
[image: cover missing]


About the Book

On the Swedish island of Öland, a little boy has gone missing.

It happened twenty years ago, and although his mother, Julia, and her family searched everywhere, no trace of him was ever found. 

Until today, when his shoe arrives in the post. It has been sent to Julia’s father, a retired sea-captain still living on the island.

Soon, he and Julia are piecing together fragments of the past: fragments that point inexorably to Nils Kant, known to delight in the pain of others. But Nils Kant died during the 1960s. So who is the stranger seen wandering across the fields as darkness falls?

It soon becomes clear that someone wants to stop Julia’s search for the truth. And that he is much, much closer than she thinks . . .
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ÖLAND, SEPTEMBER 1972

THE WALL WAS built of big, rounded stones covered in greyish-white lichen, and it was the same height as the boy. He could only see over it if he stood on tiptoe in his sandals. Everything was dim and misty on the other side. The boy could have been standing at the end of the world, but he knew it was just the opposite – the world began on the other side of the wall. The big wide world, the world outside his grandparents’ garden. The thought of exploring that world had tempted the boy all summer long.

Twice he tried to climb over the wall. Both times he lost his grip on the rough stones and fell backwards, into the damp grass.

The boy didn’t give up, and the third time he succeeded.

He took a deep breath and heaved himself up, held on tight to the cold stones, and managed to get on top of the wall.

It was a victory for him – he was almost six years old, and for the first time in his life he was on his way over a wall. He sat there on the top for a little while, like a king on his throne.

The world on the other side was huge, with no boundaries, but it was also grey and blurred. The fog that had drifted in over the island that afternoon prevented the boy from seeing much of what lay outside the garden, but at the bottom of the wall he could see the yellowish-brown grass of a small meadow. Further away he could just make out low, gnarled juniper bushes and moss-covered stones sticking up out of the earth. The ground was just as flat as in the garden behind him, but everything looked much wilder on the other side; strange, enticing.

The boy put his right foot on a big stone that was half-buried in the ground, and climbed down into the meadow on the other side of the wall. He was outside the garden all on his own for the first time ever, and nobody knew where he was. His mother had gone off somewhere today, left the island. His grandfather had gone down to the shore a little while ago, and when the boy had put on his sandals and crept out of the house, his grandmother had been fast asleep.

He could do whatever he wanted. He was having an adventure.

He let go of the stones in the wall and took a step out into the wild grass. It was sparse, easy to get through. He took a few more steps, and the world in front of him slowly became a little clearer. He could see the juniper bushes taking shape beyond the grass, and walked towards them.

The ground was soft and any sound was muted; his footsteps were nothing more than a faint rustling in the grass. Even when he tried jumping with both feet together, or stamping his feet really hard, all that could be heard was a slight thud, and when he lifted his feet the grass sprang up and all trace of his footsteps quickly disappeared.

He covered several metres like this: Hop, thud. Hop, thud.

When the boy left the meadow and reached the tall juniper bushes, he stopped jumping with both feet together. He breathed out, inhaled the cool air, and looked around.

While he had been hopping across the grass, the fog that had been drifting ahead of him had crept silently around and was now behind him as well. The stone wall on the other side of the meadow had become indistinct, and the dark-brown cottage had completely disappeared.

For a moment the boy considered turning around, walking back across the meadow and climbing over the wall again. He had no watch, and precise times meant nothing to him, but the sky above his head was dark grey now, and the air around him had grown much colder. He knew the day was drawing to a close and the night would soon come.

He’d just go a little bit further over the soft ground. He knew where he was, after all; the cottage where his grandmother lay sleeping was behind him, even if he couldn’t see it any more. He carried on walking towards the hazy wall of fog which could be seen but not touched, and which kept moving just a little bit further away from him all the time, in a magical way, as if it were playing with him.

The boy stopped. He was holding his breath.

Everything was silent and nothing was moving, but suddenly the boy had the feeling that he wasn’t alone.

Had he heard a noise in the fog?

He turned around. Now he could no longer see the wall or the meadow; he could see only grass and juniper bushes behind him. The bushes were all around him, motionless, and he knew they weren’t alive – not alive in the way that he was – but he still couldn’t help thinking about how big they were. They were black, silent figures surrounding him, perhaps moving closer to him when he wasn’t looking.

He turned around again, and saw more juniper bushes. Juniper bushes and fog.

He no longer knew in which direction the cottage lay, but fear and loneliness made him keep moving forwards. He clenched his fists and ran across the grass; he wanted to find the stone wall and the garden behind it, but all he could see was grass and bushes. In the end he couldn’t even see that much; the world was blurred by his tears.

The boy stopped, took a deep breath, and the tears stopped flowing. He could see more juniper bushes in the fog, but one of them had two thick trunks – and suddenly the boy realized it was moving.

It was a person.

A man.

He came forward out of the grey fog and stopped just a few short steps away. The man was tall and broad-shouldered; he was dressed in dark clothes, and he had seen the boy. He stood there in the grass, heavy boots on his feet, looking down at him. His black cap was pulled down his forehead and he looked old, but not as old as the boy’s grandfather.

The boy stood still. He didn’t know the man, and you had to be careful of strangers, his mummy had said. But at least he wasn’t alone in the fog with the juniper bushes any more. He could always turn around and run if the man wasn’t nice.

‘Hello there,’ said the man in a deep voice. He was breathing heavily, as if he’d just walked a long way in the fog, or as if he’d been running fast.

The boy didn’t reply.

The man turned his head quickly and looked around. Then he looked at the boy again, without smiling, and asked quietly:

‘Are you on your own?’

The boy nodded silently.

‘Are you lost?’

‘I think so,’ said the boy.

‘It’s all right . . . I can find my way anywhere out here on the alvar.’ The man took a step closer. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Jens,’ said the boy.

‘Jens what?’

‘Jens Davidsson.’

‘Good,’ said the man. ‘My name’s . . .’ He hesitated, then added, ‘My name’s Nils.’

‘Nils what?’ asked Jens.

It was a bit like a game. The man gave a short laugh.

‘My name is Nils Kant,’ he said, taking another step forward.

Jens stood still, but he’d stopped looking around. There was nothing but grass and stones and bushes in the fog. And this strange man, Nils Kant, who had begun to smile at him as if they were already friends.

The fog closed in around them; not a sound was to be heard. Not even birdsong.

‘It’s all right,’ said Nils Kant, reaching out his hand.

They were standing quite close to each other by now.

