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‘Playful and witty . . . with her sharp prose, Mustard conveys a vivid sense of longing, and the difficulties of finding your place in the world’

Cecile Pin, author of Wandering Souls
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‘Jenny Mustard is that rare thing, a timeless writer, in that she writes intelligent, and elegant prose . . . reminiscent of the power and grace of writers like Rachel Cusk and Raven Leilani’
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‘With a crisp sense of humour, Jenny Mustard explores the great themes of love, sex, friendship and freedom in a campus novel that for all its cool Swedish restraint is also suffused with a beguiling tenderness’
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‘What a Time to Be Alive is a beautifully observed story about the chaos, fear, and passion of youth. Told with deliciously sharp wit and styled to perfection by Jenny Mustard. Not a single line is wasted’

Scott Preston, author of The Borrowed Hills

 

‘Luminous and sharp, What a Time to Be Alive offers not only a dextrous recounting of a young woman’s giddy, volatile journey in Stockholm but also an invitation for all of us to reconsider and rediscover our notions of self’

Yan Ge, author of Elsewhere

 

‘Jenny Mustard has conveyed with subtlety, precision and wonderful follow-through a worldview and sensibility that is both original and recognizable. A coming-of-age without pretensions; What a Time to Be Alive offers a freshness, curiosity and authenticity that readers will want to emulate’

Caoilinn Hughes, author of The Alternatives

 

‘A highly readable and unusually flinchless novel about the desperate and doomed desire to become a “normal person”’

Aidan Cottrell-Boyce, author of The End of Nightwork

 

‘I loved What a Time to Be Alive. A young woman from southern Sweden searching for herself in love, in friendship and, most of all, in the micro-awareness of one’s own endlessly dissectible nature. Heartfelt in all sorts of surprising ways. Romantic too’

Rónán Hession, author of Ghost Mountain
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From this vantage I can see all of Stockholm. I lean forward and below is the harbour with the cruise ships to Finland or Estonia. To my left is Södermalm and to my right the archipelago and then the sea. It is the first time I have seen the city like this.

At the table behind me is Hanna and her mother, Iréne. We are having lunch in a restaurant on the twenty-second floor with glass walls on three sides. Even though I want to look out the window some more, I sit down and we open the menus.

Iréne is the legal owner of the flat on Artillerigatan and she has asked Hanna to bring me to lunch since effectively, I am her new tenant. Hanna didn’t want me to meet Iréne but said we had to do it if we wanted to live together. Personally I am curious about Hanna’s mother so although I am a little nervous I am also fully invested in this lunch.

I don’t know what I expected but it’s not this. Iréne gives the impression of a very normal woman in her fifties. Considering the hand-me-downs in Hanna’s wardrobe I thought she would be dressed extravagantly but the woman in front of me is slight, medium blonde, dressed in a green cashmere jumper and small pearl earrings. Her lips look filler-free and she has lines on her forehead as if left natural. Now





















































Abbe and I meet at a large department store in the city. We are on the escalator, next to each other on the same step. He is talking about something, a news story. I nod and try to listen but these escalators go up seven floors and there are many people around so the noise is quite overwhelming. My nerves do that bristling thing and my ears can hear my pulse. I shake my head a little and remind myself that these people are doing normal weekend shopping. No one will start looting. People will just pay with their cards in an orderly fashion. Nothing to get excited about. I wonder if this is the department store where that man stabbed the foreign affairs minister to death.

Someone taps my shoulder and I jump and turn around. Behind me is a woman trying to pass me on the escalator. Abbe takes my elbow and moves me sideways as he steps upwards so that he is now looking down on me. ‘You okay?’ he asks. ‘You seem a bit, on edge?’

‘No, sorry. Just sometimes I’m a little weird with noise.’ I try a smile and shrug.

‘Should we leave?’ He still holds my elbow and I focus on just his face.

‘No no I’m fine, let’s stay.’

 

Amazingly, Abbe and I have been meeting up. It is not exactly like dating where both people present flattering facts about themselves, nervous to make a good impression. We are more like friends who have sex, very casual that way. I am nervous sometimes, but Abbe seems completely at ease.

