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For what must be the hundredth time, Fredrik checks that nothing is visible through the plastic carrier bag. He doesn’t want to spoil the surprise. The summer sun is scorching his face. It must be at least twenty-nine degrees out. Despite the heat, he opts to stroll from his office in Skanstull to Ossian’s nursery near Zinkensdamm metro station. It’s a Wednesday, but he’s still managed to get away from the office a little earlier than usual. No one cares about formal working hours when it’s this hot – most of his colleagues are already nursing a cold one in the shade outside a bar somewhere.

The walk only takes around twenty minutes, but he really should have brought a bottle of water, given the heat. His jacket has come off and his shirtsleeves are rolled up. Sweat plasters the shirt to his back. But none of it matters. Today everything is just as it should be.

He checks the bag again. The box containing the Lego Technic kit is so big that it almost protrudes past the carry handles. A McLaren Senna GTR. Ossian’s interest in cars remains a mystery: both Fredrik and Josefin border on having an active disinterest in cars. But father and son most definitely share an interest in building Lego.

The age marked on the box is 10+, and Ossian is only five, but Fredrik knows the boy will still work it out without difficulty. He’s bright. Sometimes brighter than his old man, Fredrik thinks to himself, before laughing up at the sun. Yes indeedy – this razor-sharp dad who just bought a surprise that entails hours of indoor activity on one of the best days of summer. Oh well. It can’t be helped. The weather will probably be fine tomorrow too.

Besides, Ossian has already spent the whole day outside – which is a necessity. When he’s not focusing on his Lego, he’s climbing the walls at home. Josefin often wonders whether it would be possible to get a diagnosis for their son. Not that they intend to get him examined. Not yet, anyway. Thus far, Ossian’s activity levels remain something positive, especially when compared to all those mobile phone kids at nursery who already engross themselves in their parents’ iPhones the second they’re picked up. Tragic.

Fredrik arrives at Backens nursery and checks his watch. Despite the heat, he’s walked there so quickly that he’s early. They’re probably still up at the Skinnarviksparken.

He hums ‘Gangnam Style’, Ossian’s favourite song right now, as he climbs the hill behind the nursery building. He might as well give in to the urge, Fredrik thinks to himself, smiling. They’ve even been practising the dance moves together.

On top of the hill there is a large playground and some trees to play among. As far as Ossian is concerned, it’s a whole forest. He loves being in the forest.

‘Let’s dance Gangnam Style!’ Fredrik calls out, and kids who barely reach up to his knees look at him in surprise before resuming their games.

The children are wearing yellow bibs emblazoned with the logos of various nursery schools. It’s a popular park. The air is filled with screams and laughter. Lego Technic will probably have to wait for another time. Today seems to have been made for hide-and-seek in the trees. There’s no rush to get home – Josefin promised to sort out dinner today. He looks around and spots Tom, one of the teachers at Backens.

‘Hi!’ he says, smiling at Tom, who is in the middle of wiping a thick strand of snot off one of the children.

‘Hello,’ Tom replies cheerily. ‘Guess who got to pick the music for today’s movement session?’

‘I warned you. You’re going to have thirty kids doing the “Gangnam” dance before the week’s out. But do you know where the dance genius himself is? I don’t see him.’

Tom finishes his wiping and pauses for a moment’s thought.

‘Check the swings,’ he says. ‘He sometimes likes to sit there for a while.’

Of course. When Ossian isn’t being hyperactive, he loves to go on the swings. Well, he loves to sit on the swings. It’s his sanctuary, where he can think over the big things without being disturbed.

Fredrik walks over to the swings. They’re all occupied, but Ossian isn’t on any of them. Felicia, one of Ossian’s older nursery peers, is leaving. Fredrik catches up with her.

‘Hi, Felicia – have you seen Ossian?’

‘No, only earlier.’

He frowns. The slight feeling that something is up begins to take over stealthily. He knows it’s an irrational feeling, nothing more than an outburst of parental overprotectiveness. It strikes as soon as anything might be wrong, and it doesn’t give a damn whether there’s any evidence or not. It was probably a great survival instinct in the savannah, but right now it is wholly unwarranted. He knows that, rationally. But it doesn’t help. The feeling creeps uncomfortably down his spine like a slightly-too-cold gust of wind. The big box of Lego that previously seemed so exciting is now mostly an encumbrance as he hurries back to Tom.

