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1o anyone who 1s young and wants to create somez‘bing.

Do it.



The world is often unkind to new talent, new creations.

The new needs friends.
—Anton Ego
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l,ouisa is a teenager, the best kind of human. The evidence for this is
very simple: little children think teenagers are the best humans, and
teenagers think teenagers are the best humans, the only people who
don’t think that teenagers are the best humans are adults. Which is

obviously because adults are the worst kind of humans.

It’s one of the last days before Easter. Very soon Louisa is going to be
thrown out of an art auction for vandalizing a valuable painting. Old
ladies will shriek and the police will come and it really wasn’t planned.
Not to brag, but Louisa did have a perfect plan, it wasn't the plan’s fault
that she didn't stick to it. Because sometimes Louisa is a genius, but
sometimes she isn't a genius, and the problem is that the genius and
the non-genius share a brain. But the plan? Perfect.

'The auction is one where extremely rich people go to buy ridicu-
lously expensive art, so teenagers aren't welcome there, especially not
teenagers with backpacks full of cans of spray paint. Rich adults have
seen far too much news about “activists” who break in and vandalize fa-
mous paintings, so for that reason the entrance is protected by security
guards weighing three hundred pounds with zero ounces of humor.
They’re the sort of guards who have so much muscle that they have
muscles that don’t even have Latin names, because back when people
spoke Latin, idiots as big as this didn’t even exist yet. But that shouldn’t
have been a problem, because the plan was for Louisa to get in without
the guards even noticing she was there. The only problem with the plan
was that Louisa was the person who was going to carry it out. But it
started well, it has to be said, because the building where the auction is
being held is an old church. We know that because all the rich people
at the auction keep saying to each other: “Did you know this is an old
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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 won't 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 Fish
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-
ally world-class at that. And she’s particularly angry about rich people
buying art, because rich people are the worst sort of adults, and the
worst way to vandalize 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 full of cans
of spray paint and a perfect plan. When she tumbled 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 jellyfish. Because jellyfish, 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
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always tells her to talk when she’s nervous. Most of all she doesn't like
her heart because it’s always nervous. Stupid, stupid heart.

Bearing all this in mind, you might of course think that someone
ought to have noticed her when she stepped into the old church, but
first you have to realize that rich adults hardly ever notice anything,
apart from mirrors. There are expensive paintings hanging on all the
walls, each masterpiece followed by an even grander one, but the room
is full of people busily trying to see their hairstyles in the reflection of
their Champagne glasses. One group of cheerful women are taking
photographs, not of the art, but of each other. A group of serious men
are talking about their favorite paintings, not as works of art, but as
investments, as if they were framed banknotes. Then the men start
talking about golf instead, and the women laugh loudly at something
fantastic, because everything in their lives is the best, everyone is so
wonderful, and isn’t it amazing that this building is an old church?
Obviously none of them dares to actually talk about the paintings on
the walls, they’re far too frightened of accidentally thinking the wrong
thing, someone else needs to think something first so they can know
what they’re allowed to love. One of the women returns from the bath-
room and looks horrified, because someone has painted “graffiti” on the
walls in there, the paint smelled and now the woman has a migraine.

“Grafhiti? How awful! Vandalism!” one of the women exclaims, but
one of the other women whispers:

“But . . . do you think the graffiti is part of the exhibition? Do you
think it’s . . . art?”

Panic spreads through the group like pee in a tent. Because what
if they’re wrong? The women hurry over to the men who are talking
about golf to ask if it’s art. One of the men asks: “Is there a price tag?”

'Then the women shake their heads and laugh. No price tag, no art,
oh, what a relief! The men point at the walls and talk about invest-
ments again. When they talk about the very best investment in the
whole church, they point at one painting and say, “7he One of the Sea,”

as if that’s all it is: blue and expensive.



1 Fredrik Backman

Angry? Louisa can't understand how she could possibly be anything

else.

