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Praise for Even if Everything Ends

‘Jens Liljestrand’s new book appears at the intersection of filmmaker Ruben Östlund and Norwegian writer Maja Lunde. It is about the climate, but also masculinity gone wrong. The well-off father of three who tries to suck the most pleasure out of the yellowing lawns at the vacation home in Dalarna is a close relative of Östlund’s whimpy middle class husband from the film Force Majeure’

Sveriges Radio Kulturnytt i P1 (Sweden)

‘Even if Everything Ends is written with devastating skill: simultaneously nerve-wracking, astute and consumedly entertaining’

Sydsvenskan (Sweden)

‘Even if Everything Ends is not a classic dystopia, more like a typical realistic novel that happens to take place in a dystopian time: our own. It doesn’t seem very far-fetched to assume that Liljestrand, in a Jonathan Franzen-manner, wanted to write the big Swedish novel about climate collapse’

Svenska Dagbladet (Sweden)

‘Liljestrand skillfully describes a form of pathetic and grandiose masculinity, all sprained pride and self pity (reminiscent of the male depiction in Ruben Östlunds’ Force Majeure) . . . Liljestrand writes with an admirable prose which flows, and in its best moments it’s both poetic and psychologically sharp. The book’s true merit, however, lies in how it evokes the experience of crisis, the normalcy that has been disturbed’

Dagens Nyheter (Sweden)

‘A page turner. You’re hunted through scorching heat, through soot flakes, through the pathetic remains of the castle in the sky that was once the society in which we lived. Take out, lattes, motor boats, stupidity . . . Jens Liljestrand strikes where it hurts the most, in the middle of the repressed fear that every- thing will soon be over’

ETC (Sweden)

‘Intriguing, well-written and thought provoking’

Jyllands Posten (Denmark)

‘A page turner . . . The story surprises the reader with a multitude of twists and turns, but it is so well constructed that it captivates until the very last page’

Information (Denmark)

‘Outstanding’

Weekendavisen (Denmark)

‘Unsettling’

Tzum (The Netherlands)

‘As thrilling as Jens Liljestrand’s account of the impending catastrophe is, his masterstroke lies, above all, in the choice of his antiheroes. Their selfish reve- lations function as a magnifying glass for the issues we will face in a very near future . . . They are a reminder of the empathy that is so urgently needed to face climate change together’

Kultunews (Germany)

‘The book’s fast-paced plot creeps under your skin . . . This book drew me in and didn’t let go until the very last page’

GRAFF (Germany)

‘Stephen King with a shot of Scandinavian realism’

Basler Zeitung (Germany)

‘Feverish . . . By the end of the novel everyone – including the reader – will have travelled through the great gap dividing our theoretical knowledge of a subject from our ability to feel it in the flesh’

Le Monde (France)

‘In his own way, romantic and irreconcilable, the Swedish writer appeals to our common sense as much as to our lost innocence, to save what can still be saved’

La Vie (France)

‘Jens Liljestrand’s admirable skill of narration lasts until the very last phrase’

La Croix (France)

‘What an achievement! Breathtaking’

Le Pelerin (France)
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There are no endings. If you think so you are deceived as to their nature. They are all beginnings. Here is one.

Hilary Mantel, Bring Up the Bodies


1

THE FIRST DAY OF
THE REST OF YOUR LIFE

The last time I was happy, we were at a retail park. Society had finally opened up again, and we drove out there with the kids, past the roundabouts and the Ikea, the electronics store, another selling appliances, a huge supermarket, to the place she had found: the last physical shop for that kind of thing now that everything had shifted online. We wanted to go there in person, actually see it with our own eyes, allow ourselves to get drunk on longing for our child.

Carola was in the baby carriage section, on her face the blank alienation of someone who has entered a shrine to a religion she’s aware of but has never actually belonged to, waddling and heavy as the kids who would soon be getting a younger sibling ran among the shelves, between the teddy bears and blankets in shades of baby blue and flamingo pink, changing tables and cribs and beds, pacifiers and oils and bottles, breast pumps and nursing bras and nursing blouses and nursing armchairs, educational wooden toys and electronic monitors that told you when the baby woke up or let you watch the baby as it slept or gave you temperature and carbon dioxide readings for the air around the baby.

Then the kids stopped dead in the middle of the shop. Oh my God, they said. Oh my God, look. They pointed at the rows of adorable onesies and hats and unbelievably small socks. There was a vulnerability to those tiny garments that was almost unbearable, and they stroked the fabric, buried their noses in the material, and sniffed it as though it were a baby, as though their little sister had already arrived, and our eyes met over the shelves and we smiled at having made the right decision to come to such a crazy commercial place, at having brought the kids with us to help them understand, so that they could see and feel the flannel-soft wind that would soon blow through our lives, changing them forever, and I heard myself say, Just grab whatever you want.

My family stared at me in confusion. We were only supposed to be looking at one of the baby carriages, we wanted a point of reference before we bought secondhand, we always bought secondhand, and Carola said something about our carbon footprint, about a cousin whose daughter was about to outgrow her clothes, but I said, Please, just this once, please please please just grab whatever you want.

She froze to the spot, helplessly watching as the children’s eyes lit up and, with a series of thrilled hoots, they filled their hands and arms with comforters and slings and a huge baby gym made from gasoline-blue cashmere. But before long she started looking around herself, asking the woman behind the counter about cloth diapers, about organic fabrics and ethical, climate-neutral clothing, whether they had any bath sets that were slightly less plasticky, where the cotton in those nice polka-dot cushions came from. Everything she wanted cost twice as much as anything else, but I just laughed and grabbed a cart, and as she was standing with her back to me, I took out my phone and transferred more money.

Once our baskets were full and our love for all things cute and sweet had been sated to a dull satisfaction, she and I walked back over to the baby carriages. Suddenly the only choice was the luxury French model that had won best in test, with a chassis that had taken five years to develop. We chose fabrics for the mattress and the sun hood and the rain cover; we chose phone holders, cup holders, bag holders; we chose everything there was to choose.

The woman behind the register rang up our things and managed, somehow, to find a breezy way to say that we could return the baby carriage for a full refund if anything did happen. And despite her carefree, cheery tone–we’d just need to see a little medical certificate–it was as though everything ground to a halt and we saw the blood on the toilet seat, the deafening ambulance ride, a tiny coffin, a grizzled old gynecologist polishing his glasses and writing a little medical certificate, having to come back here, having to bring the baby carriage with the beautiful designer fabrics and cognac-colored leather accents on the handle back to this grotesque temple to consumerism, and I heard her whisper into the void: Mommy’ll have to do that if so.