Jens thought that Nils Kant had the biggest hands he’d ever seen, and he realized it was too late to run away.


1

WHEN HER FATHER, Gerlof, rang one Monday evening in October, for the first time in almost a year, he made Julia think of bones, washed up on to a stony shore.

Bones, white as mother-of-pearl, polished by the waves, almost luminous among the grey pebbles at the water’s edge.

Fragments of bone.

Julia didn’t know if they were actually there on the shore, but she had waited to see them for over twenty years.

Earlier that same day, Julia had had a long conversation with the social security office, and it had gone just as badly as everything else this autumn, this year.

As usual, she had put off getting in touch with them for as long as possible in order to avoid hearing their sighs, and when she finally rang up she was answered by a robotic machine asking for her personal ID number. When she had keyed it in, she was put through to the next step in the telephone network labyrinth, which was exactly the same as being put through to total emptiness. She had to stand there in the kitchen, looking out of the window and listening to a faint rushing noise on the other end of the line, an almost inaudible rushing like the sound of distant running water.

If Julia held her breath and pressed the receiver against her ear, she could sometimes hear spirit voices echoing in the distance. Sometimes they sounded muted, whispering, sometimes they were shrill and despairing. She was trapped in the ghostly world of the telephone network, trapped among those pleading voices she sometimes heard from the kitchen fan when she was smoking. They echoed and mumbled through the building’s ventilation system – she could hardly ever make out a single word, but she would still listen with great concentration. Just once she’d heard a woman’s voice say with absolute clarity: ‘It really is time now.’

She stood there by the kitchen window, listening to the rushing noise and looking out on to the street. It was cold and windy outside. Autumn-yellow birch leaves tore themselves away from the rain-soaked surface of the road and tried to escape from the wind. Along the edge of the pavement lay a dark-grey sludge of leaves, crushed to a pulp by car tyres, which would never leave the ground again.

She wondered if anybody she knew would pass by out there. Jens might come strolling around the corner at the end of the terrace, wearing a suit and tie like a real lawyer, carrying his briefcase, his hair newly cut. Striding out, his gaze confident. He would see her at the window, stop in surprise on the pavement, then raise his arm, waving and smiling at her . . .

The rushing noise suddenly disappeared and a stressed-out voice filled her ear: ‘Social security; Inga.’

This wasn’t the new person who was supposed to be dealing with Julia’s case; her name was Magdalena. Or was it Madeleine? They’d never met.

She took a deep breath.

‘My name is Julia Davidsson, and I wanted to ask if you could—’

‘What’s your personal ID number?’

‘It’s . . . I’ve already entered the number on the telephone keypad.’

‘It hasn’t come up on my screen. Can you give me the number again?’

Julia repeated the number, and there was silence at the other end of the line. She could hardly even hear the rushing noise any more. Had they cut her off on purpose?

‘Julia Davidsson?’ said the voice, as if she hadn’t heard Julia introduce herself. ‘How can I help?’

‘I wanted to extend it.’

‘Extend what?’

‘My sick leave.’

‘Where do you work?’

‘At the hospital, Östersjukhuset, the orthopaedic department,’ said Julia. ‘I’m a nurse.’

Was she still a nurse? She’d had so much time off in recent years that she probably wasn’t even missed in orthopaedics any more. And she certainly didn’t miss the patients, constantly moaning about their ridiculous little problems when they didn’t have a clue about real unhappiness.

‘Have you got a note from your doctor?’ asked the voice.

‘Yes.’

‘Have you seen your doctor today?’

‘No, last Wednesday. My psychiatrist.’

‘And why didn’t you ring earlier?’

‘Well, I haven’t been feeling very well since then . . .’ said Julia, thinking: nor before then, either. A constant ache of longing in her breast.

‘You should have phoned us the same day . . .’

Julia heard a distinct breath, perhaps even a sigh.

‘Right, this is what I’m going to have to do,’ said the voice, ‘I’m going to have to go into the computer and make an exception for you. On this occasion.’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ said Julia.

‘One moment . . .’

Julia stayed where she was by the window, looking out on to the street. Nothing was moving.

But then someone came walking along the pavement from the busier road that cut across; it was a man. Julia could feel ice-cold fingers clutching at her stomach, before she realized that this man was too old, he was bald and in his fifties, and dressed in paint-spattered dungarees.

‘Hello?’

She saw the man stop at a building on the opposite side of the street, key in a security code and open the door. He went in.

Not Jens. Just an ordinary, middle-aged man.

‘Hello? Julia?’

It was the voice again.

‘Yes? I’m still here.’

‘Right, I’ve made a note on the computer to say that your doctor’s note is on the way to us.’

‘Good. I . . .’ Julia fell silent.

She looked out on to the street again.

‘Was there anything else?’

‘I think . . .’ Julia gripped the receiver. ‘I think it’s going to be cold tomorrow.’

‘Right,’ said the voice, as if everything was perfectly normal. ‘Have you changed your account details, or are they the same as before?’

Julia didn’t reply. She was trying to find something ordinary and normal to say.

‘I talk to my son sometimes,’ she said in the end.

There was a brief silence, then the voice could be heard again: ‘As I said, I’ve made a note . . .’

Julia hung up quickly.

She remained standing in the kitchen, staring out of the window and thinking that the leaves out on the street were forming a pattern, a message she wouldn’t be able to understand however long she gazed at it, and she longed desperately for Jens to come home from school.

No, it would have to be from work. Jens would have left school many years ago.

What did you become in the end, Jens? A firefighter? A lawyer? A teacher?

Later that day she was sitting on her bed in front of the television in the narrow living room of her one-bedroom flat, watching an educational programme about adders. She changed channels and watched a cookery programme in which a man and a woman were frying meat. When that finished she went back into the kitchen to see if the wine glasses in the cupboards needed polishing. Oh yes – if you held them up to the kitchen light you could see tiny white particles of dust on the surface, so she took the glasses out one by one and polished them. Julia had twenty-four wine glasses, and used them all in rotation. She drank two glasses of red wine each evening, sometimes three.

That evening, when she was lying on her bed beside the TV, wearing the only clean blouse left in her wardrobe, the telephone in the kitchen began to ring.

Julia blinked when it first rang, but didn’t move. No, she wasn’t going to obey it. She wasn’t obliged to answer.

The telephone rang again. She decided she wasn’t at home, she was out doing something important.

She could see out of the window without raising her head, even if all she could see were the rooftops along the street, the unlit street lamps, and the tops of the trees stretching above them. The sun had gone down beyond the city, and the sky was slowly growing darker.