‘He wasn’t by the swings either,’ he says.

‘That’s weird.’

Tom looks at a list of kids with checkboxes next to their names.

‘He’s meant to be … actually, hang on. Jenya took the smaller kids back inside. He may have gone with them to go to the loo and then ended up staying there. Sorry. Jenya really should have mentioned that she was taking him with her. But you know what it’s like.’

Yes, he does know what it’s like. The feeling that something is wrong disappears. He sighs with relief. Tom and Jenya are both good nursery school teachers, but kids also have a will of their own in addition to an unerring ability to not be where you expect them to be. He feels sorry for Tom when he sees how embarrassed he is. Because little kids are not something to be careless with. There are probably parents who would have made a big scene about less.

‘Of course,’ he says. ‘Have a good weekend, Tom. See you Monday!’

Fredrik jogs slowly down the hill, heading back towards the nursery school. The door is propped open. He goes inside to the cloakroom where the children’s pegs and drawers with their spare clothes are. Ossian’s peg is empty. That doesn’t really have to mean anything. If Ossian came back to use the toilet, then his jacket might very well be lying in a heap on the bathroom floor. Or, for that matter, it might be back up in the playground, given the heat. Fredrik shouldn’t even have put his son in a jacket on a day like this. Silly of him. Ossian must have been boiling.

Fredrik doesn’t bother to take off his shoes as he usually would when going inside.

‘Ossian?’ he shouts, knocking on the first of the two toilet doors. ‘Ossian, are you in there?’

Jenya comes walking down the corridor towards him. Behind her, the two-year-olds are hurling finger paint at each other while hooting with equal parts delight and horror.

‘Hello, Fredrik,’ she says. ‘Did you forget something? Ossian’s up at the park with Tom.’

The feeling that something is wrong returns so quickly that it almost flattens him. It’s no longer a small gust of wind down his spine. Now it’s a clenched fist to the stomach.

‘He’s not at the park,’ he says. ‘I’ve just come from there. Tom said he was probably with you.’

‘No, he’s not in here. Did you check the swings?’

‘Yes. I told you. He’s not there. Bloody hell.’

He turns on his heel and rushes back outside. It has been known for the odd kid at the nursery to escape. Like Felicia. She managed to make it all the way home once before the staff realized she was missing. Her parents have both felt faintly nauseous about it ever since. Was that a feeling you ever got used to? He hates it.

He runs back up the hill. The damn box of Lego is slapping against his legs. There are kids all over the shop, all of them in the way. He searches desperately among them while also trying to calm down. Nothing will be improved by him panicking. But none of the children is Ossian.

None of them is his son.

Tom’s eyes widen when he sees Fredrik returning. He seems to get it right away.

‘He must be here,’ Fredrik says, dropping the bag so that he can move around the park more swiftly.

Tom asks the nearest children whether any of them have seen Ossian. The playhouses. Ossian might be hiding in the playhouses. Fredrik runs over to them but can already tell from a distance that they’re empty. Where else might he … Surely he’s not in the trees? Not on his own? Surely someone would know if that were the case?

Felicia.

She said she’d seen Ossian earlier.

He runs back to Tom and the other kids. The exertion is scouring his throat as sweat pours from his brow and runs down his back. Felicia is there, building a sandcastle with a bucket. As if nothing out of the ordinary has happened. As if the world isn’t about to end. ‘Felicia,’ he says, making an effort not to sound as wild as he feels inside. ‘You said you saw Ossian earlier. When was that?’

‘When he was talking to that stupid lady,’ she says, without looking up from her construction project.

‘That stupid …’ he says, his throat morphing to sandpaper. ‘Was it an old lady?’

Felicia shakes her head resolutely as she pats the castle with a spade.

‘Not old,’ she said. ‘Like my mum. It was just her birthday, so she’s thirty-five now.’

He gulps hard. Someone has been here. Someone has been here talking to his child. Someone who wasn’t a teacher or parent. A stranger. He crouches beside Felicia, resisting the impulse to shake her.

