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            Chapter 1
   

         

         The heavy wooden doors of Enskilda gymnasium upper secondary school were pushed open and 25 joyful, new graduates dressed in white came running out. They were cheering and waving their hats in the air, and Emelie craned her neck to try to locate her daughter. It was not very difficult, since she was the only one among them with black, curly hair and dark skin. She looked at Linn laughing and remembered her own graduation day back in a time when everything was possible and there wasn’t a problem in the world. Unlike today. She sighed and turned to smile at Sara, who was standing beside her.

         “Does it make you feel sentimental, your eldest graduating?”, Sara asked.

         Emelie smiled and nodded. It was a bit of a milestone, there was no denying it.

         “Mum, mum, do you see Linn?”

         On her other side, Linnea was jumping up and down, trying to catch a glimpse of her sister. It wasn’t easy to get a good look when you were only seven years old and Emelie picked her up and pointed at Linn, who was dancing and singing with her friends. Linnea waved and called out to her big sister.

         “Liv, can you lift the sign up a bit higher so that Linn can spot us? Otherwise she might think that we’re ignoring her”, Emelie said to her middle child, and Liv held up the sign as high as she could.

         A little later, the whole family and Linn’s godmother, Sara, were gathered in the center of the big square, embracing Linn and laughing. Linn was a bit tipsy from the champagne breakfast with her friends and now she was laughing and crying at the same time. Liv and Linnea looked at their sister with big eyes. She wore her hair down and like a halo around her face. The highlighter sparkled on her well-defined cheekbones, and her brown eyes were surrounded by long, black lashes. In their eyes she was the coolest person in the world. Emelie grabbed her eldest daughter, holding her tight.

         “You’re a baker now, love, how does it feel? Have you been enjoying yourself?”

         Linn nodded but had a hard time focusing on the people in front of her. Her eyes were scanning the crowd in search of her friends and the lorry that was going to take them all around Växjö, dancing and partying. Emelie and Sara exchanged smiles. They knew exactly what it was like. Standing around with her two little sisters, her mum and her mum’s best friend wasn’t exactly the most exciting thing right now. Sara gave her a hug.

         “Aw, my darling goddaughter, congratulations, you have done so, so well. Have you gotten a job for the summer yet? Perhaps at that bakery that you were interested in?”

         Linn gathered herself for a moment and focused on Sara.

         “Yes, I have, but I’m going to be working for mum. It will be brilliant. But here come Olivia and Julia now, I’ve got to run. Love you all!”

         She ran over to her best friends and the three of them embraced. The three girls skipped off with their arms around each other, just like when they were little kids. Emelie sighed and looked back at her younger kids.

         “All right, anyone up for an ice cream?”

         Back in the terrace house on Parkvägen everything was peaceful. Liv and Linnea had gone to visit friends. They were on summer holidays and could come and go as they pleased. In a few days’ time, they were going to begin attending after school activities for a couple of weeks before Emelie’s holidays started. Sara and Emelie were relaxing after the graduation spectacle in town.

         “I can’t wait for the holidays to begin. This year has been a real pain at work. A lot of staff changes and then my boss who suddenly quit and before we got a new one…It was a real mess”, Emelie said, pouring a glass of white wine for herself and one for Sara. They were sitting in the garden. The flowerbeds were overgrown and Emelie felt guilty just looking at her neglected little lawn. She was going to deal with it. Any day now. She did dream of having a green lawn, but she just didn’t have the energy. Sara stretched a little.

         “We decided yesterday that we are going to Italy later this summer” she said, smiling.

         “Christ, I wish I could afford that. But as a single mum with three children there’s no room for any Italian holidays. We’ll have to make do with good old Sweden” Emelie said. And then added, “it’s not so bad either.”

         She could hear how jaunty and unbelievable she sounded. Of course, she would rather have gone to Italy and enjoyed the sun, sea, pasta and good wines. Sara smiled at her.

         “It will be brilliant. We were thinking about going back to Tuscany, we really enjoyed it last time around. By the way, have you heard anything from Ousman yet?”

