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NOW

NEW YORK, 2017

It’s dusk. Outside the industrial windows, the sun is setting behind the tall buildings. Stubborn rays wedge their way in between the facades; like golden spearheads they penetrate the encroaching darkness. Evening again. Elin hasn’t eaten dinner at home in several weeks. She won’t tonight, either. She turns to look at the building just a few blocks away, where she can see the luxuriant vegetation on her very own roof terrace, the red parasol and the barbecue that’s already been lit. A narrow column of smoke rises towards the sky.

She catches a glimpse of someone, probably Sam or Alice. Or maybe a friend who’s come over to visit. All she can see is a figure moving about purposefully between the plants.

They’re sure to be waiting for her again at home. In vain.

Behind her, people move back and forth across the studio floor. A grey-blue backdrop hangs from a steel fixture, swooping from wall to floor. A chaise longue upholstered in gold brocade has been placed in the centre. On it, a beautiful woman reclines with strands of pearls around her neck. She’s wearing a wide, flowing white tulle skirt that spreads across the floor. Her upper body is glossy with oil, and the chunky pearl necklaces cover her naked breasts. Her lips are red, her skin smoothed to perfection with layers of make-up.

Two assistants are correcting the light: they raise and lower the big lightboxes, click the camera shutter, read the meters, start again. Behind the assistants stands a team of stylists and make-up artists. They carefully observe every detail of the image that’s in the process of being created. They’re dressed in black. Everyone is dressed in black, everyone but Elin. She’s wearing a red dress. Red like blood, red like life. Red like the evening sun outside the window.

Elin is torn from her thoughts as the beautiful woman’s irritation begins to take the form of dissatisfied noises.

‘What’s taking so long? I’m not going to be able to hold this pose much longer. Hey! Can we get started now?’

She sighs and twists her body into a more comfortable position and the necklaces fall to the side and reveal her nipple, which is hard and blue. Two stylists are on the spot immediately, patiently and carefully rearranging the pearls to cover it. Some of the necklaces are stuck down with clear double-sided tape and the woman’s skin rises in goosebumps from the contact. She sighs audibly and rolls her eyes, the only part of her body she’s free to move.

A man in a suit, the woman’s agent, walks over to Elin. He smiles politely, leans towards her and whispers, ‘We’d better get started, she’s getting impatient and it won’t end well.’

Elin shakes her head vaguely and turns her eyes back to the window. She sighs.

‘We can stop now if she wants. I’m sure we have enough pictures already, it’s just a spread this time, not a cover.’

The agent holds up his hands and stares at her hard.

‘No, absolutely not. We’ll do this one too.’

Elin tears herself away from the view of her home and walks towards the camera. Her telephone vibrates in her pocket; she knows who’s trying to reach her but doesn’t respond. Knows the message will just play on her conscience. Knows the people at home are disappointed.

As soon as Elin gets behind the camera a thousand tiny stars light up in the woman’s eyes, her back straightens, her lips pout. Her hair falls back as she lightly shakes her head, and it ripples in the gentle breeze from the fan. She’s a star, and Elin is too. Soon only the two of them exist, they’re absorbed in one another. Elin shoots and instructs, the woman laughs and flirts with her. The team behind them applaud. The rush of creativity pounds through Elin’s veins.

Several hours have passed when Elin finally forces herself to leave the studio and all the new shots requiring her attention on the computer. Her phone is full of missed calls and annoyed texts. From Sam, from Alice. 

When are you going to be here? 

Where are you Mom? 

She scrolls through them but doesn’t read all the words. She hasn’t the strength. She lets the taxis pass her in the vibrant Manhattan night. The asphalt still feels warm from the sun’s heat as she crosses the street. She walks slowly, past beautiful young people who laugh loudly, intoxicated. Sees other people sitting on the street, dirty, vulnerable. It’s a long time since she walked home, even though it’s so close. A long time since she moved beyond the walls of the gym, the studio, her home. The paving stones are uneven beneath her heels and she walks slowly, noting every detail along the way. Her own street, Orchard Street, lies deserted in the night, empty of people, empty of cars. It’s grimy and rough, like all the streets of the Lower East Side. She loves it, the contrast between outside and inside, between shabbiness and luxury. She takes a step into the lobby, passes the slumbering doorman unnoticed, and presses the button for the lift. But when the doors open she hesitates and turns around. She wants to stay out, to linger in the pulsating night. The others have probably gone to sleep anyway.

She unlocks her mailbox and takes the stack of letters with her to the restaurant a few doors down, the local she often goes to after late shoots. Once there, she orders a glass of 1982 Bordeaux. The waiter shakes his head.

‘1982, we don’t serve that by the glass. We only have a few bottles. That shit’s exclusive. A good year.’

Elin shifts uncomfortably.

‘Depends how you look at it. But I’m happy to pay for a bottle. Give me the wine, thanks – I’m worth it. It’s got to be the 1982.’

‘All right, you’re worth it.’ The waiter rolls his eyes. ‘We’re closing soon, by the way.’

Elin nods.

‘Don’t worry, I drink fast.’

