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Chapter One

‘How is Rob’s stupid sister?’ The voice was deep with the slightest Swedish accent.

Hannah, who’d been gazing at towering boxes of new stock, swung around to see a tall, angular man standing in the middle of her shop, Hannah Anna Butik. His black coat was speckled white from the sleety afternoon that was Stockholm in wintry October, hood tossed back, dark blond hair messy and his eyes denim blue.

She stared. ‘Nico?’ Then he smiled and doubt fled. ‘Nico Pettersson!’ Their teen years in Cambridgeshire might be nearly two decades ago but that lopsided smile and his amusement at her and Rob referring to each other affectionately as ‘bonkers brother’ and ‘stupid sister’ hadn’t changed. Unsure whether to offer him a handshake or a hug, she settled for a beaming smile. ‘Wow, this is a nice surprise. Fancy you walking in!’

Safe from the steely chill outdoors, Nico unbuttoned his coat and pulled off his scarf. ‘You’re the only girl I’ve known called Hannah Anna. What’s the English term for those words?’

‘Palindrome.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Wacky Mum – and Dad indulging her. I was used as an example in English lessons but at least it’s cute and memorable. Hannah Anna Goodbody. Who can forget it?’

He grinned. ‘I remember your family well. They were great to me.’

‘You were Rob’s best mate,’ she said. How exotic the boy from Sweden had been, hanging out with her older brother and the Middledip village kids. Educated at an international school, Nico’s English had been good even when he’d arrived at fourteen. His dad, Lars Pettersson, had come to coach the Peterborough Pirates ice hockey team and for four years Nico had been the shining light of the Peterborough Plunderers, the junior team of which Rob was already a member. Then an athletic scholarship at Minnesota State University had called Nico to America. Hannah, who skated well enough to help out with children’s lessons, had missed seeing him fly around the rink, skates shaving the ice into glistening plumes as he checked, whirled and turned with unconscious grace. Four years his junior, she’d been old enough to wonder whether she was developing a crush on him just when he’d vanished from her life. She’d known he’d later left the US a year early and returned to Sweden to complete his degree. Then he and Rob had lost touch.

Now his gaze roved around the shelves and racks packed with colourful scarves, glossy belts and chic leather bags for the quality gift market. ‘Get you, rocking a luxury accessories shop in the Old Town. I’m impressed.’

‘Personal luxury goods go down well here so I’m doing OK,’ she answered. It was barely OK, but with Christmas trading around the corner she was optimistic. Her boyfriend Albin, a fund manager, was doing much more than OK so it was his name on the lease. It had saved messing around with guarantors, especially as she wasn’t a Swedish national, but lately she’d wondered if she should have found another way. Their relationship was so weird now. It was as if someone had switched the fun and affection off. Alarmed and confused, she kept trying to talk but Albin pleaded work hassles and put her off. Though she was thirty and he was only thirty-two he’d developed a habit of talking down to her about his job being ‘high octane’ and stressful. It made her reluctant to pursue the issue but the worry bee buzzed constantly in her bonnet.

Nico’s blue eyes smiled. ‘Strange you should end up in my homeland. Så du talar svenska nu?’

She laughed and answered his question as to whether she spoke Swedish, ‘Ja, jag klarar mig.’ Yes, I manage. ‘I came to work for IKEA originally but I’d had a shop in England and I soon went back to wanting my own name above the door.’ But though her words were light, she was absorbing an unpleasant fact.

Nico was not the golden boy she remembered.

He was so gaunt his cheekbones almost broke through his skin and stubble carpeted a fleshless jaw. His battered sweatshirt bore a stain like a map of a country and his jeans were grubby. The workman’s boots on his feet could have been dragged from a skip, his fingernails were black and his hair long grown out from any style.

What had happened to the shining teen who’d drawn everyone to his exotic light? Boys had wanted to be him and females had followed his tall, lean athlete’s body as if attached by rope.

‘What are you doing these days?’ she asked. Then, realising that if he’d fallen on hard times he might not want to answer such a direct question, hastily interrupted herself. ‘Do you have plans? I’ll be putting out new stock this evening so I’m closing now to grab a burger first. Why don’t you join me so we can catch up?’ She bustled past to switch the sign on the door from ‘open’ to ‘closed’ – öppet to stängt. He smelled of soil and vegetation and she recoiled, not from him but from the horrible thought that he might be sleeping rough. That would be awful in this sleet. She shivered. This would be her third Swedish winter and in Albin’s apartment on the desirable thoroughfare of Nybrogatan she’d accumulated a closet full of coats, hats, scarves, walking boots, snow boots and a stack of thermal base layers.