         Emelie shook her head. Three years ago, she had come home from work and found a letter from the children’s father on the kitchen table. In the letter he explained that he was leaving them. He didn’t want to pursue his life here anymore and had decided to go back to Gambia. She hadn’t heard from him since, and it had turned her whole world upside-down, to say the least. Taking care of three children by herself, dropping off and picking up at school, wiping snotty noses and caring for scuffed knees and a million other things was hard. And then she also had to try to answer their questions about their father and why he wasn’t around anymore. And she didn’t even have a good answer for that herself. It was exhausting.

         “No, I don’t think he is ever coming back.”

         “You don’t? But he must want to see his girls?”

         Emelie took a sip of the dry, white wine and gave Sara a sceptical look.

         “If he could take off three years ago and not have been in touch since, I reckon he’s just not that interested.”

         Sara sighed.

         “Men can be such pigs, no matter which continent they are from,” she said, stroking Emelie’s arm.

         They sat in the garden for a while longer, staring at the overgrown garden and the brownish yellow lawn, and they concluded that life went on, the kids got bigger and that things were awfully complicated, but manageable.

         “Is it a relief, not having to host the graduation party?” Sara asked.

         “A bit of both. Of course, I’m a bit sad that Linn can’t have a party at her own house, but it wouldn’t have been much of a party. You, me, Liv, Linnea and their maternal grandparents…That’s what happens when half your family lives in Gambia and the other half is rather small to begin with.”

         Sara looked over the fence where the neighbour was hunched over his new robot lawnmower. He was holding the manual in one hand while scratching his balding, grey head with the other. She shook her head.

         “Little boys, little toys, big boys, big toys. But speaking of a small family, was it boring being an only child?”

         “Are you kidding? That’s the reason why I wanted lots of kids with Ousman, I didn’t want them growing up like me. Always playing alone, no little sister or brother to fight with. I was always so jealous of you and your brother.”

         Sara scoffed.

         “Ha, Per was such a pain! I promise you were better off without him,” she laughed.

         “But Ousman also wanted a lot of kids, that’s the way you do it in Gambia. Just having three was almost a bit too few to him. But then I guess he took off anyways…”

         She finished her wine, took both glasses and went inside to fill them up from the box of wine in the refrigerator. The post was on the kitchen table. She hadn’t gone through it yet, just piled it up. She didn’t have the energy for any more bills. She worked as a housekeeping manager at the City Hotel, and it wasn’t exactly well-paid. She always managed to make ends meet, but it was boring never being able to do anything fun with the girls. Like going to Italy. Actually, it didn’t have to be that extravagant at all, taking a trip to Kolmården Zoo or to Liseberg - Gothenburg’s famous amusement park - would have been enough, but if she were to bring them all it would still be expensive. Now that Linn had graduated and was about to become an adult, their circumstances would change, but so far she lived at home and loved being around the house. Most evenings after the two younger sisters had gone to bed, the two of them would just sit on the sofa watching TV series or chatting about Linn’s crushes. Linn tried to convince her mum to get on Tinder and try her wings, but so far, Emelie had refused. She just didn’t want to be fooled again. And she was way too busy. She had enough stress in her life. The envelope on top of the pile had a stamp from The National Lottery, and she had no plans to join that, so she pushed it to the side with her wineglass. Then her eyes fell on a white envelope without an address window. She read the cursive writing on the back of the letter:

         “Bertelson & Bart, partners in law”

         She put the glasses down and opened the envelope. She closed her eyes and silently prayed that it wouldn’t have anything to do with Ousman. It was rather unlikely, because they had never been married and the house belonged to her, but it was always hard to know for sure when it came to him. She unfolded the thick paper and again saw the logo with the name of the law firm. When she had finished reading the letter she sighed with relief; it wasn’t about Ousman after all. She took the letter, the two wine glasses and went back outside to Sara again.

         “Don’t you fancy meeting someone new? I mean, if you don’t think Ousman is coming back?”

         Emelie handed her the wineglass and sat down next to her.

         “I definitely don’t want him back, how could I ever trust him again? And no, I don’t feel like dating yet. I don’t really dare, what if he would leave too? I just couldn’t bear it.