But even that anxiety faded, even that moment passed, and all that was left was the sum total, the numbers on the display, a figure that was slightly largerthan the amount I’d paid for my first car.

“Would you like to put it on credit?” the woman asked with a dazzling, inviting smile. I glanced around the shop and noticed the other fathers for the first time–the harried soccer fan in the team shirt, the immigrant in the crumpled suit, the man in the leather jacket and taped-up glasses–and I realized that that was how it worked. People have to borrow for that kind of thing, they take out text loans, pay interest, arrangement fees, late payment fees, they sit in their cramped suburbs and chip away at the bill for their teddy bears and blankets and carriages one monthly paycheck at a time, and the feeling of pride inside me grew.

“No, no,” I said, holding out my card. “I’ll pay the full amount now.”

And Carola stood right beside me; she reached up to my forehead as though I had a fever and mumbled that we could look elsewhere, we might be able to find a nearly new baby carriage online, but all I could feel and hear was her hands in my hair, her fingers on the back of my neck, and are you sure, are you really sure? She touched me, she finally touched me, I couldn’t remember the last time she had touched me, it’s fine, honey, I’ve got this, and the way she looked at me right then, the person I was in her eyes, when everything was forgiven, when everything was perfect and so goddamn well deserved.


MONDAY, AUGUST 25

There’s a spot between the smooth, taut skin on her forehead and her already thick, dark hair. A downy, indeterminate point that occasionally—especially when it’s hot and dusky, as it is right now—shifts over to her temple or behind her ear or the fontanelles, even the back of her neck; a spot where I can bury my nose and smell the scent of velvety skin and sweet, dried-on milk, slightly sharper when she hasn’t had a bath for a few days, almost like mature cheese. Her weight in my arms is like a sack of warm, freshly ground beef, the consistency of raw sausage, carefully fed into the casing with damp hands to avoid splitting the delicate surface; no tension or swelling, no muscles or calluses, and drowsiness blurs the boundary between her and me and everything comes down to breathing and soft, warm, sticky tissue. She’s naked except for her diaper, it’s been months since she last slept in pajamas, it’s too hot.

Becka has finished her bottle and burped over my shoulder and we’ve dozed off together when the first sirens echo through my dreams, distant and unimportant at first, like the beeping of a dishwasher or a tumble dryer at the end of its cycle, just part of the never-ending hum, growing clearer thirty seconds or so later, cutting through the filter, through the bubble, right in to us.

“It’s probably just a car bomb,” Carola mumbles with her back to me, an old joke from our semester in Malmö. A couple we hung out with there lived close to the violence, criminality right on their doorstep. The older girl was from the countryside and she found the whole thing terrifying, but her girlfriend was born and raised in the heart of the city and she radiated that typical slow Malmö calm, the constant shrugging and the thick drawl as she proudly described how she had learned to accept the social problems as a natural part of the urban landscape, the only people who complained about the crime and the violence were racists, it’s not necessarily a shooting if you hear a bang at night, y’know, she continued, her pierced lower lip curled in slight disdain, often it’s just a car bomb. We laughed at her forced butch attitude once they had gone home, and since then any disruption at night is always just a car bomb.

The sirens are getting closer, they must be out here on the country lanes now, maybe they’re coming for the lonely old man in the blue house, the one with psoriasis all over his face, he must be well over seventy? But the emergency services wouldn’t use sirens for a natural death, would they?

I lower Becka to the mattress. She whimpers and holds her arms in the air, her little body a tense arc, and I swing my feet down to the old wooden floor and walk over to the open window. It’s not quite as hot as it was yesterday, probably only around eighty-six degrees, and there’s a nice breeze, I can see the top of the big pine swaying and bending in the wind. The heat has broken, the wind has picked up, and the air finally feels a little less suffocating.

“It’s going to be a nice day,” I say to no one at all.

I can’t hear a peep from the kids’ room, so I knock and open the door. They’re both sprawled on their beds with their screens and their headphones, the air so thick with the smell of dirty clothes and sugar and their languid little bodies that you could cut it with a knife, and I tell them to turn everything off and come downstairs, it’s ten thirty. Vilja gives me her usual irritated glare, but Zack’s face lights up and he triumphantly grabs the glass jar from his nightstand. Beside the tooth is a glittering gold coin.

“The tooth fairy came and she left ten kronor in my jar!”

“Wow, really? But she didn’t take your tooth?”

“No, because she knows I’m collecting them! I’m saving them!”

“That’s great.”

“Dad?”

He smiles. A sugary, slightly over-the-top smile, one he has only started using since Becka was born and he realized he was no longer the youngest, whenever he’s aware of his own childishness, when he knows he’s doing something he should be too old for, a piece of theater he performs to make himself feel little again.

“Dad, do you think they have the tooth fairy in Thailand?”

I ruffle his damp hair, play along with the charade, possibly because I need this too.

“Of course they do, sweetheart. She’s like Santa, she flies around the world, though she doesn’t have any reindeer, she has …”

“Tooth trolls!”

“Yes! Tooth trolls that she’s … caught, using …?”

He doesn’t need any more than a second to think.

“Using floss!”

We both smile at the shared fantasy, both equally smitten with the silly idea of the tooth fairy in a sleigh—made of teeth that have fallen out, glued together with toothpaste?—being pulled by a bunch of strong, angry tooth trolls. This is the kind of thing we do, did, we used to improvise stories for hours when he was younger, and I often thought that I should be writing them down, though of course I never did.

Yesterday’s dirty dishes are still piled up in the kitchen, all the pots, pans, sticky plates, and wineglasses; we always forget to save water for the washing up. The Monopoly board and the stacks of money remind me that Carola let the kids win, that we argued afterward. I was concerned and started talking about rules and consequences, saying that sure, Zack is only ten, but a fourteen-year-old like Vilja needs to learn that she can’t just take a wad of cash from the bank whenever she runs out of money, but Carola just smiled that sad, resigned smile of hers and said they’ll learn how capitalism works soon enough, sadly, that’s unavoidable.

Out of sheer habit, I try the tap. Nothing but a faint rattle, still. It bothers me less than it used to. We’ve got bottled water, we’ve got juice for the kids and beer for us. We can piss behind the tree, wash our clothes in the lake, wipe down the plates with a bit of paper towel. The only really unpleasant thing, the one thing I’d gladly pay to avoid, are the turd logs floating in the toilet bowl, which slowly fills up with more shit, more paper, and even more shit. We’ve been trying to get the kids to let us know so that we can help them with a chamber pot, but Zack always forgets and Vilja simply refuses, and in the end the whole thing inevitably needs cleaning out with a pot and a bucket while I listen to music through my headphones, breathe through my mouth, and put my brain on standby.