Although I wouldn’t mind dating and thinking up romantic gestures, I don’t really have much to complain about because Abbe is both fun to be around, and also a nice person. And the sex is tremendous. We seem to enjoy it just as much both of us. We don’t see each other all the time because we are busy with work but two or three times per week we meet somewhere and then I sleep at his place.

 

We step off the escalator on floor five, designer accessories and outerwear. Up here are far fewer people than on the floors below with gift ideas and perfume.

I like the spongy carpet under my feet and the long dusky aisles with few customers but many members of staff. I wonder what it would feel like to simply walk in here and buy one of these handbags. To have that type of extreme money.

‘Do you actually shop here?’ I ask.

‘Sometimes, if I really want something. My friend’s sister works here, Sofia. She gets me staff discount, cost price.’

‘Oh. That’s handy.’ I pick up a shoulder bag and open it then close it then put it back on the shelf. I couldn’t afford these things even at cost price.

Although it is summer, Abbe tries on a ridiculously puffy jacket that shines in charcoal grey. He throws out his arms and moves them up and down. I laugh. He comes closer. I hold up my hands and back away and he embraces me until I am enveloped in puff, like standing inside a pillow.

He hangs the jacket back and says, ‘The first thing I bought with Sofia’s discount was a Stüssy sweatshirt, I remember I felt so cocky in school the next day.’

He tells me he was fifteen then and had just moved with his mother to a new house in a nice suburban area with a postcode that would get him into a college with a very good reputation and also a reputation for handing out undeservedly good grades, although Abbe already had deservedly good grades from his secondary school. ‘She wanted me to go to a good school but it kind of backfired,’ he says.

‘Why?’

‘It was a school for mostly wealthy kids, and I was like lower middle class with a single mum and also I wasn’t white. Anyway, I tried fitting in best I could and it went alright.’

It is bad of me but this makes me envious. We had both tried our best to fit in at school but he had succeeded and I had failed. Still I am glad he has told me because I didn’t know he had grown up feeling this way, about money or about being different. Maybe this is one reason we like each other. ‘Was this after your dad left?’

‘Yeah we moved right after. Mum wanted a clean start.’

‘Was the breakup quite bad?’

Abbe hasn’t told me anything about his father except that he left, but it seems like it was a tough time. He shrugs and picks up a hat and puts it on my head, pulling it down firmly. He grins and turns me towards a mirror. It is bright cobalt blue, between a beret and sailor hat, with a rubber Prada logo at the front. It fits my head-shape neatly and now I really want it. ‘Oh,’ I say.

‘I know, you look great.’

‘Yes, it’s nice.’

‘No yeah I really like it.’

‘It’s a bit eccentric,’ I say to make myself feel good about not affording it.

‘Yeah, maybe, but it fits you.’

This makes me a little uncomfortable, him thinking eccentric clothes suit me, but also I am happy for the compliment. The hat is three thousand three hundred kronor and even at cost price there is no way I could buy it. I put it back on the shelf and smooth my hair.

By one of the small tills is Sofia. Abbe points her out and there is no queue so we walk up and he introduces us. I can tell straight away she is flirting. I wonder, do they have a past? She is older than us and physically she is my opposite. Petite, long black hair, thick eyebrows, naked eyes, very red lips. She looks great and artistic.

She leans forward on the till with her elbows and talks in a low voice although she isn’t saying anything secret. I tilt my head and watch their conversation, asking myself if she makes me jealous. And yes, likely I am because I realise I desperately want her to find me pretty. Also I hate her name, Sofia. It is an annoying emotion, jealousy, in how it leads to these madly irrational thoughts. I mean Sofia is a perfectly good name.

Abruptly I say, ‘I love your makeup, I could never pull off a lipstick that bright.’

Abbe turns to me, surprised. ‘What do you mean, you wear bright lipstick all the time.’

I hadn’t calculated on him having an input. ‘Yes, but Abbe I don’t look as nice.’

Sofia is smiling, high eyebrows.

‘What about me?’ Abbe says.

I look at him closely, trying to picture him in this shade of red. ‘I don’t actually know,’ I say. ‘Maybe because you’re male and convention is sort of getting in the way of my imagination?’