         Sara shrugged her shoulders.

         “I think you could, but I understand if you are a bit careful and restrictive.”

         Emelie showed her the envelope with the logo.

         “Check this out, it looks like I inherited something…”

         Sara took a sip of the wine and looked excited.

         “What? Do you have some old relative that has died and that you knew nothing about? But that’s a dream come true! Inheriting a lot of money from someone you never knew and that you don’t have to grieve. It’s perfect. Stefan and I have fantasised about that a million times. Who is it?”

         Emelie shook her head.

         “I don’t know. I don’t have any relatives that I don’t know about, at least I don’t think so, but it says that someone named Astrid Svensson is dead and that she has left me an inheritance.”

         “And who is she?”

         “I have no clue! But it has to be on my father’s side, since her last name is Svensson. I have a vague memory of some old aunt…”

         “Does it say what you have inherited?”

         Sara leaned over her chair, snatched the letter from her and started reading it out loud.

         “We are honoured to invite you to the law firm Bertelson & Bart, Monday June 7th at 11:00 p.m. – but that’s on Monday! Jesus Christ, it’s exciting! Do you want company? Oh bloody hell, I can’t, we have a board meeting then. But you have to call me the moment you are done.”

         Sara was almost shouting with excitement and Emelie laughed and raised her glass.

         “Yep, who knows? I might be a millionaire. Cheers to that!”

         She reached over to Sara who smiled at clinked her glass.

         “Or maybe you have inherited her old dog and some sugar tongs. Cheers!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2
   

         

         The weekend flew by with dinner at grandma and Bengt’s, a restaurant visit to celebrate Linn’s graduation, last soccer practice of the season for Linnea, and then she also had to drive Liv to a birthday party. The thought of the inheritance had been at the back of her mind ever since she had first read the letter, but, even so, she hadn’t mentioned it to her mother. She wasn’t exactly sure why, but if it turned out to be nothing special, it would have felt stupid to go blabbering about it. No, she wanted to wait until she knew what it was really about. Of course, she had spoken to Sara about it and speculated, it was hard not to after a couple of glasses of wine. Today was Monday and time to finally find out what the inheritance was all about. The law firm was located in an old, yellow wood building. The ground floor was made of brick; wasn’t it these kinds of houses people called Governor’s Houses? She wasn’t entirely sure why. She looked nervously around the cobbled street before taking a deep breath and pulling the door open with a firm grip around the carved handle. When she entered the dark hallway, she had to blink a couple of times for her eyes to adjust from the bright sunlight outside, but eventually she made out the reception desk and the woman sitting behind it. She had her hair up in a tight bun and her nails were long and light purple; she looked exactly how Emelie had imagined a receptionist at a law firm might look. Emelie took a couple of steps forward and realised that she had no clue who to ask for. She froze and began digging around in her old black leather bag in order to find the letter.

         “Who are you meeting?”

         Emelie looked up at the strict women with the frigid smile in front of her.

         “Yes, that’s sort of the problem, just one moment”, she said nervously.

         She dug around among hairbands, tampons, pens and receipts before finding the envelope from the law firm, but she didn’t have time to get it out of the bag before the woman spoke again.

         “Are you Emelie Svensson?”

         Emelie nodded.

         “Then you are meeting Sven Bart, please sit down and wait for a moment and he will be with you shortly,” she said, returning to her screen.

         Emelie thanked her and dropped into one of the old, worn and extremely comfortable leather armchairs. She sighed and looked around. Leather armchairs, teak tables, paintings of serious men on the walls. She smiled to herself, it looked exactly the way an established law firm should.

         “Ah, there you are, enjoying yourself I see.”

         The thick carpet had efficiently muffled the sound of his steps and she didn’t notice the tubby lawyer until he was standing right next to her. She flew up as if he had caught her in the act of doing something criminal.

         “Emelie I assume? Sven Bart, lawyer and associate of Bertelson & Bart.”

         They shook hands.

         “Yes, exactly, I’m Emelie Svensson.”

         “This way please.”

