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Chapter 1

It is January now, the year just turned 1794.

Earlier, I was disturbed in my chamber, chased out of my bed and asked to dress, for the year was new, vermin and filth had been allowed free rein for long enough, and now the stale air would be smoked with fir and the floors splashed with vinegar. I clumsily knotted my trousers, tied my shoelaces and swung a coat over my shoulders, now grown so lean the cloth hung loosely. I headed down the stairs and out for the first time in what must have been weeks, out into the day that my narrow window had reduced to a shard.
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The linden trees in the garden had for months stood robbed of their leaves, but what debt autumn had left, winter now repaid with snow. The branches stood swathed in shrouds trailing the earth as far as the eye could see. The sun was shining and its beams shimmered all in white with a force that would admit no other colours. I blinked and was blinded, forced to cover my face with my hands. Other invalids crowded the stairwell or staggered across the snow, swearing at the sensation of their shoes first getting cold, and then wet. Rather than suffer their company, I took the road down to the water, where the ice spread a quarter-mile before giving way to open sea. The unsullied white promised sanctuary. The air was biting cold but the sun offered warmth and, despite my dark mood, I set out across ice that was surely thick enough to reach all the way to the bottom.

Far away on my left, the Stockholm Quayside glittered like a row of yellowed teeth, the church spires forming sharp fangs, and beyond them, the squat mass of the Castle. I averted my gaze, as if to avoid drawing this slumbering predator’s attention, and instead gazed back along my own tracks, where the valley lay exposed in its entirety in a way that otherwise only seafarers know.

The city had turned its back on Dane’s Bay and it is as if time itself has done the same. The days are different here. The hours of light cut short, the darkness long. Two hilltops shear the heavens from either side and curtail the course of the sun. Few who can avoid it visit the hospital, even though many of those who share quarters with me suffer from nothing worse than old age. A place has been prepared for them here by sons and daughters who have wanted to provide for them in their final years but who never seem to find the time to visit, these old people soon reduced to dotage by neglect.

In the distance, along the water toward Finnboda, lies the asylum. From where I was standing, I could count seven storeys stretched across the slope where the foundation had been laid at an angle, like a staircase for a giant emerging from the deep. The asylum is a constant source of gossip in the hospital corridors. They say the building holds twice the population it should. Many windows are boarded up, others covered with bars. When I had reached as close as I could, I thought I could hear a grinding noise from within, a droning crackle, and was reminded of how my childhood curiosity tempted me to sneak up to beehives in the field and how in time I had learned to associate the languid buzzing with the threat of sharp stings. It must be the patients themselves who make the sound in there, in the listless throes of their madness, packed on top of each other in overcrowded rooms. From time to time, ladies and gentlemen from the city travel out in a barouche in order to be astounded by the folly of the afflicted, in exchange for a couple of coins passed to the guards. Those of my carers who have the energy to partake in such things pay close attention to how the guests act as they depart and grin broadly should their faces show pale.

For reasons of which I cannot fully give account, I now steered my course there. As yellow as an unlanced boil, the asylum straddles its crag, the old salt mill, once set apart from populated areas because of its harsh vapours, now because of its residents. At the entrance, I was confronted by a plaque with wording in a kind of verse: ‘A pathetic greed, an unhappy love, hath beset the inhabitants of this house – reader, know thyself!’ How well could these angular stone letters have been hewn to describe myself?

No one barred my way and I found the large gate unlocked. As soon as I opened it a crack, noise flooded out, the same noise I had earlier only been able to hear as a muffled sigh. Now I could make out many voices: chattering, complaining, wailing and giggling. The light of the hallway was dim, and it took a while until I could see a small man, standing very still as if he had been awaiting my arrival. I gave him a nod and he speeded across the floor to my side. His eyes were intense and betrayed a kind of mocking curiosity, his voice smooth and refined.

‘Welcome! And exactly on hour agreed upon. You are to be congratulated on such punctuality.’

I did not know what he was talking about. My face must have revealed my confusion, but his radiant mood was not affected and he bowed, waving at the stairs.

‘If you will be so good as to follow, I will show you around.’

Since I could hardly deny that it was my curiosity that had drawn me here, I did as he said, even though I had been mistaken for another.

I followed him out into a courtyard, surrounded on all sides by walls that stretched four storeys up. Below the wall, there lay a great deal of rubbish, evidently thrown down from the windows above, the panes of many of which were cracked or patched with boards. A group of lunatics were standing in a corner in their dirty shirts, rocking back and forth, trailing drool from their chins. My guide followed my gaze and gave them a dismissive wave.

‘Take no notice! They are cattle in human form and not unruly as long as one doesn’t scare them to stampede. I have far more interesting patients to display.’

A couple of steps led us out of the courtyard on the other side and, after we had climbed even further up, my host positioned himself next to a door leading to a corridor, cleared his throat and began a short speech.

‘From the beginning, we had twenty-seven cells here, each one intended to house a patient in relative comfort. I do not know how you view the world, sir, but if you ask me, it is not very surprising that the need quickly turned out to be far greater. The city robs people of their wits, and we receive an endless stream of lunatics. Today, each room must house a quartet at least. And many are violent so we have to put them in irons to keep them apart, and in many cells we have had to raise partitions for this same reason.’

He stepped aside, pulled back the bolt on the door to the corridor and showed me through. I was met with the sight of a set of double rows of heavy doors, as well as a deafening roar. Wails and whimpers were intermingled with the sounds of fists and objects striking the doors and scraping walls.