Abbe looks at Sofia who says, ‘No I agree. I can’t really see it.’ Then she reaches behind the till and produces the lipstick. ‘Shall we?’ she says and with an incredible sense for diplomacy she hands me the case. Abbe obediently turns his lips to me and my hands only shake a little when I screw the cap off.

 

We leave the department store without buying anything and on the escalator down Abbe says, ‘I swear with you I get into the weirdest conversations.’

He wants to eat something. Abbe orders the biggest burger with large fries and I order a veggie burger with large fries. We carry our red plastic trays to a table. He opens two small pepper sachets and empties them in his paper cup of ketchup, then he stirs with a fry. He must have seen me looking because he asks, ‘What, you don’t do this in Skåne?’

‘I don’t know, maybe not.’ I know my classmates used to bike to the drive-through on the motorway after school but I had only ever been there twice with my parents and neither of them put pepper in their ketchup. I copy him, two sachets, stirring with a fry and then putting it in my mouth.

‘What about dipping fries in softserve?’

‘Abbe stop! That’s disgusting.’ I am not sure if he is pulling my leg, but he says, ‘No, it’s actually good, let’s get it next time.’ I think about Hanna making me smoke while eating tortellini when Abbe grins and says, ‘I can’t believe how like, provincially clueless you are sometimes.’

I bite a fry in half and it is nice to be provincially clueless rather than just clueless. ‘Did you ever sleep with Sofia?’ I ask.

‘Okay, wow, we’re going there now?’ He has a shy smile and rubs his mouth to cover it. ‘Yes, yeah I did yeah. Does that bother you?’

‘Yes, it does, a little. Isn’t that funny?’ I take a bite of the burger. It tastes like sugar and the pickles are warm from the patty.

‘What exactly bothers you? Do you mind? I’m curious now.’

I think while dipping a fry in mustard. ‘Well, I guess what bothers me most is that I know you are attracted to her and she looks very different from me. So it makes me wonder what your type is.’

‘So, Sofia is my type I would say.’

‘Oh.’

‘But so are you because I see you as sort of the same type.’

‘But. That’s crazy. We are completely different.’

He holds the burger in both hands. ‘No what I mean is, I don’t care about height or hair colour and that, but I’ve always been drawn to like, art school girls?’

‘Art school? Like alternative?’ I think of Sofia and her naked eyes and ethereal face. ‘But that’s not me.’

‘You’re funny because you always think you’re this normal boring person but you’re not that at all.’

I drink Diet Coke from the straw and think how wrong he is, I have never once thought I was normal. And it is a bit devastating that despite all my efforts, this is still so obvious to everyone.




From a kitchen shelf I take three oval plates and put them on the counter. A moment ago the doorbell rang and a woman in a moped helmet handed me two paper bags with assorted sushi. Now Hanna walks in and says, ‘We have better plates for that you know.’

‘Hanna, let me choose which plate please.’

She shrugs and mumbles noncommittally. I ask her to put the things in the rucksack. Glasses, chopsticks, tiny bowls, paper napkins. In my tote bag I stuff a rolled-up blanket. I am wearing my bikini under my dress.

Although Hanna hasn’t said so I can tell she is in a foul mood which is a pity since it is my birthday. And also because I have invited Abbe for them to get to know each other. If either of these things are related to her mood, I don’t know.

Abbe has asked for the three of us to get together but Hanna has not once asked. They met at the Valborgs fire of course but since then I have not brought Hanna to any gatherings or beer cafés. Maybe this has hurt her feelings, but she seems uninterested or even opposed. Secretly I have been glad about her aversion, because I don’t want the two of them to meet, is the truth.

I have reasons. Sometimes I sense Hanna wishes it were just the two of us. Maybe she interacts best one on one. I am sympathetic since I think I am that type as well. But it could also be her wanting to be my closest person and now with Abbe she is not so sure she is anymore. She says things about him sometimes that could be interpreted as ungenerous or critical, that’s why I sense rivalry. This is a valid reason to keep Hanna from knowing Abbe but it is not my main reason. It is the other way around, I don’t want Abbe to know Hanna. It is a strong feeling ever since meeting Abbe and I have tried to analyse it and my theory is that I am ashamed of Hanna. What her personality indicates about mine. As if Hanna is something you do in private only. While Abbe is someone you show off.