         She followed him into his office and heard him ask the receptionist to bring them two cups of coffee and some biscuits, which made her wonder whether she was still awake, or if she had fallen asleep and somehow landed in the fifties.

         “Alright, let’s see here, Emelie.”

         Sven sat down behind his massive dark desk and opened the thick binder in front of him on the desk. He was silent for a while before clasping his hands in front of him and observing her over the edge of his reading glasses.

         “Astrid Svensson, she would be your grandmother’s sister?”

         It could have been a question as well as a statement, and Emelie wasn’t sure what to say so she remained silent. Her father had died of a heart-attack ten years ago and she wished that he could be here right now, sitting next to her, answering the lawyer’s questions with his calm and comforting voice. What had he told her? She searched her mind. Her grandmother’s sister, that would have been his aunt… yes, she was quite sure her name had been Astrid. Wasn’t that the lady who was a bit peculiar and who lived all by herself in some remote place and never wanted any visitors? She nodded hesitantly and the lawyer seemed content. He cleared his throat and looked down at the papers again.

         “Yes, so Astrid has passed away and you are her main heir. She has left you a nice estate on Sardinia.”

         Emelie jumped. What did he just say? Thoughts were racing through her head - an estate on Sardinia! Oh, how wonderful! She envisioned a whitewashed building with charming shabby-chic, faded window shutters in a lush garden, olive groves in the background and a turquoise sea just a stone’s throw away. Her girls running around in the garden in white dresses and herself enjoying the local wine in a dented glass on the porch.

         “On top of that, there’s all the household goods. And a sum of money if…”

         “Excuse me for asking, but how does it work, owning a property abroad, I mean regarding taxes and all”

         The lawyer stared at her in surprise and took off his reading glasses.

         “Er, are you interested in purchasing a property abroad?”

         Now it was Emelie’s turn to stare at him: “But you just told me that I had inherited a house on Sardinia?”

         He looked at her and his shoulders quivered a little before he started laughing. He just couldn’t help himself; it came bubbling out of him. He laughed and the tears came running down his round cheeks. When the receptionist came back with their coffee he was struggling for air and could only wave to her to come in. Emelie and the receptionist stared at each other, shaking their heads. When the door closed behind her, he took a deep breath.

         “You thought I said Sardinia”, he said, drying his eyes before he started laughing again, and this time, it took him several minutes to regain control over his breathing. Emelie had seriously started to fear that he was having an asthma attack.

         “Astrid owned a nice estate on SARDINÖN – Sardine Island. Sardinön is a lovely little island in Bohuslän on the Swedish west coast, a ferry will take you there”, he said, while unsuccessfully trying to suppress his amusement.

         Emelie felt ashamed and stared at her hands. What had she been thinking? That an old, lonely lady would be the owner of a house in Italy? Half an hour later she was standing outside the yellow wooden building again, this time, the sun was in her eyes, and she had the thick binder pressed towards her chest. She couldn’t remember anything of what the lawyer had told her. She had been so ashamed that all she wanted was to get out of there. So, she had signed where he asked her to sign, almost ripped the binder out of his hands and left as soon as possible. Her telephone rang and she managed to find it in the mess in her bag. It was Sara.

         “What did he say? What have you inherited?”

         “Oh goodness, Sara, I don’t know exactly, some house on some island. Would you like to come over and help me to wade through all the papers?”

         “Of course, I’ll be there right after work,” Sara said cheerfully.

         Back at her own sofa table she told Sara and Linn about the visit at the law firm and the misunderstanding, and she was starting to see why the lawyer had found the whole situation so laughable – it was actually quite funny, and they all laughed pretty hard about it. To imagine that she had thought that she had inherited a romantic property on sunny Sardinia, when all she had actually gotten was a leaky cottage on a windswept island in Bohuslän. Sara read through the papers.

         “Ok, so it’s the house, looks nice from the pictures, and also all the household goods, that means all the furniture and other objects that might be in the house.”

         The last bit of information was for Linn, who was sitting there looking like a big question mark.

         “And a sum of money.”

         She whistled and looked at Emelie.