She fingers the letters, laying the envelopes aside unopened until she finds one that catches her attention. The postmark is from Visby, the stamp Swedish. Her name has been written by hand in capitals, carefully spelled out in blue ink. She opens it and unfolds the sheet of paper within. It’s some kind of star chart and on it her name is printed, in large, ornate type. She holds her breath, reading the words above it in Swedish.

On this day, a star was named Elin.

She reads the line again and again in the unfamiliar language. A long string of coordinates denotes its precise whereabouts in the heavens.

A star someone has bought for her. Her very own star, which now bears her name. It must be from … can it really be … him who sent it? She puts the brakes on her own thoughts, doesn’t even want to pronounce the name to herself. But she can picture his face clearly, his smile too.

Her heart is hammering in her chest. She pushes the chart away. Stares at it. Then she gets up and runs out into the street to look up at the sky, but can only see a dark blue, featureless mass above the buildings. It’s never truly dark in New York, never enough to see the meandering muddle of the stars. The tall buildings of Manhattan almost touch the sky, but down on the streets it just feels distant. She goes in again. The waiter is standing by her seat, waiting, wine bottle in hand. He pours a splash into her glass and she downs it without noticing how it tastes. She indicates that he should refill it with an impatient wave of the hand, and takes two more large gulps. Then she picks up the star chart again and turns the shiny paper this way and that. In the bottom corner, against the dark background, someone has written in gold marker pen:

I saw your picture in a magazine. You look just the same. Long time no see. Get in touch!

F

And underneath, an address. Elin feels her stomach cramp when she sees the place of origin. She can’t stop looking at it, her eyes filled with tears. She follows the contours of the letter F with her index finger and mouths his name. Fredrik.

Her mouth feels dry. She reaches for the wine glass and empties it. Then she calls the waiter over, loudly.

‘Hello! Can I get a large glass of milk? I’m so thirsty, suddenly.’




THEN

HEIVIDE, GOTLAND, SWEDEN, 1979

‘One cup each. And no squabbling now.’

Small hands gripped the red and white milk carton that Elin had just placed on the pine table. Two pairs of children’s hands with dirt under their fingernails. Elin tried to take the carton away from them, but the brothers barged her out of the way with sharp elbows. They were both talking at once.

‘Me first.’

‘You’re taking too much.’

‘Give it to me!’

A stern voice rose over the quarrel.

‘No squabbling, I can’t take any more. Oldest first, you know the rules. One cup each. Listen to Elin!’

Marianne was still turned away from them, bent over the sink.

‘See? Listen to Mama now.’ Elin pushed Erik and Edvin aside roughly. The boys fell off the kitchen bench without letting go of the milk carton. Silence filled the room as they took a brown china plate along with them. As though the air had suddenly become thick and time stood still. The crash and the splash that followed as the whole mess landed on the floor drew forth a roar.

Then silence and wide eyes.

A white pool of milk spread slowly across the lino, it dripped from the table and white rivulets made their way down the rough table legs. And then another roar. The rage in that cry sliced through the room.

‘You fucking brats. Out! Out of my kitchen!’

Elin and her brothers took off without hesitating, running out through the door and cutting across the yard, chased by the curses that continued to fill every corner of the kitchen. They curled up close together to hide behind a heap of junk by the wall of the barn.

‘Elin, will we get no food now?’ her younger brother whispered in a voice that barely carried.

‘She’ll calm down soon, Edvin, you know that. Don’t worry. It was my fault the plate broke.’ Elin stroked his hair tenderly, held him tight and rocked him.

After a while she let go of her brothers, stood up and walked tentatively back to the house. Inside she could see her mother’s hunched form picking the dirty pieces of china up off the floor, saw her taking each one between her thumb and forefinger as a pile of fragments slowly grew in her other hand.

The kitchen door was ajar, and it creaked loudly in the strong wind. A few raindrops fell from the gutter. Plop, plop. Elin listened carefully. The house was silent. Marianne stayed crouched, head hanging, even when all the pieces had been picked up. Sunny was nosing around on the floor in front of her, licking up the spilt milk. She paid no attention to the dog.

Elin was steeling herself to go in when suddenly, the bent figure straightened. Elin’s heart leapt in her chest and she turned and ran back to her brothers. Quick across the gravel, followed by more shouting. She crouched behind the junk heap. Marianne rushed over to the door and threw out the shards, sharp projectiles.

‘Stay out there, wherever you are, I don’t want to see you any more! You hear me? I don’t want to see you any more!’

When there were no pieces of china left, Marianne turned around and around, looking for the children. Elin curled up in a ball, putting her arm around her brothers and letting them burrow their heads into her. They were afraid to even breathe, listening carefully for the slightest movement.

‘There’ll be no more food this month. You hear that? No food. Fucking brats! Filthy fucking brats!’

Her arms whirled around, even though there were no more shards to throw. Elin watched her forlornly through gaps in the rubbish heap. Old furniture, planks, pallets, and other things that should have been thrown away a long time ago, but had piled up instead. In the end, Marianne turned and went back into the house, her hand to her chest as though her heart was contracting inside. Through the kitchen window Elin could see her rummaging impatiently in her handbag and the kitchen drawers until she found what she was looking for. A cigarette. She lit it, inhaled deeply and blew smoke rings up towards the ceiling. Perfect round rings that turned to ovals and then dissipated into a haze and vanished. When only the butt remained, she’d throw it into the sink and it would all be over.

