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The Notice

Each day, if they didn’t pick up all the letters and news-
papers, they wouldn’t be able to open the door. Here, 
people still sent letters for every single thing: bank, in-
surance and taxes. Letters in a strange language that 
made no sense, a jumbled alphabet that added up to 
long words impossible to articulate in one breath. 

The mail arrived at all hours. That first week a large 
packet was thrown at their door. When they rushed out 
to see what it was, they found a newspaper, much like 
their own hometown paper, Hamshahri, with all its 
daily ads, and devoid of news of any importance. They 
both rubbed their eyes and returned to bed.

It was easy to toss the newspapers in the bin specifi-
cally used for that purpose—fortunately, the Swedes 
cared about recycling—but they still had to open all 
the letters and read them carefully. When they had ar-
rived in Sweden, someone had told them letters con-
tained important information that if missed could lead 
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Maryam would get up and try to soothe him back 
to sleep. She’d take out her breast and put it in his 
15-month-old mouth. 

She had agreed with Ali to wean the child gradu-
ally, after they had settled in Sweden. Her mother had 
urged her to wait till the weather turned warmer—but 
when would that be? Ali said it wouldn’t even begin 
to warm up till mid-spring, and even then, it would 
be ten degrees above freezing. That wasn’t the kind of 
weather Maryam’s mother had in mind. Her mother 
had also said they had to wean the child soon because 
it wasn’t acceptable in this country for children this 
old to be breastfed. In the bus, people stared at her 
in amazement when she put him to her breast. Still, 
Maryam said, the child was just separated from her 
grandparents and if she took away her milk too, he’d 
be psychologically damaged.

In the dark, she’d stick her breast in his mouth and 
he’d fall asleep. And while he slept, that terrifying qui-
etness would once again spread itself over their heads. 
Why were these people so noiseless? Why did nothing 
happen here? Why didn’t the cars honk their horns?

One night, in the soundless darkness, Maryam heard 
the upstairs neighbors having sex. The child woke up 
and took some milk. She thought the noise was almost 
like moans, but it was the weekend and it wasn’t hard 
to imagine that the people upstairs were having fun 
and screaming from pleasure. She looked over to see 
if Ali was awake but he was asleep, and the upstairs 

to misfortune. Their destiny lay hidden somewhere in 
those letters. 

They decided not to throw away anything that ar-
rived in the mail, and they purposefully did not paste 
the “No unsolicited mail, please” sign on their door. 
Maryam believed it was possible there might be im-
portant information among the advertisement sheets, 
something like discount coupons for a big sale. She 
said they could even learn Swedish by reading the ads. 

They read the letters with great difficulty. They 
typed them into Google Translate on their phones, 
word by word, and often got an awkward array of Per-
sian words that made just enough sense to figure out, 
such as one from the local clinic, or another from a 
bank advertising its new credit card. But some letters 
were more important, like the ones that said when and 
where to take their child to the doctor.

When the gist of a letter sounded important, they’d 
take it to an old friend who spoke better Swedish, and 
he’d tell them where they needed to go or what they 
needed to do. Sometimes it took too long to reach their 
friend and the letter became outdated; sometimes it 
turned out the contents of the letter were of no impor-
tance. 

Every morning, in the deafening silence of their 
apartment, they’d wake up to their own child’s cries. 
The child was still confused by this country’s daytime 
and nighttime hours. He’d wake up in the middle of the 
night and stare at the blackness beyond the window.  
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Your neighbor has contacted us and report-
ed that she hears your child crying all the 
time and that he does not stop. It does not 
appear that your child is sick. She called us 
and reported that it seems the adults fight 
and they hit the child. To respond to this 
report, you must appear on Tuesday, 25th 
of February, at our address. 

Birgit Jeppson / Jenny Nilsson

Maryam felt dizzy. She called Ali and asked him to 
come home immediately. Ali said he couldn’t; he had 
just arrived at work and there was no reason to com-
plicate things. Maryam burst into tears. She said, “You 
must come because this is urgent.” She said she couldn’t 
explain over the phone and that his work wasn’t more 
important than her in this terrible state. He kept ask-
ing questions, and the child, who had been left alone 
in the other room, began to cry. Ali asked, “What is it 
that’s so important it can’t wait a few hours.” Mary-
am lost her temper and threw the phone to the other 
side of the bed. The child was screaming and Maryam 
could at least manage to bring him to her bed and feed 
him. Her milk always calmed him down.

She had finally fallen asleep when she felt Ali’s 
shadow over her. It was 2 pm and he had come home a 
couple of hours early. 

—My professor didn’t like that I left early. 

woman reached her orgasm. This was the only loud 
noise Maryam had heard since their arrival. 

Maryam would stand by the kitchen door and 
watch a mother and father who sometimes brought 
their child to play in front of the complex. He was a 
quiet child who sat on a springy metal horse and qui-
etly bounced up and down. The kids at the nearby pre-
school were the same way. A stone made more noise 
than those kids. When they first arrived in Sweden, 
her mother had called and asked what it was like over 
there. Maryam had responded, “Quiet. Very quiet.”

One Monday morning, when Ali was at the univer-
sity and the child was eating his breakfast, a stack of 
mail was dropped into the apartment. Maryam sepa-
rated the newspapers and cut out a couple of McDon-
ald’s coupons, which she put into her wallet. There 
were three letters too. She sat at her computer to trans-
late them.

The first letter was from the language school. It said 
in two weeks she could go to such-and-such an address 
to begin her Swedish class. The second letter was from 
an electric company advertising its electricity, purpor- 
tedly cheaper than the one offered by the main plant. 
She typed in the third letter, word by word, then sen-
tence by sentence, and still she could not understand 
what it said. So she typed the entire letter into Google 
Translate and tried to make a sense of the jumbled, 
broken Persian it delivered. She read it several times.


