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SATURDAY

He gazed at the photographs. He knew that Vivian was upset because he had decided they weren’t going to the party, but he simply couldn’t bring himself to go. Time had finally caught up with him and forced him to face the truth. Perhaps he should have done so long ago.

What had happened had been like a millstone around his neck all these years. He had been afraid of the questions, of the answers, and of everything in between. The choices he had made had shaped him as a human being, and what he now saw in the mirror was not particularly attractive. Choosing to live life with your eyes shut never was. In the end, he’d forced himself to tear the blindfold off and act based on what he saw.

Slowly and carefully, one by one, he got out the framed photographs. He propped them up against the wall and counted a total of sixteen pictures. They were all there.

He took a few steps back and gazed at them. Then he turned towards the simpler frames he had: his placeholders. He wrote the names of every single photograph on scraps of paper in large, uneven letters, before taping them to the respective frames. He didn’t need the actual photographs to be able to picture them as he moved them around on the white walls of the gallery. Each photo for the upcoming exhibition was etched into his retinas, and he could quite easily summon them from memory and see them clearly.

He knew that it would take many hours – probably well into the early hours – to hang the exhibition, and that he would pay the price for it in the morning. He was no longer a young man. But he also knew that at the opening in two days’ time he would feel lighter and freer than he had in many years.

The consequences of what he had chosen to do would be dramatic, but that wasn’t something that he could take into consideration. He had been far too considerate for far too many years. They had all been living in the dark shadow of their lies. Admittedly, they ran the risk of being crushed, but he still meant to reveal his truths. And theirs.

He had never felt as free as he did now, carefully fixing the piece of paper with the word Guilt to one of the frames.

Not even death frightened him any longer.

Erica Falck stretched. The warmth of the bed meant it was tempting to linger, but she had promised to meet up with Louise Bauer for a power walk in an hour. Quite why she had done so she wasn’t sure. But Louise was probably stressed about the festivities and needing to blow off some steam.

‘Do we really have to go tonight?’ Patrik groaned beside her, covering his face with the pillow.

Erica yanked it away and used it to gently pummel him.

‘It’s going to be wonderful! Good food, some decent wine, your wife all dressed up … for once!’

Patrik closed his eyes with a grimace.

‘A golden wedding anniversary, Erica. Just how festive can that be? A bunch of stuck-up guests and endlessly long speeches. You must know what kinds of people will be going.’ He groaned again.

‘We’re going anyway, so you might as well bite the bullet and bring a positive attitude,’ said Erica.

Sensing she had crossed the bounds of enthusiasm, she leaned towards Patrik’s side of the bed and gently stroked his ribcage. His heart was beating so powerfully – it was hard to believe that he had ever had heart problems, even if the worry was still there.

‘Louise expects us to come. Anyway, I love seeing you in a suit. You’re wildly handsome in them – especially that dark blue one.’

‘Oh, give over!’

Patrik kissed her on the mouth, gently at first before it turned into a deeper kiss. He pulled her very close to him, and Erica felt her body turn soft and warm throughout, like always.

‘The kids might come in any second,’ she mumbled, her mouth against his.

Patrik responded by pulling the duvet over their heads. It quickly got hot under the covers – nothing else existed inside their bubble except the two of them. Their bodies. Their lips. Their breathing.

Then a heavy thump confirmed what Erica had feared.

‘Hide and seek!’

Noel shrieked with joy as he bounced up and down on the bed. As if he’d been fired from a cannon, Anton arrived shortly thereafter, landing right on Patrik’s family jewels.

‘Ouch! Fu—’ He stopped himself after a glance from Erica. ‘Fiddlesticks!’

Noel and Anton were choking with laughter. Erica sighed, smiling. She and Patrik had carved out a few seconds alone, just the two of them, and that would have to do. She bent over the boys and tickled them, making them howl like wolves.

‘I tried to get them to watch TV, but they sneaked up here as I was getting out the yoghurt.’

Maja was standing in the doorway in her nightie – the one with a unicorn on it – her hands held out in resignation.

‘Sweetheart, you don’t have to look after them in the mornings. They can get up by themselves,’ Patrik said, waving at her to come in.

Maja hesitated at first. Always so responsible. Then her face cracked into a smile and she hurled herself onto the bed too, joining in the game. Erica caught Patrik’s eye over the kids’ heads. Their family was perfect – just perfect.

‘Do you think they’ll call in advance, or do we have to wait until Thursday? We know they sometimes provide advance warning.’

Henning Bauer drummed his fingers on the tabletop. It was the first weekend in October. Beyond the window, autumn had taken over and white-crested grey waves were breaking against the smooth rocks lining the shore of the small island. Their small island.

He looked at Elisabeth, who was sitting opposite him with her teacup.

‘We’ve heard that I’m into the final five. Although obviously that doesn’t mean I’ll win. There are no guarantees. But if it’s true, then I have a one in five chance.’

His fingers continued to drum against the table.

His wife sipped her tea calmly. Henning admired her calm. That had always been their reciprocal dynamic when it came to his writing. He got worked up, she calmed him down. He worried, she reassured him.

Henning continued drumming his fingers, waiting for her reply. He needed her confidence. He needed her to tell him that it would all work out.

After a few sips of tea, Elisabeth carefully set down the cup on the saucer. They had been drinking from those very cups their entire marriage – one of the countless wedding presents from their extravagant wedding, though he couldn’t for the life of him recall who had given it to them.

Outside, one wave larger than the others threw a cascade of water against the picture window running the full length of the house. The salt from the sea always left its traces on the glass, and their housekeeper Nancy had her work cut out trying to keep up with the polishing. The archipelago was relentless in its capriciousness, as if it were constantly trying to displace civilization and reconquer lost territory.

‘Don’t worry, darling. Either they’ll call today or tomorrow, or they’ll wait until Thursday. Or they won’t call. But if they call, which of course I believe they will, you must pretend to be surprised. You can’t give away that we know you were on the shortlist.’

Henning nodded, his gaze fixed on the window.

‘Of course not, darling. Of course not.’

He tapped out a diffuse rhythm as he regarded the pattern left by the water on the window. One in five. He ought to be satisfied with that, but knowing what was in reach – what a single telephone call could give him – left him almost struggling to breathe.

‘Come on, have a bite to eat,’ Elisabeth said, nudging a basket of freshly baked bread towards him. ‘We have a long day ahead of us – not to mention a long evening – and I don’t want to find you nodding off at the table at ten o’clock.’

Henning reached for a still-warm French roll. He knew better than to disobey his wife. He spread a thick layer of butter across it, which immediately melted into the bread.

‘Tonight we’re going to dance,’ he said, his mouth full of bread as he winked at Elisabeth, who smiled slightly.

‘Tonight we’re going to dance.’

‘Good grief – just how early did you catch the boat? And in this weather?’