The telephone rang for the third time.

It was dusk. The twilight hour.

The telephone rang for the fourth time.

Julia didn’t get up to answer it.

It rang one last time, then there was silence. Outside, the street lamps were starting to flicker, beginning to spread their glow over the tarmac.

It had been quite a good day.

No. There weren’t any good days, actually. But some days passed more quickly than others.

Julia was always alone.

Another child might have helped. Michael had wanted them to try for a brother or sister to Jens, but Julia had said no. She had never felt sure enough, and in the end Michael had given up, of course.

Often when Julia didn’t answer the telephone she got a recorded message as a reward, and when it had stopped ringing this evening, she got up from the bed and picked up the receiver, but all she could hear was the rushing noise.

She put the phone down and opened the cupboard above the refrigerator. The bottle of the day was standing there, and as usual the bottle of the day was a bottle of red wine.

To be perfectly accurate, it was the second bottle of red wine of the day, because at lunchtime she’d finished off a bottle she’d started the previous evening.

The cork came out with a soft popping sound as she opened the wine. She poured a glass and knocked it back quickly. She poured a fresh glass.

The warmth of the wine spread through her body, and now she could turn and look out through the kitchen window. It had grown dark out there, the street lamps illuminating only a few round patches of tarmac. Nothing was moving in the glow of the lamps. But what was hiding in the shadows? It was impossible to see.

Julia turned away from the window and emptied her second glass. She was calmer now. She had been feeling tense since the conversation with the benefits office, but now she was calm. She deserved a third glass of wine, but she could drink that more slowly, in front of the TV. She might put on some music soon, Satie perhaps, take a tablet and get to sleep before midnight.

Later, the telephone rang again.

On the third ring she sat up in bed, her head bowed. On the fifth she got up, and by the seventh she was finally standing in the kitchen.

Before the telephone rang for the ninth time, she picked up the receiver. She whispered: ‘Julia Davidsson.’

The reply was not a rushing noise, but a quiet, clear voice: ‘Julia?’

And she knew who it was.

‘Gerlof?’ she said quietly.

She no longer called him Dad.

‘Yes . . . it’s me.’

There was silence once more, and she had to press the receiver closer to her ear in order to hear.

‘I think . . . I know a bit more about how it happened.’

‘What?’ Julia stared at the wall. ‘How what happened?’

‘Well, how it all . . . with Jens.’

Julia stared.

‘Is he dead?’

It was like walking around with a numbered ticket in your hand. One day your number was called, and then you were allowed to go up and collect the information. And Julia thought of white fragments of bone, washed up on the shore down in Stenvik, despite the fact that Jens had been afraid of the water.

‘Julia, he must be—’

‘But have they found him?’ she interrupted him.

‘No, but . . .’

She blinked.

‘Then why are you ringing?’

‘Nobody’s found him. But I’ve—’

‘In that case, don’t ring me!’ she screamed, and slammed the phone down.

She closed her eyes and stayed where she was, beside the telephone.

A numbered ticket, a place in the queue. But this wasn’t the right day; Julia didn’t want this to be the day when Jens was found.

She sat down at the kitchen table, turning her gaze to the darkness outside the window, thinking nothing, then looked at the telephone again. She got up, walked over to it and waited, but it remained silent.

I’m doing this for you, Jens.

Julia picked up the receiver, looked at the scrap of paper which had been stuck to the white kitchen tile above the bread bin for several years, and keyed in the number.

Her father answered after the first ring.

‘Gerlof Davidsson.’

‘It’s me,’ she said.

‘Julia. Yes.’

Silence. Julia gathered her courage.

‘I shouldn’t have slammed the phone down.’

‘Oh, it’s . . .’

‘It doesn’t help.’

‘No, well,’ said her father. ‘It’s just one of those things.’

‘What’s the weather like on Öland?’

‘Cold and grey,’ said Gerlof. ‘I haven’t been out today.’

There was silence once more and Julia took a deep breath.

‘Why did you ring?’ she said. ‘Something must have happened.’

He hesitated before replying.

‘Yes . . . a few things have happened here,’ he said, then added, ‘but I don’t know anything. No more than before.’

No more than I do, thought Julia. I’m sorry, Jens.

‘I thought there was something new.’

‘But I’ve been doing some thinking,’ said Gerlof. ‘And I think there are things that can be done.’

‘Done? What for?’

‘So that we can move on,’ said Gerlof, then he quickly went on: ‘Can you come over here?’

‘When?’

‘Soon. I think it would be a good idea.’

‘I can’t just take off,’ she said. But it wasn’t that impossible – she was signed off work long-term. She went on: ‘You have to tell me . . . tell me what it’s about. Can’t you tell me that?’

Her father was silent.

‘Do you remember what he was wearing that day?’ he asked eventually.

That day.

‘Yes.’ She’d helped Jens to get dressed herself that morning, and afterwards she’d realized he was dressed for summer, despite the fact that it was autumn. ‘He was wearing yellow shorts and a red cotton top,’ she said. ‘With the Phantom on it. It had been his cousin’s, it was one of those transfers you could do yourself, with the iron, made of thin plastic . . .’

‘Do you remember what kind of shoes he had on?’ asked Gerlof.

‘Sandals,’ said Julia. ‘Brown leather sandals with black rubber soles. One of the straps across the toe of the right one had come loose, and several straps on the left one were about to come loose too . . . They always did that at the end of the summer, but I’d stitched it back on . . .’

‘With white thread?’

‘Yes,’ said Julia quickly. Then she thought about it. ‘Yes, I think it was white. Why?’

There was silence for a few seconds. Then Gerlof replied:

‘An old sandal is lying here on my desk. It’s been mended with white thread. It looks as if it would fit a five-year-old . . . I’m sitting here looking at it now.’

Julia swayed and leaned against the worktop.

Gerlof said something else, but she broke the connection and there was silence once again.

The numbered ticket – this was the number she had been given, and soon her name would be called.

She was calm now. After ten minutes she lifted her hand from the receiver rest and keyed in Gerlof’s number. He answered after the first ring, as if he’d been waiting for her.

‘Where did you find it?’ she asked. ‘Where? Gerlof?’

‘It’s complicated,’ said Gerlof. ‘You know how I . . . you know it’s not so easy for me to get about, Julia. It’s just getting more and more difficult. And that’s why I’d really like you to come here.’

