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Fredrik Backman

church?" Because rich people love reminding each other about how

incredibly rich they are, so rich that they can buy things from God.

In a couple of days, at the start of Easter, obviously no one in the

room will spare a thought for God, because then God worit have any-

thing interesting to sell to them. But the thing that's so incredible

about God is that God understands people's needs, so there are al-

ways bathrooms in churches, so Louisa broke in through one of the

bathroom windows, in full accordance with the plan. Her friend Hsh

taught her how to do that. Fish is the best at everything. For instance,

the best at losing things, and the best at breaking things, but she is

the best of all at breaking into things. And Louisa? She's bad at pretty

much everything, but good at being angry. Not to brag, but she's actu-

allr'u,orld-class at that. And she's particularly angry about rich people

buving art, because rich people are the worst sort of adults, and the

worst way to varrdalize art is actually to put a damn price tag on it.

That's why rich adults hate the sort of thing that Louisa paints on the

walls of buildings, not because they love walls, but because they hate

the fact that there are beautiful things that are free.

So Louisa got in through the window with a backpack fu1l of cans

of spray paint and a perfect plan. When she tr.rmbled onto the floor in-

side the bathroom, she stopped for a while and painted a very realistic

portrait of the guards on the wall. A more shallow artist might have

chosen to portray them as bulls, seeing as their necks were so thick it
was impossible to tell where their heads began, but Louisa would never

do that. Because she can see inside people, so she painted the guards

as jell1fish. Because jelIyfish, like guards, have neither backbones nor

brains.

Then she put on a white dress shirt and snuck into the crowd.

It has to be said that Louisa hates many things about herself but

most of all her height and her weight. She's wished for many things

throughout her childhood, but perhaps none greater than to be smaller.

She doesn't like her body because there's too much of it, she doesn't

like her voice because it's too deep, she doesn't like her brain because it

always tells her to talkwt
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Fredrik Backman

Angry? Louisa carit understand how she could possibly be anl,thing

else.

Around the men and women, waitstaff in white shirts circulate, serv-

ing hors dbeuvres, because rich people love tiny food. Everlthing else

should be big, except for taxes and sandwiches. No one looks the wait-

staff in the eye, staff mean so little to rich adults that they don't even

react to the fact that one ofthem is carrying a backpack.

Louisa moves gently through the crowd, if you've always felt too

big vou get pretty good at not being in the way, so it isnt until she

catches sight of the painting she's looking for that she suddenly starts

to panic. Because it makes her so h^ppy, she imagines everyone else

there must be able to hear her stupid, stupid heart beating in her chest.

But no one reacts. Not so strange, of course, because if you're an adult,

you've forgotten how that sounds.

The One of the Sea was painted by the world-famous artist "C.Jat."

It's the most expensive painting in the whole auction, so everyone

wants it, not for what it is, but because of its story.It is said to be the

very first picture that C. Jat painted, at fourteen years old, a prodigy.

That was how his career started. But the men talking about golf dont

care about that, they eagerly tell the women who are drinking Cham-

pagne that the picture, most of all, is such a "damn fine investment"

because of other rumors altogether. Because the newspapers say that

the artist is a drug addict, that he's in such bad shape that he no longer

goes out at all, so if the buyer is really lucky, he might die! Imagine

what the painting would be worth then!

Everl.one laughs. Louisa clenches her fists.

The painting is already expensive. So expensive, in fact, that there's a

velvet rope hanging in front of it. So incredibly special that if a poor

person accidentally breathed too close to it, it might be offended. Next

to the rope stands a smd
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standing in an old church. She isnt alone. She isnt even angry, not

even with her friend Fish, who was so good at breaking into places but

so bad at getting out again.

Once Fish and Louisa broke into a tattoo parlor in the middle

of the night and they tattooed each other. Louisa drew a heart on

Fish's upper arm, and it was the most beautiful heart Fish had ever

seen. Then Frsh did a tattoo on Louisa's lower arm, and it really was

remarkably ugly, almost incomprehensibly hideous, because Fish was

the best at almost everything, but terrible at drawing. It was a tattoo

of a one-armed man in a tree, and Louisa has never loved any picture

more. The first time she and Fish met, in a group foster home where

no one dared to sleep, Fish had whispered jokes to her all night. Her

favorite was: "How do 1,ou get a one-armed man down from a tree?

\bu wave at him!"

No one could laugh at their own jokes the way Fish did, Louisa

had never heard a better sound, or met a bigger person. Sometimes

trish broke into ice cream parlors at night, because there weren't many

things she liked more than ice cream, but more often she broke into

paint shops, because Louisa needed cans of spray paint. One time she

broke into a hardware shop because they needed screwdrivers, but a

hundred times she broke into the back doors of movie theaters so they

could sneak into late-night screenings, because there weren't many

things Louisa loved more than movies.

As seventeen-year-olds they would sleep next to each other almost

every night in the foster home, with ice cream stains on their clothes

and each other's laughter in their lungs, a chest of drawers against the

door, each clutching a screwdriver in case anyone tried to get in. You

get used to so many strange things when vou grow up without parents,

you soon get so used to having one single person who you love that it's

impossible to shake the habit.