The siblings stayed where they were a while, close together, Edvin with his head bent. He dragged a stick across the ground, drawing lines and circles, as Elin sat still with her eyes fixed on the house. When Marianne finally, after a long, silent pause, opened the dirty kitchen window, Elin stepped out and met her gaze. She smiled cautiously and lifted her hand in greeting. Marianne smiled weakly in response, but with her mouth closed and tense.

Everything was back to normal. It was over now.

On the windowsill there were two dry primulas with wrinkled little flowers. Marianne pinched out a few of the most shrivelled ones and threw the rubbish out into the flowerbed.

‘You can come in again. Sorry. I just got a bit angry,’ she called. Then she turned her back to them again. Elin saw her sit down at the kitchen table. She crouched down and played with a few pebbles on the ground, throwing them into the air and catching them on the back of her hand. One stone stayed there a while, but then rolled down and fell with the others to the floor.

‘You’re not going to have any children,’ Edvin teased.

Elin glared at him.

‘Shut it.’

‘You might have one – one of them stayed a little while,’ Erik comforted her.

‘Oh please, do you really believe a handful of stones can predict the future?’

Elin sighed and walked towards the house. Halfway she stopped and waved at her brothers.

‘Come on you two, let’s eat now, I’m hungry.’

When they came back into the kitchen, Marianne was sitting at the kitchen window, deep in thought. She held a cigarette in her hand, the loose ash hanging, waiting to be flicked off. The ashtray on the table was full, butt after butt crushed down into the sand at the bottom. Marianne’s face was pale, her eyes stared emptily. She didn’t even react when the children took their seats on the kitchen bench.

Elin, Erik, and Edvin ate in silence. Baloney, two thick slices each, and cold macaroni stuck together in big clumps. A huge dollop of ketchup helped separate them. Their glasses were empty, so Elin got up to fetch water. Marianne followed her with her eyes as she filled three glasses and set them on the table.

‘Are you going to be good now?’ Her voice sounded thick, as though she’d just woken up.

Elin sighed as the brothers jostled for space on the bench behind her.

‘We spilled it by accident, Mama, we didn’t mean to.’

‘Are you answering back to me?’

She shook her head.

‘No, I’m not, but …’

‘Quiet. Just be quiet. Not another word. Eat your food.’

‘Sorry, Mama, it wasn’t on purpose. We just spilled a bit, it was my fault the plate broke. Don’t be angry at Erik and Edvin.’

‘You’re always fighting, do you have to fight? All the time. I can’t take it any more.’ Marianne groaned loudly.

‘We don’t need any milk today. Water’s fine.’

‘I’m so horribly tired.’

‘Sorry, Mama. We’re sorry. Right Erik? Right Edvin?’

The brothers nodded. Marianne leaned over the pot, scraped a little, and put a spoonful of pasta in her mouth.

‘Do you want a plate, Mama?’ Elin got up and walked towards the cupboard but Marianne stopped her.

‘There’s no need, you eat. Just promise me you’ll stop fighting. You’ll have to drink water the rest of the month, we don’t have any more money.’

Erik and Edvin pushed the food around their plates, their forks screeching against the brown glaze.

‘Eat properly.’

‘But, Mama, they have to stir their food. The macaroni’s cold and sticky.’

‘It wouldn’t be if you hadn’t been fighting. Eat properly, I said.’

Edvin stopped eating, Erik hung his head and impaled pieces of pasta carefully and quietly with his fork. One on each spike.

‘Why do you have to be so angry?’ Erik whispered, turning his eyes to Marianne.

‘I want you to be able to eat with the king. You hear? Any child of mine should be well-behaved enough to eat with the king any day.’

‘Mama, stop. That was just something Papa said when he was drunk. We’ll never get to eat with the king. How would it even happen?’ Elin sighed and looked away.

Marianne grabbed Elin’s cutlery and threw it hard onto the table so it bounced and fell on the floor.

‘I can’t take it. I can’t take any more. You hear?’

Marianne took Elin’s plate and carried it over to the sink. She banged the pots and pans loudly as she washed up. She only got this angry when she was hungry, Elin knew that. She stopped her brothers when they reached out to get more pasta.

‘We’re finished, Mama, there’s some left for you.’

Elin glanced at her brothers sitting there at the table in despondent silence with their plates scraped clean in front of them. Edvin with thick blond curls that still hadn’t been cut, even though he was seven now and had just started school. They cascaded down over his ears and the back of his neck, like a waterfall of gold. And Erik, only a year older, but so much bigger, so much more mature. His hair had never even had a suggestion of a curl. Marianne shaved it regularly with a trimmer and the bare scalp emphasised his ears that stuck out.

‘We’re full now.’ Elin looked at them imploringly. They nodded reluctantly and slipped down onto the floor.

‘May we get down from the table?’