What were Nico’s winter resources?

Feeling as if her smile was becoming forced, she strode back behind the counter. ‘I can tell you how Rob’s getting on and … stuff.’ She tailed off. If Nico was struggling to get by in Stockholm it might not be tactful to tell him how super-happily Rob was living in Cambridgeshire with gorgeous fiancée Leesa. Still, getting a meal inside him felt important and a fast-food eat-and-run between old friends would be more natural than taking him to the swanky apartment in Östermalm owned by Albin’s mother’s company as a tax efficiency.

‘I’m not exactly tidy,’ he pointed out, frowning down at denim that was ripped and not in a trendy way. He refastened his coat as if becoming freshly conscious of his appearance.

Hannah hated to think of him vanishing hungry and hollow-faced into the glacial early evening darkness. ‘Aw, c’mon.’ She dimmed the lights to closed-for-business levels then tucked her arm through his. ‘I hate eating alone. All I do is check Instagram or answer emails. It’ll be lovely to chat.’

After a moment when she thought he’d refuse, he muttered, ‘All right,’ and let her pull him out of the shop to hunch into his coat, hands jammed in pockets, while she locked up.

The sleet stung Hannah’s face, though she knew the late October chill was nothing compared to the snow and ice the coming winter would bring. She pulled up her hood as she set off along Köpmangatan before Nico could change his mind, chattering as they crossed Stortorget, the cobbled square where the Christmas market would soon set up. The tall, ornate buildings painted sage, apricot and ochre reminded her of the pictures on the old Quality Street tin her grandmother kept in her kitchen. Or maybe a row of pepperpots with their swooping, curling rooflines.

She said, ‘I’m building up business at this shop. My assistant Julia’s off this weekend but she speaks German as well as Swedish and English so we have much of the tourist market covered. She was a find.’ Albin had told her that – probably because he’d been the one to find her. Julia, pronounced Yule-ee-ah with emphasis on the Yule, was a beautiful, serene Swede, more patient than Albin when it came to correcting errors in Hannah’s Swedish.

They made their way downhill through cobbled streets between tall, narrow buildings, illuminated shop windows displaying glowing amber jewellery, burnished copper, souvenir elks or ‘tomte’, the pointy-hatted gnomes reputed to live beneath Swedish houses. Hannah talking and Nico listening, they passed gracious cafés and restaurants with blackboards offering ‘fika’ – afternoon tea – and tempting meals, all places Hannah dismissed in view of Nico’s expressed discomfort about his appearance.

A frosty breeze snapped at them as they turned onto Gamla Stan’s main street, Västerlånggatan, still busy with shoppers and tourists bundled up in coats. When they reached Burger Town’s red frontage. Hannah undid her coat as they stepped into its brightly lit interior of chattering people enjoying a fast-food fix. ‘I’m having halloumi bites with fries, coffee and a brownie. What about you?’

Nico shuffled awkwardly and glanced at the illuminated menu above the counter. ‘Just coffee.’

He looked so uneasy that Hannah’s neck prickled. ‘No food?’ She added encouragingly, ‘It’s my treat.’

He looked at her as if she were speaking Martian. ‘No food,’ he agreed. Then, tautly, ‘Thank you.’

‘Right, OK.’ She felt her cheeks heat. She was doing this all wrong. Nico obviously suspected that she was trying to do him a favour and his pride had kicked in. Damn. She wanted to help, not hurt. ‘Why don’t you grab a table while I queue?’

He nodded, then headed for a booth, pulling off his coat.

Hannah ordered far more food than she needed: a large meal, a side of Town Wings and two cinnamon buns. Gathering ketchup and mayo she joined Nico. Even scruffy and underfed he still garnered second glances, she noticed as she put down the tray of food. Two nearby women were obviously discussing him like schoolgirls.

She sat down, hoping she wasn’t disappointing his admirers too much, dragged off her coat and started on the first wrapper. ‘They made a mistake and gave me a large meal instead of medium. And the buns are two for the price of one so I thought I might as well get one for you. If you don’t want it now you can take it with you.’ Aware of rushing the fibs out she dipped a fry in ketchup and popped it into her mouth. It was hot and burned the back of her tongue, making her voice hoarse as she pushed the pack invitingly across the table. ‘Want some? No point it going to waste.’

Slowly, Nico took a fry and ate it. Then he removed the lid from his coffee and sipped.