Zack is here now, already in his swimming trunks, he hasn’t worn anything but swimming trunks for weeks now, and I hand him a glass of milk and watch as he drinks it down. Then we head out, him running ahead of me along the narrow gravel track, almost white with dust, the warm, dry wind caressing our arms and legs like a freshly laundered sheet, these lovely summer mornings, yellowing bushes and stubbly, overgrown lawns, dead flower beds, the silence and the bright blue sky and the silence, nothing but silence, there were sirens not long ago, but now there’s nothing.

The old man isn’t dead, he’s squinting in the sunlight when we reach the jetty, the wind tugging at his gray windbreaker, the reddish crust on his cheeks less prominent than I remember it. The sun helps, of course.

“Are you still here?” He almost sounds annoyed.

“Yup,” I say. “We rented our place out over the summer, so we—”

“You’re still here,” he says, in the same reproachful tone. “Most people left over the weekend.”

“It’s actually OK.” The old guy bothers me, but not as much as my own reaction, the fact that I feel like I need to defend myself, like I’m seeking his approval. “Could be good for the kids to see the impact with their own eyes. It’s so abstract if they only ever learn about it in school.”

Zack runs straight past him, out onto the little scrap of sand by the jetty, looking for our things. The inflatable dolphin and the blow-up mattress we always play with are beneath the flaking wooden bench, along with a small toiletry bag containing soap and outdoor shampoo. He loves washing while he’s splashing about in the water, the foam floating over the waves, Dad, can we wash our hair? he hoots, looking out across the empty lake with the proud gaze of a child who recently owned a hotel on Pennsylvania Avenue and three houses on Boardwalk.

The man watches the boy charging around. An imperceptible shake of the head.

“Can’t you smell it?”

He raises his hand above his head and points back, toward the lake, his eyes locked on mine.

“Can’t you see? It moved several miles overnight.”

The lake, the waves, the froth farther out. The forest on the other side, green giving way to yellow and brown. And beyond that, among the treetops, a dark haze in the empty sky, like a thundercloud in motion, a sweeping, billowing formation.

The old man sniffs loudly, his nostrils flaring, and I automatically do the same. It makes my nose sting.

Smoke.

Zack is already sitting at the end of the jetty, the inflatable dolphin in his arms. He’s talking to it, his nonstop, nasal, childish, introspective babbling. Air has leaked out of the toy, and the dolphin’s body almost looks like a V in his arms.

For the next hour I feel more alive than I have in a long time. There’s a sense of adventure to everything. I take a selfie with Zack down by the jetty, the lake behind us, then upload it and write The forest is on fire over there. Time to get out of here—now we’re climate refugees too. Sad but true. #climatechange, and the hearts and emojis and messages asking where are you? and OMG, is there anything we can do? come flooding in. Carola’s mother calls to go through the valuables, the things we absolutely need to take with us just in case; her sister calls, her friends call, no one calls me. I feel focused, efficient. I tell the big kids that they have exactly thirty minutes to pack their bags, and I task Vilja with helping her little brother and plugging in all the phones and power banks to charge. I ask Carola to get everything for Becka ready—bottles, spare clothes, diapers; it could be hours until we next get to a shop or somewhere with a toilet. My family let me boss them around without a single grumble, as though we’re instinctively seeking out our most primitive roles. I go online, memorize the best routes, read the latest information from the emergency services. I turn on the radio and find a local station talking about flames twice the height of a cathedral; it’s such a huge event, what’s happening is apocalyptic and we’re right in the middle of it. Carola comes down with our suitcase and an Ikea bag, nudging my shoulder and giving me a quick kiss, we can do this, right? and I notice that she feels the same thing I do, that this is bringing us closer together in a beautiful, new, adrenaline-addled way.

The text messages and likes keep coming. I go out to the car to load everything into the trunk and a radio station calls me, the stressed producer asks if I would be willing to do an interview and suddenly I’m live on air, Didrik von der Esch, a PR consultant, is with his family in the fire-ravaged area to the north of Lake Siljan. Tell me, Didrik, what’s happening there right now?

Yeah, so, we’ve been at my mother-in-law’s place here in Dalarna for the past few weeks, and it’s been getting tougher and tougher because of the drought and the heat, and we’ve just heard that we need to evacuate the area immediately for reasons of safety.

Didrik, are you satisfied with the information you have been given by the authorities?

I connect my phone to my headset and load things into the trunk as I continue the interview. The movement makes the tempo of my voice go up slightly, giving it more drama, I say sorry for the background noise but I’m busy packing the car, we need to get out of here as quickly as possible … Information, uh, I guess it depends what you mean. We’ve been given information about leaving the area and that kind of thing, obviously, but from a longer-term perspective this extreme heat is a result of the climate crisis that every government in the Western world has been actively ignoring for decades, so on that front I think they definitely could have INFORMED us better, and I don’t just mean now but ten or twenty or thirty years ago, they could at the very least have INFORMED us that they had no intention of fulfilling the state’s most basic function, which is protecting the world’s people from a long line of entirely predictable disasters.

I enjoy the conversation, relishing every word. Folding the baby carriage and loading it in on top of everything else, I hear the impressed silence from the woman in the studio, who leaves a nice pause for effect before she says Didrik, you seem so calm and composed, despite the gravity of the situation?

Yeah, well, we’ll be absolutely fine, our possessions and property are all insured, it’s not like it is in some of the poorer parts of the world, where the climate catastrophe claims millions of victims every year—the megacities in India and Africa that have run out of water, or the western United States and Canada, where entire regions practically burn to the ground. Maybe this is exactly the type of wake-up call we need here in Sweden so that we really understand where we’re heading.

The studio thanks me for taking the time to talk to them, that was Didrik von der Esch, whose family is in the process of fleeing their summer house in Dalarna as a result of the widespread wildfires to the north of Lake Siljan that the emergency services now say are burning out of control. We go now to, and I hang up and slam the trunk shut, and after the thud the silence seems to echo.

No birds. No cars. Just the rustling of the wind in the trees.

I check my phone again. Plenty more likes but no new messages. People probably assume we’ve already left.

“Is everyone almost ready to go?” I shout into the house, proud of how relaxed I sound.