‘Do you know who she was?’ he says, struggling not to shout. ‘And why was she stupid?’

Felicia looks up from her sandcastle with tears in her eyes. He takes a step backwards to avoid losing his balance. He sees it in her gaze: he already knows full well what has happened. What must never happen. Can never happen.

‘I didn’t care about her toy cars,’ says Felicia. ‘Ossian liked them, but I didn’t. But I wanted to stroke the puppies too. She said she had them in her car. But I wasn’t allowed to come with her. Only Ossian was going to get to see them. Then they went.’

A black hole opens up inside Fredrik and he falls helplessly into it.
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Mina was standing at the entrance scrutinizing the premises. There weren’t many people at the gym at this time of the afternoon. Good. And it was mainly the older crowd. The high school kids, CrossFit ladies and musclemen had already been and gone. At three o’clock on a weekday afternoon, the seniors reigned supreme at the gym. At least for the next hour or so. This was better, since they were far more thorough in wiping down the equipment, removing all trace of both themselves and the sweat monsters who had been here earlier. Not that Mina intended to take any risks. In the pocket of her tracksuit jacket were, as always, thin single-use gloves, two small spray bottles containing disinfectant, microfibre cloths and a resealable bag to deposit them in once they were used.

Today’s workout agenda included legs and core. She pulled on her gloves and made for one of the vacant leg machines, where she began to spray every part. She had seen that some people only sprayed the handles. Or worse: just the seat. But other people’s dirt and bacteria could end up all over the place. She couldn’t wrap her head around people who cut corners.

She folded the cloth, inserted it into the resealable bag and got out a new one. Stepping into the gym was like stepping into a potential nidus. That was why working out in the gym at police headquarters was impossible. She knew exactly which filthy so-and-sos used it. At least here she didn’t have to put a face to the filth.

Ideally, she would have preferred to work out wearing a mask, given what was probably circulating in the air in the place. She’d heard that weightlifters often farted and she had difficulty breathing when she thought about all the faecal bacteria circulating through the ventilation system. But a mask would only attract yet more unnecessary attention. On the other hand, maybe she could get a workout mask: one of those ones that people used to hone their respiratory muscles.

‘You here to work out or clean? If you’re done, I’d like to use the machine.’ Mina started and looked up from the backrest that she was in the middle of sanitizing. A white-haired man in his seventies wearing small round glasses was standing before her with a quizzical expression. He was wearing a red top – not gym kit made from something breathable, but simply an ordinary cotton T-shirt. There was a big dark sweat patch on his chest. She shuddered.

‘Do you know how unhygienic that cotton T-shirt is?’ she said. ‘It gets soaked in sweat, then it messes up all the machines. Working out in clothes like that shouldn’t be allowed.’

The man looked daggers at her. Then he shook his head and walked away. She was clearly not worth his time. Not that she cared in the slightest. She applied a few more rotations of the cloth before putting it and the gloves into the resealable bag, getting onto the leg machine and adjusting the weight. The man in the red T-shirt was sitting on the pull-down machine with his back to her. Naturally he had a huge sweat patch on his back too. She wrinkled her nose. If the choice were between being liked and being healthy, she knew for sure which one she’d choose. People could keep their bacteria and their approval to themselves.

Mina was used to others thinking she was an alien being. She didn’t need them in her life. The whole thing about feeling connected to other people was probably just as big a myth as ‘soulmates’, ‘true love’ and all those other unrealistic concepts marketed by Hollywood. The result? Ordinary people were left anxious. There was even research to prove it. She had read that people rated their own relationship and their partner worse after watching a romcom. No real relationship could live up to the fabricated concept of ‘eternal love’.

In her own case, she hadn’t felt connected to anyone of late. Not in the past either, come to think of it. With the exception of the brief time she had spent with her daughter. But the man she had once lived with was hardly a source of fond memories. No, there had been no ‘connection’ there. Not with anyone.

Except …

With him.

The mentalist.

But that was a long time ago now.

She’d seen an advert for Vincent’s new show on Facebook. She’d come so close to buying a ticket. But she’d refrained. She didn’t know how she’d react if she saw him on stage. What if he didn’t recognize her in the audience?