Erica held up a hand in front of her face to shield herself from the wind as she struggled to keep up with Louise Bauer. As ever, it was a challenge. No matter how fast she walked, Louise walked faster. It wasn’t made any better by the fact that she could feel the spatter from the waves breaking on the shore only a few metres behind them. The wooden houses provided them with some shelter, but Erica thought even they were almost crouching in the wind.

‘Oh it’s nothing – I always wake up at six anyway,’ said Louise. ‘And today’s going to be a long one – I’m responsible for everything to do with the party, so it felt like I had to start with a power walk.’

Erica rolled her eyes. At the same time, she understood that Louise needed to clear her head. Being assistant to Henning Bauer – her father-in-law and one of Sweden’s most celebrated authors – was probably not the easiest job.

‘I don’t think I’ve ever felt like I had to take a power walk,’ she muttered. ‘In fact, on reflection, I don’t think I’ve ever felt any form of physical activity was a necessity.’

Louise laughed. ‘You’re so funny, you really are. Of course you like to get moving. It energizes you for the whole day!’

Erica struggled to speak as they climbed up the incline of Galärbacken at far too brisk a pace. She tugged her blue Helly Hansen coat more tightly around her torso. Louise was naturally wearing perfectly fitting sports gear that was both windproof and water repellent.

‘I love the feeling afterwards, if that’s what you’re getting at. But before lunchtime? Nope. Nyet. Nein. Even though I know I need it.’

Erica paused for a moment to catch her breath. Louise slowed down and looked at her.

‘To be perfectly honest, I’ve been feeling pretty lousy lately,’ Erica continued, ‘and I think it’s to do with the wrong diet and being too sedentary. Not to mention my advancing years. Let’s not forget about the march of time. I’ve already started to feel the menopause creeping up on me. Haven’t you felt the same?’

Louise began to move again.

‘I’m a few years older than you, but …’ Louise paused, picking up pace as they passed the pharmacy. ‘But I had a hysterectomy when I was a young woman. Cancer. So now something that’s been the source of great sorrow in my life is slowly transforming into a blessing.’

‘I’m so sorry, I didn’t know.’

Erica grimaced. Typical of her to put her foot in it.

‘It doesn’t matter. It’s not a secret – it just rarely comes up in conversation. “Hi, my name’s Louise and I don’t have a womb.”’

Erica laughed loudly. This was what she loved about Louise. Her forthrightness and sarcastic sense of humour.

They had met through the children. Maja had become immediate best friends with Louise’s stepson William, who was around a year her senior, while they were both playing in the playground at Ingrid Bergman torg. And since their kids had been playing together, Erica and Louise had got talking. That had been last summer, and now they took the opportunity to meet up whenever Louise came back to Fjällbacka with her family.

But Erica had to admit to herself that she appreciated their wine nights more than Louise’s objectionable habit of power walking at all times of day.

‘So, how are you feeling about tonight?’

Erica waved to Dan – her sister’s husband – who was pulling out of the car park at Konsum. He waved back. She could almost sense that he was laughing at her for being out on a power walk.

‘What can I say? Utter torment. My parents are due in an hour or so, same as usual. But they’re getting to borrow a house by Badis, so they’re happy. And then there’s the party. Henning says one thing about what they want, and Elisabeth says another. And we all know that it’ll be Elisabeth who gets her way, but it’s always me who has the honour of being the messenger.’

‘It should be lots of fun tonight,’ said Erica.

Louise turned and smiled at her.

‘You’re only saying that to be polite. “Lots of fun” isn’t how I’d describe a golden wedding anniversary. But the food will be good – I’ve tasted the menu personally, and the wine will be flowing. I’ve also made sure that you and Patrik have got good seats. Patrik will have the tremendous pleasure of having me at his table, while you’ll have my infinitely charming husband as your dining companion.’

‘Splendid,’ Erica said, clutching her side. A stitch was beginning to make its presence felt.

They had begun to make their way round the hill on their way back towards civilization, and had just passed a steep slope to their right; Erica had called it the Seven Jumps when she’d been little, and it allowed you to get a sledge up to what felt like lethal speeds. She tried to figure out how much of their circuit was left, and concluded the answer was far too much.

In front of her, Louise’s dark ponytail bobbed rhythmically as she seemingly effortlessly maintained a brisk pace. Erica bent down and picked up a stone that she clenched tightly in her fist, hoping it would distract her from her increasingly painful stitch. She simply had to face facts: working out wasn’t her thing.

‘Have you talked to her?’

Tilde opened her beautiful blue eyes wide and held up a very décolleté dress in front of her.

Rickard Bauer spotted the letters D&G on the label, and guessed it had set him back thirty or maybe forty thousand kronor. But that wasn’t something that troubled Tilde. Or rather, it wasn’t something that had troubled her until now – now that there was suddenly not a seemingly infinite line of credit on her Amex to be blown in Stockholm, Paris, Milan and Dubai.

‘I’m going to,’ he said, unable to conceal his irritation.

Her voice had begun to annoy him more and more. Had it always been so whiny? And that childish?

‘I don’t want to talk to her until after the party. You know what my mother’s like – she worries – and I don’t want to ruin tonight for her.’

‘Yes, Rickard, but will you promise me you’ll talk to Elisabeth tomorrow then? Definitely?’

Tilde pursed her lips and thrust out her chest. She had showered and was naked, apart from a white towel wrapped around her hair. Rickard could feel his own reaction. It fascinated him how his brain could be bugged by her, while his cock reacted to her mere presence.

‘I promise, darling,’ he said, pushing her down onto the bed they had only recently left.

She let out a shrill giggle.

‘Come to me, baby,’ she said in a childish voice. ‘Come, just come.’

Rickard buried his face between her big breasts, shutting out the world.

Elisabeth Bauer held up the red earrings. They had been her grandmother’s. They would go perfectly with the dress she had chosen for the dinner. The black one she was going to wear during the dancing was suspended from a hanger next to it. It was cleaner cut and easier to move in than the rather extravagant one she would only be sitting down in. YSL and Oscar de la Renta. Bought in Paris in the spring, when she and Henning had spent a couple of weeks in the flat there. If you were shopping for a special occasion – like a golden wedding anniversary – well, there was nowhere but Paris to do it.

Elisabeth carefully placed the earrings in their dark blue velvet box. She jumped as yet another cascade of water struck the bedroom window. They lived in a single-storey house on the island of Skjälerö, and spray from the breakers reached all the windows. It was their most fastidiously turned out residence. The Stockholm apartment, the Paris flat, and the house in Tuscany were all far more luxuriously decorated. But this was the place on Earth she loved the most. She had spent every summer here since her birth. Some might have mistakenly thought the name Skjälerö had something to do with souls, but they would have been wrong. It came from the word for mussels in the old local dialect: ‘skjäler’. All over the island there were drifts of beautiful, blue mussel shells. The gulls dropped the mussels from a great height, letting them shatter on the pink granite so that they could get at the fleshy interior. But the shards of shell were left behind, giving the barren island little flashes of blue.