Carola and Vilja come out with Becka, and we lower her into the car seat and clip her in. Zack is in the hallway with his Spider-Man backpack, and I’m just about to lead him out to the car when I notice that he’s crying. Silent, dogged tears, something he never normally does. I crouch down in front of him.

“Hey, buddy, what’s up? You’re not scared, are you? It’s OK, we’re leaving now.”

“I can’t find it.”

I take his backpack, weigh it in my hand. It’s full of clothes, books, the firm rectangle of his tablet in the front pocket.

“But everything’s here, you’ve done such a good job packing.”

Two fat tears roll down his cheeks.

“The gold coin. And the tooth. I’ve looked everywhere, but Vilja says we can’t keep looking or we’ll burn to death.”

“Oh, Zacharias, no. Nothing’s going to burn. We’re just going home a bit sooner than planned, but that’s not so bad, is it? Come on, let’s get into the car. What do you want to listen to? The Phantom of the Opera? Or do you want The Magic Flute again?”

His face is a steely mask of stubbornness and despair.

“The gold coin. And the tooth. I wanted to keep it.”

I hear the car doors open, Carola and Vilja are getting in. I stand up, feel my thighs cramping, my back straining. Why did I have a third child?

“OK, sweetheart, let’s think back. It was by the bed when you woke up this morning, wasn’t it?”

There is no point trying to be thorough and taking him through the house in his mind; it’s too small. The kids’ room, our room, the bathroom, the tiny kitchen and living room downstairs, that’s it, you could search the place in two minutes flat. And I can see it on his face, he knows, he just doesn’t dare say it. He’s too scared.

His skinny little body running out onto the jetty, the shampoo and the inflatable dolphin, he was sitting right at the end when he saw the haze and the smoke on the other side of the lake. His neck tensed, he turned back to look at me, seeking comfort or security, and for a brief moment, before I’d managed to take in the scope of what the old man was pointing at and come up with a plan, I wasn’t there for him, I was just as lost as he was.

“I wanted to show Flipper the tooth,” he sniffs.

“Of course you did.”

“And now the tooth’s over there and it’s going to get burned.”

“Of course it’s not. It’ll be right there in its jar, waiting for you, until we next come back.”

Zack looks down at the ground, nods. Walks slowly over to the car with his bag. Carola is in the backseat, the door open to the unbearable heat, and she gives me a questioning look.

“He left his tooth down by the jetty.”

Maybe it’s because of the hint of fear in her eye, or because of the moment earlier, when she came down with the Ikea bag, when she kissed me, when there was a spark between us, but I say five minutes, OK? and without waiting for her to reply, I stride back along the same path I’ve walked countless times before, looking for strawberries, blueberries, for the newspaper in the mailbox, hand in hand with small children in bathrobes, life jackets, pee-stinking pajamas, with dreams that need to be shared before they fade and disappear.

The old man is still there. He’s sitting on the rickety wooden bench, looking out across the lake. The sky above us is almost the same shade of gray as his windbreaker, but on the other side it is more like a dark, fluffy blanket, swelling and billowing. Just an hour ago the smoke was nothing but a hazy plume, but now it looks wide, compact, scary.

And the air. The filth, the way it makes your eyes water.

“Hey,” I say. “Time to go.”

With some difficulty, he turns around and looks at me.

“It’s funny, last time they wanted to force me to stay at home. A year and a half I was shut in. Wasn’t allowed to see anyone, not even the neighbors. But now it’s the other way around. Now I’m not allowed to be here.”

From his tone and his choice of words, it’s obvious that he prepared this speech in advance. Maybe I’m not the first person to ask, maybe he’s been on the phone to his kids or his grandkids; the rash, pompous stoicism of aged country men like him.

“I’m not going anywhere. This is my home. I’ve sat by this lake every morning since 1974. I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

“I really think we—”

“Plus the car isn’t roadworthy,” he adds with a grin. “Didn’t pass its emissions inspection. That’ll be my license gone if they catch me.”

“Stop it,” I say. “Surely there’s someone who can come and get you?”

“The police were here not long ago, came right up to the house and banged on the door. But I stayed away. I can look after myself.”

The way he proudly nods and turns his back on me to keep staring out across the eerie lake is so pathetic it’s almost unbearable, it’s like watching a drunk try to get into the bar for the fifth time in one evening, that’s how wide the gulf is between what he thinks I’m seeing (the captain of an ocean liner determined to go down with his ship) and what I actually see (a confused old man complicating the rescue effort).

I walk out onto the jetty. The little glass jar is at the very end, right by the ladder. The thermometer is bobbing in the water like always, tied to one of the piles on a length of nylon string, and I feel a sudden urge to check it. Eighty-four degrees. There’s no sign of the dolphin, the wind must have taken it.

I peer over to the edge of the forest. The smoke has changed from dark gray to jet black, and I can see flames between the treetops. The sky is a sludge of soot, ash, and streaks of red, quivering in the heat, and I can hear the crackling of burning trees and bushes over the breeze.

I quickly turn around and head back. “Come on,” I say to the old geezer. “We can all squeeze into our car, surely you can see that you can’t stay here? Do you really want them to waste time and resources, just because you …”

He doesn’t budge, and I take a step toward the bench, hold out a hand. His old body stiffens, a shift beneath his clothes, something sinewy and gristly tensing. The thought of even getting him up from the bench, never mind leading, coaxing, carrying him back to the house and the car, where there is already a family of four waiting with all their luggage.

I hear a bang. A loud bang, a sound unlike anything I’ve ever heard before, a deafening, booming blast that echoes across the lake.

“Car tire,” the old man says, a hint of a smile playing on his furrowed, scabby face. “That’s what it sounds like when they burst in the heat. Carries for miles.”

I grip the glass jar in my hand. I run.

Becka is crying, the sun is high in the sky, the wind has dropped, and the temperature has risen, not quite as high as yesterday, but almost. Carola is feeding her while she’s strapped into the car seat, and that never usually works, the angle is always wrong and she spills and drools and spits up the formula in sour little gulps.

“Here,” I tell Zack, trying to smile. He takes the jar in sluggish silence, hunched over on his sticky seat, carefully checking to make sure both the coin and the tooth are inside.

“The old guy is still there,” I say to Carola. “He’s refusing to leave.”

“But he has to. They said on the radio that the entire area has to be evacuated. Everyone is supposed to head for Östbjörka or Ovanmyra.”

“He doesn’t want to go.”

“Did you try to change his mind?”