‘It is close to feeding time. They may have lost their minds but there is nothing wrong with their bellies, and it is by hunger that they measure time.’ He continued down the corridor, stopping from time to time in order to point out an interesting detail. ‘Many of the patients are so far gone they can hardly be let out at all, so you will observe that we have special openings in the doors by which the chamber pots can be emptied. Sadly, not all are able to use the facilities as intended, hence the stench. Even the stoves are fed logs from the corridor, although we can only afford to light them at night when it is coldest. The crowded conditions yield some advantages when it comes to keeping the rooms tolerably warm. Will you see?’

He placed a finger over his lips and gingerly opened a hatch which, set at eye height, forced him on his toes. The sight brought a smile to his face and he waved me closer. It took a while for my eyes to pierce the shadows. Inside, a half-naked man was performing a lumbering dance to the rhythmic clanking of the links on the chain that kept his one foot secured to the wall. Along the wall, three others sat on top of bales of straw, and when I saw that they were all kneading their stiffened members with knuckles that shone white through the dirt, I turned away in disgust.

We walked on. My guide showed me the cells at the very end. ‘Here are the dark rooms, where the French disease has advanced beyond the aid of mercury. It is not possible to peek inside but they are not much longer for this world. Saddle noses and ulcerated sores, and their helpless rages are a sight to behold when the mood takes them. Otherwise they express themselves little, the tips of their tongues having been eaten away by the pox.’

I became aware of a rising nausea and an overwhelming desire to leave this godforsaken place for the bleak shoreline that now seemed as enviable as the Elysian fields. My guide, however, made no move but stood quite still as if awaiting a question. ‘What kinds of cures do these miserable creatures receive?’

He nodded eagerly as if he had anticipated my query.

‘As science tells us, madness is a result of a sound mind being wrenched from its seat by outer or inner circumstances, and we know that reason can be tempted to return if the patient is administered a shock as substantial as the one that caused the imbalance in the first place. We have a leather hose to provide sudden cold water baths. We once introduced scabies to the inmates in the hope that the itching would triumph over the insanity, but now it infests the walls so the newly admitted are infected willy-nilly. And there are other methods that we can pass over for the moment.’ He may have chosen to add these last words because a sudden vertigo had driven me to seek the support of the wall.

Finally he turned and showed me out, but as we passed the cell with the four men, I suddenly felt his hand on my shoulder.

‘I see that I left the hatch open and that is just as well, since there is one last thing I wish to show you.’ He propelled me to the door where the same scene was still in progress. ‘Do you see the corner in there, at the very back? Where some of the gentlemen have done their business?’ His mouth approached my ear and his voice dropped to a whisper. ‘That is the place we have saved for you. Soon you will return and we will be ready.’ I drew back and saw his mouth forming a distorted grin, revealing two rows of sharp teeth with plenty of gaps. ‘You are so young and handsome. So slender, with alabaster skin. You will give your cellmates plenty of joy, I assure you.’

‘Who are you?’

He peered at me with disapproval. ‘Oh, it varies from day to day. Yesterday I was King Charlie the Dozenth himself, lost in happy memories of how I led my boys in blue through the snowclad woods of Masuria, where we slew infants with our boot heels in front of their parents on our way to the killing grounds of Poltava. If you had come yesterday, you would have been able to hear the lead ball that took my life rattling when I shook my head. Today? Today my names are far more numerous than anyone can count. I’ve been called the Old One, the Adversary, the Archfiend, Prince of Darkness, Son of the Morning. You may call me Satan. We are waiting for you. You know better than anyone how much you belong here.’

I don’t know how I would have responded to this if we had not been interrupted by a strange voice that rose above the din of the corridor.

‘Tomas, you know that you have no business here. We have told you many times not to take liberties simply because we choose to give you the benefit of the doubt. Straight back to your bed, now.’

A compact man in a stained jacket had appeared at the door at the other end of the corridor and was now approaching with quick steps.

My guide took a step closer to me and fixed me with a stare. ‘I will leave you with a riddle. They say that I am constrained to my infernal kingdom, locked in Hell. How then can I be here among the people? I’ve left clues for you everywhere. Remember what you have seen, and mind your step as you make your way through the world.’

The other man, who must have belonged to the asylum staff, seized the patient he called Tomas by the arm and began to pull him down the corridor, sweat running down his broad face. As Tomas struggled, he was grabbed by the collar and received a series of forceful slaps to his head until his tears and the blood gushing from his nose ran together down his chin. His assailant cast me an awkward glance.

‘We sometimes leave his cell unlocked, and he sometimes happens to go wandering around the asylum, all the way down to the hospital. There are only two of us to look after the loons during the day, and I would be most grateful if you would keep this incident to yourself. I hope that Tomas has not upset you. He says the strangest things.’
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Relieved at the misunderstanding, but shaken by Tomas’s words, I staggered outside, standing still for a while in order to reflect on this tomb of the living. Suddenly it was as if the world itself had tuned its strings from the pitch of my mood. I felt the light shift, although there was not a cloud in the sky. I squinted upwards. What I saw filled me with terror, for it was as if some strange creature had taken a bite out of the disc of the sun itself, like a segment of freshly sliced bread bitten off by my own teeth. I could not help letting out a scream, and my knees buckled. I lay curled up on the snow, trembling, for a long time, racked with the deepest fear, before I dared to open my eyes again and found that the light had returned. An eclipse, nothing more. It can’t have lasted more than a few minutes.

I hurried back along the way I had come until I could shut the door of my room behind me, crawl into my bed and pull a blanket over my head. It was a mistake to have left my room, one I will not make again. I have been asked to wait patiently for the right cure. Until then I have to bide my time and avoid the company of others. Tomas may have been a lunatic, but he also reminded me of the shame that is mine; I can’t look another in the eye without being reminded of my misdeed, and the pain this causes in me is unbearable.