         “It’s no fortune, but still not bad, 100 000 Swedish Crowns! But have a look at this, there’s another heir.”

         Emelie sighed and rolled her eyes.

         “I knew it, of course I have to share the house, the old farm chairs and the money with some other, unknown ancestor.”

         “No, but there’s an Andreas Wester. According to Astrid, he has always helped her and been like a grandchild to her, he has inherited 300 m2 of the land and a guesthouse that he appears to be living in.”

         Emelie shook her head.

         “It just keeps getting better, now I have to adjust to some grumpy old fisherman that lives on my land.”

         Sara laughed and shook her head.

         “Not exactly old, he is 31, according to his social security number – you might get a real hottie as part of your inheritance. A house and a new boyfriend, that’s some inheritance if you ask me.”

         “A 31-year-old hottie? No thanks, not for me.”

         Emelie lifted her hands in the air, protesting.

         “But maybe something for me then?”

         Linn tilted her head and smiled, and her brown eyes were twinkling. Before Emelie had a chance to protest she continued:

         “I for one, think it sounds super exciting. Just imagine, our very own house in the archipelago with a garden, maybe there are apple trees there, and rocks to dive from.”

         Emelie looked at her and couldn’t help but smile. This wasn’t exactly something to be cross about and it could be just as amazing as Linn said. Maybe they would have apple trees instead of olive groves, a rolling sea nearby, the kids could play in the garden while she was enjoying a cup of coffee in an old, beautiful cup out on the porch…

         “You’re right Linn, this could be something quite wonderful, and if it turns out it’s not, then maybe I can sell the house and get some money for an Italian holiday. The lawyer wanted me to go over there as soon as possible to deal with all the paperwork. Can you look after the girls if I go this weekend?”

         Linn frowned and crossed her arms over her chest.

         “No, do I really have to? It’s the last weekend before I start my summer job and I’m going to a party at Julia’s house.”

         Emelie sighed. Of course Linn should go to her party and not be forced to watch her younger sisters, but she also didn’t feel like bringing them to Sardinön. Several hours in the car with them whining about ice-cream and fighting over iPads. Sara raised her hand.

         “I’ll take them, we’re going to the countryside and Ville and Klara would love to bring some playmates.

         “Christ, how sweet of you! I’ll see if the hottie, Andreas, can come meet me and show me my new house” Emelie said, smiling.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3
   

         

         Emelie had packed a small bag, waved goodbye to the girls and now she was halfway to Sardinön and looking for a place to have lunch. She grew more nervous with every mile, thinking about what she would encounter once she got there. The usual burger places and traditional roadside restaurants tried to tempt her along the road, and eventually she picked one of the former and steered off the highway. She ordered, sat down and let her mind run. She had called the 31-year-old hottie – who no one knew whether he was a hottie or not – and he had agreed to meet her by the harbour on Sardinön in approximately three hours. He sounded friendly over the phone and had immediately asked who she was and where she lived. She had asked how he knew Astrid, and he had answered something rather vague about her being like a grandmother to him. Even so, it was apparent, that she wasn’t Andreas’ real grandmother, because in that case, he would have inherited the house and now she had. She wiped her mouth, used the bathroom and continued the journey towards her new home. When she got back in the car, she had to chuckle a bit to herself. It was all so odd, suddenly being the new owner of a house on a west coast island that she had never set foot on before.

         Three hours later, she was standing on the ferry from the mainland over to the island and from a distance she could see that someone was standing on the shore, waiting. The summer sun shone from a cloudless sky, and she could feel the heat-rash lurking under her skin. A moment later they arrived at the island, and she drove off the ferry and parked across from the ferry terminal.

         Sardinön looked exactly as she had imagined it. Along the pier, the boathouses were leaning into each other, each of them boasting a wooden sign with its name carved into it; Pollux, Grundland, Skagen. There was a narrow, paved road running from the ferry that split itself in half, with each of the roads running in different directions around the island. On the other side of the road were the wooden villas. White and beautiful, with glassed-in porches and intricate carpentry work.

         “Hello, are you Emelie?”