Hanna is openly eccentric. I can relax with her because she will never be appalled by anything I say or do but she will sometimes appal me, which is thrilling and a little scary. On the other hand Abbe is someone who will never appal me but who will often be surprised by things I say. He is smooth where she has edges. I am naturally edgy but in the process of smoothing. Putting the three of us in the same room will likely make all of this apparent to everyone.

I did invite more people for today, thinking they could act as a buffer. Lottie and four from class. All of them declined. Lottie had a clear reason, some festival up north. But the other four, Astrid and Carl and them, I think they didn’t want to come. I got very sad when they declined, which maybe is an overreaction. I don’t know, I had thought we were friends, that they might actively want to see me. Today is my birthday and I should be happy but two out of seven is not so nice a number. Embarrassing, this number. When I told Hanna she only said, ‘I don’t know why you invited them, it will be more fun just us.’

Abbe doesn’t know I invited five more.

Outside the July sky is bright, twenty-four degrees in the shade. In the kitchen Hanna rips open a bag of ice and pours the cubes into a cooler. Then there is a ring on the door. I flinch. On my way to the door I glance at Hanna and she looks somewhat chaotic. She has not brushed her hair, bare feet and saggy leggings. But still, she is here, fiddling with a Champagne bottle. Maybe it will be okay?

Abbe smells like grass when I open the door. He says happy birthday and kisses me. He takes off his shoes. Wearing casual clothes, black t-shirt, navy shorts, he still seems dressed up. I talk about nothing and try not to drop the wrapped gift he hands me.

‘Hanna is in the kitchen, let me give you a tour,’ I say but he stops and whispers hey. I turn around, standing stupidly in front of him holding the gift with both hands. He squeezes my biceps. ‘It will be great.’

‘Even if she’s being an asshole?’ I whisper.

He laughs at this. ‘She won’t.’ I inhale deeply and try to not be weird.

We go to the kitchen where Hanna is pushing towels into the tote. She doesn’t look up. She just zips the zip.

Hanna suggested going to her sister’s for my birthday picnic. Viveka and her husband live in a glass house in the archipelago with a private deck leading into the brackish sea. But I don’t want to be in a space that’s Hanna’s, I want to decide a spot, no saying thank you for having us.

After a quick tour of the flat, soundtracked by Abbe’s ah mans and herreguds, I put on the rucksack and Abbe picks up the cooler and Hanna takes the tote, then we walk the few blocks down to the water and the Waxholm boat. I have never been to Waxholm but I have walked the island on street view and it seems like we should find a picturesque enough picnic spot. Also the boat is a pleasure in itself. Sea foam, sun in your eyes, the smell of diesel. Seagulls shrieking like madwomen. Being rolled up and down by the benign waves. It is exhilarating every time the water sprays my face.

Abbe buys us brown bottles of pilsner in the boat bar and hanging over the rail I remind myself that this is my day. I ignore two out of seven and Hanna’s sulk and let myself enjoy the wind trying to throw me overboard. My hair whips everywhere. I am twenty-two.

After walking the island with its snaking roads and weathered grey boating cottages, we find a small round cliff which seems nice but perhaps not as nice as a private deck. We unpack and I place each piece of sushi on the plates. The moist nori sticks to my fingers and smells like the sea. Or maybe it is the sea that smells.

Hanna peels the Champagne foil and pops the cork. We toast my increased age and Abbe makes small talk and then we eat the sushi. Hanna’s favourite is the tofuhat sushi so I leave these pieces for her. Now she puts one in her mouth whole and says, ‘It’s your birthday, you can choose anything in the world to eat, and you go with sushi, the most basic food possible.’

My ears heat. ‘It’s not the most basic food.’

‘It is.’

‘What’s unbasic food then?’ Abbe asks and doesn’t take sides. He does that a lot, asks questions instead of giving opinions.

Hanna says, ‘I don’t know, quick-macaroni and falu-sausages?’

‘But that’s, literally the most basic food in the country,’ I say.

‘That’s my point.’

I just stare.

She sighs. ‘You take any concept, like basicness, and turn the volume up high enough it will flip over into its complete opposite.’

I furrow my brows and glance over at Abbe. His jaw is moving as if trying to make sense.