Elin nodded. The brothers vanished upstairs. She stayed where she was and listened to the clattering of dishes, watching the bent back leaning over the too-low sink. Suddenly the movements stopped.

‘We have it good, right? In spite of everything?’

Elin didn’t reply. Marianne didn’t turn around. Their eyes didn’t meet. The clattering resumed.

‘What would I do without you? Without your brothers? You’re my three aces.’

‘You’d be a bit less angry, maybe?’

Marianne turned around. The sun was shining in through the kitchen window, catching the grime on the lenses of her glasses. She met Elin’s gaze, swallowed hard and then walked over to the pan and scooped cold macaroni into her mouth.

‘Are you all full? Are you sure?’

Marianne squeezed her way in beside Elin on the kitchen bench and stroked her hand gently over Elin’s head.

‘You help me so much, I could never manage without you.’

‘Do we really not have any money? Not even for milk? You buy cigarettes.’ Elin mumbled the last few words with her eyes on the table.

‘No. Not this month. My cigarettes will be gone soon, I can’t afford to buy any more. I got the car fixed, we need it. You’ll have to eat what we’ve got in the larder, there are a few tins in there. And there’s water in the tap, drink that if you’re hungry.’

‘Ring Grandma, then. Ask for help.’ Elin looked at her pleadingly.

‘Not in a million years.’ She shook her head. ‘What help could she offer? They’re as poor as us. I’m not going to complain.’

Elin stood up and dug down into the pocket of her skintight jeans. She pulled out two bottle tops, a yellow pencil stump, two dirty one krona coins and two fifty öre coins.

‘I have this.’ She piled them up one by one in front of Marianne.

‘That will buy us a litre. Go down to the shop tomorrow if you want. Thank you. You’ll get four krona in return once I have the money. I promise.’

Elin sneaked out of the house into the cool dusk. Marianne stayed at the kitchen table, a fresh cigarette in her hand.

Elin counted the drops that fell from the drainpipe. They filtered slowly through the pine needles that were clogging it up. There was a muted plop as they landed in the blue plastic barrel Marianne had dragged home from some neighbouring farm. It had contained a pesticide called Resistance. Resistance. Elin liked that word and what it stood for. She wished there was a little Resistance left in it that she could borrow when necessary. She cast an invisible spell on the barrel, hissing:

‘Resist now. Come on, resist it all. All the bad stuff.’

There, behind the corner of the house, she had her secret place. At the back where no one was interested in going, where the junipers grew right up against the house and where the pine needles were sharp against her feet when she went barefoot. She’d hidden there for half her life now, since she was five years old. When she needed to be left alone. Or when someone was angry with her. When Papa was slurring. When Mama was crying.

She’d made a chair with some branches from the forest and it was always there waiting for her, leaning against the wall. There, she could sit and think; she could hear her thoughts so much better when she was alone. The plastic roof and guttering sheltered her head from the rain, but only if she sat close to the wall. She tilted her head back, closed her eyes and let the drops soak into her worn jeans. They grew speckled with dark spots and the chill spread across her thighs like a blanket of ice. She stayed like that, her legs out in the ever-heavier downpour, letting them get wetter and wetter, colder and colder. The drops falling into the barrel pattered faster and faster. She focused on the sound, counting and keeping the figures in order. It was harder at school. The sounds were never pure there, not like here. At school there were always other noises to disturb her: shouts, talking, rustling, bodily noises. Elin’s brain registered it all, heard it all. The figures in her head merged into one, she lost the thread and couldn’t concentrate. She’s hopeless, she’d heard Miss say to Marianne at parents’ evening. Hopeless at mathematics. Hopeless at writing neatly so Miss could read what she’d written. Hopeless at most things. And what’s more, the daughter of a criminal. They talked about it, all the children in the school, and the teachers too, when they thought she couldn’t hear. They whispered as she passed. She didn’t even know what the word meant.

The only one who always defended her was Fredrik. He was the strongest, smartest boy in school. He’d take her by the arm and pull her along with him, telling off the others for being mean. Once she’d asked him what that word meant, but he’d just laughed and told her to think about something else instead. Something that made her happy.

She thought it must have something to do with them coming to take him away, the police, and him not living at home any more. She missed him every day. He never thought she was hopeless, he didn’t see the point of being good at school. She used to help him in the workshop, and she was always good at that. He said so anyway.

But now she probably wouldn’t get to help him any more. Ever.

It felt good to sit behind the house. There, where the only thing you could hear was the muted drip-drop of the rain on the water in the barrel and the murmur of the wind as it rummaged about in the tops of the pines. There, where she could hear her own thoughts.

She needed the time. The silent time. To think. To understand. Mostly she thought about how things must be in jail, where Papa lived. She thought about how sounds must sound there. If he was completely alone with his thoughts behind the bars that protected the world from him. If there were bars, or just normal doors. Maybe they were impermeable, made of thick iron. The kind that no bombs in the whole world could break down. Doors that stood firm even when the world around them was collapsing.

She wondered how it felt when Papa got angry and punched the door with his fists. If it hurt, if it got holes in it, like at home.

