscape you bring something to the Swedish chapter that you wouldn’t have brought without it and that the reverse is equally true. The men illuminate each other across an impossible distance. They wrote their chapters separately and out of their own separate memories and their own separate needs to understand where they came from and what it made them. Neither knew while writing what the other was writing. And yet again and again the chapters speak to each other across the white space between them as if they had been in conversation all along.




Because they had been. They just didn’t know it yet.




By the time they meet in a factory in Sweden with the sound of machinery around them and the smell of metal in the air and two lives’ worth of distance already traveled the reader will feel something that the two men themselves may not yet have felt: that this meeting was always going to happen. That two people shaped by such different versions of the same forces, hunger and love and the necessity of leaving and the difficulty of arriving, were always going to find each other eventually and recognize in each other what the world kept insisting was different.




The book they have made together is something neither could have made alone.




It is about two lives. It is about one life. It is about the stubborn persistence of recognition that operates in us before language and beneath argument and which insists on finding itself in the most unlikely places.




You are about to read the story of two men who have not yet met.




By the end you will understand exactly why they had to.
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My name is Jonas Hagglund and the first place I ever lived is a city I cannot remember.

Soderhamn. I know the word. I’ve seen it on maps and traced the letters with a finger and tried to make them add up to something that feels like mine. A port city on the Gulf of Bothnia down in Gävleborg, several hundred kilometres south of where I would grow up and become the person writing these words. My parents lived there. I was born there. And then before I was old enough to hold the place in memory we left and Soderhamn became the first of many things I would understand only in retrospect, only by absence, only by the shape of the hole where the thing should be.

I remember nothing of it. Not a room, not a smell, not the quality of light through a particular window. Some people carry their earliest homes inside them like a core sample, strata of wallpaper patterns and radiator sounds and the specific creak of a particular floorboard. I carry only the name. The fact of it. The knowledge that I came from somewhere before I came from here. Here is Bjasta.

We moved when I was still small enough that the move itself left no mark, no memory of packing, no tearful last look at a familiar street, no moment of arrival that announced itself as significant. One life simply became another. Bjasta was just the world, the way the world always is for young children: total, self-evident, requiring no comparison to anything previous because nothing previous exists for them yet.

The apartment block sits on a street that looks like every other apartment block on every other street in every small Swedish town built in the postwar decades. Three storeys, pale render, windows arranged with bureaucratic regularity, a patch of gravel and some struggling grass out front that nobody tends with any particular conviction. Nothing about the building announces itself. Nothing about it suggests that the family living on the second floor is anything other than what it is: ordinary, careful with money, finding its way.

Inside though. Inside is different.

Mama runs the apartment the way she runs everything, with a practical efficiency that has no excess in it, no wasted movement, no gesture that doesn’t serve a purpose. She is not cold. Coldness would require a decision and she has no time for decisions that don’t involve keeping the family fed and clothed and moving forward. What she has instead is a kind of fundamental competence, a no-nonsense relationship with the world that I will spend years trying to understand as love and eventually realize simply *is* love, expressed in the only language she has ever needed.

She cooks. She cleans. She manages. The apartment is always warm, always orderly, always smelling faintly of whatever is on the stove. Potatoes most evenings, the particular dense smell of Swedish home cooking that will follow me through every kitchen I ever inhabit and find me decades later in cities far from here and squeeze something in my chest I don’t have a clean word for.

Papa is quieter than the apartment itself.

He works at the boat factory outside Bjasta and the work sits in his body the way physical labour always does in men who’ve done it long enough. In the slope of the shoulders, the particular way the hands rest, the tendency toward stillness that isn’t laziness but conservation, the body learning over years to spend nothing it doesn’t need to spend. He comes home. He eats. He reads the newspaper in his chair. He does not perform fatherhood the way that some fathers perform it, the wrestling on the floor and loud games and running commentary on the day. He is simply there. Present in the way that furniture is present, which sounds like an insult but isn’t, because you only understand the importance of furniture when it’s gone.

I am five, maybe six, and Per is a baby.

Per arrives in the apartment like a weather system, loud, disruptive, total. He is three or four years younger than me and he enters the world screaming, Mamma says later, as if registering a formal complaint about the terms of his arrival. He cries with an impressive commitment. He laughs with the same commitment. Everything Per does announces itself, fills the available space, refuses to be ignored. I watch him from a careful distance, this small furious person who has rearranged the family around himself without asking anyone’s permission.