Hanna says, ‘A birthday party with quick-macaroni and sausages, you can’t say that wouldn’t be unexpected.’

‘Okay, but that doesn’t mean it works for any concept,’ I say.

‘Try me.’

‘Cold,’ Abbe says.

‘If you turn water cold enough it will feel like it’s burning.’

We explore this nonsense for a while. Left. Walk left long enough and you will circle the planet and return from the right. Things like that. We drink more Champagne and Hanna is quite ridiculous when she is grasping at straws. I do my best to argue against her but when she is like this I have no chance. Hanna and I speak quickly and interrupt each other a lot, groaning dramatically at each other’s more ludicrous arguments. She refills everyone’s glasses and I am enjoying myself tremendously. Then I look over at Abbe and maybe he seems perplexed.

I stop talking mid-sentence.

He says, ‘What?’

‘Nothing. Just, what do you think?’ My face feels hot. Maybe Hanna and I have overdone it.

‘Well I know it’s your birthday, but sorry, I kind of have to agree with Hanna.’ He taps his lips with his fingers. ‘If you ask me tomorrow I probably won’t anymore because it’s a naff point you’re making Hanna but you’re making it so nicely I feel like agreeing with it right now. If that makes sense.’

‘Oh I’m the same,’ I say. ‘I always end up agreeing with Hanna eventually.’ I turn to her and smile.

‘Then my work here is done.’ She looks grumpy but I don’t think she is.

‘Should we open the presents?’ Abbe says, and I think if any work has been done it’s Abbe’s.

 

Hanna slides a white envelope across the blanket. Inside are two theatre tickets. Annie the Musical. When we saw the ads in the tunnelbana I had told Hanna how much I loved the movie growing up. The tickets are so thoughtful but I find it hard to express this because I am a bit drunk and there is a discrepancy between how I show excitement in front of Hanna and in front of Abbe. So I simply go over and hug her awkwardly where she is sitting. It is hot in the sun and her skin is burning. She sort of laughs and says alright alright stop it.

Abbe tells us he has never seen that movie.

‘Shut up,’ Hanna says.

‘We should watch it together,’ I say, and by we I mean me and Abbe but Hanna nods enthusiastically and this breaks my heart a little. The sun lotion is in my bag and I hand it to her.

Then Abbe pushes his gift towards me so I refocus. Black shiny paper and grey bow. The card says Happy Birthday Sickan (don’t worry, cost price). Inside the package is a cobalt blue sailor hat with a rubber logo. I touch it between my fingers.

‘Put it on,’ he says, so I do. The way he stares at me gives me a tingle at the back of my throat and I want to sit on top of him and lick his lips or do something wild.

‘It’s nice,’ Hanna says and holds out her hand, ‘let me try.’

I look at her unbrushed oily hair and I very much do not want to but I hand it to her anyway and she almost drops it in the leftover sushi mess on the plates. She puts it on and I take a photo and say super cute, then she hands it back and I pull it down on my head without looking inside first. Abbe places his arm behind me so I can lean in, and while Hanna starts stacking the empty plates I whisper I love it so much in Abbe’s ear and then we don’t talk any more about the hat.

Hanna plays Barbro Hörberg on her phone. The sun presses down the cliff. My sunglasses slide down my nose, slippery with sweat. I put the hat back in its box, then I stand up and take off my dress. When I slide down the seaweed-slick stone I hear Hanna behind me. I knew the water would be cold but still it’s such a shock to my skin I gasp. Before I can reconsider I take five strokes straight out towards Finland. Hanna is right behind me shouting profanities and Abbe is calling us mental and mad.

I turn around and tread water to let her catch up. Already it is so deep my feet touch nothing. I stretch my legs and feel tall. Hanna reaches me and grins insanely. She dips her head back, swishes it left and right, and comes up with a wet backslick. I am thinking how good the brackish water must feel on her scalp. And yes she does look healthy, fresh. A bit sun-touched on her nose. I give her a quick kiss. Then I dip my head too. Abbe stays on the cliff despite our encouragements then taunts then threats.