         She turned around and caught sight of a young man with clear blue eyes who was wearing his blonde hair in a fashionable, thick fringe. Not very old, but definitely no brat either. Emelie smiled hesitantly.

         “Yes, exactly. Andreas?”

         He smiled and nodded, displaying shiny row of white teeth.

         “Such a lovely weather. I guess there’s sunshine all year round on this island, huh? I’m sure it’s always like this?”

         Christ, why was she babbling on like that? She shook her head and pulled herself together.

         “Of course there is. But why don’t you drive ahead, and then I can follow you to the house?”

         “No, this is a car-free island, so we will have to take my ride”, he said, turning around and walking along the pier.

         “But my car…?”

         He waved dismissively with one hand, and she didn’t have any other choice than to follow him. The only vehicle she could see on the pier was a blue moped with a loading platform, and he jumped on it and kick-started it.

         “Let’s go, you can sit here”, he said and nodded towards the platform.

         Emelie stopped abruptly. Sure, she had tried riding that kind of moped before, but it was a long time ago and today she had picked a short skirt and tights. It had been a bit of a miscalculation on a beautiful day like this, but when she left Växjö it had been raining, and it had seemed like a tights kind of day. Now she was sweating tremendously and the mere thought of clambering up on a wooden platform that would definitely catch her stockings made her feel nauseous. Especially since she didn’t know this Andreas at all.

         “No, actually, I don’t want to, or I simply can’t…”

         He turned the gas handle with one hand, making the engine purr. Then he switched into neutral gear, stepped off the moped and walked over to her.

         “Do you need help getting up?”

         This was even worse! Sweat was running down her spine and she definitely wasn’t going to let this brat play the gentleman.

         “No, I’ve got it, thank you very much!”

         She took off her backpack and the jacket that she had also picked out back in rainy Växjö. She squeezed the jacket down into the bag and put it back on her back. In the meantime, Andreas had gotten back on his moped.

         “You can step on the wheel if you want to,” he said, pointing to the left front wheel.

         She nodded and went over to the platform. Luckily, he had found a pillow for her to sit on, but she was still risking catching her stockings. Her best bet was to try and avoid slipping around on the platform, because in that case both her skin and her tights would get destroyed. She had to sit straight on the pillow, stay put the whole way and not move her bum or her legs an inch, no matter how long the road turned out to be. Luckily, the skirt wasn’t super tight and, with one foot on the wheel, she took advantage the few riding classes she had taken when she was ten. She swung herself up on the platform and managed to sit down rather gracefully and almost exactly in the middle of the pillow. As soon as she had put her bum down, Andreas took off and she shrieked with surprise and held on tightly to the sides.

         They quickly drove around the island before finally coming to a stop in front of a white wooden building. Her legs were all shaky as she jumped off, concluding that she had definitely caught her stockings. She sighed. Bugger.

         “We’re here. This is Astrid’s house,” Andreas told her.

         She looked over at the house and could hardly believe what she saw. It was big. Bigger than the ones she had seen in the harbour. Mullioned windows, a glassed-in porch with intricate carpentry work and a tower. A tower!

         “It is? This one?”

         She pointed to the big house in disbelief, but Andreas just nodded and handed her a key from his pocket. The keychain was a red tassel.

         “This is the key to your home”, he said, giving it to her.

         She took the key, noticing that a plastic Santa was hanging next to the red tassel. She laughed and straightened out her skirt that had become twisted during the ride.

         “A Santa? Feels a bit odd in the middle of summer. Maybe Astrid was a rather ironic lady,” she said.

         He looked at her in surprise.

         “Did you not know Astrid at all?”

         “No, not one bit. I think we might have met once, but I don’t remember her. Why?”

         He smiled and his blue eyes were sparkling.

         “It’s just that you’d be surprised, because she wasn’t really that ironic”, he said.

         “What? What do you mean?”

         “Let’s go inside and then you can see for yourself” he said, and smiled mischievously.