Sunday was visiting day, she’d read that in a letter Marianne had been sent. So every Sunday she waited for them to take the trip to the boat. For it to take them to the mainland, and the prison there on the other side of the sea. For the guards to take out their great big rattling bunches of keys and unlock the heavy metal door and let Papa out into the open. So she could run into his arms and feel the warmth of his big hands as he stroked her back and whispered Hello there, Number One with a voice that was gravelly from too many cigarettes.

She waited in vain.

They never went. Marianne had had enough, that’s what she told anyone who asked. She said she didn’t miss him, not in the slightest. One time, when a neighbour asked, she even said it would be good if he was left to rot there in jail so she wouldn’t have to see him again. That filled Elin’s head with terrible images, ones that refused to go away. She saw his body grow green with mould, slowly decomposing into a pool on a cold grey concrete floor.

It was lucky she had her magic place. She’d sit there, day after day, in the company of the drips, the wind, the sun, the clouds, the trees, and the ants that bit her feet. She often wondered what he’d done that was so awful they had to lock him up. If he actually was a bad person.

Drip, drop, drip, drop. Four hundred and seven, four hundred and eight, four hundred and nine. She counted and thought. Time slowed down a little. Maybe that’s how it was for Papa, there in jail. She wondered what he did with all that time. If he too was counting the drops falling from the roof.
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NEW YORK, 2017

The cold, white liquid feels harsh in combination with the wine she drank before. She clicks her tongue against her palate. The inside of her mouth is coated with a sticky layer. The restaurant’s milk is so fatty, so different. Not at all like the fresh milk she remembers and longs for. She pushes the half-full tumbler to one side and takes hold of the base of the wine glass, sliding it towards herself without picking it up. In front of her lies the envelope, with the star chart folded back inside. She runs her palm over it and the hand-written address.

Inhales. Exhales.

He’s there in the lines of the pen, his fingers have formed the letters that make up her name. He hasn’t forgotten her. She breathes more and more rapidly. Her heart beats within the red dress. She’s suddenly cold, goosebumps puckering on her skin.

‘We’re closing soon.’ The waiter’s there again, demanding her attention. He nods to the bottle, which is still more than half full.

‘Come on. This is New York. And you know me. Let me sit here a while, I don’t want to go home yet,’ she mumbles. She downs the contents of her glass in two great gulps and fills it again. The hand holding the bottle shakes and she spills a few red drops on the white paper table cloth. The liquid spreads, soaks in. She follows the pattern with her eyes.

‘Tough day at work, I’m guessing?’ The waiter sniggers quietly and clears plates from the next table.

She nods and turns the envelope over, and is faced with the name she hasn’t spoken for so many years, hardly even in her thoughts. Fredrik Grinde. Fredrik. She says the name again and again, feels her bottom lip move against her teeth.

‘OK, you can stay while I close up if you want. I’m not going to throw you out. But just because it’s you.’

The waiter disappears behind the bar. He changes the music. A solitary saxophone is accompanied by the clattering of dishes from the kitchen. The ceiling lights are switched on and the restaurant fills with glaring light. Elin hides her face in her hands. A tear falls to the table and lands on the red stain, which spreads even further.

Her phone vibrates against her leg and she pulls it out of the pocket of her dress. Yet another message. It’s from Sam, just two words.

Good night.

They promised each other that when they got married: that they would always say good night, would never go to sleep without making up. She’s broken that promise many times. Never him. It’s never him that lets her down, it’s always her. It’s always her job eating up all the time.

She breaks the promise this time too. It would be so easy to reply. Night night. And yet she doesn’t. She swipes his words away and goes instead to the search engine, occupied with thoughts of another. She types in Fredrik’s first name, almost expects to find his freckly face and his smile, just as she remembers it. But the screen just fills with other suit-clad men who share his name.

She smiles at her own foolishness, but still doesn’t dare to search for his full name. She searches for other things instead, calls forth pictures of the place she once left. Where she had a friend who would be hers forever. Fredrik, where have you been all these years? She holds the chart to her chest.

The waiter is standing at her table again. He lifts the bottle and looks at it. Then he holds it out to her.

‘It’s not really allowed,’ he says. ‘But take it home with you if you want. This is too expensive to throw away. You have to go now.’

Elin shakes her head, stands and backs away from him. Then she turns around and walks towards the door.

‘Hey, hello, you have to pay before leaving!’ He grabs her by the arm and pulls her back. She nods eagerly.

‘Sorry, I …’

She digs in her bag for her card.

‘Are you OK, has something happened? Is Sam OK?’

‘Yeah, I think so. It’s just … a little complicated. I probably just need some sleep.’

The waiter nods and laughs out loud.

‘We all do. Even here. Get yourself home now, tomorrow’s a new day. The sun will come out tomorrow, so you gotta hang on ’til tomorrow.’ He sings the last sentence.

Elin gives a strained smile and nods. She goes out onto the street but stops in the doorway, arrested by all the thoughts spinning in her head. She gets her phone out again. Writes a few words into the search engine, fingers trembling, presses Enter quickly.

Statute of limitations homicide Sweden.




THEN

HEIVIDE, GOTLAND, 1979

‘She was here yesterday too.’