I give her the look she always used to talk about in therapy, the look that says that I (right now, in this moment) think she is a worthless idiot and that our years together have been the biggest mistake of my life; that cold, empty hatred that has ruined so much, the look that is the only thing that can get her to shut up, and she shuts up and turns her head.

“Yes, Carola,” I say, excessively slowly and clearly. “Obviously I told him he could come with us. He said no, but you’re very welcome to go down there and try yourself.”

“I’m feeding Becka,” she snaps, looking down at the baby in the car seat.

Her perpetual trump card. I sigh, try to think rationally. Get in behind the wheel and fasten my belt.

“OK, let’s drive down to the lake. If he’s still there, we can both try to convince him. It might be harder for him to say no if he sees the kids, we can use them as leverage somehow. And if he refuses, we’ll come up with another plan, OK?”

She nods, stiffly at first, but the stiffness soon eases and she manages to make herself look up at me and whisper fine, OK.

“Is he the one who lives in the old house next to where Ella and Hugo used to live?” Vilja suddenly asks. “The really old guy? Is he going to burn to death? Aren’t you going to rescue him?”

Yes, we say in unison, and Carola continues by saying the fire isn’t going to reach this far, honey, they just want us to be cautious and I say we just don’t want the people fighting the fires to have to look for him, and while we’re saying all this I press the start button, but the car doesn’t start.

It doesn’t start.

I’m so conditioned to it starting, it always starts, that in my mind I’m already driving, gripping the cool, steady wheel, listening to updates on the radio (and saying no in an authoritative tone when Vilja tries to change the station), cool air streaming toward me, the GPS showing the best route to Östbjörka or Ovanmyra, if that’s where we’re heading, maybe we’ll just drive straight down to Rättvik and from there to Stockholm. Maybe I can find the clip from the interview I did earlier, play it for the kids over Bluetooth, let them listen to their dad talking about the fire. I could get Carola to drive for a bit once Becka goes to sleep, upload the clip on my phone, shares, likes, pull over at the gas station in Borlänge, there’ll probably be a lot of people wondering, who recognize him from the TV debates, that’s him, he’s the one who just escaped the forest fires with his family, imagine being evacuated with a baby and still looking so relaxed as he charges his BMW and buys ice cream for his kids, if you ask him about it he just shrugs, God, yeah, I mean, God, we just had to get out, hesitated for a moment at first but then I heard a tire explode and that was that.

But the car doesn’t start.

I push the button again and again, check that the gearshift is set to park, that I’m pressing the brake, that all the doors are closed, even though none of that makes the slightest bit of difference, but the car won’t start, nothing is blinking, beeping, responding; it’s completely dead.

I take a deep breath through gritted teeth and am just about to start yelling, at Zack, at Vilja, at whichever of them turned on one of the lights to look for something they’d dropped between the seats and then forgot to turn it off again, whichever of them forgot to close a door, or was playing with the headlights, using the USB charger for one of their fucking phones or tablets or whatever else could have happened, right now my rage knows no bounds, but I feel a hand on my arm and it’s Carola saying sorry. I’m really sorry.

“It was yesterday, when it got so hot. Becka was screaming. We sat in here, just for a while. With the AC on. She loved the cold air.”

Silence fills the car. My hands feel heavy on the wheel.

“I wasn’t thinking,” she continues, more hesitant now. “I didn’t think the battery … sorry. Sorry sorry sorry, please Didrik, I’m so sorry.”

I would never want to live with another man’s child. It’s not something I’ve ever really thought about before, but that’s how it is. Sure, if he was dead, or maybe if he was missing, if I felt like I was stepping into his shoes (and I don’t mean missing in the sense of doing time or spiraling into drug abuse or mental illness, a loser who calls asking for money in the middle of the night, but really missing, gone). But if he was someone who was actually there, who longed for them, who wanted them … taking them away from him, stealing half their lives from him, making him into an every-other-week dad, an every-other-birthday and every-other-Easter and every-other-Christmas dad, I’d never be able to do that, and hand on heart it’s not out of compassion for some bitter old ex but because I don’t want anyone’s kids but my own, because I’d never be able to deal with the knowledge that they had another dad but me.

But she wanted my kids. As we lay there, limbs entwined, she would start talking about how she’d been looking at pictures of the kids on Facebook and dreamed of taking care of them. She thought Vilja would hate her at first, that she’d see her as the enemy, take Carola’s side. That Zack would be shy and cautious. But that with time.

That was probably when things first started going downhill, because until that point I’d thought of us as just her and me. Our conversations about art, politics, and philosophy in small back-street tourist restaurants where no one we knew ever ate, the longing glances, the interlinked fingers beneath the table. The marathon—yet much too short—afternoons in hotel rooms where, having fucked for hours like we were possessed, our wildest, most desperate desires sated, we hit pause and ordered room service, washing it down with champagne and then taking a shower before really getting down to some proper sex, on a completely different level this time, systematically realizing games and fantasies we’d never even known we had. The long message threads in which we took control of each other’s thoughts and turned them in a direction we’d never dared before.

In my world, it was just her and me. I started looking at one-bedroom apartments, two-bedroom apartments, absentmindedly thinking about stashing the kids’ stuff in boxes under the bed every other week; and for a month or so, when things were at their very best or worst, I even started looking at studio apartments, because was the whole every-other-week thing really that important, wasn’t it just a middle-class convention? Shared custody, sure, but did it really have to be quite so regimented?

When I was at my most infatuated, I dreamed of long breakfasts in white bathrobes, sticky sex orgies on a sun-drenched terrace, walks along the beach, art galleries, theater premieres, nights out in hip neighborhoods, intellectual boxing matches, and three-ways with hot strangers. That was my most taboo fantasy: abandoning my kids and devoting myself to a life with her.

She had started saving up for driving lessons, she whispered, pressing her lithe, naked body against mine. So that she could do the pickups and drop-offs. She didn’t know much about what life as a parent entailed, but she knew that a large part of it revolved around pickups and drop-offs, and she wanted to be able to do that.

I glance back at Carola, sitting in the seat beside Becka, quiet, timid, lips trembling and tears in her eyes.

She wanted your kids. I was willing to do anything with her, anything but give her your kids. So I stayed.

And had a third.

“It’ll be OK, honey,” I hear myself say. “It’ll be OK, we can fix this, right? It’s just a car bomb.”

For a few seconds I sit perfectly still, doing nothing at all, just pausing for a moment in the smell of the car, the compartment in the door with the ice scrapers and candy wrappers, the glove compartment with its owner’s manual and a load of receipts, a red pouch of CDs we never play, the feeling of the wheel beneath my palms and fingers, the slightly bumped surface for improved grip, the cup holder where I usually put my coffee, the dark dashboard that used to show the mileage, the speed, the battery level minute by minute, the luxury of knowing—never actually saying it out loud, but knowing—that at one point in my life I could afford a near-new electric BMW.