I find to my surprise that I don’t resent him. What I feel is something closer to fascination. He is so completely himself already, at an age when most people haven’t found themselves yet. When Per wants something he says so. When Per is happy the whole apartment knows it. I study him the way you study a weather pattern you’re trying to learn to predict and gradually I do predict it and the predicting becomes a kind of intimacy, becomes the first version of what will be my relationship with my brother for the rest of our lives.

Niklas comes later. Five, maybe six years after me, small and watchful, a different species entirely from Per. Where Per fills space Niklas observes it. He has large eyes that miss nothing and a habit of stillness that seems improbable in a child so young, as if he arrived already understanding that the world rewards patience. He draws things, elaborate detailed drawings of objects and creatures that don’t quite exist, that inhabit some private geography between imagination and reality. He draws at the kitchen table for hours with his tongue slightly out, pencil moving with a care that makes me feel briefly ashamed of my own impatience with things.

Three boys in an apartment sized for two.

Mama never says this is difficult. She says very little about herself at all, her inner life conducted privately in a place I don’t have access to, in the space behind those efficient practical eyes. But sometimes, rarely, I catch her at the kitchen window in the early evening when she thinks no one is watching, her hands still for once, her face turned toward something outside the glass. Not the gravel patch or the street or the pine forest beyond it. Something further. Something that isn’t visible from here.

She turns before I can study her expression properly. Becomes efficient again. Asks if I’ve done my homework. I have.

The house in Amynnet comes later, when I am old enough to understand what it means.

Not to build. My father doesn’t build it and this isn’t that story. We move into it. We arrive in Amynnet the way families arrive in places that will become permanent: by accumulation of small decisions, by the particular gravitational pull that some places exert on some people, by the fact that the apartment in Bjasta has become too small for what we are now.

Amynnet is smaller than small. It is a village outside Bjasta which is itself a village outside Ornskoldsvik, the nearest town of any size, sitting five miles away down a road I will come to know by heart. Every turn, every stretch of forest, every farm building that appears and disappears at the same point in every journey. Amynnet is the kind of place that doesn’t register on most people’s maps of Sweden, that appears only in the fine print of atlases, that requires a certain specificity of belonging before it becomes real to you.

It becomes real to me immediately.

The house has a garden. This alone represents a kind of abundance we haven’t had before, actual ground, actual soil, a space that belongs to us and extends outward in all directions instead of stopping at a wall shared with strangers. Per runs through it in circles on the first day, covering the same ground repeatedly as if establishing a claim, as if his feet moving over it makes it more ours. Niklas finds a corner near the fence and crouches there, examining something in the grass, already conducting his private investigations of the world at close range.

I stand on the front step and look at the forest.

It begins not far from the edge of the property, proper northern Swedish forest, spruce and pine so dense the interior is permanent shadow even in summer, the floor below the canopy padded with decades of fallen needles so thick and soft that you sink into it slightly with each step. The forest smells of resin and cold water and something older than either, something that was here before the house, before Amynnet, before the road that connects this small place to the slightly larger places beyond it.

This is what I’ve been missing without knowing I was missing it.

Not the apartment, which was fine. Not Bjasta, which was ordinary. But this, the edge of something vast and quiet and completely indifferent to human concerns, the forest that begins where the garden ends, the darkness between the trees that promises nothing and withholds nothing and simply exists, season after season, long before us and long after.

Inside, Mama is already organizing. The sound of her moving through rooms, assigning purposes, establishing order, this is the sound of home beginning. Pappa brings in boxes from the car in his methodical way, one trip at a time, nothing rushed, nothing dropped. Per shouts something from the garden. Niklas doesn’t answer.

I stay on the step a little longer.

The money will be tight. I understand this the way children understand the things adults try to hide, not through explicit information but through accumulation of small signals. The slight pause before a purchase. The careful way certain topics are changed. The presence of the same worn clothes season after season while other children in Bjästa appear each autumn in things that are new and unscuffed and exactly right. The Nintendo will come years after everyone else’s. The VHS player will arrive secondhand and slightly broken, better than nothing. New clothes will wait until the old ones have made their case beyond all reasonable argument.