From time to time, it is possible to obtain thebaica, a tincture that dulls the mind and body, assuaging pangs and cramps, allowing me to spend the day in such a daze that I hardly notice even the most persistent visitor. But I have to share these precious drops – dissolved in water and mixed with sugar or honey – with many others. The supply often dwindles, even though we are fortunate, for I have heard that the hospital also controls the portion allotted to the asylum. Those days, when no drops are to be had, I vow to act the part. I will rock back and forth, or face the wall with my eyes half open, humming tunelessly, and fix my gaze in vacancy until my visitors’ patience wears thin and they leave me in peace to ruminate on my guilt. I shall remain in this state until the hour of twilight and, in its wake comes the night, when I am able to set out my writing implements without being observed.
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My benefactor has asked me to write in order to better document the memories of the unfortunate events that have reduced me to such wretchedness, and perhaps so I may accept the events that have brought me here to the bleak shores of the Salt Sea, to Dane’s Bay Hospital. I have been told that I am not in full possession of my faculties and that that which is not right may be cured, that the source of my guilt is not my own but a whim of nature. I nurture little hope that this is true.

A storm rages in my head and my heart holds only emptiness. I raise my hands before me. Red. They cannot be washed clean. The tools of a murderer.

I lacked love for most of my life, but what I would never have been able to imagine is what it would look like when it finally arrived – beautiful but terrible, a fever in the blood, a tyrant dressed for a feast – nor how it would lead me so far down this dark path from which there can be no return. If I were granted one wish it would be this: never to have loved. Without love, we would have been spared all this. I wouldn’t be here on this godforsaken rock, and she . . . No, no more. Let the quill rest now. I am not yet ready to write of the end, and so the beginning must suffice this night.





Chapter 10

Such was my first insight into Saint Barthélemy’s rotten heart. Perhaps I should have picked up on the truth of things earlier, but it would certainly not be the first time I needed longer than others to comprehend the truth. Johan Axel certainly developed suspicions much earlier than I did, and was therefore perhaps better suited to adjust to the order that reigned on the island. For me, it was an unbearable trial, and the hardest thing was meeting the gaze of the many black residents of Gustavia, a handful of whom had bought their freedom and enjoyed a liberty of sorts, but the majority of whom were slaves belonging to some white man. I read in their eyes the emotions they must harbour against everyone of my complexion, from whom they had no reason to distinguish me: fear and hatred, cloaked by a veneer of subordination.

In the Governor’s mansion, I was soon found ill-suited for most tasks. It came as no surprise that I lacked a good head for numbers, but it was as if the island had robbed me of my other gifts. I had never been much of an actor, and it did not take long for Bagge and his cronies to ascertain my sympathies. Soon I was regarded as sensitive and, as such, untrustworthy. They began to make a point of excluding me from their company. Doors were closed in my face, conversations ended as I reached within earshot. With the excuse that it would toughen me up, they soon found me a suitable task. I was to assist in record keeping for the island’s judiciary. Bagge laughed harshly when he gave me my instructions. ‘Even if Three Roses is not known for his skills in arithmetic, not even you should fail at making lines on a piece of paper.’

Without knowing the full scope of what awaited me, I took my satchel of writing tools, put sheets of paper under my arm, and set off for the hillside fort, north of the bay. I arrived late, and they were waiting impatiently for me on the ledge where the guns were arranged to protect the harbour’s inlet. The view was astounding and, from this distance, Gustavia appeared a beautiful town. A small group was gathered up there, including a handful of soldiers from the fort in sun-bleached uniforms. The commanding officer made a laborious point of consulting his pocket watch as a reproach for my late arrival, but he soon turned his back on me to get the whole occasion moving. Two soldiers were holding a black woman between them. Dressed only in rags, she was so emaciated that I could count each rib. To my horror, I perceived that she was with child and, to judge by the size of her belly, she was already far gone. On the ground in front of us, a set of leather straps was attached to the wheels of the gun carriage, beyond which, slightly further back, two poles had been set in the ground.

When the soldiers led the woman up to this improvised scaffold, a white man stepped forward and there ensued an agitated exchange in a French so guttural that much of the contents escaped me. I understood enough to realize that the man was the slave woman’s owner, and I assumed he was asking for clemency in light of her condition. Instead the discussion ended with the officer making a sign to the two soldiers, who stepped forward and started to dig a hole in the sand halfway between the poles and the gun. I understood nothing. The owner read the confusion in my face, stepped forward and introduced himself.

‘My name is Durat. My apologies for the delay.’ In my halting French, I asked him what was transpiring, and he laughed heartily and gave me a hard slap on the shoulder as if to confirm my youth and naivety. ‘You are new. This is how it is: rates on slaves vary a great deal. The ones from the coast of Guinea are worth the least. They don’t speak the language and have to be taught all things. If things go badly, they are tempted into disobedience by memories of the life they once led. Far more valuable are our Creole slaves, the ones who are born here and have sipped their servitude with their mother’s milk. Obedient, strong, savvy.’

I shook my head to indicate that I still didn’t completely follow.

‘Don’t you understand? In her belly there is twenty moit of pure profit for me, double the price of a new slave. I will not see it hurt. The hole in the sand is for her belly.’

In full view of me, they led her over, removed the few rags she wore, forced her down on her knees and fitted her stomach into the hole. When they were satisfied, they bound both hands to the wheels of the gun and spread her legs to tie them to each pole. She was crying quietly. The officer recited her sentence.

‘The slave woman Antoinette has three times been found to sell goods outside after the hour of darkness in the full knowledge that this is not permitted. Thirty blows before the guard.’