Her grandfather had bought the island, and now it was hers. This little place outside Fjällbacka had always had an almost magical effect on her. As soon as they got out here, it was as if all her troubles were blown away. No one could reach them here. They were impregnable. Unreachable.

For many years, they hadn’t even had a telephone on the island – only a communication radio, although that had been several decades ago. Now they had all the modern conveniences. Phone, electricity, Wi-Fi and far too many channels on the TV for the grandchildren. Louise and Peter were too lax when it came to their kids’ viewing habits. Hour after hour, they were left to watch bright, colourful characters fighting and making terrible scenes. All instead of reading a good book. She was going to bring it up with them sometime. But offering good advice about the children was always such a sensitive topic. Come to that, it was probably extra sensitive in light of what had happened to Cecily.

Elisabeth shook off the unpleasant thought and carefully slipped each dress into its own garment carrier. She knew she could ask Nancy to do it, but she loved handling the expensive fabrics with their exquisite quality. There was no one who made dresses like Oscar.

‘Henning?’ She shouted in the direction of his study, expecting nothing more than a hum in response.

As expected, a ‘Hmm’ emanated from behind the closed door.

‘I thought we’d go with the dinner jacket from Savile Row. The one we had made up for you the other year. Will that do?’

‘Hmm’ emanated from the study once again, and Elisabeth smiled.

The jacket had already been packed along with the other items bound for the mainland. But something she had learned in her many years of marriage was that it was important to make her husband feel involved and consulted. Even if the decision had already been made. That was a tip for her to share with Louise – with the best of intentions.
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STOCKHOLM 1980

P’tite loved to watch Lola getting ready for the evening. It was like magic. They had the same routine every night. P’tite would lie on the big velvet cushion, her chin resting on her hands, while Lola sat in front of the cluttered dressing table and made herself beautiful.

‘What are you going to wear tonight?’ P’tite asked, looking towards the wardrobe with twinkling eyes.

She loved everything in Lola’s wardrobe.

‘What do you think about the pink blouse with the lace on the back? With the hot pink slim-fit trousers? A simple chignon on top, and my diamond earrings?’

Lola turned to face P’tite, who nodded eagerly.

‘Yes, I love the pink blouse! It’s my favourite!’

‘I know that, sweetheart.’

Lola turned back to face the mirror and began to carefully apply make-up. It was usually the same each night. For a party, she might go with more, and P’tite loved those nights. But tonight it was work, which meant some cream foundation first, then powder, kohl, mascara, a little bronze on her eyebrows using a brush, and finally one of the many lipsticks stored in mugs on the dressing table. Tonight, she opted for a hot pink.

Lola carefully painted inside her lip lines, smacking her lips audibly before blotting her lipstick on a tissue and then applying a little more. Then she chose a wig. Lola’s own hair was long, shiny and copper-coloured, but she often wore one of her wigs when working. After looking at the five mounted on Styrofoam heads, she selected a brown shoulder-length one. She placed it on top of her own hair, which had been carefully gathered under a hairnet, adjusted the wig and made a chignon at her neck with a practised hand.

Next she went over to the wardrobe, taking care as she put on the pink blouse and pink trousers to ensure she didn’t catch them with her long painted nails. Last of all, she picked up a beautifully ornate bottle of perfume from the dressing table and dabbed a little behind her ears and on her wrists. Then she stood in front of P’tite.

‘Et voilà! What do you say? Do I look good enough to go into battle?’

‘You look good enough to go into battle,’ P’tite said, laughing loudly.

When she grew up, she wanted to be as beautiful as Lola.

Lola grabbed a pretty little pink handbag and made for the hallway.

‘You will be all right, won’t you, sweetie? There’s food in the fridge. You can warm it up in the oven – but don’t forget to turn it off again. And I want you in bed by ten – don’t wait up for me. I’ll lock the door behind me, so don’t unlock it and don’t let anyone in. Okay, sweetheart?’

Lola was already halfway out of the door and had inserted the key in the lock.

‘Love you!’ she called out to P’tite.

‘Love you, Daddy!’

Then the door slammed shut again, leaving only the scent of perfume in the hall.




3

‘I just think it’s very weird. Why aren’t we going?’

‘Because I said so.’

Rolf Stenklo gave his wife Vivian an annoyed look. For him, the matter had been concluded long ago.

Vivian looked at him from the doorway of the bright space that he was going to fill with all his dreams – all the things that made his heart both ache and sing.

‘But Rolf, it’s our best friends’ golden wedding anniversary. I don’t understand you. Everyone we know will be there, and plenty of people that it would honestly be good for us – for you – to meet.’

Vivian’s voice rose to a falsetto, as it always did when she was agitated. They had been married for twenty years, and that voice always made him feel like it had been at least nineteen years too many.

‘I just don’t want to. Is that such a problem? Big parties don’t do it for me – that can’t come as a surprise to you.’

Rolf fired a nail into the wall using the nail gun and swore when it went in too far. The nail gun was a little too powerful.

‘Fuck’s sake.’

He grabbed a hammer and used it to prise the nail out slightly.

‘You could get someone else to do that,’ said Vivian.

Rolf could see that she was peering curiously at the framed photographs leaning against the wall by the entrance. For once, he hadn’t let her get involved in planning the exhibition. He’d said it was too personal, and oddly enough she had accepted that.

‘You mean like Henning and Elisabeth? They can’t even wipe their own arses without help,’ he muttered.

‘What the hell’s wrong with you today? I know you like Henning and Elisabeth. But first you refuse to go to the celebration of their big anniversary, and now you seem to be getting worked up about them completely unreasonably. You know what? You’re really not being nice!’

Vivian folded her arms across her chest. Rolf turned towards her, tired.

‘Being nice is apparently the most important thing in the universe to you. Don’t make a fuss. Don’t rock the boat. Don’t ever mention what hurts – or the things that actually matter.’

‘You’re being completely impossible.’

Vivian swept out of the door, finally leaving him alone. He looked around the room at the empty walls that he was going to fill with the most beautiful work he had ever done.

He picked up the nail gun and fired off another nail. Then he grabbed one of the cheap frames with the names of the photographs, hung it on the nail and took a step back. As always, he felt a blow to his heart when he saw the name he had written on the sheet. Out of guilt. Out of love. Out of longing for a bygone era that would never return. But soon the brightest of stars would shine again.

‘How are we getting on?’

Louise Bauer paced restlessly around the large room known as Mademoiselle, which was to the right of the foyer at Stora Hotellet. The wooden floor creaked softly beneath her feet. The clouds had still been low, the waves still lashing the jetties, when Louise had hurried into the venue.

Barbro, the hotel supervisor, was following her nervously.

‘Everything is going according to plan,’ she said. ‘The food preparation is in full swing, we have everything ready to be laid on the tables, the tables will be set up just after lunch, the staff are well prepared and we’ve got plenty of drinks to serve. And we’ve managed to source everything you requested in that respect.’

‘Good,’ Louise said, stopping. ‘The kids. Will they be getting special meals? Max and William won’t want to eat the same menu as us grown-ups.’

Barbro nodded.