Looking back now I find myself turning this over with something that isn’t quite anger but isn’t comfortable either. Papa would later pour considerable money into building a summer house, money that in our household represented real sacrifice at real cost. As an adult I struggle to square that decision with the winters of careful spending, the secondhand things, the delayed purchases. It seems to me now that the same money spent on food and clothes and the ordinary necessities of a growing family would have meant more, would have eased more, would have been felt by more people in more direct ways. I understand the dream of building something permanent and your own. I understand it and I still cannot entirely forgive the arithmetic of it.

None of this has happened yet. On this first evening in Amynnet, standing on the step of the house that will become the place I mean when I say home, I don’t yet know the specific shape our constraints will take. I only know the forest is there and that it costs nothing and that the road to Ornskoldsvik is five miles long and I can already ride a bike.

Per calls from inside. Mama needs help with something.

I take one last look at the treeline. The spruce stand dark and still against the early evening sky, that pale gold that northern Swedish summers do in the hours before the sun finally concedes and drops briefly below the horizon. Then I go inside to help.

The door closes behind me and Amynnet takes note of one more Hagglund joining its small count of residents. The forest doesn’t stir. The road lies quiet. The house begins for the first time to sound like itself.
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My name is Abdi Mohamed Farah and the first home I knew could be carried on our backs.

The aqal sits in my memory like a prayer made solid. Bent sticks and woven grass and animal hides curved into a dome that breathes with the wind. We can take it apart when the grazing fails, bundle it onto the camels and rebuild it wherever the rains have fallen. This is what home means when you’re born below the mountains near Garbahaarey: not permanence but the knowledge of how to make shelter from what the land provides.

The land provides little and demands much.

I’m standing outside our aqal in the early morning, four years old, watching my mother’s hands move through the process of milking. Her fingers work the she-camel’s udder with a rhythm older than memory and the milk comes in white streams into the calabash making a sound like rain on leaves. The she-camel stands patient, chewing something from yesterday, her eyes half-closed against the flies already gathering in the heat.

Abdi, my mother says without looking at me. Take the young ones to the forest after you drink.

The forest. She means the scattered acacias three hours’ walk from here where the browse is still good enough to keep the camels interested. I nod though she can’t see me and wait for her to finish so I can have my portion of milk.

The earth beneath my bare feet is already warm though the sun has barely cleared the mountains. Red dirt, hard-packed from months without rain, the kind of ground that remembers every footprint but gives nothing back without a fight. I shift my weight from foot to foot feeling the heat rise through my soles. By midday this same earth will be hot enough to blister skin.

My mother hands me the calabash. The milk is still warm from the camel’s body, rich and slightly sweet, with that particular taste that comes from animals who’ve been eating acacia leaves and desert scrub. I drink half and pass it back. She’ll distribute the rest among my siblings, the ones old enough to drink from the calabash and the ones still small enough to nurse directly from her.

There are nine of us. Or there were nine. Or there will be nine. The counting is complicated by the two who died before I was old enough to remember them and by my older sister who’s already married and living with her husband’s family three days’ walk from here. She visits when the clans gather for celebrations or when someone dies. Last time I saw her she was pregnant with her third child, her belly swollen beneath her dress, her face older than I remembered.

The old bull needs watching, my mother says, taking the calabash back. He tried to wander yesterday. Keep your eyes on him.

I know which one she means. The old bull with the scarred shoulder who has survived more dry seasons than any other camel in our herd. He’s earned the right to wander but wandering gets you killed out here. Lions don’t care about your seniority.

I collect the young camels, five of them born in the last gu season when the rains came good and the browse exploded green across the plateau. They’re playful still, full of energy that hasn’t yet been beaten down by the sun and the distance and the endless walking. They see me coming and start to move, knowing what’s expected, their gangly legs carrying them in the direction of the forest before I even reach them.

The old bull watches me with eyes that have seen everything twice. I make the sound my father taught me, the clicking of tongue against teeth that means move, and after a long moment of consideration the bull lumbers to his feet. Dust rises from his hide. He shakes once, a full-body shudder that starts at his head and travels all the way to his tail, and then he begins walking.

We move as the sun climbs higher.