The flog-master wrenched his shirt off so it hung from his waist. The whip was twelve feet long, a dark coil of braided leather. We backed away and he began. He was skilled enough to strike the body with the tip of the whip each time. It cracked like a gunshot, echoing off the walls of the fort. Flesh and skin were torn off, accompanied by terrifying screams from the victim. She lost control of her bladder, and her water trickled with a gentle gurgle into the hole where her belly rested. Never had I imagined that thirty lashes could be so many, nor the time to deliver them so long. At nineteen lashes, I held up my hand and called out ‘Thirty!’ with a voice that sounded weak in comparison to the cracks of the whip. None questioned my counting. One of the soldiers loosened the ties, and two slaves lifted up their sister, apparently unconscious, but whose body still rippled with strong tremors, onto a stretcher and carried her off. Durat followed them, and gave me a far darker look than during our first conversation.

Stupefied by what I had seen, I soon made my way back to Gustavia. The trade in humans was everywhere to be seen. Down at the Carenage was the slave market, where auctions were held every other day, with the best goods saved for Fridays when large numbers of buyers flocked in from neighbouring islands. Ships arrived every day with fresh cargo. Down by the docks, and at Davis’s, they traded tales of terror: when I ate my dinner, I sat so close to the group next to me that I overheard a captain in a state of bitter intoxication complain about his misfortune. He had made the trip across the Atlantic back to Holland with a cargo of sugar, buying large amounts of the kind of trinkets that Africans value, sailed the whole way south to Guinea, and there bought himself enough slaves to cause the hull of his ship to groan. On the way back to the West Indies, the ship had been becalmed, trapped in the doldrums. Weeks had gone by on a placid sea, until finally provisions and water were getting low. He then did the only thing he could under the circumstances: the slaves were led up on deck, all linked together on the same heavy chain, and the first ones pushed overboard. They had to keep going for a long time until the weight of the chain and the bodies gained the momentum, and the ones who remained on board were irresistibly dragged in. With a humourless laugh, he described it as a long, black centipede that left bloody marks as the weight grew strong enough to break legs against stairs and edges. The railing followed in a shower of chips until the very last ones, pummelled into an unrecognizable state after having been dragged along the deck across the length of the ship, were whipped into the sea with a flick, to the delight of the sharks that rose from the deep to feast on their prize. He spat on the ground: his entire fortune extinguished in a few moments! More than a year’s worth of work, only to have to start all over again! The stains couldn’t be washed out of the ship’s timber, he said, greeting him each day as a reminder of his hapless lot.
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I was sent for later that afternoon to appear before the Governor. The colour in his face betrayed his rage. ‘François Durat called earlier today in order to make a complaint. He counted the lashes himself. Thirty was the sentence, and by your count, you spared the slave at least ten. My question to you, Erik Three Roses – and I advise you to weigh your answer with care – is this. Are you an idiot, or did you do this deliberately?’

I bowed my head so I wouldn’t have to see his reaction. ‘I may be bad at counting, but not that bad.’

He struck his fist onto the desk so violently as to make the inkwell dance. ‘Listen to me, Erik. It is of the utmost importance that we ensure any disciplinary action on the slaves is carried out to the letter. There’s been a revolution in Hispaniola. Freedmen have grown sufficient in number to incite those still enslaved to revolt. Such large areas of the island are beyond control that it appears lost altogether. Here, too, the slaves outnumber us, Erik. We can never give them a reason to doubt our strength. Do you think the favour you did her will alter her view of you in the least? Alone with her in a room, under the protection of any walls and doors, and if she had a knife, you’d be breathing your last in the blink of an eye. Only the threat of the whip guarantees obedience from her kind. They speak no language but violence. Tomorrow she’ll be given the lashes we owe, and if there is any doubt about the count then, the flog-master will err on the side of caution.’ He rose to his feet. ‘But you will not be keeping count, Erik. You have lost my trust. I must admit it is a challenge for me to find you any suitable position here on this island. For now, you are simply to accompany your cousin and assist him in his activities. Tomorrow there’s an assignment in the interior of the island where even you can’t cause any trouble. If I’m forced to call you back here for any similar reason, the consequences will be dire indeed.’

I felt a shift in his mood as he pushed a letter across the desk. ‘What you have done is a criminal offence, Erik, and one that I should punish severely. I have a hankering to shackle you or to let you yourself take the lashes that you owe. The reason for my leniency is a letter that arrived earlier today from Gothenburg. It’s from your father. He also wrote to me, and therefore I can be relatively sure of the contents and want to be the first to offer my condolences. Your brother met with an accident. He fell off his horse. He has not survived.’
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The nights on Barthélemy were full of strange noises. In town, torches blazed, and screeching and bellowing could be heard from every pub, and every building seemed to host at least one. Unseen insects would sound in a unified rhythm and give pulse to the darkness. Slaves were not allowed to leave their beds after dark, but many disobeyed this order, and as visibility was so poor, they often did this without any risk, as long as they stayed away from the streets where the night watchman did his rounds. Even those who remained indoors often stayed up and sang, and the same tunes spread from house to house – mournful songs in a language that not even Fahlberg was able to decipher, recollections perhaps of lands lost but not forgotten. They awakened a yearning in me also. Memories of my brother, so much older than me and never particularly close, were soon replaced with the image of Linnea Charlotta, and the shame I felt about this was no match for the pain of my desire.