Gerd, the cashier at the shop, got up when she saw Marianne and Elin come in through the glass door. Elin stiffened and stopped in the doorway, but Marianne carried on in.

‘Yes, and? I sent her, it’s hardly the first time she’s run in here on her own,’ Marianne muttered, taking a basket from the stack.

Gerd went over to Elin and gripped her shoulders gently.

‘Are you going to tell her or should I?’ she whispered right by her ear, with breath that smelled of coffee.

Elin shook her head and looked at her pleadingly, but Gerd ignored her.

‘Missy here tried to steal a litre of milk.’

‘Elin! She would never try to steal anything, she had money with her to pay for it.’

‘Well, yes, she paid for one litre. But not for the one she had hidden under her jumper.’

Elin saw Marianne’s jaw clench. She walked around the shop, choosing the products she put into the basket carefully. You could see from her lips that she was calculating the cost in her head. They moved with every sum added. Elin was still held tight in Gerd’s arms. Gerd was soft and warm and breathed heavy, slow breaths. She smelled of hairspray, and her grey curls lay in a perfectly undulating mass across her head. They both followed Marianne with their eyes. In the end she came back and set the basket on the floor. In it lay a packet of macaroni, bread, carrots and onions.

‘You brat,’ she hissed, locking eyes with Elin. ‘We may be poor, but we don’t steal. And that’s that.’

‘How are things with you folks? Is it tough now you’re on your own? Do you have money for food?’ Gerd stroked Elin’s long hair.

Marianne turned her face away.

‘She was just making mischief. Right, Elin? A good hiding’s what you need. And that’s what you’ll get.’

Elin nodded and looked awkwardly at the floor. The two women talked over her head.

‘Are you looking after the girl properly? So she doesn’t turn out like him?’

‘Like him? What do you mean?’

‘Well, a criminal. It can be passed down.’

‘Elin’s not a criminal. What are you talking about? She made a mistake, but don’t worry, she’s not a criminal.’

Gerd entered Marianne’s shopping into the cash register in silence. Marianne followed the rising total with her eyes and fingered the coins in her little purse. She took the bread away, embarrassed.

‘I just remembered, we have bread at home that needs eating first. You can take that out.’

‘If you say so,’ Gerd said with a smile, correcting the amount in the till. Marianne held out a heap of coins.

‘If it happens again, if Elin does something stupid, be sure to ring me straight away. Just so I know.’

‘Yes, I should have rung. It slipped my mind, that’s all. It was just a pint of milk. But of course, she shouldn’t be stealing.’

Elin gathered up the shopping and stuffed it into the cloth bag. She hung her head. Gerd held out a lollipop for her, she hesitated until she saw Marianne nod.

‘How’s the love life, by the way? I suppose you’re trying to find someone new now you’re rid of Lasse? It can’t be healthy to live alone.’

‘Find someone? Where would I be looking?’

‘Someone will turn up, you’ll see. Otherwise I guess you’ll have to take Lasse back, when he gets out again.’

‘Take him back? What? But he’s not …’ Marianne stopped short and nodded towards the door. ‘Elin, you go ahead, I’ll be out in a minute.’

Elin went out through the door. As it swung shut she heard the women go on talking, whispering heatedly.

‘He’s not all there, he’s just a vile thief who frightens the life out of people. He almost killed her and that’s why he’s in jail. If you ask me he should stay there.’ Marianne sounded furious.

‘Yes, you’re right. He must have been drunk, men do such stupid things when they’ve been drinking.’ Gerd was trying to calm her down.

‘You mark my words, we’re better off now without someone staggering around, scaring us silly.’

The door rattled as it swung shut behind Elin and their voices fell silent. She sat on the upstairs doorstep of the house, the ground floor of which housed the grocery store. Some of the mortar had come away to expose the red clinker slabs beneath, just like the ones on the floor of the cold store. She picked at it, pulling off small pieces and throwing them towards a puddle in the road. Beyond the puddles lay the fields and the forest, and beyond them the largest farm in the area. The people there were so rich they had an indoor pool in one of the wings of their house.

A few wisps of fog swept across the field closest to her. The combine harvester had left straw stubble where just a week earlier beautifully swaying rye had grown. It almost looked as though some tiny clouds had toppled down from the grey sky. The sunlight still managed to force its way through, making the vegetation shimmer before her eyes. She concentrated on the beauty of the scene.

Footsteps approached from behind her, making her heart race, and she heard the floor creak in spite of the closed door. She ran quickly down the stairs and disappeared around the corner of the building. From there she saw Marianne come out and walk towards the main road and their home. She had the half-full cloth bag over her shoulder, and her gaze was fixed on the ground in front of her.

Gerd was crouched in front of the bread rack when Elin came back into the shop. She was stacking wrapped loaves on top of one another, and dropped a whole pile as the door tinkled. She smiled when she turned around and saw who it was.

‘Hello, little one. What are you doing back here? Did Mama get terribly cross with you? Sorry. She didn’t hit you like she said, did she? I had to tell her, you understand that, right?’