‘I don’t know . . .’ Julia closed her eyes, hearing only the rushing noise on the telephone. ‘I don’t know if I can.’ She could see herself on the shore, see herself walking around among the pebbles, carefully collecting all the tiny parts of the skeleton she could find, pressing them close to her breast. ‘Maybe.’

‘What do you remember?’ asked Gerlof.

‘What do you mean?’

‘About that day? Do you remember anything in particular?’ he asked. ‘I’d really like you to think about it.’

‘I remember that Jens disappeared . . . He . . .’

‘I’m not thinking of Jens at the moment,’ said Gerlof. ‘What else do you remember?’

‘What do you mean? I don’t understand . . .’

‘Do you remember the fog lying over Stenvik?’

Julia didn’t speak.

‘Yes,’ she said eventually. ‘The fog . . .’

‘Think about it,’ said Gerlof. ‘Try to remember the fog.’

The fog . . . The fog was a part of every memory of Öland.

Julia remembered the fog. Thick fog in northern Öland wasn’t usual, but sometimes in the autumn it drifted in from the sound. Cold and damp.

But what had happened in the fog that day?

What happened, Jens?

ÖLAND, JULY 1936

The man who is to spread so much sorrow and fear throughout Öland later in life is a ten-year-old boy in the middle of the 1930s. He owns a stony shore and a large expanse of water.

The boy is called Nils Kant; he is sunburnt and is dressed in shorts in the summer heat, and he is sitting on a big round stone in the sunshine, down below the houses and the boathouses in Stenvik. He is thinking:

All this is mine.

And it’s true, because Nils’s family owns the shore. They own large tracts of land in northern Öland; the Kant family has owned this land for centuries, and ever since his father died three years ago, Nils has felt that it is his responsibility to take care of it. Nils doesn’t miss his father, he remembers him only as a tall, silent, strict man who could be violent sometimes, and Nils thinks it’s a good thing that only his mother, Vera, is waiting for him in the wooden house above the shore.

He doesn’t need anyone else. He doesn’t need friends. He knows that there are children of all ages living in the villages along the coast, and older boys where he lives who are already working in the quarry – but this particular stretch of shore belongs only to him. The millers in the mill up above and the fishermen who use the boathouses up on the ridge are no threat.

Nils gets ready to jump down from the stone; he’s going to have another swim, one last swim before he goes home.

‘Nils!’ shouts a high, boyish voice.

Nils doesn’t turn his head, but he can hear the gravel and the pebbles on the slope up above the shore loosening and trickling down, then rapid footsteps approaching.

‘Nils! I got toffees from Mum too! Lots of toffees!’

It’s his brother. Axel, three years younger than Nils and full of life. He’s carrying a knotted grey cloth in his hand.

‘Look!’

Axel hurries over and stands beside the big stone, looking excitedly up at Nils, and he undoes the bundle and spreads the contents out on the piece of cloth.

There’s a little pocket knife in there, and toffees, dark, shiny butter toffees.

Nils counts eight toffees. He only got five from his mother before he came out, but he’s eaten them all by now, and his heart races in a sudden spurt of rage.

Axel picks up one of his toffees, looks at it, shoves it in his mouth and gazes out over the sparkling water. He chews slowly and with satisfaction, as if not only the toffees belong to him but also the shore and the water and the sky up above them.

Nils looks away.

‘I’m going for a swim,’ he says, facing towards the water. He jumps down and pulls off his shorts and places them on the stone.

He turns his back on Axel and begins to walk out into the waves, balancing his feet on the stones, shiny with algae. Little tendrils of brown seaweed get stuck between his toes.

The water has been warmed by the sun and foams out to the sides as Nils throws himself in a dozen or so steps from land. This summer he has learned to swim underwater. He takes a deep breath, dives beneath the surface, wriggles his way down towards the stony seabed, turns and comes hurtling up into the sunshine again.

Axel is standing on the shoreline.

Nils glides around in the water, splashing it all around him, turning somersaults, the bubbles sparkling about his head. He swims a few metres further out, so far that he can no longer touch the bottom with his feet.

Out here there’s a big boulder, a block of stone lying just beneath the surface like a slumbering sea monster. Nils clambers up on to its back, stands with his feet just below the surface of the water, then dives in. He can’t touch the bottom here. He floats, treading water, and sees Axel still standing by the water’s edge.

‘Can’t you swim yet?’ he yells.

He knows Axel can’t.

Axel doesn’t reply, but he drops his eyes, his expression darkening with both shame and rage beneath his fringe. He pulls off his shorts and places them on the stone beside the toffees.

Nils swims calmly around the boulder, first on his stomach, then on his back, just to show how easy it is when you can do it. A kick with his legs, and he’s back on top of the boulder again.

‘I’ll help you!’ he calls to Axel, and for a moment he considers actually doing it, being a big brother and teaching Axel to swim today. But it would take too long.

He just waves.

‘Come on!’

Axel takes a wobbly step into the water, feeling his way across the pebbles with his feet, his arms waving about as if he were balancing on the edge of an abyss. Nils watches his little brother’s unsteady progress from the shore in silence.

After four paces Axel is standing there with the water up above his thighs, looking at Nils, his face rigid.

‘Are you brave enough?’

A joke, he’s just having a little joke with his brother.

Axel shakes his head. Nils quickly dives off the boulder and swims towards the shore.

‘It’s quite safe,’ he says. ‘You can touch the bottom almost all the way out.’

Axel reaches for him, leaning forward. Nils moves backwards, and his little brother takes an involuntary step forward.

‘Good,’ says Nils. The water is up to their waists now. ‘One more step.’

Axel does as he says, takes one more step, then looks up at Nils with a nervous smile. Nils smiles back and nods, and Axel takes another step.

Nils leans over, falling slowly backwards with outstretched arms, just to show how soft the water is.

‘Everybody can swim, Axel,’ he says. ‘I taught myself.’

He kicks his legs and swims slowly out towards the boulder. Axel follows him, keeping his feet on the bottom. The water is up to his chest.

Nils jumps up on to the boulder again.

‘Three more steps!’ he says.

Although that isn’t quite true; it’s more like seven or eight. But Axel takes one step, two steps, three steps, has to stretch his neck upwards to keep his mouth above the surface, and there are still three metres to go before he reaches the boulder.

‘You have to breathe,’ says Nils.

Axel takes a short, panting breath. Nils sits down on the boulder and holds his hands out calmly to Axel.