Then I get out, the heat now oppressive, almost no breeze at all. I take a deep, searching breath and feel my throat burn. The closest charging point is miles away. You’re supposed to be able to start the battery using cables, but I have no idea how to do that kind of thing, I’ve never even popped the hood, I always just drop the car off at the garage. What I do know is that you need another car with the engine running, and we’re all alone out here.

Carola has calmly explained what is happening to the kids, and they react differently of course, with Vilja alternating between crying, comforting, and pointing the finger and Zack talking about superpowers, about helicopters and hot-air balloons that could come and rescue us, and I have time to think if only I had the kind of gifted son who was interested in chemistry, physics, and mechanics, who could come up with a plan to run a cable to the power supply in the house and get the car going that way, who knew where there was an abandoned rusty old Saab 900 that he could hot-wire, the kind of son who won prizes and got to meet the queen and knew things that were smart and useful instead of a load of Harry Potter crap before I see a plane thundering overhead, close to the ground, one of those big yellow ones.

“Here!” I shout, waving so hard that my arm feels like it might pop out of its socket. “Here!” But it’s stupid and futile, I’m just scaring the kids.

They have both leaped out of the car and are standing beside me, looking up at the sky, wanting to know what I saw.

“A plane. One of the ones that picks up water and drops it onto the fire.”

They stare at me, searching my face for answers. Is it a good sign that the plane is here, does this mean we can go home, how close is the fire?

How close is the fire?

Becka is screaming. I move around the car, open the back door, and lift her out of the seat, hold her sweaty little body to mine.

“Come on,” I say. “We’ll have to walk.”

“But what about the old man?” Vilja’s distrustful eyes are on me, on her mother. “We were supposed to be going to get the old man.”

Carola pushes a lock of damp hair back from her forehead.

“Grab your things, kids,” she says, opening the trunk.

Carola has the blue Ikea bag and the bright red changing bag we bought to take on vacation. Vilja is pulling the big suitcase containing most of our clothes. Zack has his Spider-Man backpack and is still crying because I forced him to leave his books behind, three of them were library books that we’ve already received repeat reminders about, and now he’s worried he’ll never be allowed to borrow another book again, he’s crying and whining and complaining that his feet hurt. I have our valuables in a Fjällräven backpack, and I’m carrying a bag of food and water in one hand and pushing Becka in her baby carriage with the other. We’re all wearing face coverings, fresh new masks made from hypoallergenic neoprene that we bought for Thailand and brought out here “just in case.” Becka is whimpering and trying to push hers off, and I have to keep stopping to tug it back into place.

According to my phone it’s seven miles to Östbjörka. We never go over there, but judging by the satellite image it’s a gravel track followed by a swing to the left, a straight stretch that gradually curves off to the right, over a crossroads and then along another long, straight stretch to the houses. Ten minutes in a car, fifteen max, says Carola, she used to go there when she visited the area as a child, there was a shop back then. I went with Dad to get cigarettes once, it took no time at all.

The heat has settled like a saucepan lid over the forest, and we’re trying to stay in the shade, Zack in swimming trunks and flip-flops, Becka in nothing but her diaper in the baby carriage, me in cut-off jeans and a faded Lacoste T-shirt. We can hear the sirens in the distance, see several planes roar across the hazy sky, but we don’t see another soul.

A stack of wood, an anthill, a hand-painted sign warning of WILD CHILDREN AND SENIORS AT PLAY. I often come past here when I’m out jogging, and during particularly hot summers there are blackflies everywhere, swarming around me, if I take off my shirt they land all over my stomach and armpits and back, everywhere I’m sweating, it’s unbearable, they follow me for miles.

But today the air is empty, the forest silent. All we can hear is the monotonous rumbling of the suitcase and the baby carriage.

“Ella used to take his dog for walks,” says Vilja, looking down at the tarmac, two pale eyes above her black mask. “Ajax, a black Labrador. I got to go with them sometimes.”

Vague memories of a shaggy, unkempt pooch, a red leash, the summer it poured nonstop, Vilja wearing rubber boots in the rain, walking alongside the neighbors’ girl in a red rain poncho. Christ, that must be ten years ago now? An old hunting dog he’d had since he used to traipse through the woods with his rifle, hunting wild boar, he must’ve had it put down not long after we started coming out here every summer, it’s incredible she still remembers it.

“One time he came down to the lake with us and we went in the water with him and it was like we’d made friends with Ajax, he swam for sticks and—”

“Surely you didn’t go in the water,” I interrupt her, I’m not sure why. “You can’t have been much more than five, you’d never have been allowed to go in without an adult. Maybe you just splashed around on the shore?”

The mask makes it hard to tell, but I think she might be smiling at the memory, her eyes are smiling. This is almost the only way to get through to her these days, talking about her as a child. Whenever we’re snuggling with Becka I tell her what she was like as a baby, that she also spent most of her time throwing up and shitting and sleeping. I tell her about her first words, take out the old clothes we kept as vintage pieces for our future grandkids, things that will now do for our surprise baby, and the incomprehensible cuteness of the fact that she once wore those tiny dresses and bibs and cardigans brings a sense of calm to her chaotic teenage brain and somewhere, deep down, is the vulnerability and tenderness that is now Becka’s but was once hers.

“I’ll let the firemen know he’s still at home the minute we get there,” I tell Vilja.

She nods.

“Once, when we went over, he said that Ajax was the best dog he’d ever had. He’d had several, like a whole gang of dogs, but Ajax was the only one left, and he was getting old.”

She pushes her damp bangs back from her forehead, moves the handle of the suitcase over to her other hand. I should suggest swapping, but I want to put it off, wait another thirty minutes at least; the minute you start shifting the burden your body realizes just how tired it is.

“He said it was his last dog,” she adds. “And then he’d really be on his own.”

We walk a few hundred yards. The forest is thicker here, which means more shade, and there is a breeze coming from the other direction, dispersing the smoke a little. I manage to take a few deep breaths through my mask without my throat stinging. Becka is asleep in her baby carriage, and if you forget about everything else, we’re absolutely fine, we’re just a family out for a walk in the woods, the kind of thing we’re always saying we should do more often.

“How much farther is it?” she asks, as though she can read my mind. “I want to be there now.”

“A bit. A few miles.”

