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            Chapter 1
   

         

         “Mum, come on! It’s nearly twelve o’clock!”

         Emelie smiled at her second youngest daughter and hugged her.

         “It’s actually a whole ten minutes to midnight still, and I want to ring Sara and wish her a happy New Year. But I’ll be there soon.”

         “But you mustn’t miss the countdown!”

         Liv sternly wagged her finger at her mother, with the kind of determined expression only a truly self-confident ten-year-old can pull off. Laughing, Emelie held up her hands in defence.

         “I’ll hurry up, I promise! Run out to Linn and Oskar now and get yourself a glass of cola to toast with. I think Christer and Carina have already started on the fireworks.”

          
   

         Liv ran off and Emelie went into the kitchen to get a moment’s peace, away from the noisy party guests on the veranda. She could hear Sussi and Stina laughing at something Stina had said, and Jenny’s clear voice telling them about her Christmas yoga up on the rock. Oskar’s parents had been invited but had declined as they didn’t want to leave Oskar’s grandmother alone at home. After the latest discussion at their house, it was probably just as well. Linn didn’t always feel welcomed by Oskar’s grandmother, but at least she hadn’t said anything else about Linn’s skin colour, which was something. Emelie pulled out her phone and brought up Sara’s name, clicking on the green handset symbol.

         “Hello?”

         “Hey babe, it’s Emelie. Happy New Year! You sound out of breath, have you been running?”

         “Oh, happy New Year to you too!”

         Emelie could hear the children shouting in the background and Sara’s husband’s deeper voice as he tried to organise them.

         “Oh dear, not exactly a calm New Year in Växjö?”

         Emelie could hear Sara shouting something to the children before she came back to the telephone.

         “No, it’s a bit chaotic, but it’ll be fine. How’s it going for you? A cosy New Year party in the Christmas house, is it?”

         Emelie looked around at the Christmas wallpaper in the kitchen and the shiny, bright red kitchen cabinets and gave a sigh.

         “Yeah, it still looks the same, but everyone’s here and it’s really nice. The girls are happy and Andreas is fantastic.”

         “I must say I’m a little jealous… But have you told the youngsters about the two of you yet?”

         “No. God, no! Not yet. We’ll do it when the time’s right. There’s been so much going on with the Christmas market, and then Christmas. And it was so lovely you came, it gave me a warm feeling all the way through.”

         “It felt really good to me too, I have to say,” said Sara, shouting something to one of her children in the same breath.

         Emelie laughed.

         “Look, it sounds like you’re busy so I won’t keep you. I just wanted to say happy New Year and I hope you’ll come back soon. There’s so much I want to tell you and talk to you about.”

         “You mean the job?”

         “Yes, and other things,” she laughed.

          
   

         Emelie peered out of the kitchen window at the snow-covered garden. After the Christmas market, an air of calm had fallen over Sardinön. When they’d cleaned up the community centre and added up the income and outgoings for table bookings and electricity, she and Christer had realised they’d made a profit – and a good one, too. That meant they could both stop holding their breath and be happy that their first project together had actually worked out as well as they’d hoped. And over the following weeks, Emelie had been able to concentrate on preparing for Christmas with her girls. Of course Linn was baking, and Liv and Linnea, Tore, Kajsa and a few other friends were helping out. There was no need to put up Christmas decorations in the most Christmassy house on the whole of Sardinön, so instead Emelie chose her favourites, bought a tree and found a use for some of Astrid’s baubles, glitter and strings of red beads. She’d put the precious vase away in a safe place, and after the festivities she planned to look for someone who could value it and sell it. That would make a welcome addition to the kitty. Perhaps they could take down the wall in the kitchen and renovate it with some of the money? If they were going to stay here, of course. One year at a time, she’d told herself. By next autumn the first year would have passed, and she’d be forced to make a decision again before then. But now she had Andreas, and that made the choice more difficult. The two of them had tried as far as possible not to display their affection. When the youngest girls had gone to bed, Andreas crept in through the veranda or Emelie sneaked out to the guest house. When Liv and Linnea got up in the morning, Emelie was in the kitchen with breakfast ready and roses in her cheeks. She didn’t think they suspected anything of what was going on around them.

         “But when are you coming back to the island to see us? Soon, I hope!” said Emelie.

         “I’ll be coming soon. I just have to sort out a few things here first. Anyway, happy New Year darling; we have to rush now, there’s only a couple of minutes left,” said Sara, with a slightly stressed note in her voice.

         Andreas appeared in the kitchen door and gave an inquiring look at Emelie as he held out a glass to her. Emelie smiled at him.

         “Yes, here’s Andreas with some bubbly. Talk to you next year! Happy New Year, and say hello to everyone for me!”

          
   

         Out on the veranda everyone had gathered, and Emelie settled in beside Linn while they watched Christer, Stig and Carina running around like dizzy hens on the lawn, trying to organise the fireworks.

         “They’re crazy. They can’t agree about anything, Christer and Carina, but they still seem to really like each other. Weird!” laughed Linn.

         Emelie leaned against her eldest daughter.

         “How are you and the baby doing?”

         Linn placed a hand on her stomach and gave her mother a crooked smile.

         “No idea, I can’t feel anything from the baby yet.”

         Emelie gave her a loving tap on the arm

         “Silly thing, I know that. It’s so early. I mean, how are you?”

         Linn held up a glass of something fizzy and clear.