         Emelie was sweating, she had ripped her tights and she was rather thirsty. She only felt more and more annoyed with this self-righteous young man. She followed him up the pebbled path to the front door that was adorned with a small decorative sleigh. She gave him puzzled look but Andreas seemed to have found something very interesting on one of his index fingers, which he was now studying thoroughly, and she didn’t get any answers. She put the key in the lock and opened the door. The first thing she saw was a Christmas tapestry with the text: “We wish you a Merry Christmas” with children in red clothes and Santa-hats dancing around the letters. Around the tapestry were little wreaths, that seemed to be made out of spruces and that were adorned with dried rowan berries. She took one step into the hallway and peeked into the living room which was large and stretched along one whole side of the house. The kitchen was on the left and the sun shone brightly on the shiny red kitchen cupboards.

         “What the…”

         She didn’t get any further than that.

         “So, this is Astrid’s house”, Andreas repeated, taking off his shoes and walking inside. Emelie was standing in the doorway leading into the living room, just trying to process everything she saw. From floor to ceiling, the room was overflowing with Santas, pine wreaths, sleighs, elves, angels and bells. The walls were covered in tapestries, there were Christmas tablecloths on the big coffee table, and on the smaller tables that were spread across the room. Each one of the tables had a display of at least three porcelain figurines, and they were all Christmas themed. Tiny dogs with red bow ties around their necks that were cheerfully playing with a little girl with Christmas gifts in her bag. A sleigh pulled by Santa Claus with plenty of toys in the back. On the ceiling was a green, glittery garland with red bows and there were carpets in red and gold on the floor.

         “Bloody hell, did Santa’s workshop explode, and then everything somehow ended up here?”

         She could here Andreas laugh from the kitchen where he was going through the cabinets like he owned the place.

         “Would you like some coffee?”

         “Yes please” she said and followed him out to the kitchen

         The red kitchen cupboards were accompanied by green kitchen chairs and the table had a tablecloth with embroidered Santas, reindeer and Christmas trees. She dropped down onto one of the chairs.

         “But why…? Why is the house so…Christmassy?”

         Andreas shrugged his shoulders.

         “She liked Christmas”, he replied shortly.

         He put water in the coffee machine. It was red. Naturally.

         “But there’s ‘liked’ and then there’s this. This seems more like a hoarder but with Christmas things,” Emelie said, looking around the kitchen.

         There were Christmas-themed stickers on the window, but between them she could make out the garden in the back. It was large and had lush flowerbeds with flowers harmonising in beautiful colours. The lawn was well-kept, and the hedge looked neat.

         “She seems to have been interested in gardening as well”, Emelie said hesitantly.

         “Hmm…That’s probably mostly me. I’m a gardener,” Andreas explained.

         He found two cups in the cupboard above the coffee machine. One with a Christmas tree and one with a pig. He pointed through the window.

         “I live over there, in the guest house”, he said. She leaned to the right and could see a small cottage. It was red with white corners.

         “Okay, so do you plan on living there?”

         He froze. Then he found the milk in the fridge.

         “I guess that is up to you now”, he said.

         She shook her head.

         “No, you inherited the cottage and 300 m2 of the land. Didn’t you know that?”

         He slowly turned towards her, and the expression in his face made it clear that he had not been aware of that.

         “Excuse me?”

         “Astrid gave it to you. She said you had been like a grandchild to her, or something like that,” Emelie said and dug around in her bag in order to find the papers from the law firm.

         She looked through the will until she found the passage regarding Andreas’ inheritance and shoved it towards him.

         “Look, here it is. The reason why I asked, is that I reckoned that you might not want to stay here now that there’s a complete stranger living the big house”, she said.

         He nodded and poured the coffee. Then he looked intensely at her.

         “Are you planning on moving here?”

         “Er, no I don’t think so. I have three kids at home, and they are in school and I have a job and you know, a whole life. I don’t know what to do with this…this…Christmas chaos.”

         She had never seen so many Christmas things in one place before. Astrid had definitely been a hoarder, but she seemed to have only collected Christmas stuff. What kind of a person does that?

         “But did she have…problems, or what?”

         Emelie noticed that the handrail leading up to the first floor was decorated with a garland identical to the one on the ceiling.

         “She certainly did not. Astrid was the most wonderful person”, he said harshly.