The landscape around Garbahaarey is what outsiders call semi-arid, which is a gentle word for brutal. We get maybe thirteen to twenty inches of rain a year if we’re lucky, if the seasons align properly, if God remembers we’re here. The rest of the time we get dust and heat and wind that carries no moisture, just the smell of distant fires and the promise of nothing changing soon.

The vegetation knows this. Everything that grows here has adapted to scarcity. The acacia trees spread their crowns like umbrellas, creating circles of shade that move across the ground as the sun tracks overhead. Their leaves are small and waxy, designed to hold onto every drop of moisture. Their thorns are long and sharp, protection against animals desperate enough to eat anything. The grass is coarse and pale, the kind that can survive on almost nothing, that waits months for rain and then explodes into seed within days of the first drops falling.

This is what I’m learning at four years old though I don’t have words for it yet. I’m learning that everything here exists in a state of constant negotiation with scarcity. The land gives just enough to sustain life but never enough to make life easy.

Walking behind the camels I watch how they move. The young ones still have enthusiasm, stopping to investigate interesting rocks or to chase each other in brief bursts of play. But even they understand the fundamental rule: conserve energy, don’t waste movement. The desert punishes excess.

The old bull walks with the efficiency of long practice. No wasted steps, no unnecessary turns. He knows where we’re going because he’s been going there longer than I’ve been alive. Sometimes I think the camels are leading me more than I’m leading them, that my presence is ceremonial, a child playing at responsibility while the animals do the real work of navigation.

But my mother has given me this task and I take it seriously. I count them constantly: one two three four five young ones, one old bull, six total. I watch for predators though at four I’m not entirely sure what I’m watching for. I’ve heard stories of lions and hyenas but I’ve never seen either. Still I look at the horizon, searching for shapes that don’t belong, movements that suggest hunger.

The sun climbs higher. The temperature rises. By the time we’re an hour into the walk the heat sits on my shoulders like a physical weight. Sweat runs down my back, soaking into my shirt, a hand-me-down from one of my older siblings, thin cotton that was once blue but has faded to the color of old sky.

The young camels are slowing now, their early enthusiasm giving way to the reality of distance. One of them, a female I call Dhegdheer, long-eared, keeps stopping to look back toward our aqal as if checking whether home is still visible. Each time she stops I have to coax her forward, making the sounds my father taught me, throwing small stones near her feet to encourage movement without causing harm.

Keep going, I tell her though she doesn’t understand my words, only my intent. Water is ahead.

Ahead yes, but how far? Three hours? Four? Five? Time is elastic out here. It stretches and contracts based on heat and thirst and how tired your legs feel. An hour can feel like a day.

We reach the forest mid-morning. Forest is too generous a word for what we find, a scattered collection of acacias and scrub brush maybe twenty trees spread across a few hundred meters. But to the camels it’s a feast. They spread out immediately, each finding their preferred spot and their preferred type of browse. The old bull goes straight for a particular acacia he seems to remember, one with lower branches still green despite the dry season.

I sit in the shade of the nearest tree and watch them eat. This is my job now: watching. Making sure none wander too far, making sure the count stays at six, making sure nothing approaches that shouldn’t.

The shade feels like mercy. The temperature under the acacia is maybe ten degrees cooler than in direct sun, which is the difference between tolerable and unbearable. I lean back against the trunk, feeling the rough bark through my shirt, and close my eyes for just a moment.

When I open them the sun has moved. An hour has passed, maybe more. The camels are still browsing, pulling leaves from branches with their prehensile lips, chewing with the sideways motion that sounds like old women grinding grain. I count them: one two three four five six. All present.

The water is still three hours away.

I stand, brushing red dust from my legs, and begin gathering the camels for the next portion of the journey. They resist, wanting more time to browse, but I’m insistent. We need to reach the water before the heat becomes truly dangerous, before the afternoon sun turns the plateau into an oven.

The old bull is the last to comply. He fixes me with a look that seems to say I remember when your father was doing this job, and then with immense dignity he begins walking.

We move toward the water.

The landscape changes subtly as we walk. The plateau slopes gently downward and the vegetation becomes slightly denser, still sparse by any reasonable standard but noticeably more alive than the area around our aqal. There are signs of water here even in the dry season. The grass is greener. The acacias are fuller. Birds appear, weavers and sunbirds darting between branches, their calls sharp against the silence.