And his little brother throws himself forward. But it’s as if he quickly regrets it, because he takes a big breath and his mouth and throat are filled with cold water; he’s flailing around with his arms and staring at Nils. The boulder is just out of reach.

Nils watches Axel struggling in the water for a second or two, then quickly leans over and pulls his brother up on to the safety of the boulder.

Axel holds on tight, coughing and taking short, jerky breaths. Nils gets to his feet beside him and says what has been in his mind the whole time:

‘The shore is mine.’

Then he throws himself off the boulder, diving straight as an arrow, and comes up several metres away, swimming with long, sure strokes until his hands touch the pebbles by the shore and his joke is complete. Now he can enjoy it. He shakes his head to make his ears pop and goes over to the stone where Axel unwrapped his bundle.

The little shorts Axel took off are there too. Nils picks them up, imagines he can see a flea crawling along a seam, and throws them away on the shore.

Then he bends over the bundle. The butter toffees are lying there in a pile, shining in the sun, and Nils picks one up and places it slowly in his mouth.

He hears an infuriated roar across the water from the boulder but takes no notice. He chews carefully, swallows, picks up another toffee.

The sound of splashing reaches him from out there. Nils looks up; his little brother has finally thrown himself into the water from the boulder.

Nils is already beginning to dry off in the sun, and overcomes his first impulse, which is to go out to Axel. He picks up a third toffee from the cloth on the stone instead.

The splashing continues, and Nils watches. Axel can’t touch the bottom with his feet, of course, and he’s desperately trying to get back on to the boulder. But his hands keep slipping off.

Nils chews on the toffee. You have to get some speed up to get on to the boulder.

Axel has no speed, and turns to make his way back to the shore. He’s flapping his arms wildly, the water foaming all around him, but he isn’t moving forward. He’s looking at Nils with wide, terrified eyes.

Nils looks back at him, swallows the toffee and picks up another one.

The splashing quickly grows fainter. His brother yells something, but Nils can’t hear what it is. Then the waves close over Axel’s head.

Now Nils takes a step towards the water.

Axel’s head pops up, but not as far out of the water as before. All Nils can actually see is wet hair. Then he sinks beneath the surface again. Air bubbles come up, but a little wave sweeps them away.

Nils is in a hurry now; he jumps into the water. His legs kick up foam and he’s fighting with his arms, his eyes fixed on the boulder. But there’s no sign of Axel.

Nils makes his way quickly to the boulder, and when he’s almost there he dives, but he’s not very good at keeping his eyes open underwater. He closes his eyes, feeling his way in the cold darkness, touches nothing with his hands and comes up into the sunlight again. He grabs the boulder with his hands, coughs and pulls himself up.

Nothing but water all around him, wherever he looks. The sunlight sparkling on the waves hides everything that exists beneath the surface.

Axel is gone.

Nils waits and waits in the wind, but nothing happens and, in the end, when he starts to feel cold, he dives in and swims slowly back to the shore. There’s nothing else he can do. He gets out of the water, breathes out, and leans on the big stone.

Nils stands there in the sun for a long time. He’s waiting for the sound of splashing, a familiar shout from Axel, but he hears nothing.

Everything is quiet. It’s hard to grasp.

There are four toffees left on Axel’s cloth, and Nils looks at them.

He thinks about the questions that will be waiting for him, from his mother and others, and thinks about what he’s going to say. Then he thinks about when his father died and how gloomy everything had been during the long-drawn-out funeral up in Marnäs church. Everybody had been dressed in black, singing hymns about death.

Nils tries a sob. That sounds good. He’ll go up to his mother and sob and tell her Axel is still down on the shore. Axel wanted to stay, but Nils wanted to go home. And when everybody starts looking for Axel, he can think about the sad organ music at his father’s funeral and cry along with his mother.

Nils will go up to the house soon; he knows what he’s going to say and what he’s not going to say when he gets there.

But first of all he finishes off Axel’s toffees.
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GERLOF DAVIDSSON WAS sitting in his room at the residential home for senior citizens in Marnäs, watching the sun go down outside the window. The kitchen bell had just fallen silent after ringing for the first time, and it would soon be time for dinner. He would get up and walk to the dining room. His life wasn’t over.

If he’d still been living in the fishing village he came from, Stenvik, he could have sat by the shore watching the sun sink slowly into Kalmar Sound. But Marnäs lay on the east coast, which meant that each evening he watched the sun disappear behind a grove of birch trees, between the residential home and Marnäs church in the west. At this time of year, in October, the branches of the birch trees were almost completely bare of leaves, and looked like slender arms reaching out towards the orange disc of the sinking sun.

The twilight hour had arrived – the time for blood-curdling stories.

When he had been a child in Stenvik, this had been the time when the work in the fields and around the boathouses was over for the day. Everyone would gather in the cottages as the evening drew in, but the paraffin lamps wouldn’t be lit just yet. The older people would sit there in the twilight hour, discussing what had been achieved during the day and what had happened elsewhere in the village. And from time to time they would tell the children a story.

Gerlof always thought the scariest stories were the best. Tales of ghosts, dire warnings, trolls and evil deeds in the Öland wilderness. Or tales of how ships were driven towards the shore along the stony coastline and smashed to pieces against the rocks.

The kitchen bell rang for the second time.

A skipper who had been caught up in the storm and drifted too close to the shore would sooner or later hear the rocks on the seabed scraping against his keel, louder and louder, and that was the beginning of the end. On the odd occasion he might be skilful enough and fortunate enough to drop anchor and slowly haul himself against the wind back into clear water again, but most ships couldn’t move a metre once they’d gone aground. Usually the skippers had to abandon their vessel quickly in order to save themselves and their crew, trying to make their way on to dry land through the crashing waves; then they would stand there on the shore, soaking wet and frozen to the marrow, watching the storm drive their ship harder and harder aground until the waves began to smash it to pieces.

A small cargo boat that had run aground was like a battered coffin that had been left out in the open air.

The kitchen bell rang for the last time, and Gerlof grabbed hold of the wooden edge of the desk and pulled himself up. He could feel Sjögren coming to life in his limbs. He could feel it, and it was painful. He considered the wheelchair standing at the foot of his bed, but he had never used it indoors and he had no intention of doing so now. But he picked up his stick in his right hand, gripping it tightly as he made his way towards the hallway, where his outdoor clothes hung on their hangers and his shoes were neatly arranged. He stopped, leaned on the stick, then opened the door to the corridor. He went out and looked around.

He could hear shuffling steps along the corridor, and saw them coming along one after the other: his fellow residents. They came slowly, with the help of sticks or walking frames. The residents of the Marnäs home gathering to eat.