Elin shrugged. The lollipop stick stuck up out of her jeans pocket, and she took it out and pulled off the cellophane. Then she sat down on the floor beside Gerd with the lolly in her mouth. She passed packs of bread to her and Gerd put them in the right place.

‘How lovely to have a little helper today, just when I needed one. Now there’s rye bread for the Grindes and Skogaholm loaf for the Lindkvists and the Petterssons.’

‘How do you know who buys what?’

Gerd chuckled.

‘I know quite a lot. Syrup loaf was your papa’s favourite. And maybe yours too? Am I right?’

Elin nodded, Gerd held a loaf out for her.

‘Take this one home, it’s the expiry date today. I always take loaves home and freeze them on the expiry date. They stay fresh then. I can give you bread every week, if you’re having a hard time.’

‘But Mama will think I’ve taken it.’

Gerd stroked her cheek.

‘Not if I tell her it’s bread we’ll throw away otherwise. You can freeze it in bags of four slices each, and take them out when you need them.’

Elin hugged the loaf tightly under her chin. Inhaled the faint scent of bread in one deep breath.

‘I understand that it’s tough at the moment, now that Papa’s gone. He’ll be home again soon, you’ll see,’ Gerd went on.

‘Mama says he’ll never cross our doorstep again.’ Elin pressed her lips together sadly.

‘Is that what she says? Well, perhaps that’s the way it’s going to be. But I’m sure he’ll have his own doorstep. And you can cross it.’

Elin nodded.

‘Do you want to talk about it a little?’

She shook her head. Gerd gave her a hug, and didn’t let go until Elin wriggled free.

‘They say Papa’s a murderer and that he’ll never come back,’ she said quietly.

‘Who does?’

‘At school. They say they’ve locked him up and thrown away the key. That he’s a criminial or whatever you call it.’

Gerd shook her head and laid a hand on her cheek. It felt warm and rough.

‘And what do you think?’ she asked.

Elin shrugged. The lollipop was almost gone. She took it out of her mouth.

‘What did he do that was so awful? Why won’t anyone tell me?’

‘Well, he didn’t kill anyone, you can be sure of that.’

Gerd laughed and looked over at the door. A blue Volvo slammed on the brakes just outside the door and out stepped a tall man with a red checked shirt and a cowboy hat. He took the stairs in two great leaps and jerked the door open.

Elin leaned towards Gerd and whispered.

‘Is it true they eat steak every Saturday at the Grinde’s place?’

‘You’ll have to ask Micke about that. Or Fredrik.’

Elin shook her head.

‘No, don’t say anything, it was just something someone said. It can’t be true.’

‘You shouldn’t listen to what people say so much. Let that be today’s lesson.’

Gerd lit up when Micke strode through the door. She followed him around the aisles, talking incessantly. Elin stayed where she was and played with the bags of bread. When he got there, she passed him a loaf of rye bread.

‘Hello, kiddo. How do you know what I want?’

He sat on his haunches alongside her with his arm leaning against the shelf. There was a large, dark, sour-smelling sweat patch under his arm. Elin looked up at Gerd.

‘She’s good at guessing, this little one,’ Gerd laughed.

‘You can say that again.’

He stuck his hand in his pocket and pulled out a five-krona piece. He fiddled with it and then threw it up in the air. Elin saw it spin around and glimmer in the strip-lights’ glow. It fell towards her and she stretched out her hand to catch it.

‘You take it, buy something nice just for you.’

Micke turned his back on her, grinned at Gerd, and walked over to the cash register with his basket full of shopping. Gerd showered him in appreciation and listened carefully as he talked. Elin stayed where she was until she heard him leave the shop and climb into the blue Volvo. When the engine started she went back to the milk section and took out a red carton. She took it up to Gerd and put it on the counter.

‘I’d like to buy this. Can you write a note and tell Mama I haven’t stolen it? And about the bread?’
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The lift creaks as it makes its way up through the building, as though the cables holding it are close to breaking. The mirrors show every part of her body, she sees her own image everywhere. She draws her hand across a small callus on her back which can be made out through her dress, just above her waist. It appeared after she turned forty and refuses to go away. She bends forward and studies her face, searching for the beauty that used to be there, but she can only see dark shadows under her eyes and lines carving the skin of her cheeks. The lift doors open and before her lies the bright white floor that signifies home. Elin takes a step inside and turns up the lights. On the sofa sits Sam, reclining with his hands folded in his lap. His eyes are closed, his face relaxed. The corners of his mouth point upwards slightly, even when he sleeps. He always looks happy, joyful somehow. That was what she fell for. The happiness, the confidence.

She sneaks past him with the heap of letters in her arms. Patters over to the desk and lays the letter from Sweden in the top drawer, the others in a pile on the tabletop. Then she sneaks back and curls up beside him. He groans slightly, as though he’s just woken up.

‘Sorry. It took a long time,’ she whispers, kissing him on the cheek. He jumps, as though the kiss is electric.

‘Where have you been? What’s the time?’ he mumbles.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You smell of wine. You missed dinner with my parents. They’re probably starting to wonder what you’re up to.’

Elin shrugs.