What if he did?

She frowned. Distance was better. For safety’s sake. After all, he hadn’t even been in touch. Obviously she understood why. To start with, he had a family. She wouldn’t blame his wife if she wondered what on earth he and Mina had been up to almost two years ago. Vincent had said that Maria was prone to powerful jealousy. And events on the island had hardly improved matters. Mina had almost died alongside Vincent. It would be reasonable for Vincent’s wife to hate Mina after that. Not that it had been her fault. But she was still a cop.

Besides, she and Vincent had shared something that couldn’t be explained to others. Events on Lidö had brought them closer together than before.

At the same time, it was also that connection that had made it so difficult to remain in touch. They’d got so close. Closer than she had been able to handle. So it was better like this. When she was alone, she was in her fort. She was safe. He probably felt the same way.

Still …
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‘Remember,’ said Vincent, ‘that what you’re about to see isn’t real. This is a demonstration of how to show off your supernatural powers without actually having any. Because, believe me, I really don’t have any.’

He raised an eyebrow that formed a silent question mark. About half the audience laughed. But it was a strained laugh. An uncertain laugh. Just the way he wanted it.

Crusellhallen in Linköping was packed to the rafters even though it was midweek: 1,200 people who were either local or had come from other nearby communities to see the Master Mentalist on a Wednesday night. In reality, the audience was rather on the big side for his liking, but his involvement in a murder inquiry almost two years ago had attracted significant media attention. Even if he had not had a public profile beforehand, he would have done afterwards. Not for himself, of course. No one knew who Vincent was. But the Master Mentalist was adored by the media. And the punters. Ticket sales had doubled after the news that he had almost died in a water tank.

However, Umberto had managed to keep the more personal details of Vincent’s involvement in the case out of the media. That was frankly the only reason why he still had a career. The public would probably have seen him through very different eyes had they known that he had been the indirect cause of three murders. Of course Vincent was innocent. At least when it came to the murders. But innocence was always a relative concept to the press. So he and his agent had done all they could to conceal Jane’s motives and her true identity, which had been aided by Jane and Kenneth vanishing from the face of the earth.

Expressen had briefly tried to dig up the story about his mother, but Umberto had found out and come down on them like a hawk. He’d threatened the paper with being excluded from all future press releases and interviews with the artists that he represented if they went to press. Were they truly prepared to sacrifice their gateway to half the Swedish entertainment business for one grubby story? The answer turned out to be no. Vincent guessed that Umberto’s Italian temperament had probably played its part too.

However, the detail that the murderer had spelled out his name using the dates of the murders had managed to find its way into the public domain. The story was too good not to assume a life of its own.

After that, people had started sending in their own mysteries, riddles and puzzles to Vincent, without giving a moment’s thought to how insensitive that was. But then again, if people had been easy to understand he would never have resorted to becoming a mentalist.

‘What I’m about to do may seem to come from the turn of the last century,’ he continued. ‘But the same methods are still used to start religions. Not to mention cults.’

The stage was decorated as a late-nineteenth-century drawing room and Vincent wore era-appropriate costume. Two upholstered leather armchairs were angled towards each other. Sitting in one of them was a man who was clearly nervous.

Earlier, Vincent had asked whether anyone in the audience had medical training, or at the very least knew how to take a pulse. The man was one of the people to have raised his hand. He had been completely calm when Vincent had asked him to come up on stage. In fact, he had laughed. But after Vincent had asked him to sign an agreement declaring that the man had no medical or legal liability for what was about to happen, and that Vincent took full responsibility for his actions, the man had become significantly more nervous. And he wasn’t the only one – the whole audience was on edge. Vincent loved it. The signed agreement was an easy way to ramp up the drama. Each time he requested a signature, it reminded Vincent that the stunt could actually go wrong for real.

‘So, Adrian,’ he said, settling down in the empty armchair diagonally across from the man. ‘We’re going to try and make contact with the other side. With the dead. Do you have any late relatives you’d like to make contact with? I can sense loss in you, but not your grandmother … I can feel that she is still alive … but perhaps … your grandfather? You miss him?’