With towels around us we are drinking beer straight from the bottle. I am becoming quite relaxed because by some incredible miracle the two of them are getting along. My hair is dripping and the chill is visible on my skin, my nipples so hard they hurt. They are talking about Orphan Annie and how annoying she is in the movie, and about how annoying children are in general. I think Hanna is surprised that Abbe is a bit witty and not so bland as she had thought or hoped. Also he is sharing quite personal thoughts which is surprising to me as well.

They discuss becoming parents one day when Abbe says, ‘Maybe in another life I would have wanted to but now I’m not so sure.’

‘Why?’ Hanna asks.

‘Honestly, I worry about not doing a good job.’

This is news to me. Even so, it makes sense. Hanna is gnawing on a nail and not arguing so maybe it’s making sense to her as well. It is amazing people actually have children, and likely the three of us will too one day. Because of course everyone must worry about not doing a good job and also everyone who has been a child must be reluctant to put another small creature through the experience.

Hanna says she can’t have children anyway.

‘What, you know that for sure?’ Abbe asks.

‘Quite.’

I would be more stunned if I wasn’t so used to Hanna throwing around big statements. ‘How do you know?’ I ask.

‘Well first of all you must have sex to get pregnant and I am rather celibate. That’s not a complaint by the way, it’s a choice.’

Abbe asks why, as if this is outrageous.

‘I don’t know, don’t you find it weird when you’re attracted to a person because they make a nice and smart impression, and then once you’re in bed this smart person turns into like a, thumping heap of flesh?’

Abbe is amused now, and he turns to me. ‘Is that how you see me, a thumping heap of flesh?’

‘Oh. Sometimes!’

‘And still you want to have sex with me?’

I lean back, hands flat on the rock. ‘More or less all of the time.’

He laughs and I am having fun.

‘I doubt any of us will have kids,’ Hanna says. ‘I’m not having sex, Abbe you’re worried about not doing a good job which means someone did a bad job on you, and Sickan you had it worse than either of us.’

‘What does that mean?’ I tense. The cliff is hard under me.

She looks confused, like it’s obvious. Carefully she says, ‘Well, you always sit with your back to the wall, like they do in prison, you know, to not get stabbed?’

I say nothing but it’s true, my back is against the cliff right now. It is automatic. I flush and wonder what other revealing behaviours I show.

Maybe Hanna can tell I’m embarrassed because she says, ‘Hey sorry, I just mean, I mean, we love you even if you’re messed up.’

Abbe sniffles and squeezes the back of my neck with his hand. ‘Let’s get drunk,’ he says. I blink and force a smile. Hanna opens three more beer bottles. Abbe lights a joint, and we take turns.

I hand Abbe my phone and ask him to play something nice. He taps the screen. Smokey Robinson sings about the tracks of his tears. Hanna scoops strawberry cake into bowls. We are all somewhat sloppy drunk but it only makes the cake better, the strawberries rudely sweet and moist. When Abbe goes off into some bushes I look at Hanna and quietly say, ‘Did you really mean that, what you said?’

‘What did I say?’ she whispers back.

‘That you love me even if I’m messed up.’

She grins. ‘Oh hell Sickan, who isn’t?’ And I can’t help it then, I have to laugh.

‘What’s going on?’ Abbe says when he sees us there laughing and sort of punching each other. ‘Just My Imagination’ comes on and it is nice with its slow beat and Abbe doesn’t sit down, instead he pulls up Hanna and starts dancing. ‘Come on,’ he says to me.

‘I can’t,’ I say and sway my arms, ‘limbs too long.’

Hanna groans at me and then they dance. They look silly. Their movements are mismatched at first but soon they adjust to each other almost as if they’re being serious. They just intuitively know how to do that, match their moves until they look sort of great together. I lean back against the rock and my hair is already drying.

It is after midnight and there are no streetlights here. Hanna and Abbe are silhouettes against the still-blue sky. There are mosquitoes and I wipe them off when they land on me. I try to think back to earlier birthdays but there are none I can remember individually. This one though.




Abbe and I walk for a long time across the parks in the city. It is Saturday and mostly cloudy, the air absolutely still. The sun breaks through now and then, making us take off and put on our jackets accordingly. In a tight alleyway, cafés have put out tables and we choose one facing the sun, our backs against the building. Abbe is wearing sunglasses and a navy jacket with brown lapels. I hope people walking by assume we are together.