Chapter 11

Gustavia was awakened with a boom from the fort, marking the time as five in the morning. Johan Axel was quickly on his feet, shaking me awake, and once we had finished our morning ablutions, we went outside to saddle the bony horses that he had secured from a stable the day before. The slaves had all been hard at work since first light, and many were eating their breakfast on the go. I felt guilty about the meal we had just enjoyed when I saw what they had to eat. While we broke freshly baked bread and were served fresh fruit with our coffee, as well as any fish that had blessed the nets laid out at night, they had the same meal to look forward to every day: salt herring from Sweden, transported across half the world but still the cheapest food there was to eat. They ate with their fingers out of calabash gourds. For dinner, I had seen them served a scoop of flour to mix with water into a thin gruel. Their work slowly leeched the life out of them, as the efforts of their labour were hardly matched by their diet.

Down at the dock, unloading was already in full swing. Bunches of bananas, tobacco, vats of rum and barrels of fresh water, all of which we would have lacked on Barthélemy had it not fallen like manna from heaven.

We followed the road up the hill through Gustavia and soon found ourselves beyond the outermost houses in a landscape that I was now seeing up close for the first time. Endless bushes, far too thick and thorny for anyone to pass through. Higher up, the ground lay bare, strewn with gravel and stone. Truly an inhospitable place.

Johan Axel could hardly be unaware of the dressing-down the Governor had given me, as he did not question my presence on his assignment. Yet he seemed determined to let me be the one to bring it up, and I indeed felt the need to clear the air. ‘I take it you heard?’ He nodded. ‘Do you think I am in the wrong?’

He looked at me with something indecipherable in his eyes. ‘No. And yes.’

‘Talk plainly.’

‘Erik, what we see on this island revolts me as much as it must revolt you. I bitterly regret that we ever set foot on Barthélemy and I am counting every moment until we can leave this awful place behind. You lessened an unjust sentence and I can’t blame you for it, but I wish you would think more about where your actions lead you. What you did was obvious to everyone. The slave you spared will now be punished even more severely, and the clear stand you took will not be forgotten. Never again will you be put in a position to do good.’

I felt ashamed at the truth of his words. ‘Yes, you’re right. Of course you are. And yet I could do no different.’

Johan Axel smiled and shook his head, close enough now to reach a comforting hand to my shoulder. ‘If you were any different, I wouldn’t be as fond of you as I am.’

‘Is there nothing we can do, then?’

My cousin put his thumb in the corner of his mouth and started chewing thoughtfully on a nail as he often did when he was mulling over something that presented a challenge. ‘I can’t say, Erik. Let’s bide our time. Perhaps the time will come. Alone, unaided, there’s not be much we can do.’

We sat quietly for a while until I asked him about our task.

‘We’re on our way to an estate as far into the interior of the island as it’s possible to go, a cotton plantation. It belongs to a Tycho Ceton, a Swede who has owned land here for a year or two and who appears to be something of an eccentric.’

‘And what business do we have there?’

‘All slaves who work on the island are at times marshalled into the service of the Crown according to a set schedule, to undertake such tasks as benefit the island as a whole. Maintaining roads, constructing buildings for public use and so on. Our papers show that Ceton has bought quite a few slaves, but none of them has taken part in labour on the Governor’s behalf. We have been sent to ascertain the reason and to remind Mr Ceton of the duties that fall to all landowners.’
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The island of Saint Barthélemy is not large, only six miles or so at its longest, and three and a half at its widest. Nonetheless, our journey to the interior was long, due to the condition of the roads and the natural rockiness of the land. We snaked our way through the brush to higher ground, where the sulphurous soil lay black and red, like slag spread around a blast furnace. The heat grew while tiny flies took the opportunity to feast on every bit of exposed flesh. The horses could not be compelled to go faster than they themselves wished, and it was many hours before we rounded a curve and Johan Axel pointed to a group of buildings in the distance. ‘There. Fahlberg showed me on the map. The French name for this valley is Quartier de Grand Cul-de-Sac.’ My lips moved as I translated in my head. ‘The dead end?’ Johan Axel nodded. We rode on.

The main house was worn but otherwise in good condition. A bit further away, there was a long house with newly built windowless stalls, and other small buildings arranged around a yard. A foul smell had descended into the bottom of the valley. At first it made me queasy but I soon enough found myself able to ignore it.

A man was sitting in the shade under an overhanging roof, watching our progress. Our approach had been fully visible from the house for the last half-hour. When we stepped onto the swept yard, he stood up and I laid my eyes on Tycho Ceton for the first time. A little shorter than average, probably not yet thirty, still youthful in appearance, in tidy clothing and a wide-rimmed tricorn. His hair was gathered and tied at his neck, of that blond kind that really can’t be said to have any colour at all. His face was well proportioned, with high cheekbones and alert eyes that were almost violet in colour. Ceton could have been called handsome were it not for the fact that his features were disfigured by an unusual scar, a poorly healed furrow that cut through the left corner of his mouth and continued in a jagged arc up his cheek. The muscles that had been cut in two had not managed to knit back together, but had grown skewed, and it was clear that the wound still bothered him. Where it met the mouth, it wept pus still, forcing him to dab it dry with a handkerchief from time to time. In addition to the cut ruining the symmetry of his face, I soon became aware of its other effect, creating an illusion in the eye of the beholder. The injury had affected his expressivity and gave the impression of a constant smile, if a terrible one. It was not easy to tell when Ceton was being serious and when he was joking.

Ceton lifted his hat in greeting and spoke politely to us in French but lifted a surprised eyebrow when Johan Axel answered him in our shared mother tongue. ‘Swedes? Well, what do you know. Welcome to Cul-de-Sac. It isn’t often that we are given the privilege of entertaining guests.’ A large, weathered man with ugly teeth came up and took our horses by the reins, as wide as a bull and with muscles like ship’s cables. ‘This is Louis Jarrick, my foreman. He asks little and rarely speaks, perfectly fitted to all manner of confidences. N’est-ce pas, Louis?’ Jarrick shot him a sour look back.