Some of them greeted each other quietly, others kept their eyes fixed on the floor the whole time.

So much knowledge moving along this corridor, thought Gerlof as he joined the tired stream on its way into the dining room.

‘Good evening, lovely to see you all!’ said Boel, who was in charge of their section, smiling among the food trolleys outside the kitchen.

Everybody sat down carefully in their usual place around the tables.

So much knowledge. Around Gerlof sat a shoemaker, a churchwarden and a farmer, all with experience and knowledge that nobody was interested in any more. And then there was Gerlof himself; he could still tie a bowline knot with his eyes closed in just a few seconds, to no purpose whatsoever.

‘Could be a frost tonight, Gerlof,’ said Maja Nyman.

‘Yes, the wind’s coming from the north,’ said Gerlof.

Maja was sitting next to him, tiny and wrinkled and skinny, but brighter than anyone else in there. She smiled at Gerlof, and he smiled back. She was one of the few who could pronounce his name correctly – Yairloff, nothing else.

Maja came from Stenvik but had married a farmer and gone to live northeast of Marnäs in the 1950s; Gerlof himself had moved to Borgholm when he became a skipper. Before he and Maja met up again in the residential home, they hadn’t seen each other for almost forty years.

Gerlof picked up a piece of crispbread and began to eat, and as usual he was grateful that he could still chew. No hair, poor eyesight, no strength and aching muscles – but at least he still had his own teeth.

The aroma of cabbage was spreading from the kitchen. There was cabbage soup on the menu today, and Gerlof picked up his spoon as he waited for the food trolleys to arrive.

After dinner most of the residents would settle down to watch TV for the rest of the evening.

These were different times. All the stranded ships had disappeared from Öland’s shores, and no one told stories in the twilight hour any more.

Dinner was over. Gerlof was back in his room.

He placed his stick beside the bookshelf and sat down at the desk again. It was evening now outside the window. If he leaned over the desk and pressed his nose right up against the glass he would just be able to catch a glimpse of the fields north of Marnäs and, beyond them, the shore and the dark sea. The Baltic, his former workplace. But he couldn’t manage such gymnastic contortions any longer, and had to content himself with looking out across the birch trees behind the old people’s home.

It was no longer called an old people’s home by those who decided these things, but of course that’s what it was. They were always trying to come up with new words that would sound better, but it was still a collection of old folk bundled together, far too many of whom simply sat around waiting for death.

A black notebook lay beside a pile of newspapers on the desk, and he reached out and picked it up. After sitting at his desk just staring out of the window for the whole of his first week at the home, Gerlof had pulled himself together and gone into the village to buy the notebook in the little grocery store. Then he’d begun to write.

The notebook consisted of both thoughts and reminders. He wrote down things that had to be done, and crossed them out when they’d been accomplished, except for the reminder HAVE A SHAVE!, which was written at the top of the first page and was never crossed out, as it was a daily task. Shaving was necessary, and was something he’d remembered to do earlier today.

This was the first thought in the book:

PATIENCE IS WORTH MORE THAN VALOUR; BETTER A DISCIPLINED HEART THAN A STORMED CITY.

This was a worthwhile quotation from Proverbs chapter sixteen. Gerlof had started to read the Bible at the age of twelve, and had never stopped.

At the back of the book were three lines that hadn’t been crossed out. They said:

PAY THIS MONTH’S BILLS.

JULIA COMING TUESDAY EVENING.

TALK TO ERNST.

He didn’t need to pay the bills for the telephone, newspapers, the upkeep of his wife Ella’s grave over in the churchyard and his monthly fees for staying at the home until next week.

And Julia was on her way; she’d finally promised to come. He mustn’t forget about that. He hoped Julia would stay on Öland for a while. After all these years she was still full of sorrow, and he wanted to take her away from that.

The last reminder was just as important and also had to do with Julia. Ernst was a stonemason in Stenvik, one of the few people these days who lived there all year round. He and Gerlof and their mutual friend John spoke on the telephone every week. Sometimes they even sat there in the twilight hour telling each other old stories, something Gerlof really appreciated, even though he’d usually heard them already.

But one evening a few months earlier, Ernst had come to Marnäs with a new story: the one about the murder of Gerlof’s grandchild, Jens.

Gerlof wasn’t at all ready to hear the story – he didn’t really want to think about little Jens – but Ernst had sat over there on the bed and insisted on telling his tale.

‘I’ve been giving some thought to how it happened,’ said Ernst quietly.

‘Oh yes,’ said Gerlof, sitting at the desk.

‘I just don’t believe your grandchild went down to the sea and drowned,’ Ernst had said. ‘I think perhaps he went out on to the alvar in the fog. And I think he met a murderer out there.’

‘A murderer?’ said Gerlof. Ernst had fallen silent, his calloused hands folded on his knee.

‘But who?’ Gerlof had asked.

‘Nils Kant,’ said Ernst. ‘I believe it was Nils Kant he met in the fog.’

Gerlof had just stared at him, but Ernst’s gaze was serious.

‘I really believe that’s what happened,’ he said. ‘I believe Nils Kant came home from the sea, from wherever he’d been, and caused even more misery.’

He hadn’t really said any more on that occasion. A short story in the twilight hour, but Gerlof hadn’t been able to forget it. He hoped Ernst would soon come back and tell him more.

Gerlof carried on flicking through the notebook. There were far fewer thoughts noted down than reminders, and soon he’d got to the end.

He closed the book. He couldn’t do much more at the desk, but remained there anyway, watching the swaying birch trees in the darkness. They reminded him a little of sails in a stiff breeze, and from that thought it wasn’t far to the memory of himself standing on deck in autumn winds like these, watching the coast of Öland slipping slowly by, either at close quarters with its rocks and cottages, or as nothing but a dark strip along the horizon – and just as he was picturing the scene, the telephone on the desk suddenly rang.

The sound was shrill and loud in the silent room. Gerlof let it ring once more. He could often sense in advance who was calling; this time he wasn’t sure.

He lifted the receiver after the third ring.

‘Davidsson.’

No one answered.

The line was open, and he could hear the steady hiss of electrons, or whatever it was that whirled around the telephone cables, but the person holding the receiver didn’t say a word.

Gerlof thought he knew what the person wanted anyway.

‘This is Gerlof,’ he said, ‘and I received it. If it’s the sandal you’re calling about.’

He thought he could hear the sound of quiet breathing on the other end.