It was Hannah’s turn to feel uncomfortable. When Nico had turned up at Hannah Anna Butik he’d appeared, apart from the skin-and-bones look, happy to see her. Now he was frowning and giving the food dirty looks, discouraging her from nudging him again to eat. She thought about asking after his family, particularly Lars, who she’d known quite well. But people in trouble often isolated themselves from loved ones.

Then, interrupting her thoughts, Nico slapped down his coffee, propped his folded arms on the table and leaned close, his voice low and rapid. ‘I’m sure you mean well, Hannah, but trying to force-feed someone doesn’t work. Rob’s obviously told you my situation. I’m surprised and disappointed that he’d betray a confidence but I suppose he’s got his head full of wedding plans.’

Hannah had to chew and swallow before she could answer. ‘Your situation?’ she asked evasively, before adding truthfully, ‘I didn’t know you’d been in touch with Rob.’

He sighed in the exaggerated manner of those who know they’re dealing with prevarication and leaned closer still. The outdoorsy smell of him wasn’t unpleasant. ‘If you need it spelling out, yes, my marriage ending did trigger my eating disorder. But I’m fine. I’m a normal weight and functioning perfectly well.’

It was so far from what she’d expected that Hannah gaped, her voice squeaking. ‘Eating disorder? I thought you might be homeless.’ Then realising that she’d blurted her thoughts, stuttered, ‘Well, m-maybe not homeless but—’

‘Homeless?’ He looked thunderstruck, his blue eyes ablaze. ‘Why on earth would you think that?’

Hannah fidgeted with a halloumi bite. What should she say? You look a half-starved mess?

He shook the tension from his shoulders with an obvious effort. ‘I’m not homeless. I’m a key account director for the London branch of a Swedish company, SLS. We’re in sports memorabilia and promotions. Winter sports is our core business but we’re gradually expanding our reach. I live in Islington in London with my daughter Josie, work in Holborn and travel to Sweden once or twice a month.’

Then he glanced down at himself and his expression lightened. He even laughed. ‘Ah, the clothes! It’s an SLS community initiative. We facilitate kids’ activity days and because I had to be here for meetings on Friday and Monday I stayed the weekend and participated. Today we took a busload of children to Skytteholmsparken. I was with the eight- to ten-year-olds at the outdoor gym and woodland trails. I’ve been crawling under trees pretending to be a lion.’ The angry grooves around his eyes relaxed into laughter lines.

‘I see,’ Hannah breathed, overdoing the sigh of relief. Though it was fantastic to know he wasn’t sleeping in dumpsters, no way in the world was he a normal weight for a man of his height. She’d say at least twenty-five pounds under. Maybe thirty. Hannah didn’t know much about eating disorders but she doubted she should jump in and tell him he looked gaunt. Instead, she tried to make sense of the rest of his speech. ‘You’ve been speaking to Rob?’

He picked up his coffee and leaned back in the booth, lifting his voice over the chatter of the burger bar. ‘I signed up for our old school’s Facebook group and there he was. We’ve had a couple of long phone conversations too.’

‘Oh. I haven’t been on the Bettsbrough Comp group for months, with devoting so much energy to Hannah Anna Butik.’ And wondering what on earth was happening with Albin. ‘He didn’t tell me.’

He let his gaze drop, picking at a white paper napkin. ‘He thought it would be fun for me to surprise you. When I said I’d be in Stockholm, he said why not call in?’

Hannah’s attention shifted. ‘Call in? Skytteholmsparken’s outside the city. It must be a half-hour drive from the shop.’ She’d been a few times on summer Sundays with Albin and seen children swarming over the climbing frames and outdoor gym or splashing in the pool.

He shrugged. ‘I guess Rob thought I wouldn’t be too far away. He probably doesn’t know Stockholm well.’

‘He was once surprised to learn Stockholm’s a cluster of islands,’ she acknowledged slowly. ‘Though he agreed there were a lot of bridges and water.’ She eyed Nico who was flexing the plastic lid from his coffee and not meeting her gaze. ‘So you didn’t just call in because you saw a shop called Hannah Anna’s and thought it must be something to do with me. Rob sent you.’ She frowned. ‘You might as well tell me why because I’ll only call him to ask if you don’t.’

Nico sighed, abandoning the lid and wiping his hands. He gave her a half-smile. ‘He miiight have expressed a small worry that you’re coming to his wedding on your own and wanted to know if you were OK.’