‘There are burgers for the kids. And ice cream with chocolate sauce for dessert.’

‘Brilliant. Yes, I must say you really do seem to have it all under control. Do you have the place cards? Have you checked them off against the guest list to ensure you’ve got them all? You can’t mess up the seating plan – it’s taken months to finalize it.’

Louise saw that beads of sweat had formed on Barbro’s brow.

‘Naturally we’ve checked, but I’ll ask the maître d’ to check one more time,’ the supervisor said.

‘Good.’

She could hear how curt she sounded. But Louise had no patience for other people’s failures and shortcomings, or their lax carelessness.

She looked around. Right now, the room was cool but, just in case it became too hot due to the many guests, she had ordered fans that could be set up. The walls were painted pale green with exotic features in the interior decor, which matched the rest of the hotel’s theme. Louise pictured the crowds of people turned out in their best dancing the night away to the sound of the jazz band that would be playing on a small stage currently being built at one end of the room.

It was going to be a magnificent event. It was going to be perfect. Like everything she did. Nothing was ever left to chance.

Henning Bauer pushed his teacup away from him and stared at the blank document on the computer screen. The cursor was flashing mockingly at him. His nemesis. Emptiness.

Outside the closed door, he could hear noise and movement. Elisabeth was excited about the evening ahead – that much he knew. As was he. It was going to be a great night. The guest list was impressive – just the way he wanted it – and he already knew the speeches were going to be superb.

If only he could cough up a few words before then. Every day he sat there for hours, sipping his tea and staring at the flashing cursor on the display. He knew the words ought to be there – within reach. He had lived with words his whole life – they ought not to be unfamiliar to him – but they eluded him.

Henning picked up the teacup and went over to stand by the window. He contemplated the wild landscape beyond. In the summer, it looked like an advert for seaside life. Blue skies, pink granite rocks glittering in the sunshine, yachts sailing past in all weathers. Now, in October, the sea was lashing the rocks as if it wanted to drag the island into the depths. He preferred it like this, when nature was showing its true power.

Henning cradled the teacup, cursing his fate.

He ought to be able to write here. It was the perfect environment. Behind the large desk by the picture window, he was able to regard himself as a Bergmanian figure – a recluse in the midst of a never-ending flow of creativity. But nothing came. Absolutely nothing.

A timid knock on the door made him start.

‘Yes?’ he called out, more harshly than he had intended.

‘Sorry, Dad, the boys just wanted Grandad’s help with something.’

Henning’s face softened. He didn’t really want to be disturbed in his study, but the grandchildren were always welcome.

‘Come in, come in.’

The door opened, and there was Peter with the boys at his side.

Henning waved at them to come in. His heart filled with warmth as he saw Max and William’s small faces light up when they saw his smile. He hadn’t been much of a presence when Peter and Rickard were growing up, but that had been in keeping with the times. It was different with Max and William. He was able to give them the love he’d never given his own sons.

‘We need help choosing ties, Grandad.’

Max, the oldest, precocious and serious, held up three options. William, the little brother who was always up to some mischief and whose hair was constantly standing on end, also proffered three ties.

William had recently lost three teeth, so he lisped audibly as he repeated his big brother’s statement:

‘Yes, Grandad. We need help choosing ties.’

‘Of course. Of course I’ll help. It’s an honour. A real distinction. And by the way, William …’

William looked quizzically at Henning.

‘Tomorrow, why don’t we put out the lobsterpots?’ Henning asked, ruffling the boy’s hair. ‘That’s what we’ll do.’

Peter beamed at him over his boys’ heads. He was a great son – and a son to be proud of. As well as having chosen Mammon and being the head of a fund management firm, he was all his father could have wished for. Henning’s gaze rested on him. Sometimes it was obvious that Peter was still mourning Cecily, but today he was beaming at his father.

‘Right, let’s see,’ Henning said, returning to the ties. ‘Firstly, I need to know what else you’re going to wear. What’s the tie going with? It’s meant to be the dot on the i in your ensemble.’

At that very moment, the mobile lying on the desk began to ring and Henning jumped. He usually put it on silent when he came into the study, but he must have forgotten today. Annoyed, Henning went over to the desk to turn off the mobile as it blared away next to the computer, but he stopped with his hand in mid-air when he saw who was calling. They didn’t know each other, but Henning had had his number saved on his phone for years. Just in case.

His hand trembling, he tapped the green button and then the speakerphone symbol. He put his finger to his lips to get Peter and the boys to realize they needed to be quiet. Then he said:

‘Hello? Henning Bauer speaking.’

‘This is Sten Sahlén, Permanent Secretary of the Swedish Academy.’

‘Oh, hello …’

His heart was pounding so hard in his ribcage that Henning thought he might pass out. His hand began shaking and Henning put the phone down on the desk to ensure he didn’t accidentally hang up on Sten Sahlén.

The whistling of the storm outside amplified the rushing sound in his ears. This was the moment his whole life had been working towards. When Sten Sahlén began talking again, Henning caught Peter’s eye and he saw that his son knew how significant this was. The moment when Henning Bauer was forever written into the history books – not only in Sweden, but around the world.

‘Henning, it’s my distinct pleasure to inform you that the Swedish Academy has decided to award you this year’s Nobel Prize in Literature. You’ll receive more information about all the formalities in due course, and I hardly need add that this news must remain within a strictly limited group until it’s announced publicly.’ A short laugh. ‘Most people still think we wait to notify the recipient in the moments before I step through the famous door at the Stock Exchange.’

Silence. All Henning could hear was the wind, the crashing of the waves and the sound of his own heart. Peter was standing still, his hands on Max and William’s shoulders.

Henning took a deep breath and straightened his back.

‘I’m grateful for the honour,’ he said. ‘Please tell all the members that I am very, very honoured.’

When he had ended the call, he looked at the cursor that was still flashing on the blank document. Then he closed the lid of the laptop.

‘Is Auntie’s favourite awake?’ Erica called carefully through the front door, which was ajar.

‘She’s awake! Come in!’ Anna bellowed from her office in the house on Falkeliden.

Erica took off her coat and added her trainers to the huge heap of shoes in the hallway.

‘How are you getting on?’

Erica couldn’t help laughing when she found Anna at a table covered in drawings, fabric samples, fittings and colour charts. Not to mention the many toys.

‘I’ve got an interior design commission due in two days’ time, but someone has just started walking and if she was all over the place when she was crawling, she’s managing to top that now …’

‘Hence the ocean of toys in here?’

Erica got down on all fours and tried to find her niece amidst the many toys scattered across the floor of Anna’s office. She found her behind a huge teddy bear, and a big smile appeared on Fliss’s face when she caught sight of her. Erica was a big favourite of Felicia’s – or Fliss as she was fondly known by all in the family. Born a month premature but the picture of health, she had turned out to be the world’s happiest – and most active – baby. The horror of that time when Anna had begun to bleed had almost been forgotten.

‘It’s like working in the middle of a tornado,’ Anna sighed, getting up and surveying the mess on her desk with a look of resignation.