“A few miles?”

“That’s what you said when we were in New York. Do you remember when we walked from Times Square to the Meatpacking District? It was hot then too, but it was all fine in the end. We just had to tick off one block at a time and we were there before you knew it.”

She frowns.

“If they let me I’ll go with them in their … fire engines, or whatever they’ve got, I’ll show them where he lives,” I say. “I’ll help them rescue him, OK?”

“What if they don’t want to go?”

“Then I’ll talk to their boss,” I quickly reply.

“Will you?”

“Yes, of course. If the firemen say no, I’ll say I want to talk to their boss, otherwise I’ll call the people in charge in Stockholm, or the papers. I won’t just let this go.”

She nods, changes hands again, takes out her phone and checks the screen. I come close to asking her to save the battery, but decide that it’s more important she feels like everything is normal, like there’s no reason to panic.

We walk for an hour. We take turns with the baby carriage, the backpack, the Ikea bag. We reach a clearing at the top of a hill and get a better view of the countryside; behind us the air is gray and hazy, but we can’t see any flames, no more planes. We pause by a large pile of logs to drink water—Carola ran back into the house to fill a couple of large plastic bottles before we left the car—and eat biscuits, raisins, and salted peanuts.

When we get up to leave, Zack refuses. He doesn’t say anything, doesn’t whine, just stays sitting on his log.

“Come on, buddy, we’ve got to go.”

He shakes his head, eyes on the ground. I crouch down in front of him, run a hand over the skinny, bony legs sticking out of his swimming trunks.

“Buddy?”

One of his feet is dirty, something blackish brown on his little toes, and when I reach out to wipe off the soil or sap or whatever it is he flinches and jerks his foot away.

“Sweetheart?” Carola’s voice is shrill behind me. “Sweetheart, what is it? What’s wrong with your foot?”

“Isbeeng,” Zack mumbles, in the babyish language he reverts to sometimes, and I force myself to keep my voice cool and calm when I ask him again, could you speak up, buddy, we can’t hear you with the mask on, what do you mean, isbeeng?

“It’s bleeding.”

Carola is already in front of him, by the foot no one is allowed to touch. He wails as she pulls off the flip-flop, his wail rising to a drawn-out, catlike mew when she touches his toes.

“It’s the strap,” she says, her voice taut. “It’s cut into his toe.”

“Zack … honey, why didn’t you say anything?”

Zack shakes his head, two fat tears cutting a path across his dirty face mask. I bend down and see the blood that has oozed out between his big toe and the one beside it, dirt and gravel and flapping skin.

“Zack? Sweetheart?”

His eyes refuse to meet mine.

“Are you going to leave me now?”

There must be something wrong with him, no, don’t think that, yes, because there must be something wrong with him, ADHD autism Asperger’s, some sort of diagnosis must fit, that’s just not fucking normal, that needs investigating.

“We’d never leave you,” says Carola, stroking his hair.

“Never,” I say. “Never ever ever.”

“That’s what Vilja said,” he sniffs. “That if I whined about my foot, you’d go without me.”

“Did not!” His sister laughs, that cutting, sarcastic laugh she has started deploying to assert her innocence. “I just said it would be good if you didn’t say anything to Mom and Dad because they already have to look after Becka and can’t drag you along too, and you might have to go back to the house to wait for the fire engines there instead.”

“You said the fire engines would come and get me!”

She laughs again. A hollow, cold sound through her mask.

“Shut up, you retard, I did not.”

She’s ashamed, I can tell, it’s the shame that’s making her vulgar and mean. She off-loads her anxiety onto her little brother, and when he calls her out on it she says the worst things she can think of, throwing it out there like stun grenades to distract us. I know all this, we’ve discussed it in family therapy, but that doesn’t stop it from working. I feel a sense of rage wash over me and I get up and roar a few choice words I didn’t know I had in me, Carola tries to move in between us, no, Didrik, calm down, but we’re screaming at each other as Becka cries into her mask and Zack clamps his hands over his ears and smoke swirls through the empty sky above us.

The uncomplicated, joyous love I once felt for my daughter has transformed into something else, something much more difficult. Her snottiness, her selfishness, the numbing lack of gratitude that seems to flow through her veins, all of that has settled like a dirty, greasy film over the happiness that once swept me away every time I looked into her bright blue eyes.

We try to blame it on her addiction to screens, to social media, on the long nights of endless chat threads, all the things that got worse during the pandemic. We blame it on mindless consumption, on the fact that it is now seen as perfectly normal for a child to walk around with a pocket full of technology worth as much as an average schoolteacher makes in a month, the fact that any child who doesn’t have the latest mobile phone, headphones, GoPro, jacket, or shoes is a loser or a newb; we blame the neoliberal system, Carola always sighs and says something like we’ve built a society where teenage girls don’t bat an eyelid at asking for a Prada bag.

This is where we are now, she says, in the post-postmodern decadence of late capitalism, a perverted world in which the southern hemisphere is ravaged by famine, war, and chaos while the global elite in the north accumulates a degree of wealth that makes the average Westerner expect a lifestyle that would require twenty planet Earths to sustain everyone.

But there is no political analysis, no Marxist lecture that can free me from the shame of our fourteen-year-old daughter behaving like an escort girl, of having learned to soften her voice, occasionally putting a hand on my shoulder, whenever she wants the latest merch from the latest band, whenever she wants money for sushi, whenever she wants new mods and skins for whatever mind-numbing computer game she’s playing right now. Or of knowing that the only time, literally the only time, my daughter ever shows me anything resembling love or respect is when I have my credit card in hand, ready to click order on the next new thing. That the only time she ever calls or texts is to ask for the flow of money, the steady stream of cash she must imagine our finances to be, to be redirected toward her.

We’ve tried talking to her about empathy, about what it means to be part of a family where everyone has to pitch in and take care of one another. We’ve tried to tell her that money doesn’t grow on trees, to encourage her to tidy up, fold the laundry, take the trash out, mow the lawn, anything to somehow earn the money she wants us to give her. And that did help, sometimes, for a week, maybe two. But then she got bored and returned to her nagging, demanding, manipulating ways.