‘So he sent you to check up on me?’ Hannah’s appetite for her fast-cooling meal vanished. ‘I’m an independent woman and I’m fine on my own. They just want their top table balanced by me bringing a plus-one!’ She used indignation to mask her reluctance to talk to Nico about Albin. Who would want to admit that the boyfriend she’d been living with for almost two years had snubbed the invitation, saying English weddings were unbearably twee and Middledip was the arse-end of nowhere? She’d snapped back that in that case she didn’t want him there, looking down his nose at her friendly lot. Albin’s comfortably off family had shipped him off to Sigtuna boarding school when he was a kid and considered ‘close’ interchangeable with ‘overfamiliar’.

Not wanting Albin’s hoity-toity attitude to hurt her wonderfully warm family in the exciting, loved-up run-up to Rob and Leesa’s wedding she’d told them he couldn’t get away from work. Now Nico had apparently been dispatched to evaluate her well-being. He hadn’t mentioned Albin’s existence so did that mean Rob hadn’t told him, wanting an unbiased, fresh eye on Hannah?

Shrugging, Nico picked up his coffee, sat back and changed the subject, telling Hannah about his eight-year-old daughter Josie. ‘She lives with me but she’s with her mum Loren this weekend, using FaceTime on her tablet to catch me up on her doings. She’s a little chatterbox.’ His voice was soft and warm.

Hannah’s heart suffered a pang at his obvious love for his daughter. ‘I’m sure you make a lovely dad.’ In return, she told him about her own baby – the shop. ‘I’m gearing up for the gift-buying period. We haven’t had Halloween yet so it’s too early for festive decorations but I’m increasing my stock for the eager beavers who come into Stockholm on October weekends to start their Christmas shopping.’

‘You don’t mind giving up your Saturday evening to sorting stock?’ Nico had finished his coffee but wasn’t rushing to leave.

‘I don’t mind if long hours bring me success. I want to expand, maybe into larger premises or a more commercial spot in Västerlånggatan or Österlånggatan.’ When she’d taken the shop the agent had insisted tourists loved wandering the narrow side streets like Köpmangatan. He hadn’t yet been proved wrong but Hannah intended to ensure lots of Swedish kronor through her till in the bumper Christmas trading season and wasn’t leaving it to chance. Even if Albin hadn’t been elk shooting in Värmland this weekend she wouldn’t have minded working this evening. Her shop made her happy and hunting made her feel ill. She continued, ‘Tomorrow, I’ll come in early to create new displays before I open at eleven for the Sunday shoppers. Gamla Stan—’ she used the Swedish for ‘Old Town’ ‘—is open seven days a week.’

‘Then I’d better let you get on with your work.’ His eyes were very blue in the overhead lights as he reached for his coat. ‘I’ll walk you back to the shop.’

‘I’ll be fine thanks,’ she answered, though touched by his thoughtfulness. Nico had always been one of those who opened doors for others.

He looked as if he might argue as they stepped back into a chilly Västerlånggatan where most of the shops were getting ready for seven o’clock closing but his phone began to ring. He pulled it out and smiled. ‘It’s Josie.’

Though sorry at the evening ending so abruptly, she smiled. ‘I’ll head back to the shop. Goodnight! Great to see you again.’

Then she slipped away as he took his call. She pulled up the hood of her parka against the sleet stinging her face like a swarm of tiny insects, hurrying along the clean cobbled streets in the golden glow of lamps on the corners of elegant, steeply roofed buildings painted cream and gold, catching glimpses of the soaring green German Church tower. As she crossed Stortorget she saw a team had moved in to string lights across from the peach-toned splendour of the stock exchange building that now housed the Swedish Academy and Nobel Museum and Library.

She wasn’t the only one looking forward to Christmas!

Before long she was entering Köpmangatan, pausing between an art gallery and an antique shop to unlock the glass door of Hannah Anna Butik. She stepped inside, happy to spend the evening amongst the mixed smells of leather, silk and cardboard boxes.

In fact, for her, you could bottle the scent and sell it as perfume.




Chapter Two

On Sunday morning, Hannah stared at her new stock. The displays she was stripping hadn’t been up to her usual standard. Maybe her creative energy had been dulled by boyfriend woes.

She was trying to think with the kind of breathtaking imagination of form and style that would compel people into the shop when Nico Pettersson tapped on the door. ‘Hej, hej,’ she greeted him in surprise as she let him in, standing back so he could enter and close the door, making the ‘stängt’ sign swing.

He looked a hundred per cent better today. His coat was brushed, his hair washed and combed, he’d shaved and his jeans and boots were clean. ‘I could maybe double your takings,’ he said without preamble, checking out the bags and belts ready for new displays.