‘I can take her for a while so you can get some work done in peace and quiet,’ Erica said, cooing at Fliss, who was now amusing herself by tugging as hard as she could at Erica’s nose.

‘Oh, would you? That would be the best.’ Anna groaned. ‘The client is the demanding kind and I’ve got my hands full trying to ward off all the proposals for curtains adorned with lighthouses and cushions with shells on them.’

‘Isn’t the customer always right?’ Erica said, pinching Fliss’s nose gently, which made her laugh loudly.

‘Nope – in fact, it just so happens that the customer is actually very, very rarely right.’

Anna scratched at her blond hair, which now reached down to below her shoulders, hiding all trace of the scars she’d acquired on her head from the accident. Erica thought her little sister was glowing, even though she was complaining. Anna seemed to have been haunted by misfortune for so many years but she was now happily married to Dan, Erica’s childhood sweetheart, and they had a happy blended family as well as their own little darling that all the siblings fought to fuss over.

‘Have you been out for a workout?’ Anna said suspiciously, only now noticing Erica’s leggings.

‘Louise dragged me out for a power walk,’ Erica sighed.

‘Of course she did. Of course she needed to go for a power walk,’ Anna said. Erica stuck out her tongue at her, which Fliss found hilarious and immediately began to imitate.

‘What exactly is it you have against Louise?’ Erica said, putting Fliss down on the floor.

‘Oh, I guess I don’t have anything in particular against her. And I know you like each other. I just think that Bauer family have broom handles shoved up their arses. Did you see Henning on the box? My God! I’ll only say two words: cliché bingo.’

‘No, I missed that,’ Erica said, going to fetch a bag of corn puffs from the kitchen to bribe Fliss with.

She’d had plenty of practice with Noel and Anton, who had always been two prairie fires who could barely be allowed in furnished rooms. Now they had finally started to calm down a little, but there was a long way to go until she could take the child locks off the cupboards.

‘Perhaps I’m oversensitive. Might be a hang-up from Stockholm days with Lucas. All those dinners with people who seemed to think they were better than everyone else, and who always had a way of talking down to you so you felt … stupid.’

‘Louise isn’t like that – you know that,’ said Erica, fending off Fliss’s attempt to insert a well-chewed puff into her own mouth.

‘I guess not. But they are a bit stuck-up. Admit it.’

‘Well, I’ve hardly done more than say hello to Elisabeth and Henning, or the sons for that matter. But the boys are sweet. Max and William. Maja and William are basically inseparable. He winds her up and she calms him down.’

‘Typical girl’s role to calm down wild lads,’ Anna muttered, rooting through the samples on her desk.

‘When did you become a feminist?’ Erica said, cocking her head to one side and regarding her sister.

‘You don’t need to be a feminist to realize that the world is unfair. I can see what it’s like at school for Emma right now. The disruptive boys get all the attention, while the calm girls like her get barely any time or attention at all.’

‘I know, you’re right,’ Erica said, opening her arms as Fliss came steaming towards her at top speed for a hug. ‘Oh heavens, you’re a beauty.’

‘How’s the writing going, by the way?’

Anna reached towards a hidden biscuit tin high up in the cupboard. Oat snaps, of course. They’d been a constant presence in their childhood home.

‘Ugh, don’t mention that miserable subject,’ Erica said, accepting a biscuit. ‘I’ve got writer’s block. No new ideas whatsoever. No case I find interests me. I’ve even ploughed through every volume of the Nordic Crime Chronicle hoping to find inspiration, but I haven’t turned up a thing. My publisher is on to me demanding that I at least come up with a synopsis soon, but I can’t write about something I don’t have.’

Erica shook herself to dispel the feeling of discomfort. ‘Do you mind if we change the subject? It’s making me anxious.’

‘Of course,’ Anna said, grinning. ‘So what do you think about tonight’s dinner?’

She placed a piece of fabric on top of a colour sample, muttered glumly, picked up a different fitting and held it against a new colour before shaking her head in dissatisfaction.

‘Come on, let’s have a coffee. I need to rest my brain for a bit. So, the dinner?’

Erica picked up Fliss, put her on her hip and followed Anna into the kitchen.

‘It’s going to be … interesting. Patrik is suitably amused. But we’re only going because Louise invited us. It’s still a bit awkward – we hardly know Elisabeth and Henning.’

‘But you’re an author – that must count for a lot in their world?’ said Anna, her back turned as she shovelled ground coffee into the filter of a battered coffee maker.

‘I don’t know whether people like Elisabeth and Henning consider me to be an author. I’m too easy to read and normal people like what I do.’

‘No, of course. Good sales figures must be a proper author’s worst nightmare.’ Anna grinned as she poured water into the machine.

‘I expect so,’ said Erica. ‘But all joking aside, it should be okay. Louise has promised me good food and good wine.’

‘Well then. Ah, here comes Dan. He’s been down to secure the boat. When you’re done with the marauder, you can pass her on to Dan. She can be his daughter for a couple of hours.’

Erica sniffed Fliss’s head. She was sitting on her aunt’s knee playing with her keys – always a safe bet.

‘Sweetheart, when Mum is mean you’re always welcome to come to Auntie Erica’s. She’s the stable one, don’t you know. The safe one.’

‘Go on then, give me a kiss,’ said Anna, setting down a cup of coffee in front of her big sister but at a safe distance from the baby.

She leaned forward and kissed Erica on the cheek.

‘Love you.’

Erica gulped. Anna had always been stingy with her affection.

‘Love you,’ she whispered back.

Vivian Stenklo hesitated. She usually left most things up to Rolf – she wasn’t all that fond of making decisions. But this was something she neither understood nor liked.

Why was she supposed to stay at home just because he didn’t want to go? It was absurd. Downright ridiculous. For twenty years, Vivian had let Rolf be in charge; she had adapted to his schedule, his exhibitions, his travels, his habits. She had known when they’d met that was how he was used to having things. His first wife, Ester, who had died the year before Vivian had met Rolf, had taken care of everything in his surroundings. That was also what life had been like for Vivian before Rolf – her ex-husband had been an artist and their life had been dominated by his whims. It was a life that was very familiar, and felt – in some strange way – safe.

She could usually see a logic in Rolf’s whims, but this was just weird. Besides, these were new times. The habits of their own generation were as extinct as the dinosaurs. She didn’t have to adapt to a man. She could make up her own mind.

Vivian picked up her phone from the coffee table. The small house they rented in Sälvik was pretty but draughty. Each gust of wind could be felt through the walls. She tugged her cardigan closer to her body.

‘Louise? It’s Vivian. Sorry to bother you, I’m sure you’ve got a lot on today, but I know Rolf has declined on behalf of the two of us for this evening. Yes, it’s a real shame. But I was going to ask you – if it wasn’t putting you out too much – if I could come to the party on my own? That’s okay with you? Oh, thank you, Louise, that’s so kind of you. Yes, no. Well, we felt a bit off, but I’m back on my feet again and Rolf can manage on his own for an evening. Thanks again.’