The stream when we finally reach it is barely flowing. During jilaal, this dry season that seems to last forever, it’s more mud than water, more promise than delivery. But there’s enough. The camels wade in without hesitation, their feet sinking into the soft bottom, their heads lowering to drink from the clearest pools they can find.

I wait until they’ve had their fill before I drink myself. The water tastes of earth and minerals and something slightly sweet I can’t name. It’s not cold but it’s wet and that’s what matters.

Other families are here too. I recognize Mahmoud, a boy maybe two years older than me, watching his family’s herd on the opposite bank. We raise our hands to each other but don’t speak. What would we say? We’re both doing what we’re supposed to do. We’re both surviving another day.

After the camels have drunk their fill we rest. There’s no shade here, the trees near the stream were cut down years ago for firewood, so I sit in the full sun and let the heat wash over me. The camels lie down in the mud, their legs folded beneath them, their eyes half-closed. They look content, or as content as camels ever look.

The journey home will take five hours, maybe six now that the camels are heavy with water and browse. I don’t think about this too much. The sun will set when it sets. We’ll arrive when we arrive. My mother will be waiting with fresh milk and the news of the day, which neighbors visited, what my father decided about moving the aqal, whether any of my younger siblings did something worth mentioning.

At four years old this is my entire world. The aqal. The camels. The five-hour walk to water. The red earth beneath my feet and the mountains watching from the distance and the sky stretching endlessly above, so blue it hurts to look at.

I don’t know yet that there are other ways to live. I don’t know about cities or schools or electricity or water that comes from taps. I don’t know that children in other places play with manufactured toys instead of tree seeds, that they drink milk from bottles instead of calabashes, that they measure distance in meters instead of hours walked.

All I know is this: the camels need water and I can lead them to it. The land is harsh and I’m learning how to survive it. My mother is strong and my father is wise and my siblings are numerous enough that some of us will probably make it to adulthood.

This knowledge feels sufficient.

The sun begins its descent toward the horizon. The heat loosens its grip slightly, becoming merely oppressive instead of crushing. I stand and begin gathering the camels for the journey home. They resist less this time. They know the routine as well as I do.

Come, I tell them, making the sounds that mean move. Home is waiting.

The old bull heaves himself to his feet, mud sliding from his hide. The young ones follow his lead, forming a loose line that will tighten as we walk. I count them one final time: one two three four five six. Then we begin.

The walk home takes us through the same landscape we crossed this morning but everything looks different in the declining light. The shadows are longer. The red earth has taken on an orange glow. The mountains seem closer somehow as if they’ve moved to meet us.

By the time we reach our aqal the stars are beginning to appear. My mother has milk waiting and my younger siblings swarm around me asking where I’ve been, what I’ve seen, whether I encountered any lions. I tell them no, no lions today, just the walk and the water and the long hours of sun.

My father sits outside the aqal watching the last light fade from the sky. He doesn’t ask about my day because he doesn’t need to. The camels are back. They’re healthy. I’ve done what was required.

Later, lying on my sleeping mat inside the aqal, I listen to the sounds of my family breathing around me. My mother is already asleep, exhausted from her own endless day of work. My siblings shift and murmur in their dreams. Outside the camels are settling down for the night, their presence a reassurance against the darkness.

Tomorrow I’ll walk to the water again. And the day after that. And the day after that. This is my education: learning distance, learning patience, learning to read the sky and the land and the behavior of animals who know more about survival than I ever will.

The desert takes what it wants and gives back only enough to keep you hoping.

But tonight we have water. We have milk. We have shelter and family and the stars overhead.

Tonight it’s enough.
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The poster arrives in Hans’s bedroom three weeks before my twelfth birthday.

I know this because I’ve been counting. Not days until my birthday, which will pass like every other day unmarked except for maybe a cake Mamma bakes if she has time between shifts at the hospital, but days since Hans mentioned his parents ordered him something special from Stockholm. Something American. Something that will change everything.

Close your eyes, he says when I climb the stairs to his room that Saturday afternoon in March. Outside the snow is finally starting to retreat, leaving behind patches of brown earth that look like wounds in the white landscape. Inside Hans’s house smells like coffee and cardamom rolls. Warm and sweet, the smell of a home where people have time to bake things that aren’t strictly necessary.