She laughed. ‘How? Doubling the prices? Magic wand?’

‘Better. Magic visual merchandising power.’ He winked, then gazed beyond her to the half-dismantled displays that looked as if a bear had blundered through them. ‘You need visual appeal and style. Unanimity. Dynamic use of colour.’

Half-amused and half-annoyed, Hannah planted her hands on her hips. ‘Sorry … does my shop look in need of a consultation?’

He ceased assessing the stands and sent her a rueful grin. ‘I didn’t mean to be presumptuous. I woke up and realised that, yesterday, though you didn’t understand why I looked as if I lived in a cobweb and we hadn’t met for eighteen years, you tried to help. To make up for being ungracious and defensive, I’d like to help you in return.’ His piercing blue eyes looked as if they were silently urging her to accept.

It was impossible to look away. ‘How?’

He returned his gaze to the interior. ‘My first job was in a department store chain as an assistant account manager. My training took me through various departments and I worked with an outstanding merchandiser – what people call a window dresser. We saw each other for a while. She was stellar, like she was personally in charge of the rainbow. I used to go in on my days off to learn about texture and bold form from her and I was nearly tempted into a career change. Let me loose on your stock. People will be drawn in, I promise.’

Conscious of the jumble of scarves, handbags and belts, she protested, ‘You’re seeing it at its worst.’ But she desperately wanted the shop’s first Christmas to be a success and getting the place sorted before eleven was a big job. Even without Albin-issues on her mind she sometimes felt dissatisfied with the look of Hannah Anna Butik. She knew she could display stock well but was she ever magical? The kind of ‘magical’ that would open purses and wallets?

Nico nudged a box of wallets with his toe. ‘If you don’t like it when I’ve finished, you can tell me what you want instead and I’ll redo it. What are you leading with? Something with a good margin?’

‘Åberg leather.’ She dragged the Åberg box forward. ‘They provide a display schematic—’

He took the goods, ignoring the schematic, then produced a palm-sized speaker from his coat pocket. ‘I brought music.’ He tapped his phone and an Imagine Dragons track leaped into the air. He hung up his coat and started pacing.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

‘Looking at the space.’

Apparently surplus to requirements and feeling like a cat who’d had her fur stroked the wrong way, Hannah packed the pastels and delicate materials of summer into the stock room beside her office – where ‘office’ meant ‘cramped room with a table and a corner for tea making’.

As she trekked back and forth, Nico stood at various points on the shop floor and stared hard, his head marking time as Imagine Dragons gave way to Yungblud. He frowned at the coils of belts and rivers of scarves then went outside and, regardless of the ice-edged wind whirling his hair into his eyes, stared at the window space.

Finally, he collected the display stands, racks and hooks in the centre of the shop. This left two shelves on each long wall, one interrupted by the window. He glanced at Hannah. ‘Do you have a clean duster?’ When she’d provided one, he methodically wiped down the shelves and displays. Hannah made coffee and Nico detached hooks from a counter stand and fixed them at precise intervals onto the wall shelving. Then he started placing handbags on the shelves.

‘Placing’ was an inadequate word. Each handbag was wiped or brushed then positioned precisely on the diagonal. Starting with the largest and going smoothly down to the smallest he progressed through black, blues, greens, tans, browns, bronzes, reds, golds, yellows and lastly creams and whites. On the shorter shelving either side of the window he did something similar with clutches, evening bags and purses.

Scarves next, one per hook, each knotted in exactly the same way and dangling the same distance from the floor, the colour segue mirroring that of the handbags. The belts received a similar treatment on the shelves of purses.

The Åberg leather goods scored a stand to themselves near the door. Each bag, purse, belt, wallet, diary, notebook, organiser, pen case, blotter, wash bag, tech case, card case, flask and passport cover had arrived in this season’s colours of burgundy and lime along with classic blacks and tans. He arranged them in tiers, stacks, fans and groups. Hannah hoped Åberg didn’t send mystery shoppers to check whether she’d followed the schematic because Nico’s arrangement was awesome.

Evidently it pleased him too because he paused to play air guitar along to the music – Fall Out Boy now. It was a quirky moment that made Hannah laugh. Nico grinned and turned to creating monochrome counter displays and a colour wheel of hats.

Lastly, he worked on the window, adjusting the lights, creating a swooping design of silk scarves and a contrastingly geometric design of bags. ‘Halloween decorations?’ he queried, sipping a second cup of coffee because he’d let the first one go cold.

‘I haven’t got them yet,’ she confessed. ‘Julia will be in tomorrow. It’ll free me up to find something.’