The man laughed a little nervously and fidgeted.

‘Yes, Elsa’s alive,’ he said. ‘But Arvid died ten years back. That’s my grandpa.’

It was a trick that any old medium could pull off. Just simple inference. The man appeared to be in his late twenties. This meant his parents ought to be between fifty and sixty years old. And their parents in turn would be eighty to ninety. Since women had a greater life expectancy than men, it was statistically likelier for his grandmother to be alive than his grandfather. In any other setting, Vincent would have been ashamed by his own bluff, especially when he saw how affected the man before him became. But this act was about ensnaring others, gaining their trust and finally their money – which meant all means were on the table.

‘Well then, let’s try and find Grandpa Arvid,’ said Vincent.

He cast his gaze across the audience.

‘And yet again, let me remind you that this isn’t for real.’

He turned to face Adrian, his expression serious.

‘I’m now going to make contact with the other side,’ he said. ‘But in order to do so, I must first … cross over.’

He produced a belt and held it up for all to see. Then he wrapped it around his neck and pulled the end through the buckle to create a noose. He reached out with his left arm towards the man, who was growing paler by the moment.

‘Take my pulse,’ he said. ‘And tap your foot in time with the pulse so that everyone else can hear it.’

The man grabbed him by the wrist and spent a while searching with his index and middle finger until he was satisfied. Then he began to tap the floor rhythmically in time with Vincent’s bloodstream. Vincent looked him in the eyes.

‘See you when I’m back,’ he said. ‘Hopefully. Keep tracking my pulse with your foot.’

Then he tightened the belt around his neck and grimaced. He didn’t have to fake this bit – it really did hurt. He continued to hold the belt tightly while Adrian rhythmically followed his pulse. After a few seconds, Adrian’s tapping began to slow down in pace.

Vincent closed his eyes and slumped his head, although he didn’t let go of the belt. Adrian made an uncertain foot tap, then he stopped. A murmur of shock and nervousness rippled through the audience. Adrian was still holding him by the wrist, but he was no longer making a sound with his foot. The meaning of that was crystal clear. Vincent no longer had a pulse. He had just strangled himself.

Vincent waited until he heard the sound of people fidgeting in their seats in the stalls. This was the sign that they were beginning to feel scared for real. He slowly began to raise his head, and he let go of the belt. Then he turned towards Adrian and looked at him, his gaze far away.

‘Adrian,’ he mumbled.

Adrian jumped.

‘There is a spirit in this room who goes by the name of Arvid,’ Vincent said, his voice groggy. ‘Let us be sure that it is truly your grandfather. Ask him something that only you and he know. Perhaps something from when you were little. Arvid says … Arvid says he taught you to cycle? Maybe something about that?’

Adrian nodded, clearly confused.

‘Ask him where I hit myself,’ he said.

Vincent fell silent for a few seconds as if he were listening to a voice that only he could hear.

‘You scraped your knee,’ he said. ‘And you agreed not to tell your mother anything about it. You still have the scar.’

Adrian let go of Vincent’s arm, looking visibly shocked. The truth was that most people had a childhood memory of a scraped knee. The rest of what Vincent had said had been nothing more than a downright punt. But memories were vulnerable things. Even if things hadn’t gone quite the way Vincent had said, that was now how Adrian remembered them in his head.

‘Arvid has a message for you,’ Vincent continued. ‘He says … he says you must persevere and believe in yourself. It will be a success, though it will take a bit longer than you expected. But you must not give up hope. Do you understand what that means?’

Adrian nodded silently.

‘He’s talking about my business,’ he said. ‘That was the last thing we talked about before he died. I still haven’t managed to get it up and running properly.’

‘He says he’s sorry about what happened. What does he mean by that?’

‘We didn’t talk much in the final years,’ Adrian said quietly. ‘We had a row.’

‘Yes, he regrets that now. He also says that he loved you then and he still does.’

Tears began to flow down Adrian’s cheeks. Vincent had an important point to make in this part of the show, but he really did hate how powerfully it impacted people. All he had done was deliver a series of so-called Barnum statements. Utterances that sounded specific, but which were extremely open to interpretation and applied to most people. The classic trick used by mediums was to let the client work out the meaning of whatever the ‘spirits’ said by themselves. That way the medium could never be wrong. Anything that didn’t add up was simply to be blamed on the client failing to recollect properly.