Once Vivian had hung up, it felt as if the brief conversation had been a huge victory. A first step towards independence. There was so much that was about to change. Rolf was already different. He’d lost his joie de vivre – the thing that had made the sacrifices in life with him worthwhile. Over the last few months he’d been replaced by a gloomy, listless man. Rolf was getting old, and this wasn’t the existence she wanted.

Vivian went to the wardrobe to see whether she’d brought any party clothes with her. At a pinch, she would have to make a quick outing to Uddevalla.

The boat rocked heavily as Louise Bauer tied up the Elisabeth II at the jetty. The old wooden boat was in good nick, having been well cared for over the years, but it was still creaking significantly in the heavy seas. It didn’t scare her. She was a practised sailor and had seen worse weather at sea than this. She was, however, soaked through after making her way from Fjällbacka to Skjälerö. When they went to the party, they were due to take a water-taxi since they would otherwise arrive in a real state.

Once Louise had jumped ashore, she deftly moored the boat with a big clove hitch and then strode up towards the house. Her parents, Lussan and Pierre, had complained that Louise hadn’t welcomed them when they’d arrived in Fjällbacka, but how was she supposed to have time for that? There were all the minor last-minute changes to the party, all the things she had to think about. The call from Vivian had annoyed her, but she hadn’t let her voice give that away. RSVPing yes this late on risked turning her entire, meticulous seating plan on its head, but she had quickly decided to resolve it as simply as possible by putting Vivian at the end of one of the tables, next to Erica and Peter. But it was still rude. And it was a little weird that Rolf couldn’t make it. Not for one moment did she buy the excuse that he was under the weather – he’d refused the invitation immediately after receiving it, and without a crystal ball there was no way he could have known that he would be ill then. After all, Rolf was one of Elisabeth and Henning’s oldest friends.

The rocks were slimy, and she slipped, but managed to regain her balance. The lights were on in both her and Peter’s house, and in the main house where Elisabeth and Henning lived. Rickard and Tilde’s house was dark. They were probably having a lie-in as usual. Sometimes they slept until early afternoon, which she knew drove Henning mad.

She began to walk towards her and Peter’s house, but changed her mind and diverted towards the main house instead. As usual, she went inside without knocking – they all did that on the island. She called out: ‘Hello?’

‘Louise! Louise! Come here! We’re in the study!’

Elisabeth’s voice was full of excitement, and Louise hurried to take off her wet outerwear and shoes. Elisabeth was always quiet and collected. They used to joke that she was like that drawing of a duck – outwardly calm but beneath the surface paddling feverishly with its feet. So her tone indicated something big had happened.

When Louise reached them, Elisabeth and Henning were each sitting in an armchair with a bottle of champagne and two glasses on the table between them. Henning stood up quickly, his face fiery red in marked contrast to his silver-white hair. He fetched another champagne glass and passed it to her, his hand trembling.

‘Have you started early?’ Louise said, taking the proffered glass which was now filled with champagne. She noted the bottle. An Henri Giraud, worth almost thirty thousand kronor.

‘Take a seat. We have big news.’

Elisabeth’s eyes were shiny as she pointed to the only remaining chair – Henning’s desk chair.

‘You have to tell me what’s happened! I’m bursting with curiosity.’

Louise gently sipped the champagne. It tasted good, although not so good as to merit its price tag.

Elisabeth looked at Henning triumphantly. Then she looked at Louise. She nodded imperceptibly to Henning, who took a deep breath.

‘I’ve had the call.’

‘Call?’ said Louise, although she knew full well what he meant. Her grip on the champagne glass tightened.

‘Yes, the call,’ Henning said jubilantly. ‘I’m this year’s recipient of the Nobel Prize in Literature.’

The room fell silent. Then the silence was broken by the sound of Louise’s glass cracking.

‘When do you think we can go home?’ Patrik hissed to Erica as they stood outside Stora Hotellet.

For a while, the storm had seemed to be waning, but now the waves were lashing the shore again. Erica could almost taste the salt in the air. She shushed Patrik and hurried him along to make sure they got indoors before her hair was blown all over the place. He continued to mumble to himself as they took off their coats, but in the end she managed to get him to let go of the tie he was tugging at. If only he knew how incredibly handsome he looked tonight, she thought to herself.

‘I gather Louise has given you a pleasant dining partner,’ she said, ‘and look how inviting it looks. It’s going to be a great night.’

There was apparently something the matter with his jacket too, because Patrik was fidgeting gloomily and he cast only a brief glance at the laid-out long tables in the illuminated room.

‘Did you tell Anna and Dan to call if the kids become too much?’

The hope in his voice was much too obvious.

‘They won’t call. And we get a child-free evening and a child-free lie-in – don’t forget about that. I can’t remember the last time we had that.’

‘True,’ Patrik said, discreetly squeezing Erica’s rear end. ‘And I know exactly how we’re going to make use of that time …’

‘Sleep?’ Erica said, winking at Patrik. How she loved this man!

She kissed him on the cheek and pointed to the large seating chart on the wall by the door. ‘Look. You’ve got the best spot at the party. You’re sitting with Louise.’

Patrik looked relieved and Erica pointed to her name.

‘I’m on the table next to yours. In between Louise’s husband Peter and Ole Hovland.’

‘I’ve met Peter, but who is Ole Hovland?’ Patrik said, looking towards Erica’s seat where a man in a dark suit with dark, slicked-back hair was sitting.

‘He’s married to Susanne Hovland, who’s a member of the Swedish Academy. They’re close friends of Elisabeth and Henning. They run a … well, how to describe it … a cultural club in Stockholm – together with Rolf Stenklo. You know, the one who’s so well known for his nature photography. It’s called Blanche. It’s where all the culture vultures go. In other words, I’ve never been invited. It’ll be very entertaining having him on the table. It may be that he needs his smelling salts when he realizes what a cultural philistine he has at his side.’

‘Are you bothered by that?’ Patrik said, supporting Erica so that she didn’t stumble as she descended a flight of steps in her heels.

‘Not one bit,’ said Erica, squeezing Patrik’s arm. ‘I mostly find it entertaining.’

‘Well then. Have fun,’ he said, heading for his table.

Louise tapped her glass and asked everyone to take their places.

‘Hi Erica!’

Peter pulled out her chair and welcomed her with a broad smile. Erica was once again reminded of how much she liked Louise’s husband.

Ole turned guardedly towards her when she sat down, and only after scrutinizing her unabashedly from head to toe did he take her hand, kiss it and then say:

‘Enchanté.’ He had a strong Norwegian accent.

Erica stifled a laugh. This was most certainly going to be a very interesting evening.

Elisabeth Bauer looked around the room. This was where they’d held their wedding reception fifty years earlier. That had also been a stormy night, and there had been an equally beautiful arrangement with white tablecloths, flickering candles, pale pink roses and beautifully dressed guests.