He didn’t look impressed. ‘The Swedish like Halloween. Get full value out of it before you dress the shop for Christmas.’

Suitably chastised, she watched him contrive flying bats from black silk scarves, suspending them from the ceiling with clear thread. ‘I don’t remember you being this creative.’

‘Late developer.’ His smile flashed and she realised how much he’d relaxed. It couldn’t put flesh on his bones but it softened the hollows of his face.

While Hannah vacuumed the carpet and cleaned glass, Nico created artful cobwebs with parcel string that took on an ethereal shimmer under the window display lights.

He climbed out of the window, cast a last look at each stand and shelf, then turned to Hannah. ‘OK?’

‘I think the word “awesome” was invented for this,’ she said frankly. She admired the meticulously positioned merchandise, the clever use of colours and hues, and shook her head. ‘I can’t thank you enough. My shop looks so high-end I can’t believe it.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘And just in time to open.’

‘I enjoyed myself,’ he said quietly. He switched off the music, picked up the mini speaker and pulled on his coat. ‘See you at Rob and Leesa’s wedding.’

Though thrown by such sudden departure preparations, Hannah’s attention was grabbed by his final words. ‘You’re going to the wedding?’

He opened the door, turning the sign to öppet. ‘Rob’s been kind enough to invite Josie and me. Sell well.’ Then he was gone into the bright, freezing morning, his hair flowing like gold in the winter sun, leaving her still calling her thanks.

Customers began to trickle into the shop as soon as Nico left.

A couple told Hannah they’d never seen her shop before – she didn’t tell them it had been there for ten months – and one telephoned friends to abandon Västerlånggatan for the hidden gem of Hannah Anna Butik. Between ringing up sales she hurried to replace sold items with others of sizes and colours to maintain Nico’s magic.

She wished she’d taken his phone number so she could text: Clever clogs! Things are flying off the shelves before trade slowed to its more usual pace. But the tide of customers never dried up. Her takings didn’t actually double, she saw when she finally took a reading from the till at the Sunday closing hour of five p.m., but this had been her best Sunday’s trading since Hannah Anna Butik opened its doors. Sales were up sixty-six per cent on the Sunday before.

Sixty-six per cent!

Her heart soared. Whether from early Christmas shopping, a cruise liner disgorging shopping-hungry passengers or Nico’s magical merchandising, sales were up. ‘Keep this up and you’ll be in Västerlånggatan in a year,’ she told herself.

The shop bell pinged and she glanced up, formulating the Swedish to say she was sorry but she was about to close. Instead, she laughed. Framed in the doorway was Nico, orange pumpkins beneath each arm.

‘Finishing touches,’ he said, toeing the door closed. One pumpkin he placed carefully in the corner of the window display and the other atop the hat stand, all the time nodding along to her ravings about the astonishing day’s trading. ‘Yeah,’ he said, as if he’d expected nothing less. ‘Are you hungry?’

Hannah paused. Was this a trick question, bearing in mind what had happened the evening before?

‘I know a nice little place,’ he went on.

As he kept his gaze on the pumpkin, Hannah couldn’t gauge whether her reaction was important or not. She glanced out at the now-dark afternoon and thought of the apartment, empty until Albin arrived home late tonight, no doubt to plummet into bed, exhausted. ‘I could eat,’ she answered lightly, beginning her closing-up routine. Nico, evidently feeling at home after a morning working at the shop, replenished a few shelf spaces she hadn’t got to.

Then they fastened their coats and Nico led the way across the cobbles of Stortorget, which were just beginning to sparkle with frost, heading downhill, crossing Västerlånggatan, passing closed shops with heavy knits and wooden clogs in their windows, taking an alley so tiny they had to walk in single file to reach the broader street of Stora Nygatan. He stopped outside a dark green frontage, the glass lettered in gold with the restaurant’s name: Hörnan – the Corner. Inside, stairs plunged steeply to a cellar bistro with a vaulted brick ceiling. Candles in bottles stood on red gingham cloths and the smell of coffee enveloped Hannah and Nico as they took a table by a panelled wall.

Hannah was curious. Nico had brought her to a restaurant. Yesterday, in Burger Town, he’d eaten one French fry.

Perhaps guessing her thoughts, once they were both seated he began to speak. ‘You brought me up short yesterday with your reaction to my appearance. Scruffy clothes couldn’t be enough alone to prompt your reaction so I presume I look thin to you?’