Then the pandemic slowly passed and Becka came along and everything suddenly felt a little easier. Board games made a reappearance, evenings around the dinner table, playing cards, guessing games. And Vilja has even started playing the piano again. It’s been a long time since she stopped taking lessons, of course, but she still sits down with music she finds online, singing along with the simple minor chords, sad ballads. She has a beautiful voice, slightly wistful and one-note, and she sings in completely the wrong key, as though she can’t hear the piano at all, hour after hour of melancholic, off-key tunes. But every once in a while, on a verse or chorus, she manages to find the right note and follow the tune, it happens by sheer coincidence, she doesn’t even seem to notice, but if Carola and I are in the same room we always stop what we’re doing and look at each other, like we’re amazed to find ourselves in a state of perfect harmony, a glimpse of how it could be, how it should have been, our family.

We finish our argument and spend a while searching for a Band-Aid before realizing that we left the first aid kit in the car. Becka is hungry again, so I take out the thermos of hot water and the tub of powder and mix up a bottle of formula, feeding her as best I can under her mask while Carola grabs some wet wipes from the changing bag and manages to clean the wound between Zack’s toes; we dig a sock out of the suitcase and pull it on so that he can keep walking, a flip-flop on his good foot and just the sock on his bad one, but he’s limping, crying, it hurts.

He leans against his mother, against the baby carriage, against me, but we get slower and slower. He tries walking on his heel, but the tarmac is hot and it burns his skin through the sock. In the end he asks to sit on my shoulders, and I lift him above the backpack I’m already carrying, him still wearing his Spider-Man. It must be several years since I last carried a child on my shoulders, and it’s nice for a few minutes before I begin to feel his weight on my collarbone and neck, his sweat trickling down my skin, mixing with mine in the baking sun; my shoulders start aching, his sweaty thighs rubbing against my neck, a jolt of pain every time his clammy little hands press on my Adam’s apple or pull on my hair and the constant are we there yet are we there yet are we there yet?

The road sign is nothing but a blue speck at first, a half-hearted promise of voices, of taciturn men in yellow hi-vis jackets and a first aid kit for Zack’s foot, a toilet and maybe even a cup of coffee, Christ, I hope they have coffee, huge pump thermoses of the stuff and maybe even some buns that a local Scout troop or church group have baked. The speck gets bigger, and for a brief, unbearable moment I think it says 8, but then I realize that it’s really true, that it says ÖSTBJÖRKA 2, that we’ll soon be in the mythical Östbjörka, and just as we reach the sign we see the car driving toward us, a white station wagon speeding in the opposite direction.

It’s the first car we’ve seen since we set off, and we all stop. I carefully lower Zack to the ground and start waving, Carola starts waving. It shows no sign of slowing down, so I step out into the road and for a bitter, suffocating moment it feels like they haven’t seen me at all, but then it brakes suddenly without really coming to a complete halt and the window winds down a few inches. The man is around my age, with a handlebar mustache, graying blond hair tied up in a ponytail, a bare chest, and a big sleeve tattoo on one arm. I catch a glimpse of a younger woman in the seat beside him, dark-haired, with dreads and trendy sunglasses. The radio is on, the tense and dry yet somehow hungry tone of a national broadcaster reporting on a major news event, saying the authorities warn and out of control and anyone in the vicinity.

“Been driving since last night,” the man says in a weak voice, a hand clamped over his nose and mouth. “From Jämtland. What a fucking mess.”

The car keeps rolling. I’m half running alongside the driver and pointing to Östbjörka.

“How does it look back there?”

“Didn’t see a soul. The water bombers are probably the only ones around here now. It’s a fucking scandal Sweden doesn’t have its own planes. We’re heading for Rättvik, that’s the only place to go.”

“Our car wouldn’t start,” I say, the helplessness in my voice making me want to curl up in shame. “We’ve got a baby.”

He just shakes his head.

“Get to Rättvik as fast as you fucking can.”

I hear the woman beside him whisper Micke and then the window rolls up and the car accelerates and speeds away.

A white Toyota. I remember looking at one just like it before I chose the BMW. It felt more … I don’t know, grown-up somehow. What did they say? Carola shouts over to me as I jog back, her face a tense question mark beneath her mask.

“They were going to Rättvik, it was …”

“But what about Östbjörka? Was there any help there?”

“I don’t know … he said he didn’t see a soul …”

I’m getting closer, can see that she is on the verge of tears. Her voice is shrill and Zack is clinging on to her, or maybe it’s her clinging on to Zack, Vilja is standing off to one side with the baby carriage.

“But were there any fire engines? Was there any information?”

“I don’t know.”

“Didn’t you ask?”

That disappointed, accusing face again.

“Look, they’re coming back,” says Vilja, pointing.

The white Toyota has done a U-turn and is racing toward us again. It brakes hard and stops, the engine still running. The woman gets out and I see that she’s pregnant, a floral maternity dress, rubber boots on her feet.

“Listen, we can take the baby,” she says. She has wrapped a shawl around her face and has pushed her trendy sunglasses up onto her head, her eyes are shining with magnanimity. “It’s OK, we’ll take the baby.”

No one speaks.

Carola seems to have frozen to the spot.

“We can take the baby,” the woman repeats. “Micke? Right, Micke?”

He winds down the window again, glares at me, barks out their offer.

“Yeah, sure. We can take the baby if you want.”

“But we’re …” Carola gestures lamely in the direction of Östbjörka. “There’s supposed to be …”

“Everything’s on fire over there,” says Micke. “The whole area’s gone up. You can’t stay here.”

I don’t think, I just walk over to the baby carriage and pick up Becka, her soft body against my skin, her smooth little sleeping face. I pass her to Carola and whisper you go, just to be on the safe side, we’ll be fine, and she has already started making her way toward the car when Micke says hang on a sec, just the baby, and she tenses.

The sky is getting grayer. The grayness is coming from every direction, a dull, swirling haze slowly settling over us. The air is dry, dirty; it stings through the mask.

“I can hold her on my lap,” says the woman. She’s crying, has grazed knees, I realize, trickles of dried blood on her calves, and she holds out her hands for Becka. “Please, for God’s sake,” her voice rises, cutting through the shawl. “You can trust me, I can’t leave a baby out here on the road, that’s what I told Micke, we just can’t fucking do that, no one can, we wouldn’t be human if we did.”

Carola clutches Becka to her chest, rocking her gently as she shakes her head, tears streaming down her cheeks, and it’s so hot, she shouts something, the woman shouts something, she shouts something back.

“Listen, man,” I say to Micke, moving closer to his window, looking down at him. He has a wad of tobacco under his lip, hidden beneath his hipster mustache, you can only see it once you get up close. “I’m sure we can work something out, can’t we all just squeeze together in the trunk?”

He doesn’t reply, just glares at me again. I lean forward, peer into the car, and see two blond boys in swimming trunks in the backseat, each with wide eyes and a tablet in
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