Louisa hurt, but Fish hurt more, Louisa hated realiry but Fish re-

ally couldnt stand it. Louisa tried drugs a few times, but Fish couldn't

stop. Louisa was still seventeen when Fish turned eighteen and wasn't
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l0 Fredrik Backman

"You therel What do you think you're doing! You're not allowed to be

that close to the painting!" a voice behind her suddenly exclaims.

It's the old woman, she sounds very atgry but if one has a face

where the skin has been pulled back until the cheeks start just behind

the ears, it's hard for anyone else to know what one really feels. The

woman pretty much has the emotional range of a lampshade.

That's when Louisa stops following the plan.It isn't the plaris fault,

it's just that her brain sometimes gets a bit crowded with both the

genius and the non-genius having to live there together. So Louisa

turns around with tears in her eyes and snaps at the woman: "It isrit a

painting of the sea!"

The woman quickly takes two steps back and stares at Louisa as if
she has just been attacked by a piece of furniture. Did it jtst speak to

irer?

'Are you . . . are you completely out ofyour . . . Step away from that

painting at once!" she commands, well on her way to fainting from the

effrontery of it a1l.

But Louisa remains standing calmly on the other side of the rope,

blinking away her tears. She whispers:

"It isnt a painting of the sea. You r.,ulgar new-money social climber."

The woman gets so angry that she almost suffocates, so she grabs

her husband so hard that he chokes on a tinl'sandwich and almost

suffocates as lvell.

"Chaaarles!" the woman howls, and the old man splutters and

spits bread all over her diamonds before pointing furiously at Louisa's

white shirt as if he imagines his index finger can shoot fire and thereby

instantly instill fear in the world around him.

"You therel Stand stilM want to talk to your supervisor!" he

commands.

It turns out, to his horror, that Louisa isnt at all afraid of index

fingers, because she isnt an elevator button, so she merely replies

quietly: "I dont work here."

Then she searches her
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t? Fredrik Backman

that you lose your breath and never quite get it back. You spend your

whole life gasping, someone else said, because it's a love so immense

that it squeezes the air out ofyour lungs. Everyone else thinks you look

like the same person afterward, a third said, but you don't understand

any of it, because there's such a clear before and after. A completely

new you.

That's ho'r,r'the painting feels, Louisa thinks. But it was still nice of
that old woman, she decides, to think that Louisa was planning to ruin

the arfivork. As if anything could have stopped her then.

Lady, Louisa thinks, if I'd wanted to destroy the painting, this en-

tire building would be ashes by now. I'm insanely good at destroying

things,ladv. Everyone I love dies.

The guard comes rushing over now, or at least lumbering, a three-

hundred-pound body with a tiny, furious head perched on top. Louisa

clutches the red pen tightly in her hand.

She hates it when adults touch her, that's u,hat happens if you've never

met an adult r.ou can trust. FIer dad was gone before she was born, he

didnt want to be a dad, but Louisa wonders if perhaps her mom had
'*,vanted to be a mom, at least for a little while.If she had felt the tidal

wave when Louisa was born. Miss you, the postcard says, in terrible

handwriting.The only thing Louisa remembers about her mom is her

voice singing a lullaby. They came from another country, Louisa re-

membered nothing about it. She never found out what they left behind,

but it can't have been good if this place was better. When Louisa was

five years old, she was left with neighbors. Her mom walked out the

door and never returned. The police looked for her for a few months

but she was too good at being invisible, and that was probably the only

thing her daughter inherited from her. Time is a strange concept once

you've been abandoned. If you're five years old when your parent leayes

you, the leaving didnt happen on one particular dav, it happens every

day.It never stops. Louisa grew up in foster homes. She only spoke her
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A child's brain is peculiar, it interprets everything in its own way.

Louisa had always dreamed of this, but what the police officer said was

incomprehensible. Fish had to explain: "Inform the relatives" meant

that you told the people who cared. So Louisa was the relative. "De-

ceased" meant dead. "Substance abuse" meant her mother had drunk

herself to death. Drowned from the inside. A child's brain is so im-
aginative, Louisa heard this but didn't grow up afraid of alcohol, just

horriblv af r aid of swimming.

The next time they were at the movies they saw a reallv old film,

because Fish knew that Louisa loved those best of a1l, and a famous

singer was playing the main role. In one scene she sang a lullaby to a

child and Louisa suddenly recognized it: it had never been her moth-

er's voice she remembered, it was this. Her mother had left the five-

1,ear-old alone with the television for so many hours that in the end

Louisa didnt know which voice was which, her mom's or the ones

in the old films. She cried when she reahzed that she was a person

without memories, but Fjsh sat beside her and said: "To Hell with that,

why should your stupid brain get to decide what happened and what

didnt? You can still keep that memory, it's yours!"

So Louisa kept it. Imagination is a child's oniy weapon. And on

the back of the postcard of the painting, Louisa wrote a message, the

one she would have wanted, as if she had been longed for and loved:

See you soon. 
-Mom.

She put it in her backpack and thought that one day she and trish

would see that painting in real life, and ma),be then it would be like

when superheroes discover their powers. If she ever got to the sea,

maybe she wouldnt be scared of swimming. She imagined it would be

like in fairy tales, and that in some magical way everlthing would have

a happy ending.

It wont.

But this is how her adventure begins.
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