I close my eyes. Hear him rustling with something, tape being pulled. Paper crinkling.

Okay. Open.

Four faces explode across his wall. White makeup, black leather, silver studs catching the pale northern light filtering through his window. One has a star over his eye. Another has cat makeup and a third has his tongue out. Impossibly long. Like a creature from the fairy tales grandma used to tell before she got too old to remember stories. The third looks like a demon. The fourth like something from space.

Kiss, Hans says, pronouncing it with the Swedish accent that makes everything sound slightly formal and slightly careful. They’re American. The biggest band in the world.

I’ve never heard of them. But standing in Hans’s room. Staring at these four beings who look nothing like the men in our village, not like Papa with his work-worn hands and flannel shirts. Not like the teachers at school in their sensible sweaters. Not like anyone I’ve ever seen except maybe in nightmares. I feel something shift in my chest. Something like hunger but different. A hunger that has nothing to do with food.

Do you have their music?

Hans grins. He’s missing a tooth just like me but his will be replaced by a new one that his parents will pay a dentist in Ornskoldsvik to straighten. Mine will grow in however it wants. All of it.

He has a record player. A proper one, not the cheap one my family shares that skips if you walk too heavily near it. He pulls out an album. Destroyer. The cover shows the band in costume. Larger than life and mythical. Hans handles the record like it’s sacred. Removing it from its sleeve with just his fingertips touching the edges, placing it on the turntable with the precision of someone who’s been taught that objects have value and things should be cared for.

The needle drops.

The first guitar riff hits like a fist to the stomach.

I’ve heard music before, obviously. Swedish folk songs at school. ABBA on the radio that Mama sometimes plays while cooking. The hymns at church that grandma insists we attend even though Papa says it’s all superstition. But this is something else entirely. This is loud. This is dangerous. This is everything our village isn’t.

Detroit Rock City, Hans says turning it up until his father yells something from another room that neither of us can hear over the drums.

We spend the next three weeks listening to every Kiss album Hans owns which is all of them. He knows every song and can tell me which guitar solo is Ace Frehley and which is Bruce Kulicks and can explain the mythology of the band like he’s reciting scripture. I absorb it all, this new religion this escape route from a life that suddenly feels too small and too quiet and too brown and gray and ordinary.

When Papa comes to pick me up in the old Volvo Amazon. The one he keeps running through sheer will and scavenged parts because we can’t afford a newer one. I’m a different person than I was that morning. I have discovered something that belongs to me, or could belong to me, if only I could find a way to access it.

You boys have fun? Papa asks as we drive home. The car making that clicking sound it always makes. The one he keeps promising to fix when he has time.

Yeah. What did you do? Listened to music.

He nods, satisfied with this answer and we drive the rest of the way in comfortable silence. Papa isn’t much for talking. He works at the mine forty hours a week. Comes home exhausted. Fixes things around the house that break constantly, sleeps and repeats. When he does talk it’s about practical things. Weather, repairs what needs doing. Not about music. Not about dreams. Not about anything that can’t be held in your hands and used for something.

At home Mama is making dinner. Potatoes, always potatoes with some kind of protein if we’re lucky. Tonight it’s fish. Someone from the village caught extra and sold it cheap. The kitchen is warm from the stove. The windows fogged with steam. My little brother Per is doing homework at the table. His tongue poking out in concentration as he forms letters I learned years ago.

Wash your hands, Mamma says without looking up from the pan.

I do. The soap is the cheap kind that doesn’t really lather just makes your hands slippery. I study my reflection in the small mirror above the sink. Nine years old, pale skin that never quite sees enough sun even in summer, hair that Mamma cuts herself with kitchen scissors because the barber in the next town costs too much. I try to imagine myself with makeup like Kiss. Transformed into something extraordinary.

The image won’t hold. I just look like me. Small. Ordinary. Northern Swedish poor, which is different from poor-poor because we have heat and food and a roof but still means counting kronor and making do and watching other kids get things you learn not to want.

During dinner I can’t stop thinking about those records in Hans’s room. All of them. The complete collection. He mentioned his parents buy him a new one whenever it comes out plus he gets the older ones from a record store in Stockholm when they visit his mormor who lives in the city. In an apartment with an elevator and central heating that keeps every room warm simultaneously.