         She laughed.

         “Hard to believe when you see this. The lady seems to have been a bit… away with the fairies, had some elves on the top shelf, if you know what I mean. Do you get it? Elves!” she said, laughing even harder.

         Andreas slammed his hand hard onto the worktop in the kitchen and Emelie immediately stopped laughing and stared at him in surprise.

         “I don’t want you saying things like that about her!”

         Emelie got up and held up her hands.

         “Calm down, I didn’t mean anything by it. But don’t you think it’s a bit loopy? Is it like this everywhere? I need to take a look around.”

         She walked up the stairs and the garland felt prickly in her hand when she touched the bannister. Andreas poured the coffee and sat down at the table. Ten minutes later, Emelie came back down, looking even more surprised than before. She stopped on the last step and looked at him.

         “It’s everywhere. E v e r y w h e r e. I didn’t know that much Christmas stuff even existed. Has she robbed an IKEA?”

         He looked back at her, but his blue eyes weren’t as open and glittering anymore.

         “That’s the way she wanted it, okay?”

         “Sure, sure, but you have to admit that it’s crazy!”

         “I don’t have to do anything.”

         She sat down at the table, took a sip from the cup with Christmas trees and frowned at the cold coffee. She was wondering what kind of relationship Andreas and the old lady had actually had? He seemed really territorial, as if Astrid had actually been his grandmother. Which obviously she was not. Or he might just be cross because he wasn’t the one to inherit this Christmas inferno.

         “Are all bedrooms up on the first floor?” she asked.

         He shook his head.

         “No, there’s another one in there,” he said, pointing to the short side of the living room. Emelie got up and peeked into the bedroom, and it looked exactly like the four rooms on top, the living room and the kitchen. A thorough and completely surprising Christmas theme. There were Christmas curtains with Santas, tapestries with lyrics from Christmas carols above the bed and a red, fluffy carpet on the floor. What the heck was she going to do with all of this stuff? And what was she going do about the grumpy young hottie living in her garden?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4
   

         

         Two hours later, Emelie was back in her car on the ferry heading back towards the mainland. She wasn’t wearing tights anymore; she had pulled them off and thrown them away. She really wasn’t much of a tights girl, but she had wanted to make a proper first impression. She wasn’t so sure on who exactly. When she was working as a housekeeping manager at the city hotel in Växjö, tights were mandatory, and she hated it. They were itchy and way too warm. No, it was nice to get rid of them.

         She was thinking about the house on Sardinön. Her big house. Andreas wasn’t sure about exactly how big the house was, but it was probably written down somewhere. She did know it was large enough to house a family bigger than hers. If you managed to remove all of the Christmas stuff, of course. She sighed and rolled down the window. A fresh, salty breeze found its way into the car, cooling her down. She lifted her fringe and put her head out of the window to get more of the fresh air. While she had been in the house just walking around, feeling astonished by the sheer amount of Christmas decorations, Linn and Sara had texted her several times.

         “What is it like?”

         “Is it big?”

         “Is it a shack that needs to be sold ASAP?”

         “How’s the hottie?”

         “Hello??”

         She hadn’t had the energy to answer. How was she going to explain the total and utter Christmas chaos that reigned in Astrid’s house? Her house, she corrected herself and stroked her hand over her face. She had taken lots of pictures and now her phone was full of Santas, sleighs, Lucia brides and elves, so that they could see for themselves when she returned. The ferry was almost back at the shore and, right before she started the car, she sent a text message to her friend and her eldest daughter:

         “On my way home, will tell you everything once I get there. Hugs.”

         She started the car and prayed to some car god that her brown heap of metal Peugeot would manage to take her all the way home.

          
   

         The following day, she told Linn, Liv and Linnea about her trip. The younger girls thought that it was amazing to have a Christmas house and thought that they should keep everything exactly the way it was and move in as soon as possible. Emelie figured that in their mind, there was a Santa standing in the lawn outside the house, ready to fulfil their every wish of ponies and new ice skates. Sara and Linn were both as surprised as she had been and still was, and no one really had a good solution to what she should do with the place.
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