She glanced at Henning, who had Lussan – Louise’s mother – on his other side. He was so incredibly happy. He was talking loudly, gesticulating, his laughter booming between the walls, and Lussan was allowing herself to be charmed by him as always. In that moment, Elisabeth realized it had all been worth it. Even the hard bits, the ulcerous bits, even the bits that had sometimes pushed her down so deep she’d thought she would never resurface.

She sought out Henning’s hand under the table. He took it. He caressed the back of her now liver-spotted hand with his thumb. How young they had been on that night fifty years ago! So naive. So unprepared for what life had in store for them.

But now they were here, in a room full of family, friends and colleagues. The rich flora that came together to form their lives. Many of the faces around her were aged. These were people she had got to know when they had been young, and now they weren’t even middle-aged any longer. Henning would be turning eighty soon, while she would be turning seventy. But tonight, life felt rich. It felt worth every wrinkle of anxiety, every curvature of the spine.

She squeezed Henning’s hand and then let go of it. Someone tapped a glass. Oscar Bäring. A close friend, but also one of the authors whom she had published for decades. Over the years, he had won many prestigious literary prizes. Basically the lot – except the one that her husband would soon be awarded. As Oscar cleared his throat to begin his speech, which would doubtless be lengthy, she once again felt fireworks of happiness in her breast. And not just happiness. Triumph. Because that was in truth what tonight was: a triumph.

The guests continued to chatter and Oscar cleared his throat even more loudly with a hint of irritation. Once it was finally silent, he raised his chin, picked up his notes and began to speak:

‘Henning! As Thomas Mann said, “Books are the lifeblood of the soul.” No one personifies that better than you. For almost forty years, you have enriched our souls and filled our veins with your texts. Your tribute to woman has flown to all corners of the world, been read, discussed, studied and praised in countless languages …’

Elisabeth took a big sip of her wine. She loved Oscar. But a whole speech by him without wine would be impossible to endure.

They were approaching the main course, and Patrik Hedström was tugging ever more frantically at his tie and shirt collar. His dining companion, Louise, hadn’t spent long at the table, but the woman on his other side had turned to him since her own dining partner was mostly interested in the wine.

‘For goodness’ sake, take off the tie,’ she said with a smile.

Her name was Patricia Smedh, and apparently she wrote novels that not only sold well but were also heralded by the critics. ‘Although nothing like your wife’s sales,’ she had confided in him.

‘I don’t intend to take anything off in this company,’ Patrik said, although he did loosen the tie slightly before taking a sip of the full-bodied wine. He didn’t dare contemplate which glass of the evening this was.

‘Elisabeth wouldn’t mind,’ Patricia said, smiling even more widely, the fine lines around her eyes getting deeper. ‘Although Henning has probably always been a little more … prim.’

‘Isn’t Elisabeth Henning’s publisher? Have I got that right?’

Patrik dug deep to recall what Erica had told him earlier that day. He loved his wife, he admired her profession, but when she began talking about things that related to books and the publishing world, he usually zoned out, if he was honest.

‘Yes, Elisabeth is a legendary publisher. Her family founded Bauer’s a few years after Albert Bonnier started his place. She’s been Henning’s publisher since the very beginning, and he took her last name when they married.’

Patricia took a small sip of wine. She had barely touched the wine during the two courses they had hitherto eaten. She seemed to be mostly sticking to water.

‘Isn’t it hard? Working together like that?’ Patrik asked, curiously.

‘It’s clearly worked for them,’ said Patricia with a shrug.

Suddenly a hand caressed his neck. Erica was apparently heading back to her table after a visit to the ladies. From her breath and her somewhat swaying centre of gravity, he guessed she’d also drunk her fair share of the wine. It was lucky they had a lie-in in the morning.

‘Have you been taking good care of my husband?’ Erica said, tousling his hair.

‘He’s a dear,’ said Patricia. ‘So nice to see you in your own neck of the woods for a change, rather than at a book fair somewhere. How are you getting on with Ole over there?’

Erica rolled her eyes.

‘He intends to teach me to write and achieve my ultimate potential instead of casting pearls before swine.’

Patricia let out a low laugh.

‘All while taking the chance to put his hand on my thigh,’ Erica added.

‘What the hell?’ Patrik was on the brink of getting up.

Erica put her hands on his shoulders and kissed his cheek.

‘I can handle it, sweetheart. It’s frankly almost entertaining.’

They smiled at each other and he cast his gaze over the room.

‘By the way, who are the two people sitting next to Henning and Elisabeth? The woman who looks like she’s sitting on a pitchfork and the chap who looks like he’s straight out of Farmers Weekly?’

‘Your powers of observation are not altogether off the mark – despite their prejudiced nature,’ Erica said in a low voice. ‘Those are Louise’s parents – Lussan and Pierre. He’s the heir to one of the largest estates in Skåne, with all that entails, and he and Lussan have been married since they were young.’

‘Did you get that from some women’s weekly at the hairdresser’s?’ Patrik asked, smirking.

Erica snorted. ‘No, it was actually Louise who told me. You know, we do talk while we’re on our walks. But I should be getting back to my tactile companion. I can see that their youngest is about to give a speech.’

Patrik’s gaze lingered on Erica as she left. He had the best-looking wife here tonight – no doubt about it. And tomorrow they could stay in bed as long as they liked …

A tinkling glass proved Erica right. Another speech. Patrik had lost count around speech number twelve. Most of them were long, too.

‘Hello, everyone!’

A man in his forties had stood up. Patrik vaguely remembered that Erica had said he was called Rickard. Patrik’s first impression was that he was an entitled arsehole. Slicked-back hair, Rolex on his wrist, haughty expression. And what was more, he’d clearly had one too many. He swayed as he raised his wine glass and tried to focus his eyes on his celebrating parents.

He held up two envelopes.

‘I have two different speeches here. Dad – you get to choose one …’

Rickard laughed out loud at his own joke and then cast the envelopes aside.

‘No, it’s not that bad. And I know this night is for both of you, Mum and Dad. But I thought I’d start with you, Dad. You haven’t been a very good father …’

Patrik’s sip of wine caught in his throat and he watched the man with the slicked-back hair in horror. How was this going to pan out?

Henning clenched his fists under the table. Rickard. Always Rickard. Ever since he’d been a kid, it had been as if he was determined to ruin everything that came his way. Not like Peter, who always did everything right.

Henning glanced at his eldest son. Peter looked as angry as he felt. Over on the children’s table, Max and William were sitting there in the blue and grey striped ties that they had chosen together earlier that day. They were listening to their uncle, wide-eyed.

Elisabeth placed a hand on Henning’s thigh. He’d never understood her weakness for Rickard. Their son was her only blind spot – she forgave all and gave him constant second chances.

‘He’s had too much to drink,’ she pointed out in a whisper, and Henning leaned in towards her.

‘He’s making a fool of himself,’ he said in the same low voice. ‘He’s making fools of us all.’