You’re quiet tonight, Mamma observes, passing me more potatoes. You feeling okay?

I’m fine.

He’s probably just tired, Pappa says. Growing boys need their rest.

But I’m not tired. I’m calculating. A Kiss album costs what? Hundred kronor? Hundred fifty? I get twenty kronor allowance every two weeks for helping with chores. That means saving for several months to buy one record. And Hans has all of them.

After dinner I help Per with his homework while Mama washes dishes and Papa disappears into his workshop in the garage where he’s always fixing something for someone and making a few extra kronor where he can. Per is learning about Swedish geography. Pointing to places on a map that might as well be other planets for how likely we are to visit them.

Have you been to Stockholm? he asks me.

No.

Mama says maybe someday we’ll go.

Mother says a lot of things about someday. Someday we’ll take a real vacation to another country. Someday we’ll get a new car. Someday things will be easier. But someday is a place that doesn’t exist on Per’s map. It’s exist somewhere beyond the borders of what’s actually possible.

That night in bed I stare at the ceiling and replay the music in my head. The guitars. The drums. The way the songs made me feel like I could be bigger than this room and this house and this village where everyone knows your family’s business and your family’s money problems and your family’s place in the invisible hierarchy of who has what.

I make a decision. I’ll save my allowance. I’ll buy one Kiss album. Just one to start. It will take months but I’ll do it.

Three months later I have enough. Hundred fifty kronor. Exact change counted and recounted in the privacy of my room. Hans tells me which record to buy first: Alive! The live album. It’s the best one to start with, he explains with the authority of someone who’s never had to choose just one of anything.

I take the bus to the music store in Ornskoldsvik on a Saturday. I don’t tell Papa what I’m going to buy just that I saved up for something I want. He doesn’t ask. That’s not his way. But when I get to the store and find the record, there’s only one Kiss album in stock and it isn’t Alive! It’s Love Gun and I bring it to the counter with my carefully saved kronor and I catch him watching me.

The man behind the counter, middle-aged with glasses and a sweater vest looks at the album and then at me.

You sure about this? It’s pretty loud music for a kid.

I want to tell him I’m not a kid, I’m eleven years old and almost twelve and I know exactly what I want. But instead I just nod and push my money across the counter.

He shrugs and takes it and counts it slowly like maybe I’ve made a mistake, like maybe a child couldn’t possibly have enough money for a record. But I do. Just barely. He hands me the album in a thin plastic bag.

On the bus home I hold it in my lap like it might escape.

Music, huh? Father says.

Yeah.

Same stuff as what Hans listens to?

Yeah.

He’s quiet for a moment, eyes on the road. Hands steady on the wheel. Then. I listened to music when I was your age. Elvis. Chuck Berry. Led Zeppelin. Drove my parents crazy.

I’ve never heard this before. Never imagined Papa as someone who cared about music or about anything beyond the practical necessities of keeping a family alive and housed and fed.

Did you have a lot of records? I ask.

A few. Had to save up for them just like you.

This small revelation, that my father was once like me. Wanting something beyond what was necessary. Saving for it and getting it makes my throat tight. He’s always just been Papa, this fixed point of exhaustion and repair work and quiet endurance. But maybe he was something else once. Maybe he remembers what it feels like to want music more than food.

At home I go straight to my room and put the record on our family player, volume low so it doesn’t wake Per who’s napping. The music that fills my small room is the same music that filled Hans’s but it means something different here. There, surrounded by all the other albums and the nice record player and the posters and the comfortable assumption of more where that came from, it was just entertainment.

Here. Purchased with three months of chore money and played on a record player that skips. Filling my bedroom in a house where we count the cost of everything. It’s more than music.

It’s proof that I can have something I want and not just what I need.

It’s proof that I exist as more than the sum of my family’s limitations.

It’s proof that there’s a world beyond this village and that someday, that impossible unmappable place, I might find a way to reach it.

The guitar solo in Love Gun hits and I close my eyes and for three minutes and sixseconds I’m not a poor kid in northern Sweden wearing hand-me-down clothes and waiting for my turn at everything. I’m transformed. I’m powerful. I’m one of those faces on Hans’s poster. Larger than life and impossible to ignore.