‘Contact is weakening,’ he said, his voice strained. ‘Do you have anything you want to say before it’s too late?’

‘Just … thank you,’ Adrian whispered. ‘Thank you.’

Vincent reached out his arm, and his head slumped. He was visibly unconscious. The whole auditorium was dead silent. Adrian hesitantly grasped his wrist and searched with his fingers. After a while, Adrian began to quietly tap his foot. The sound was slow and irregular at first. Then more and more regular, louder, until Vincent’s pulse was back to normal.

Vincent opened his eyes. He clutched Adrian’s hand, smiling hesitantly. This number was never one to garner mass applause. The audience was always too dazed for that. They were far too unsure of what they had just seen. But he knew that this was something they would talk about for months afterwards.

‘Remember,’ he said to the audience, using the same words that he had begun with, but this time far more gently.

They were vulnerable now. He had to respect that.

‘I can’t make contact with spirits. To be honest, I don’t think anyone can, since I don’t believe spirits exist. On the other hand, I can make it look like they do – just like mediums, who can be equally compelling. The same psychological and verbal techniques used one hundred and fifty years ago are still in use to give the impression that someone charging a fat hourly rate can make contact with your departed nearest and dearest. As ever: if something seems too good to be true, then it usually is. Thank you for coming this evening.’

He stepped off the stage before they began to clap. He wanted to leave them in a moment of reflection this time.

His neck felt tender. That bloody belt hurt. He needed to be more careful. And he’d also stopped his pulse for far too long today. Contacting the spirits might be fake, but the stopped pulse was very much the real deal – even though he did it using a method other than the belt, and even if he only stopped the pulse in his arm rather than his entire body. The fact that there were techniques to stop the pulse in isolated parts of the body was one of mentalism’s best-kept secrets and Vincent hadn’t revealed to anyone how he did it. But it didn’t matter that it was only his arm. Things could still get really dangerous after thirty seconds. Most often, people would let go as soon as his pulse stopped, but Adrian had hung on, leaving Vincent with no choice. He would be a very happy man when this tour was over. Blocking the body’s blood flow this much wasn’t good for anyone.

He made for the green room and saw the bottles of mineral water on the table. Three. He clenched his jaw. The sight of three bottles was akin to hearing a dissonant note. He quickly opened the fridge and put out another one, making it four. Only then did his jawline relax. Then he filled a glass with tap water from the sink, sat down on the sofa and exhaled.

The audience were still clapping out there, but he left them alone. It would be all too easy to return, grin broadly and transform their experience into something banal. Instead, he wanted them to hang on to their thoughts.

A minute’s rest, then he would change. He was working on no longer lying down on the floor after each performance. Sometimes he was successful. Most often not. He pulled out his mobile. Sains Bergander, Vincent’s friend who built illusions and had assisted in the investigation into Tuva’s disappearance and the murders, had been in the audience tonight and Vincent was curious to know what he thought about the new production. Sains had indeed texted him. According to the time code, it had been sent at the very moment Vincent had come off stage. But Sains’ message would have to wait. There might be others who had been in touch.

One other, to be specific.

Vincent opened his message inbox. Sure enough, there were a few other unread messages awaiting him. But not the one he was looking for. The one from the person who had changed his life when she had become part of it. The one with whom he’d dared to share his innermost self. The one who had vanished from his existence as quickly as she had appeared.

The last time he’d seen her it had been October. Then came winter, spring, summer, autumn, and now another summer. He hadn’t spoken to her in more than one and a half years. Going on for two. Not that he’d tried to get in touch, no matter how much he might have liked to; he and Maria had started in couples therapy and he wanted to avoid triggering his wife’s jealousy unnecessarily.

They had recently quit therapy since it hadn’t helped as much as they had hoped it might. But by then so much time had passed. He didn’t want to intrude after such a long silence. She cherished her private life and that was something he had to respect. Even if he missed being a part of it. Of course, there was also no reason for her to get in touch with him. She’d been quite clear about the fact that she could manage on her own. He had no idea what her life might look like now. She might even be married. With a family. Or living abroad.