Around the men and women, waitstaff in white shirts circulate, serv-
ing hors d'oeuvres, because rich people love tiny food. Everything else
should be big, except for taxes and sandwiches. No one looks the wait-
staft in the eye, staff mean so little to rich adults that they don't even
react to the fact that one of them is carrying a backpack.

Louisa moves gently through the crowd, if you've always felt too
big you get pretty good at not being in the way, so it isn’t until she
catches sight of the painting she’s looking for that she suddenly starts
to panic. Because it makes her so happy, 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 don’t
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!

Everyone 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
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to the rope stands a small old woman draped in diamonds, looking
very unhappy, which, in her defense, is probably the only way her face
can look, seeing as it has had so much plastic surgery it looks like a
sneaker that’s been tied too tightly.

“Here’s The One of the Sea!” she hisses unhappily to her husband,
because the painting is smaller than she had imagined. Presumably the
poor thing had imagined the sea being bigger.

Her husband, an old man with a watch the size of a grown turtle
and pants so tight his butt looks like it has its own butt, doesn’t
even look at the painting, he just reads the sign next to it to see the
estimated auction price. He looks happy, because not just anyone
can buy paintings like this, and that means the old man isn’t just
anyone. The woman says it’s a shame that it isn’t orange, because
they have a lot of orange furnishings in the summer house this
year. She says this in a tone that suggests she is also irritated that
ice cream isn’'t more like pickles, or that doorknobs aren’t more like
opera—as if it is rather rude of the world not to adapt to her every
wish at all times.

“Perhaps we could put it in an orange frame, Charles?” she sug-
gests, but the old man doesn’t answer, because his mouth is full of tiny

sandwiches.

Louisa hates them all. The men who invest and the women who pho-
tograph, and the old woman who decorates and the old man who
consumes. God, how she hates them. You have to know that, because

otherwise you can’t understand what a painting can do to a person.

In her backpack Louisa has, apart from cans of spray paint, her pass-
port and an old postcard which says, in very shaky handwriting: I¢’s so
beautiful here, the sun shines every day. Miss you, see you soon. —Mom.
You need to know that too, to understand that once Louisa has crept
through the crowd and is finally standing by the rope in front of the

painting that everyone else there thinks is of the sea, she is no longer
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standing in an old church. She isn’t alone. She isn’t 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 Fish 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
tavorite was: “How do you get a one-armed man down from a tree?
You 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
Fish 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 you 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 reality, but Fish re-
ally couldn’t 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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allowed to stay at the foster home any longer. Fish promised Louisa
that it would be all right, but Louisa was her only good person, and
after enough nights apart, Fish found other types of people. She fled
from reality, down into bottles, out into the fog. Adults always think
they can protect children by stopping them from going to dangerous
places, but every teenager knows that’s pointless, because the most
dangerous place on earth is inside us. Fragile hearts break in palaces
and in dark alleys alike.

Louisa has now been alone on the planet for three weeks, because
that was when all the adults lied and said that Fish had committed
suicide. It wasn’t true. No adult missed Fish when she died, no one
does if you're an orphan and grow up in ten different foster homes, it’s
so easy then to just blame the fact that she took an overdose of pills.
But Louisa knows the truth: Fish was murdered by reality. She was
suffocated by the claustrophobia of being trapped on this planet, she
died of being sad all the time.

You have to know all this about Louisa, otherwise you can’t under-
stand what a painting can mean. That there is a speed at which a heart
can beat that you can’t remember when you've stopped being young.
There is art that can be so beautiful that it makes a teenager too big for
her body. There is a sort of happiness so overwhelming that it is almost
unbearable, your soul seems to kick its way through your bones. You
can see a painting, and for a single moment of your life, just for a single
breath, you can forget to be afraid. If you've ever experienced that, you

know how it feels. If not, there probably isn't any way to explain it.

Because it isn’t a painting of the sea. Only a damn adult would think
that.