The song ends. The record player clicks and hisses. Through the wall I can hear Mama moving around the kitchen starting to prepare dinner. Always dinner, always the same routine. The same careful measuring of what we can afford.

But now I have this. One record. Mine. Bought with my own saved money and my own choice and my own small rebellion against a life that keeps trying to tell me what’s possible.

I get up and move the needle back to the beginning. Play it again. Learn every word and every riff and every drum fill. By the time Mama calls me for dinner I’ve listened to side A four times.

Hans will get the new Kiss album when it comes out next month. His parents will buy it for him without him having to ask the way they buy him most things. Easily and casually the way people do when money isn’t something you think about every single day.

I’ll get it eventually. In another three months maybe four. After I’ve saved enough again and done enough extra chores and earned it in a way Hans will never have to earn anything.

But that’s okay. Because when I finally get it and add that second record to my collection it will mean something. It will be mine in a way his never quite are. Purchased not with someone else’s money but with my own time and my own work and my own wanting.

The poster on Hans’s wall showed me what I could dream about.

The record in my room shows me how to make dreams real, one saved coin at a time.
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The jerry can is taller than I am.


I know this because Mama stands it next to me each morning before the sun splits the sky, measuring me against it like she’s checking if I’ve grown overnight. The yellow plastic container reaches my chin, barely. She shakes her head, not saying what we both know: I’m still too small for this work. But small doesn’t matter when you’re the oldest child who can walk and the well is two days away and the water we collected last week is nearly gone.

You take the small one, she says, but even the small one makes my arms scream.

I’m four years old, maybe five. We don’t celebrate birthdays here so age is something you feel in your bones rather than count on your fingers. What I know for certain: I can carry water. I can walk until my feet crack and bleed. I can go two days without playing or laughing or being a child because the dry season doesn’t care what you are. It only cares what you can do.

The morning I leave for the well, Papa is already in the fields. He’s been there since before dawn, before the heat becomes a living thing that chokes you. From our compound I can see him moving between the rows of sorghum, his hoe catching the early light. Three fields, three planting seasons, three chances each year to keep us alive. The math is simple even for a child: if the crops fail we fail. If the rains don’t come nothing comes.

But Papa is a good farmer. Everyone says this. The way they say it, good farmer, sounds like lucky man or blessed by ancestors or maybe just not dead yet. His hands know things: when to plant, where to plant, how deep to push the seeds into the red earth. He reads the sky like other men read faces, looking for promises in the clouds and threats in the wind. Most seasons we eat. Most seasons our bellies don’t cave in like the hollow of a dried gourd.

Not all seasons.

The drought came two years ago, or was it three. Time moves differently when you’re small and hungry. I remember the earth cracking into a thousand pieces like the land itself was giving up. I remember Mama’s face getting sharper, her cheekbones pressing against her skin like they wanted to escape. I remember the sound of my baby sister crying and then not crying and then the silence that followed.

We don’t talk about that season.

You know the way? Mama asks, though she’s asked me this every time for the past six months since I first became old enough and strong enough and desperate enough to make this journey. She ties a cloth around my head to keep the sun from cooking my brain. Her fingers work quickly and efficiently without tenderness. Tenderness is for the rainy season when we have water to waste on things like bathing and softness.

I know it.

You stay with the group. You don’t wander. You don’t—

I know, Mama.

She grabs my chin and forces me to look at her. Her eyes are the same red-brown as the earth Papa turns in the fields. The lions hunt at dusk. If the group doesn’t make it to the resting place before dark—

We will. We always do because the alternative isn’t something you consider when you’re walking toward water. You walk fast. You don’t stop. You arrive before the world turns dangerous.

Though the world is always dangerous. Just different types of danger at different times of day.

I join the others at the edge of the village as the sun begins its climb. There are six of us today: three women, two girls about my age and me. The only boy. This embarrasses me in a way I can’t explain to anyone, not even myself. Boys my age should be watching goats or learning to hunt birds with slingshots or playing war games with sticks. They shouldn’t be walking two days for water. But Papa needs his sons who are strong enough to help in the fields and my older brother, twelve and nearly a man, works beside him from dawn until dark. That leaves me.

The women don’t talk to me but they don
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