But he couldn’t help it. The first time he’d met her had been after a performance. Since then, he’d looked for her every time he stepped off stage. But his messages told their own story.

Mina hadn’t been in touch tonight either.
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She took off her glasses and smiled at him. Then she crossed one leg over the other and leaned forward in her chair. They were sitting opposite each other without the separation of a table. Initially, Ruben had found this deeply unpleasant. He felt exposed. But he had grown accustomed to it. So much so that he no longer bothered to try and look at her cleavage when she leaned towards him. Not any longer. And Amanda was far from unattractive.

‘You mean I’m done?’ Ruben said, checking the time.

He’d only been there half an hour. But Amanda seemed ready to draw the meeting to a close.

‘I don’t think we’re ever done,’ she said. ‘But I don’t see any compelling reason why you need to come back here, unless something new happens. Although it’s not really for me to decide. How do you feel yourself?’

Ruben looked at Amanda – the psychologist he had been seeing every second Thursday for more than a year. What did he feel? That was one hell of a question. But it didn’t annoy him as much now as it had in the beginning.

‘What I feel is something we can leave for Freud,’ he said. ‘If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that my feelings don’t need to be what I think they should be. I no longer choose to act based on my feelings – instead my rational thoughts drive that. Just like I’ve abstained from sex for six months. No matter how much my feelings would like a shag.’

Amanda raised an eyebrow in an unspoken question.

‘No, I haven’t been out on the pull at all,’ he clarified. ‘Like we agreed. That’s what I mean. I’m not going to stop that entirely. After all, I am a man in my prime. But it doesn’t feel as important now that I realize what need that behaviour was meeting.’

‘And what was that need?’

Ruben sighed. They’d got there anyway. To those bloody feelings. ‘It gave me a feeling of power to know I could get them. The women. But it also filled a deeper desire for …’

He sighed again.

‘For closeness,’ he said reluctantly. ‘Are you happy now?’

Closeness. It wasn’t a word he’d ever thought he’d say aloud. It sounded so damn poofy. But even that kind of reaction was a defensive mechanism. That much he’d learned. Jesus. His police mate Gunnar and the other lads in the flying squad would piss their pants if they knew he was seeing a shrink. Gunnar was hewn from Norrland timber – that was what he always said. His solution to every problem was to head into the forest with a couple of beers. The guys would paint his fucking helmet pink if they knew what he told Amanda. He glanced at the clock on the wall again. Half past eight. He ought to have been at police headquarters by now – before anyone started wondering what he got up to some mornings. The usual excuse that he’d had to see a one-night stand off the premises could only be proffered so many times.

One-night stands. Hmm. He barely remembered what to do any longer on that front. He’d obviously tried to proposition Amanda the first time they’d met, running on autopilot. It had not been an unqualified success.

‘I think there’s only one thing left for me to do,’ he said. ‘I’d like to see Ellinor.’

‘Ruben,’ Amanda said, her voice filled with warning. ‘Remember what we said about moving on. Ellinor has been hanging around you like a ghost all these years. Your behaviour has been a reaction to that. You have to let go. You won’t be done until you’ve vanquished that ghost.’

‘I know. That’s why I want to see her. So I can get closure. I promise I’ll just go there and say hello. I’ll take her down from the pedestal I’ve put her on. That way, old Ruben won’t have any fuel left.’

‘That’s … unusually clear-headed for you,’ Amanda said, squinting at him. ‘Are you sure?’

‘The worst thing that can happen is that you get to bill me for a few more hours of therapy afterwards,’ he said, laughing.

But the fact was that he was dead set on it. He was a better Ruben than he had been a year ago. Gunnar could shut his trap.

They both stood up and he shook hands with Amanda. For the fiftieth time, he resisted the temptation to ask her whether she’d like to go for a drink with him. It was fine to have the idea so long as he didn’t act on it. He was still Ruben, after all. Anyway, he had other fish to fry. He’d already found out where Ellinor lived. Just a quick hello. See how she was doing. And a sorry. Then he’d be done.
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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 place-holders. 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 son 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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