Once our cups arrive he holds out his hand and says okay, ready. From my bag I pick up a paperback novel and my A4 notebook with the dialogues.

Since that time he quasi-accidentally read my notes while drunk he has not asked to again which is a relief but also a disappointment. I have got used to him and feel more sure as time goes on and sometimes I find myself actively wanting him to read my notes. He had seemed impressed that time and I very much want to impress someone.

This morning I had placed the notebook on the kitchen table when I was organising my bag and he took the hint and asked if he could read some more, please. I proposed the café because of its neutrality.

His coffee grows cold while he reads. I look at the pages of my novel.

He closes the notebook, puts it on the table, and says, ‘Of all the girlfriends in the world, this one happens to be mine,’ which to me is just the most sophisticated reaction imaginable. A rush of confidence fills me then and I open a pack of cigarettes and light one. Abbe reaches out and takes the cigarette from my lips, puts it between his. I light another and lean back in my chair.

‘How am I supposed to keep up with you,’ he says.

‘Oh, you’re doing just fine.’

He laughs then. I am so pleased.

 

Later that night, we are on the sofa in Abbe’s living room watching TV. He goes to the kitchen and opens the fridge. I change the channel. The Wizard of Oz is on, still in the black and white part, pre-tornado.

‘My mum’s favourite,’ Abbe says and hands me a glass of Coke with ice. ‘We used to watch it at Christmas.’ He sits down and seems content listening to the familiar words.

‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen the whole thing,’ I say. ‘Just parts here and there.’

‘Should we watch?’

‘We could, if you want.’

‘I like it. She’s a good hero.’

I drink most of my Coke in one go. It is incredibly sweet.

He says, ‘Judy Garland is one of those people you can’t help but love, isn’t she?’

‘Yes. Maybe because of her tragic life and all the drugs they gave her.’

‘I think likely she was just born abnormally charming.’

We watch in silence for a while and even though I know the story it is still great when Dorothy goes from black and white to colour. I finish the rest of my drink and swirl the glass to make the ice clink. Abbe hands me his glass and I drink some of his too. ‘You want more?’ he asks.

‘No it was enough, thank you.’ I rest my head on his shoulder. He puts his hand on my head and fusses my hair. I might fall asleep. ‘The dialogue hasn’t aged so well though, has it.’

He laughs a little. ‘You’re the expert.’ Then Dorothy starts singing and he says, ‘Have you been writing much lately?’

‘I don’t really have time, with school.’ I haven’t written anything in months.

‘If I was that good at something I would make the time.’

‘What do you mean, you are good at something. You’re a designer.’

‘I make interfaces more practical, they’re not exactly original works of art.’

I yawn. ‘Why does everything have to be original? I mean does originality really have intrinsic value? Work can be inspired without being unique.’

‘You’re skating around me now.’ He sits up straight so I have to lift my head off his shoulder which I resent. ‘I’m sorry if I’m up in your business but I honestly feel you’d be happier writing than coding.’

There are monkeys flying on the screen. I try to determine if he is right but can’t be sure. ‘It’s a job. It doesn’t have to be fun, I can have a hobby.’

‘The thing is your writing is funny but like, in a new way. People should see it.’

It feels then like he sees me as a singularity, a new species. It hurts, all the multiple ways he keeps saying: you’re strange.

‘It’s only entertainment, it doesn’t do anything. With software I can change things.’

‘I don’t want you to settle though.’ He roughly runs his hand through his hair. ‘And sometimes I feel like you’re hiding.’

‘But, is that so bad?’ I sound upset now, I can tell. ‘Is it mandatory to expose yourself to humanity all the time? Because I sort of can’t handle that.’

‘Hey,’ he says and reaches for my hand but I pull it back.

My heart feels too strong. ‘I think I’m ruined that way.’

‘Hey, I’m sorry I brought it up, okay. I didn’t know you felt that way.’

I see he is uncomfortable but still I say, ‘It’s like I’m skinless.’

He breathes deeply. ‘You’re not skinless.’ He touches my wrist. ‘You’re just sensitive. It’s fine. I can get that way too sometimes.’

But I think, it’s different, him sometimes getting overwhelmed by the world and my ceaseless watchfulness, my flinching at sounds, expecting violence. It’s not the same.
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