‘I just had a glass, on the way home from the studio. I was on my own. The shoot took ages, the sitter was terrible. Egocentric actors, you’ve no idea.’

She sighs deeply and leans her head against the back of the sofa, puts her feet up on the coffee table.

‘You almost caught them. They just left.’

‘Who?’

‘Aren’t you listening? My parents. Don’t you remember? We invited them for dinner to celebrate Alice and her dancing, her getting into the school. We even talked about it in therapy, that it was important to us.’

Elin holds her hand up to her mouth as she suddenly remembers.

‘Sorry,’ she whispers.

‘You always say that. But do you ever mean it?’ Sam shakes his head, concerned. Sighs.

‘I do mean it. Sorry. I forgot. There’s so much going on right now, you know how it is. The team, I can’t just leave … everything depends on me. Without me there are no pictures. It’s not like a normal job.’

Sam flinches away from her touch, he stands up and walks with shuffling steps towards the bedroom.

‘I was waiting for you to say good night. At least. For you to talk to me, think about me.’ Sam shakes his phone at her.

‘Sorry. I’m here now. I rushed home as soon as you texted, I wanted to say goodnight here. Is Alice still around? Is she staying here tonight? Please tell me she is.’

Sam stops, but doesn’t turn around.

‘She left at about nine, said she had a class early tomorrow. But I think she was disappointed, you should probably ring her’.

Elin doesn’t reply. She’s already halfway out onto the roof terrace. She sinks down into a chair and kicks her shoes off, pulls out her phone and writes a message to Alice.

Sorry, sweetheart, I was late home from work. Sorry.

She looks at the words she’s just sent. Types a few red hearts, sends them too, and then puts the telephone upside-down on the chair beside her.

The wood under the soles of her feet feels warm. There’s still smoke rising from the wood oven Sam insisted on building when they moved in. She shudders when she sees the smoke, gets up and pulls the hatches across so they are tightly closed, smothering the embers inside.

‘What’s this?’

Sam comes out to her. In his hand he’s holding the star chart, which he waves in her face.

‘I thought you were sleeping when I came in?’

‘What does it say? What language is it?’

‘I don’t know.’ Elin shrugs a little.

‘You don’t know, but you hid it?’

Sam’s face is pinched, disbelieving. Elin swallows with difficulty.

‘I wasn’t hiding it, I just put it in there.’

‘And you have no idea who sent it?’ Sam sighs heavily.

‘I really don’t know, I promise. It must be some crazy admirer. A fan. I don’t even know what language it is. Do you?’

Sam takes a step closer to the terrace railing and holds the chart out over the edge.

‘And yet you hid it? I don’t believe you. Tell me who sent it!’

Elin shakes her head.

‘I don’t know.’

‘So it won’t matter if I drop it?’

Sam locks eyes with her. They look at each other. When she doesn’t answer, he drops the chart and lets the wind sweep it away. Elin stretches out her hand after it, but it moves too quickly. She sees it disappear down towards the street, follows it with her eyes, her hands gripping the terrace railing. The paper sways, twists, like a raft on stormy seas. They watch it fall, until it disappears from view. Then Sam turns to her.

‘So it doesn’t mean anything?’

She tries to stay calm. Sam doesn’t give in.

‘I can see you’re upset.’

Elin shakes her head and holds her arms out to him.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please, I’ve had a long day and I have to sleep now. I have to get up early tomorrow as well.’

Sam backs away, pushes her hands away.

‘It’s Saturday.’

‘Please.’

‘That word would have suited me better.’

‘What do you mean?’

Sam doesn’t reply. He turns his back on her and disappears into the bedroom. His steps pound the floor.

Elin doesn’t follow him, but sneaks into the hall and takes the lift down. She’s barefoot and the asphalt scratches the soles of her feet as she runs up and down the street looking for the chart. She can’t see it anywhere. Maybe it got stuck on a balcony on the way down? She searches in all the corners and doorways, in vain.

She cranes her neck up at the building, looking for the exact place he dropped it from and tracking its possible path with her eyes. Maybe it’s blown round the corner, into another street? She runs towards Broome Street. As she comes round the corner, she almost runs into an old woman. Her hair is grey and greasy, she’s wearing a baggy green tracksuit with large stains on the front. In one hand she’s holding the star chart, in the other a rolled-up blanket, held together with a leather belt. Elin tries to take the chart from her, but the woman hisses at her, bares her teeth, high on something that isn’t alcohol. Elin recoils.

‘That’s mine, please can I have it, I dropped it.’

The woman shakes her head. Elin rummages for money in her pockets, but they’re empty. She holds out her empty hands.

‘Please. It’s from a person who means a lot. I don’t have any money to give you, I can go and get some if you wait. But please give it to me,’ she pleads, helplessly.

The woman shakes her head and presses the paper against her chest. A corner is crushed against her body. Elin shakes her head.

‘Please be careful with it. It’s from someone I … someone who means very much to me. Please.’

The woman looks at her with a sorrowful expression, she nods.

‘I see, I understand, I understand. Love, love, love,’ she mutters, dropping the paper so it drifts down onto the ground at Elin’s bare feet.
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