‘It came in the post a few days ago,’ he said.

Silence.

‘I think it was you who sent it,’ said Gerlof. ‘Why did you do that?’

Only silence.

‘Where did you find it?’

The only thing he could hear was the hissing noise. After pressing the receiver to his ear for some time, Gerlof began to feel as if he were sitting there all alone in the entire universe, listening to the silence of black outer space. Or to the sea.

After thirty seconds, someone gave a deep cough.

Then there was a click. The receiver at the other end had been put down.
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JULIA’S OLDER SISTER, Lena Lundqvist, was clutching the keys firmly and looking at the car, almost exclusively at the car. She glanced briefly at Julia, then looked back at their shared car.

It was a small red Ford. Not new, but still with shiny paintwork and good summer tyres. It was parked on the street next to the driveway of Lena and her husband Richard’s tall brick-built house in Torslanda; they had a big garden, and although there was no sea view, they were still so close to the sea that Julia thought she could smell the tang of the salt water in the air. She heard the sound of shrill laughter from one of the open windows, and realized all the children were home.

‘We’re really not keen on lending it out . . . When did you last drive?’ asked Lena.

She was still holding the car keys in one hand, her arms firmly crossed over her chest.

‘Last summer,’ said Julia, adding a quick reminder: ‘But it is my car . . . at least, half of it is.’

A cold, damp wind swept along the street from the sea. Lena was wearing only a thin cardigan and skirt, but she didn’t ask Julia to come inside where it was warm so they could discuss things further – and even if she had, Julia would never have agreed. Richard was bound to be in there, and she had no desire to see either him or their teenage children.

Richard was some kind of big boss (or a reasonably big boss at any rate) at Volvo. He had his own company car, of course, as did Lena, who was head of a primary school in Hisingen. They were very fortunate.

‘You don’t need it,’ added Julia, her voice steady. ‘You’ve only had it while . . . while I haven’t wanted to drive.’

Lena looked at the car again.

‘Well, yes, but Richard’s daughter is here every other weekend, and she wants—’

‘I’ll pay for all the petrol,’ Julia interrupted her.

She wasn’t afraid of her elder sister – she never had been – and she had made the decision to drive to Öland.

‘Yes, I know you will, it isn’t that,’ said Lena. ‘But it doesn’t feel right, somehow. And then there’s the insurance. Richard says—’

‘I’m only going to drive to Öland in it,’ said Julia. ‘And then back to Gothenburg again.’

Lena looked up at the house; there were lights behind the curtains in almost every room.

‘Gerlof wants me to go,’ Julia went on. ‘I spoke to him yesterday.’

‘But why now?’ said Lena, then went on without waiting for an answer. ‘And where are you going to stay? I mean, you can’t stay with him at the home – there aren’t any guest rooms there, as far as I know. And down in Stenvik we’ve closed up the cottage and the boathouse for the season—’

‘I’ll sort something out,’ said Julia quickly, realizing then that she didn’t actually know where she was going to stay. She hadn’t thought about it. ‘But I can take the car, then?’

She could sense that her sister was on the point of giving in, and wanted a quick answer before Richard came out to help his wife put off lending her the car.

‘Well . . .’ said Lena. ‘All right, you can borrow it then. I just need to get a few things.’

She went over to the car, opened the door and took out some papers, a pair of sunglasses and half a bar of Marabou chocolate.

She walked back to Julia, held out her hand and let go of the keys. Julia took them; then Lena handed her something else.

‘Take this too,’ she said, ‘so we can get hold of you. I’ve just had a new one through work.’

It was a mobile phone, a black one. Perhaps not the smallest model, but small enough.

‘I don’t know how to use these,’ said Julia.

‘It’s easy. There’s a code that you key in first . . . here.’ Lena wrote it down, along with the telephone number, on a piece of paper. ‘When you make a call you just key in the whole number, with the area code, and press this green button. There’s a bit of credit left on it. When that’s gone you’ll have to pay yourself.’

‘OK.’ Julia took the phone. ‘Thanks.’

‘Right . . . Drive carefully,’ said Lena. ‘Love to Dad.’

Julia nodded and walked over to the car. She got in, smelled the fragrance of her sister’s perfume, started the engine and drove off.

It was already dusk. And as she drove through Hisingen, at twenty kilometres below the speed limit, she thought about why she and Lena could never look at each other for more than a few seconds at a time. They’d been close in the past – after all, Lena was the reason why Julia had moved to Gothenburg once upon a time – but now it was just the opposite. And things had been this bad since that Friday several years earlier when Julia had been inside Lena and Richard’s house for what turned out to be the last time, at a small dinner party without the children which had ended with Richard putting his wine glass down, getting up from the table and asking:

‘Do we have to sit here constantly going over this tedious nonsense about things that happened twenty years ago? I’m just wondering. Do we have to?’

He was angry and slightly drunk and his voice was rough – despite the fact that Julia had merely mentioned Jens’s disappearance in passing, simply as the reason why she was feeling the way she was.

Lena’s voice was calm as she looked at Julia then made the comment that had made Julia refuse to accompany her sister to Öland two years later, to help Gerlof move from the cottage in Stenvik to the residential home in Marnäs:

‘He’s never coming back,’ Lena had said. ‘I mean, everybody knows that . . . Jens is dead, Julia. Even you must realize that?’

Standing up and screaming hysterically at Lena across the dinner table hadn’t helped at all, but Julia had done it anyway.

Julia got home, parked the car on the street and went inside to pack. When she had packed clothes for a ten-day stay, a few toiletries and some books (and two bottles of red wine and some tablets), she ate a sandwich and drank some water, instead of wine. Then it was time to go to bed.

But once in bed she lay staring up into the darkness, unable to sleep. She got up and went into the bathroom, took a prescription tablet and went back to bed.

A little boy’s shoe. A sandal.

When she closed her eyes she could see herself as a young mother, putting on Jens’s sandals, and that memory brought with it a black weight that settled on her breast, a heavy uncertainty that made Julia shiver under the covers.

Jens’s little shoe, after more than twenty years without a single trace of him. After all that searching on Öland, all that brooding through those sleepless nights.

The sleeping tablet slowly began to work.

No more darkness now, she thought, half asleep. Help us to find him.

It was a long time before morning came, and it was still dark outside when Julia awoke and got up. She had breakfast, then she washed up, locked the flat and got into the car. She started the engine, switched on the windscreen wipers to clear the leaves, then she was finally on her way out of the street where she lived, on her way out of the city in the sunrise and the morning traffic. The last traffic light turned to green, and she turned eastwards on to the motorway, away from Gothenburg and out into the country.