Ceton waved us over to a table on the wooden floor under the awning, already set for three with glasses and bread. He offered us rum to quench our thirst, but chose for himself fruit-infused water. We drank gratefully. He soon proved to be an amiable host, polite and cultivated, and very curious for news from Sweden. He also asked us a great deal about ourselves, and refilled our glasses whenever we emptied them. I found myself happy to speak in such a relaxed way with someone other than Johan Axel, and I told him about Three Roses, about my family and our laborious voyage across the sea. He listened attentively and made encouraging comments to spur me on. My head began to spin from all the spirits. At one point I lost my thread and fell silent. Ceton gave me a warm smile. ‘Our custom is to rest during the hottest hours of the day, and I’m sure you also want to have a wash after your ride. Louis will show you in. Once you are refreshed, I would like to show you the grounds.’ He exchanged a serious look with Johan Axel, who nodded.
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Once I awoke it was with a pounding ache at my temples, and at first I was unsure of either time or place. My tongue felt swollen in my mouth and I was alone in the room we had been shown to, with a divan for each of us and a bowl of scented water. Once I staggered out, I found Johan Axel and Ceton conversing in the yard, the latter turning to me with a cheerful exclamation.

‘Ah! And here I was, worried that our young friend required additional time to recuperate. You are to be congratulated for such a splendid constitution. We were just going to start.’ He clasped his hands behind his back and led the way, all the while describing what we were looking at and pointing out details when additional explanation was needed. We walked around the main house, passed rows of pens and looked out across the cotton fields. There wasn’t a single bush that wasn’t dried up and withered. The crop was neglected, the earth as dry as ashes. Ceton noticed our surprise and held his arms out. ‘As far as the agriculture is concerned, my luck has abandoned me.’

Johan Axel self-consciously cleared his throat. ‘Mr Ceton, where are all your slaves? According to our records, there should be at least twenty-three, twelve men, eight women and three children.’

‘They have retired for the day.’

‘So early?’

‘You can see the condition of the fields for yourself. I don’t have the heart to make them toil for too long for such meagre gains.’

Johan Axel turned toward the windowless pens. ‘I would like to see them so that I can count each and every one for the Governor’s records.’

Ceton shook his head. ‘I would really not like to disturb them during the short period of time they have to rest.’

‘I’m afraid I must insist.’

‘Can you imagine what it would be like to labour in the sun every day? It is more taxing than counting heads, I assure you. I try to make their lives here as tolerable as I can. You have already heard my answer and now you also have the explanation. I trust that is enough to satisfy you.’

They stood still, staring at each other for a while, before Johan Axel yielded and turned his head away. ‘As you wish.’

Ceton smiled, and the hard edge he had revealed for a moment vanished immediately. He led us on until we rounded a corner and suddenly found ourselves in front of a large mound on which hundreds of flowers grew. Ceton gestured over the area. ‘Here my efforts as a gardener have been rewarded with greater success. Frangipani. Plumeria obtusa. The pride of the house.’ Hardly had this remarkable sight in the barren landscape had time to sink in before a breeze came from the same direction and wafted the foul odour towards us more strongly than ever. Ceton brought a handkerchief to his face and gestured an apology. ‘There are drifts of seaweed rotting down by the water’s edge, an annoyance for all of us who have land too close to the beach. The wind and currents bring all kinds of debris here to Barthélemy’s east coast.’

Then he turned toward his bed of frangipani. ‘In the evening, the flowers open their petals completely and their scent fills the valley. In this way we at least escape the stench at night, which you will notice if you stay awake long enough. It is too late for you to return tonight, as you surely understand. You are welcome to dine with me, as there is nothing I wish for more than a little company from home.’





Chapter 12

The evening meal consisted of a soup followed by roast pigeon, accompanied by sweet root vegetables that had been cooked in coals, which counted as one of the better meals we had been served on the island, if not much to speak of compared to the food we were used to at home. The wine was another story. Ceton kept an excellent cellar and knew how to elevate a simple meal with his selection. The dining room was modest, like the rest of the house, but richly decorated with beautiful objects. A chandelier hung from the ceiling, the prisms of which scattered the light of the candles around us, and small sconces were attached to the walls, which were hung with wallpaper. A Turkish rug lay under our feet. After a couple of glasses, it was only the heat and the many mosquitoes lured to the flames that reminded us how far we were from home.

Ceton and I provided the majority of the conversation; Johan Axel was more reserved. Our discussion was restricted to trivial matters. The year’s salt yield from the island’s many basins, the necessity of building more cisterns to gather rainwater, the effect of the French war on trade. Ceton appeared knowledgeable on most matters, and I did my best to keep up with his observations but feared I cut a rather poor figure. The wine and fatigue from the long day soon took its toll and Johan Axel helped me to the bed that had been prepared for me. This early evening did me good, to the point that I woke refreshed only to find that it was still night-time. I tossed and turned for a while to find a position in which sleep would more easily return, but finally decided to abandon these futile attempts and instead wandered outside to find out if Ceton’s flowers really did smell better at night.