Although her heart put in a heavy beat at the challenge in his voice she didn’t see lying would be a useful response. ‘Thin’s the right word,’ she said gravely. ‘In fact, too thin.’

His eyes flickered. Maybe he’d been hoping for another answer but he answered honestly. ‘I weighed myself in the hotel gym. I’m ten kilos under the minimum healthy weight for my height.’

A quick mental conversion told Hannah ten kilos was about twenty-two pounds. ‘Sounds about right,’ she said cautiously.

His brows lowered. ‘I’ve had a word with myself. My daughter needs me healthy so I’m going to pay more attention to my eating habits. And I’m going to try not to look as if I woke up in a ditch.’ He lifted a hand, as if to stop Hannah commenting. ‘To come clean, burger bars sometimes make me uncomfortable. That’s the food I was discouraged from eating when I was playing hockey, so I craved it. I ate it. Then I … got rid of it. It was a difficult time, changing countries and school systems. Mum wouldn’t come to the UK with Dad’s job so my parents split up and my brother Mattias stayed in Sweden with Mum. I’d always spent more time with Dad because I played hockey but I missed them horribly. I guess I was eating to comfort myself then purging to control my weight.’ Absently, he picked up a pale green menu. ‘Last night, I attached the wrong reason to you wanting me to eat. Burgers and buns sent me back in my mind to those bad old days. I expect I was withdrawn.’

Mortification dried her throat. ‘I’m sorry,’ she began.

Nico’s eyes flashed. ‘Don’t be! You made me see myself before I became downright unhealthy. I need to thank you.’

She waved this away. ‘I don’t remember your dad insisting Rob follow a particularly strict diet when he was playing hockey. He didn’t eat loads of chips or ice cream but he’d have some.’

Lines formed on Nico’s face. ‘Dad was my dad but also my ice hockey coach. I wanted to please him twice over. He wasn’t pushy or strict – that’s not the Swedish way. But he got in the habit of holding me up as an example of athletic build and low body fat. When he discovered I was purging, he was horrified. We went to counselling together and I stopped. That my habit was relatively recent helped a lot.’ He sighed. ‘But then I compensated by cutting out entire food groups, like carbs and fats. I underate. After more counselling I learned that I wasn’t gaining power by controlling my food because it was controlling me. I had to learn strategies and use tools to eat in a balanced way.’

‘But it slips sometimes?’ she guessed. She only had to look at him to know that.

He nodded, blond hair gleaming in the candlelight. ‘Under stress I return to an unhealthy relationship with food. The last three years have been … hard. Ending a marriage is crappy and my ex, Loren, resisted.’

He flicked his hair from his eyes. ‘My relationship with food’s complex. When I come to a point where I can admit that it’s become tricky again I make bargains with myself. The current one is I’ll eat if I can eat healthily – like at this restaurant, where there are plenty of good choices. That way, the trigger goes away some.’

Hannah’s cheeks and ears burned. ‘I’m sorry I took you to Burger Town. I didn’t even ask what you preferred to eat.’

He made an impatient gesture. ‘My eating is my responsibility. I should be able to face the occasional burger without turning into a grouch but I’d had a bad day.’ His eyes shadowed. ‘I’d FaceTimed Josie earlier at her mum’s. When I told her I’d be spending the day with other people’s children at Skytteholmsparken she began to sob that she missed me. I wanted to jump on a plane and go to her but I couldn’t. People here were depending on me and it’s Loren’s weekend to have Josie and, although it’s difficult sometimes, I have to let them have their own relationship. I got a bit unglued. When I’m upset …’ He batted the air with his hand as if shoving something away. ‘Anyway, I’ve talked to Josie since and she was cheerful.’

Hannah listened. Nico was tense but so controlled that it was hard to align him in her mind with the laughing, vivacious, hard-playing teenage star of the Peterborough Plunderers. She remembered how people used to stop to watch him, his grace and unthinking control as he swooped, raced, turned, reversed and traversed. Hannah had never attained anywhere near such mastery of the ice.

Yet all the time, under that vital, athletic persona, had lain a love-hate relationship with food.

A waiter in a green waistcoat arrived to take their order. Nico chose a plate, which included salmon, herring, prawns, eggs, cheese, butter and bread, along with a small glass of wine. Hannah chose roast beef with dill potatoes and a large glass of wine. She walked between Gamla Stan and Östermalm so didn’t have to worry about drink-driving. She didn’t run a car herself, although she could borrow Albin’s Porsche whenever he wasn’t using it. She rarely did, in case she scratched its sleek silver perfection.