She drove for the first few miles with the window down, letting the cold morning air blow away all trace of her sister’s perfume from the car.

Jens, I’m coming, she thought. I’m actually coming, and no one can stop me now.

She knew she shouldn’t talk to him, not even silently to herself. It was unbalanced, but she’d been doing it on and off ever since Jens had disappeared.

After Borås the motorway came to an end and the houses grew smaller and more sparse. The dense fir forests of Småland crowded the sides of the road. She could have turned off and headed for an unknown destination, but the tracks into the forest looked so desolate. She carried straight on, heading across the country towards the east coast, and trying to take pleasure in the fact that she was undertaking a longer journey by herself than she had done for many years.

She pulled in at a service station a few miles from the coast to fill up with petrol and to eat a few mouthfuls of a stew that was chewy and sticky and not worth the money, and then she set off again.

Towards the Öland bridge. North of Kalmar the bridge led to the island; it had been built over twenty years earlier, completed and opened the autumn that . . . That day.

She wouldn’t think about it any more, not until she arrived.

The Öland bridge stood tall and firm, spanning the sound, resting on broad concrete pillars, totally unaffected by the sharp gusts of wind that tore at the car. It was wide and completely straight, apart from an arched section close to the mainland which allowed taller ships to pass beneath the road. The arch was a viewing point, and she could see the flat shape of the island. It extended along the horizon, from north to south.

She could see the alvar, the grassy plain that covered large parts of Öland. Dark, low clouds drifted slowly by, like long airships above the landscape.

Both tourists and residents loved to go walking and birdwatching out there, but Julia didn’t like the alvar. It was too big – and there was nowhere to shelter if the vast sky up above came tumbling down.

After the bridge she drove north, towards Borgholm. The road was almost dead straight for several kilometres along the west coast, and she met few cars now the tourist season was over. Julia kept her eyes fixed firmly on the road ahead in order to avoid looking out across the desolate alvar and the great expanse of water on the other side of her, and she tried not to think about a little sandal with a mended strap.

It didn’t mean anything, it didn’t have to mean anything.

The journey up to Borgholm from the bridge took almost half an hour. When she arrived there was just one crossroads with a set of traffic lights, and she decided to turn left, down to the little town by the water.

She stopped at a cake shop at the beginning of Storgatan, thus avoiding the harbour, the square and the church – the church behind which she and her parents had lived when Gerlof had his own cargo boat and wanted to live near the harbour. She had spent her childhood in Borgholm. Julia had no desire to see herself running along the streets around the square like a pale ghost, an eight- or nine-year-old girl with her whole life ahead of her. She didn’t want to meet any young men striding towards her along the street and making her think of Jens. She had enough reminders of that kind in Gothenburg.

The bell above the cake shop door tinkled.

‘Afternoon.’

The girl behind the counter was blonde and pretty, and looked extremely bored. She listened to Julia with a vacant expression as she asked for two cinnamon pastries and a couple of strawberry cream cakes for herself and Gerlof.

This girl could have been her thirty years earlier, but of course Julia had moved away from the island when she was just eighteen, and had lived and worked in both Kalmar and Gothenburg before the age of twenty-two. In Gothenburg she had met Michael and fallen pregnant with Jens after just a few weeks, and much of her restlessness had disappeared and never returned – not even after their separation.

‘There aren’t many people here now,’ she said, as the girl lifted the cakes out of the glass display counter. ‘In the autumn, I mean.’

‘No,’ said the girl, without smiling.

‘Do you like living here?’ said Julia.

The girl shook her head briefly.

‘Sometimes. But there’s nothing to do. Borgholm only comes to life in the summer.’

‘Who says that?’

‘Everybody,’ said the girl. ‘People from Stockholm, anyway.’ She fastened the box of cakes and handed it over. ‘I’m moving to Kalmar soon,’ she said. ‘Will that be all?’

Julia nodded. She could have said that she too had worked in Borgholm as a teenager, in a café down by the harbour, and that she too had been bored, waiting for life to begin. Then all of a sudden she wanted to talk about Jens, about her sorrow and the hope that had made her come back. A little sandal in an envelope.

She said nothing. A fan was humming away; otherwise the cake shop was silent.

‘Are you a tourist?’ the girl asked.

‘Yes . . . no,’ said Julia. ‘I’m going up to Stenvik for a few days. My family has a cottage there.’

‘It’s like Norrland up there now,’ said the girl as she handed Julia her change. ‘Practically all the houses are empty. You don’t see a soul up there, whatever you do.’

It was already half past three in the afternoon when Julia came out of the cake shop and looked along the street. Borgholm was virtually deserted. There were a dozen or so people around, one or two cars keeping to the lowest possible speed on the streets of the town; not much else. The huge ruined castle looked down from the hill above the town, its windows dark, empty holes.

A cold wind was sweeping along the streets as Julia walked back to the car. It was almost eerily silent.

She passed a big noticeboard covered in a patchwork of posters, all stuck on top of one other: American action films at the cinema in Borgholm, rock concerts in the ruined castle, and various evening classes. The posters had faded in the sun, and the corners had been chewed to pieces by the wind.

This was the first time Julia had visited the island as an adult so late in the year. During the low season, when Öland slowed down. She got into the car.

I’m coming now, Jens.

North of the town the dry, grassy plain of the alvar continued on both sides of the road. The road headed slowly inland from the coast, pointing straight into the flat landscape, where round, lichen-covered grey stones had been lifted from the fields and used to build long, low walls. The walls formed a gigantic pattern right across the alvar.

Julia had a slight feeling of agoraphobia out here beneath the vast sky, and longed for a glass of red wine – a longing which grew stronger as she got closer to Stenvik. At home she was trying to stop drinking every day, and she never drank when she was driving, but out here in this desolate place the bottles of wine in her bag seemed like the only interesting company she had. She wanted to lock herself in somewhere and devote all her attention to them until they were empty.

On the way north she met only two vehicles, a bus and a tractor. She drove past yellow signs bearing the names of small villages and estates along the road, names she remembered from all those earlier journeys. She could recite them by heart, like a nursery rhyme. They were places that for years she had only driven past. For her mother and father there had been only Stenvik every summer and the holiday cottage they had built there at the end of the 1940s – many years before the tourists discovered the village. Autumn, winter and spring in Borgholm, but
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