A breathtaking array of stars twinkled overhead on their black velvet backdrop, in foreign patterns to which I had not yet had time to accustom myself. Although the moon had already dipped below the horizon, it was light enough for me to see where to put my feet and I set off in the direction I thought was the correct one. I soon became aware of my mistake when I instead found myself in front of the low building where Ceton housed his slaves. The heavy door was secured with a forged iron latch, secured with a padlock. This discovery allowed me to reorient myself and with my new-found bearings I had no trouble finding my way to the flower bed, where I found that my host had not been exaggerating. His frangipani filled the air with a sweet, intoxicating perfume. Each flower had opened and was gaping towards the sky. Under the stars, the petals were robbed of their colour. They did not seem to be of this world, more a ghostly vision, an otherworldly view onto Elysian fields. Large numbers of moths fluttered over the bushes and filled the darkness with their muted choir.

On my way back, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of light, and when I drew closer I gleaned that it was Ceton himself, who had come outside with his pipe. Each puff illuminated his face with a gentle glow. He smiled at me. The shadows danced over his scar and I shivered. ‘Well?’

‘It was as you said, Mr Ceton. They are glorious.’

‘Please call me Tycho. May I tempt you with some tobacco?’ I shook my head. ‘Would you like to sit with me for a little while anyway? I find the midnight hour to be the most enjoyable that our tropical day has to offer.’ I sat down in the chair across from him and we found ourselves speaking easily. He had many questions about Three Roses and my family, and for some reason it felt easier to talk about my brother’s death with this stranger than with my cousin. Ceton expressed his condolences. ‘Your only sibling?’

‘Yes.’

‘I have also experienced the pain of a family member’s death, although I am an only child. My father has passed, my mother is in a convent, and both left my upbringing and education to my father’s brother.’

We spoke for a while about the fleetingness of life and it did not take long before I confided in him about Nea and the reason for my exile. He asked me many questions about her. Of all those whom I had met during the months that passed since last summer, this strange man was the first to take my feelings seriously, the only one who listened to my story as if it were something other than a young man’s folly. He nodded when I finished. ‘You may think your fate cruel now, but think about how many go through life without ever experiencing such feelings for another. We are alike, you and I, and you would be astonished if I revealed how similar the reasons for my migration are to your own. I have also nurtured desires that my environment has not been in a position to understand.’

He sank into silence and set his pipe on his armrest.

‘They call it the Age of Reason, all those who do not understand that man is driven by forces that reach deeper than logic. That which exceeds man’s comprehension is often met with resistance. Rather than try to understand, people choose to push it away. But to be fair, we are the ones who owe them our compassion, these poor shadow creatures who have never been touched by passion. Yet they rule the world, unworthy as they are. We see the consequences all around us. Man was meant to be free, but everywhere he is in chains.’

Never had I heard more remarkable words issue from the mouth of a slave owner, and my silence gave me away. Although no one was listening, he looked around cautiously, leaned in closer and lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘I am not who I seem, Erik. Remember that. I hope a time will come when I can explain everything to you, but until then, I must ask you to trust my word.’

For a while he sat there staring out into the darkness, before he shook himself and turned to me. ‘How old are you, Erik?’

‘I will be fifteen this December.’

‘The years go quickly, you’ll see. Soon you can do as you like. How are you liking it here so far?’

Ignorant as I was then of the truth of the matter, I was at pains not to hurt his feelings and made an attempt to veil my own behind misleading words. ‘Sometimes Barthélemy seems like a place on which God has turned his back.’

Thoughtfully he exhaled a smoke ring that floated away in the night. ‘A believer, are you?’

I nodded, although hesitantly, thrown by a question I had never been asked, one that pointed to a freedom to choose, the existence of which I had never perceived. He continued after a couple of puffs. ‘I myself find it hard to believe in a God who in every imaginable situation appears to favour the perpetrator and hamper the path of the righteous and the meek.’

I remembered an answer from a book I had read, one that had belonged to my mother, written by a Frenchman the sound of whose name caused my father to snort as if it were the devil himself. ‘God is surely not responsible for all that is evil in the world. It is we humans who have forgotten our original state and instead built a society where his decrees are ignored.’

‘To each his own belief, but that society is rotten must be apparent to all who have eyes.’ He leaned over, his face not far from my own. ‘Perhaps no regulations should bind man other than those that originate from the conditions of nature. How much could we not achieve without such limits, men like you and me? Wouldn’t that be true freedom, Erik?’ He sat up again and drew deeply on his pipe as he stared up at the stars. ‘Do what thou wilt should perhaps be the whole of the law.’

I sat to his left and, as I squinted through the dark to read his facial expression, I only saw his injured side and could not know for sure if he was smiling or not. He noticed my bewildered expression and laughed. ‘Forgive me. My sense of humour is not to everyone’s taste, and if I showed it to you too early it is only because I have rarely felt such rapport with someone so quickly.’

He knocked the ashes out of his pipe against his shoe and we stood up to bid each other goodnight. ‘I know there are many an evil tongue in Gustavia who want nothing more than to speak ill of me to anyone who asks. It makes me happy that you and I seem to understand each other. I hope that you are able to think well of me in spite of these schemers and their fanciful tales.’ I gave him a mute nod without knowing how I should answer, but it was enough to brighten his face and he made as if to put a hand on my shoulder. ‘I don’t know any more of your father beyond what you have told me, but a man who rejects a son like you can’t be other than a fool. You should know that you are always welcome here at Cul-de-Sac if ever the need arises or an opportunity comes along. I will ask Jarrick to keep your room in order from now on, and if you were to feel at home here, I would be honoured. Now I must say goodnight.’





Chapter 13

In the morning, when Johan Axel shook me back into an awareness of the world, it was with the feeling that we had slept longer than we ought. Nonetheless Ceton awaited us at a fully set breakfast table and invited us to join him. There was steaming coffee in a silver pot, bread and herring. After we had finished eating, Ceton started to count out coins on the table. ‘I have tried to estimate the sum that the Crown has had to cover for all the labour my slaves have failed to perform. Mr Schildt, would you be so good as to correct my homework? I have an abacus here, in case that is helpful.’ He put a page full of numbers in front of Johan Axel, who declined the abacus with a shake of his head and eventually answered, after having traced the numbers with his index finger. ‘The calculation appears to be correct, though the overall sum is higher than it should be.’