‘It sounds as if you have a wonderful relationship with Josie,’ Hannah said, when the waiter had departed.

His face softened. ‘She’s cute, funny and a walking question mark. Blonde, blue-eyed, pretty.’

‘A mini Nico?’ Hannah joked. Their wine arrived and she paused to sip the rich red liquid.

The corners of his eyes crinkled. ‘Hair and eyes, maybe. Her mother’s pretty so maybe she got that from her.’

Hannah wondered whether to tell him that although he needed to fill out and should smile more, he, too, was eye-catching. She chose something safer. ‘I’ll bet Josie’s into sports.’

‘She’s into unicorns and princesses,’ he corrected drily. ‘But that’s fine. I’m not a pushy dad.’

‘But she’s a daddy’s girl?’ Hannah hazarded.

There was water on the table and he poured them each a glass. ‘Maybe. We were both determined that she should stay with me when Loren and I split.’ He hesitated. ‘Josie now has a little sister, Maria, born after the split. Loren suffered severe postnatal depression after both her pregnancies. Josie feels secure with me. I can afford a nanny and my younger cousin Emelie is at uni in London so she lives with us and helps out too. Between us, we give Josie a good, loving home.’

‘That’s wonderful,’ Hannah answered. ‘Don’t you have a new partner?’ Then she flushed in case it sounded like she was making a play.

‘No. Life’s hard enough,’ he joked. Then, sobering: ‘Neither has Loren. I suppose that’s partly why she hasn’t completely accepted the divorce. Although …’ He tailed off, fidgeting. He took a breath. ‘I’m going to tell you because hiding things is a bad habit and not unassociated with eating problems. Loren got pregnant with Maria by another man while we were married. I couldn’t take that. I admitted love was gone and the time had come to end things. I was full of doubts but I had to accept she was no longer the person I’d been crazy about. I had to make myself hurt her. The actual ending was difficult in a thousand ways. We had a child. Loren was accustomed to me making her happy and wasn’t convinced I couldn’t … adapt. If I’d offered the option of continuing together and me accepting Maria as my own, she’d have taken it.’

Shock rippled through Hannah. ‘That must have been tough,’ she said sympathetically.

He slid lower in his chair as if the burden of the memories was weighing on him. ‘She was drinking a lot so she probably didn’t even mean it to happen. She wasn’t sleeping with me so there was no question that Maria was mine.’ Their food arrived courtesy of the waiter in the green waistcoat who whirled away with a genial, ‘Varsågoda, hoppas det smakar!’ Here you are. Hope it tastes good. Nico thanked him but stared at his fish and seafood as if not seeing it.

Hannah picked up her cutlery. ‘How has Josie coped?’ Her first bite of beef smeared with fragrant dill sauce was perfection.

Just when she thought he wasn’t going to eat he picked up a fork. ‘Surprisingly well. It helps that Josie adores Maria, who’s two. Whenever Josie comes home from Loren’s she has new photos or videos of Maria to show me.’ He pushed his food around and then took a small mouthful of salmon.

Hannah gave him time to eat some more before continuing the conversation. ‘Do you mind?’

‘Seeing photos of Maria? Of course not – she’s my daughter’s sister. None of the mess our relationship became was their fault, poor kids. Maria calls me “Mydad” because Josie says, “I’m going home with my dad now” and Maria thinks it’s my name. Mydad. Kinda poignant because I’m not. Loren tried to get Maria to call me Nico but she soon reverted to Mydad. She’s a little cutie.’ He took a sip of wine, his strong throat moving. ‘It was Josie’s eighth birthday last month and Maria was the first person on her party list. Loren came too. We’re very civilised.’ There was a trace of regret in the final sentence. Hannah suspected there was a lot going on under his controlled exterior.

He changed the subject. ‘How do you like living in Sweden? I remember the hilarious results of trying to teach you and Rob Swedish when we were kids, yet here you are speaking it.’ He rearranged his food again then ate a prawn.

‘It’s proved more useful than the French I used to sigh over,’ she agreed lightly, surprised he retained such a clear memory of her. Somehow, her having easy recall of him was more understandable. Everyone had known Nico Pettersson, the athletic foreigner. Girls had befriended Hannah to get information about him because he’d been so tight with Rob. ‘How’s your dad?’ she asked. ‘Do you remember him telling people they could call him “Lasse” and them pronouncing it “Lassie”?’

He laughed. He’d eaten nearly half his meal now and was looking more comfortable. ‘People named Lars are often called Lasse by friends. He was never sure whether being called “Lassie” made him a girl or a dog but encouraged
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