From the corner of his eye, he saw Lussan’s horrified gaze, and he felt ashamed. He knew how careful Louise’s parents were when it came to etiquette, and in the circles they mixed in, behaviour such as this was simply unacceptable.

‘You’ll probably get an apology tomorrow.’

Elisabeth squeezed his thigh even more tightly. Henning gritted his teeth. More than anything, he wanted to stand up, grab his youngest by the collar and drag him outside. But everyone’s eyes were on them. And he now had a responsibility greater than himself. He wasn’t just Henning Bauer, author. Not just Henning Bauer, husband and father. Soon he would be Henning Bauer, Nobel Laureate in Literature. He couldn’t afford a scene. So while his son stripped him of credit and honour, swaying on unsteady feet, his eyes shiny with booze, Henning merely smiled stiffly. And once the speech finally reached its end after far too long, he was the first to applaud.

‘Good God,’ Erica exclaimed, turning to Ole.

Dessert had been eaten and the room was beginning to empty. Many of the guests were staying at the hotel and had gone to change ahead of the imminent dance, to powder their noses, or simply to catch their breath after Rickard’s speech. The mood was one of unrest, and Peter had excused himself to speak to his parents.

‘Even in the best of families …’ Ole drawled, waving at one of the young waitresses before pointing to his whisky glass.

Vivian Stenklo leaned closer. She hadn’t said much during dinner, but it was clear that the younger Bauer son’s speech had shaken her.

‘Rickard has always been the black sheep,’ she said. ‘Always at Elisabeth’s skirts asking for cash. Living life well beyond his own means, jumping between jobs that Elisabeth sorts out for him, or starting some business that she invests in before it goes down the tubes. If Rolf had been here, he would have given him a talking to.’

‘Yes, what a pity that Rolf couldn’t make it,’ Erica said.

When Vivian lowered her gaze, she added tactfully:

‘He must have a lot to prepare ahead of his exhibition. I saw that he’s going to be in the gallery over the road – I’m looking forward to it. His photographs really are in a class of their own. What’s the theme this time? Borneo? Antarctica?’

‘I don’t actually know,’ Vivian said. ‘He says it’s a retrospective. Speaking of Rolf’s past, there’s actually a mystery that it might be worth your while to take a closer look at. A murder mystery …’

She smiled conspiratorially as she stood up.

‘Right, I need to go and freshen up. I’ve forked out for a room here tonight so that I don’t wake Rolf up by getting in late. Stop by the gallery next week and I’m sure Rolf will tell you more.’

‘Absolutely. Thanks,’ said Erica.

What was it Vivian had said? A murder mystery?

Her thoughts were interrupted by Ole, who didn’t seem to have bothered to listen to what Vivian had said.

‘Do you know?’ he said, leaning even closer to Erica.

He had been constantly getting too close to her throughout dinner. Now he reached indolently for the refilled whisky glass and knocked back a gulp before continuing.

‘Do you know that Henning is going to win the Nobel Prize in Literature?’

Ole peered at her with moist lips. His hands once again sought out her leg, and once again she pushed them away.

‘And how do you know that?’

Erica didn’t take his drunken ramblings very seriously. The identity of who was going to win the Nobel Prize in Literature was a secret strictly guarded by the eighteen members of the Academy – everyone knew that. Admittedly, there had been rumours of leaks, but she had attached no importance to them. Cultural Sweden loved nothing more than a gossip.

Ole didn’t reply at first, instead taking another gulp of whisky. His glass would soon be empty. He half-turned and pointed to his wife sitting at the far end of the room on another table. Susanne Hovland was a strikingly beautiful woman. Raven-black hair, high cheekbones and a perfect fair complexion highlighted by the bold purple dress she was wearing.

‘Susanne tells me everything. We have no secrets from each other. She loves me.’ He waved an arm in her direction, almost knocking over every glass in his vicinity. ‘He got the call today,’ Ole chortled.

He drained his glass and gesticulated towards a waitress, trying to get her attention. When he lowered his hand, it landed once again on Erica’s thigh and immediately began to make its way up. This time she’d had enough. She stood up, picked up her small evening bag and thanked him for a pleasant evening. A crestfallen Ole watched her leave.

As Erica headed for the ladies, she glanced towards Henning, who was deep in conversation with Peter. Could it be true? She snorted and shook her head. Of course not. The Academy didn’t leak.

His whole body ached, but Rolf was finally satisfied. He’d lost count of how many times he’d rehung the photographs – or rather, the placeholders that symbolized the photographs – but there were probably hundreds of them. It was nothing out of the ordinary. It was his usual process. But it had never been as important as this time. He had to get it right.

He stood with his back to the door, trying to assume the role of a visitor seeing the photographs for the first time. He walked slowly through the gallery, stopping by each note, the way the visitors would. In his mind’s eye, he saw each photograph before him. His goal was for all the pictures to give the observer the same feeling he’d had when taking the photo – that was why the order was so important. Only amateurs chucked their pictures onto the wall in any old order. The feeling had to be just right.

Hubbub and music from the hotel trickled into the gallery. Rolf could picture it. Elisabeth and Henning in their glad rags, both delighted to be at the centre of the party. Ole – probably well on the way to being hammered and getting handsy – and Susanne, probably keeping a watchful eye on her husband. Vivian, who was hopefully having fun while very probably beaming the occasional angry thought in his direction.

He was conscious that their relationship would require tender love and attention once he was done with the exhibition. It had never been his intention to make Vivian sad or upset. It had simply turned out that way. He loved her. Not like he’d loved Ester, because she had been in his blood, while he and Vivian were more like two celestial bodies in the same orbit around a common sun, his art being the sun. But he knew that she would be there when he needed her. And he would need her.

A knock on the door made him jump. He had just positioned the photograph he’d titled Guilt beneath his placeholder. It was the most important photo in the entire exhibition and its position was critical.

Reluctantly, he went to open the door. He didn’t like being disturbed when he was mid-process, but the knocks were insistent.

‘Oh, hello there,’ he said after opening the door. ‘What are you doing here?’

Then he stepped aside to let his visitor in.

‘Can I dance with you later?’

William tugged at Erica’s skirt and looked up at her hopefully.

Erica’s heart melted.

‘Of course! It would be an honour! Why don’t we make the first dance ours?’

‘I’ve promised that one to Louise,’ William said, his face falling before he perked up. ‘But how about the second dance? The second is almost as good as the first.’

Erica crouched down to look William in the eye.

‘Don’t tell anyone, but I happen to think the second dance is better. During the first dance you’re never quite sure what to do and it’s all a bit awkward and wobbly. The second dance is completely different. So that’s ours!’

‘Great!’ William said cheerfully, and ran off.

Erica stood up and met Peter’s amused gaze.

‘I think my son has a bit of a crush on you.’

‘He’s lovely,’ Erica said, grinning. ‘He and Maja play so well together. You should see them. They’re on the same wavelength.’

‘Hmm, well, from what I’ve heard she has a calming effect on him. He can be something of a tornado at home.’

‘Oh really?’ Erica said, laughing.
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