‘I thought that Governor Bagge can either see the excess as a personal compensation for the trouble I have caused or, if the Governor prefers, as a prepayment for future failures of the same kind.’

Johan Axel frowned. ‘I am not sure that this is how the Governor’s Office usually conducts its affairs.’

Ceton gave my cousin an amused look, and the smile that I for once thought I saw clearly on his lips was that of age humouring the good faith of






















Chapter 100

The music heightens, the musicians’ fingers and bows fly over their instruments until Tycho can no longer follow the melodies. The lead part is played by a girl in the bloom of adolescence, easy on the eye, with clean features and a sharp little nose, her hair carefully pulled back behind her ears so as not to disturb the strings. She is lost in her playing, and the music sways her body to and fro as in a dance. Half-closed eyes under long lashes bound along the dots and lines of the notation. Ceton is filled with the feeling that he is witnessing a moment that is intensely private, something intimate and sensual. In the moment she is wholly and completely herself, as if she were alone, and the room empty. But the music takes over, and he must close his eyes. The voices of the quartet blend together in an irresistible whole, and which sound comes from which bow is no longer possible to say. He rocks on his seat in time to the music, his mouth open.
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Someone is brusquely shaking his shoulder. The enchantment is broken, and in furious surprise he spins around in his chair. Jarrick, on his knees beside him, as misplaced as a stray dog, his face a mask of bruises and wounds. The liveried servants who have failed to prevent him from interrupting the performance stop at the back row when they see that he is Ceton’s man, and while the shushing of the audience causes the cellist to lose his tempo, Jarrick grunts his message in Ceton’s ear.

He feels all the blood rush from his face, his head spins, and he gets up abruptly enough to send his chair toppling backwards into the lap of the woman behind. He must lean against Jarrick’s shoulder to keep his balance. He is lost. Enemies more numerous than he can count, recently locked into an enforced truce, will soon gather as the scent spreads. His defence ruined beyond repair, whether by accident or design. His sight goes dark. Only escape remains. Together they lurch towards the door. Many point and whisper, unable to contain their pleasure at seeing the state he’s in. The fugitives hunch under the starry sky of Castle Hill, and hurry to take cover in the indifferent grid of the alleys, soon swallowed in the shadows that pass judgement on no man. Over the rooftops in the City-between-the-Bridges, the church bells ring from each tower. United, they thunder in the night as a call against approaching danger.





Chapter 101

He smiles – he smiles, this arsonist – forming his mouth into a kiss down at the bottom of the vat in the midst of his drowning, and inside Mickel Cardell, there is a rage the like of which he has never before felt. He lifts his left hand and hears it sizzle with hate as the wood breaks the surface of the water, setting it against the smiling lips and putting all his weight behind it as he presses down. Underwater, a dark red rose blossoms, a submerged thundercloud of portent. White shards come whirling up before they sink again to rest on the bottom, and he presses harder, presses until the pain in his stump burns white, until there is nothing left to offer any resistance. Impossibly, Cardell can hear the killer scream, a wordless howl of pain and injustice, and it doesn’t even end when he recognizes the voice as his own.





Chapter 102

Down at the edge of the bed of embers, as close as the heat will allow, stands Emil Winge. The pale blue tongues of open flames are visible only in the centre, and the hottest white only hugs the beams that once bore the weight of the house. He tries to count the lives that have been lost, to remember if Tycho Ceton ever gave them a number.

A hundred? More? Their remains make the falling flakes of ash fat and sticky.
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Now he sees he has company. A young woman is sitting nearby on her knees, and although her sooty face is laced with tears, there is something in it he recognizes. Her expression reveals an anguish that makes him ashamed of his own. He scours his memory in vain until realization comes. It is she, the girl of whom Cardell spoke, the one he looked for in vain, the one whose face he described in the way that only one who loves it can. And with this recognition, he understands even more, he understands for what reason he has been cast aside and who it was who found her children refuge here. He shakes his head and turns to stare at the waning light before him.

The charred wood makes clinking noises, stirring in the deepest red. The hands he holds shaking in front of him bear the same colour.

‘Oh, Hedvig, without us none of this would have happened. How will we ever wash ourselves clean again?’

He turns around to better hear the answer, confused for a moment, but the one he has addressed is a woman he has never met before, and he remembers that the sister he once had chose a coffin rather than share in his trust and guilt.
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Now he hears Mickel Cardell bellow, an alien noise, hardly recognizable as issuing from a human throat. He turns and hurries in the direction of the sound, under the maimed trees, trying to find the right way through the darkness that the dying blaze has returned to the night. False turns everywhere: to the left, to the right. The breeze whispers its warning in rustling leaves. Among the shadows, a danger lurks unseen, and he perceives it clearly with his entire being. A shiver slows his step. What he sees is almost before him now, hidden behind the gnarled trunk of an apple tree. It is close, there is only one turn he can make. The centre of the labyrinth.

Winge opens his eyes as wide as he can, the better to see, and is at once struck lame by a dizzying fear as he recognizes Cardell’s broad back bent over a vat of water. His enormous shoulders, his arms as wide as logs, his hand and wooden fist red – and there, on top of his shoulders, a bull’s head crowned with sharp horns. But now, when Winge sees the beast with his own eyes, it doesn’t scare him as much as he thought, and he closes the distance between them, and he takes its hand in his.
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