         “Apart from the fact that I have to drink Sprite like a little kid, I’m doing really well. I haven’t even felt nauseous. Look, there’s Birgitta!”

          
   

         In the house opposite, immediately across the street, Birgitta was standing on her veranda, waving frantically, and everyone on Emelie’s veranda waved back. Beside Birgitta sat her husband in his wheelchair, wrapped in blankets from head to foot. Over Christmas, his condition had deteriorated and now they didn’t see much of Birgitta because he needed even more help than before.

         “Poor thing. She’d really like to be with us,” said Emelie to Andreas, who was standing beside her.

         “Hmm, but he’s in quite a bad way, isn’t he?” said Andreas.

         Down on the lawn, Christer and Carina had finally organised the fireworks under Stig’s supervision. Christer looked at his phone and began counting down.

         “Ten!”

         “Soon it’ll be the new year, Mum!” shouted Linnea over the countdown, and Emelie nodded.

         “Nine, eight, seven, six…”

         “It’s going to be a brilliant year, Mum; don’t you think?” said Linn with a smile.

         “Five, four, three…”

         “Yes, sweetheart, I think so,” she said, and smiled, taking hold of Andreas’ arm where the little ones couldn’t see.

         “Two, one. Happy New Year!”

          
   

         Liv and Linnea threw themselves on Emelie and Andreas, and they all hugged each other. Linn and Oskar kissed and looked deep into each other’s eyes, Oskar with one hand on Linn’s stomach. Sussi and Stina whooped together with Jenny, and Birgitta raised her glass towards Christer and Carina on the lawn, but perhaps most towards Stig, who bowed and blew a kiss in her direction. Andreas whispered in Emelie’s ear.

         “Happy New Year, my wonderful, beautiful Emelie. I agree with Linn, it’s going to be a fantastic year.”

         Emelie gave him a furtive kiss on the cheek and nodded, tears in her eyes. She wanted to keep this feeling forever. She and Andreas, her two youngest daughters totally hyper on sugar from all the sweets but happy and safe, and all of these new people around her who were now so familiar. The feeling warmed her from the inside, and she wanted to feel like that forever. Warm and tender and secure…

          
   

         Her thoughts were interrupted by a cry from the veranda opposite, and she looked up from Andreas’ warm embrace. They saw that Birgitta’s husband had collapsed in his wheelchair, and Birgitta was desperately pressing the emergency alarm button.

         “Help, help! He isn’t breathing! Kurt! Kurt! Wake up Kurt!”

         Christer and Stig leaped over Emelie’s fence and managed to stop Kurt from falling to the ground, but his body was limp and lifeless.

         “Have you rung 112?” shouted Stig.

         “Yes, yes, we have a direct line to the hospital. The ambulance helicopter is on its way!”

         Birgitta’s voice rose an octave. Everyone on the veranda had frozen in position and they looked like actors on a stage. Stig and Christer holding up the lifeless man with his head hanging, Birgitta standing beside them with tears pouring down her face and peering into the sky as if to make the helicopter appear out of thin air. Sussi and Stina, who had stopped whooping, and Carina and Jenny who were standing staring, just like she was herself. But then Emelie sprang into action, dashing in and grabbing her jacket and pulling on her Uggs.

         “I’m going to Birgitta’s,” she shouted to the children, and began running across the lawn.

         Emelie could hear the helicopter behind her and saw Birgitta pointing to the sky. She took the steps up to the veranda two at a time and put her arms around Birgitta, who leaned her head against her chest and sobbed.

         “Now it’s over, I know it’s over…”

         “No, no. It’ll be fine, you’ll see,” Emelie said comfortingly, stroking her back.

         Birgitta shook her head.

         “No, now it’s over. He’s been so poorly and I’ve just been waiting for it to happen,” she said, with a serious tone that Emelie hadn’t heard before.

          
   

         The helicopter drew closer, and Christer and Stig carried the wheelchair with Kurt in it down onto the lawn. The big metal bird landed perfectly between the houses, and two ambulance personnel leaped out and ran, crouching, towards them. Between them they carried a stretcher which they quickly loaded Kurt onto, starting CPR immediately. After what felt like an eternity, they carried him into the helicopter and Birgitta went with them. Emelie waved hesitantly to her as the helicopter lifted off again. Silence spread over Sardinön, and suddenly Emelie realised how cold it was, and wrapped her coat more tightly around herself as she hurried back home again. Christer and Stig joined her, and together they went back into the Christmas house, where they were met by a circle of solemn faces.

         “Linn, do you have any mulled wine left that we can warm ourselves up with…? Now we just have to hope for the best for Birgitta – and for Kurt,” said Emelie.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2
   

         

         “Mum, what’s happening to Uncle Kurt and Birgitta now?”

         Liv’s brown eyes were fully of worry.

         “I don’t know, darling,” said Emelie, as she pulled off her hat and put it on the shelf. “Kurt has been sick for a long time, so we don’t know if he’s going to make it. But I’m sure Birgitta will be home again soon.”

         Liv was about to ask another question, but Linnea shouted that they were going to watch Frost in her room, so she gave Emelie a quick hug and ran up the stairs. Emelie stamped off the snow and they went out on the veranda again.

          
   

         “Poor Birgitta,” said Sussi. “It feels harsh to say it, but perhaps it’s best for both of them if Kurt could just slip away.”

         “Yes, a long life is a boon, but if it only means suffering…” said Jenny with a shake of her head.

         “She must feel awfully worried and alone up there in the air,” said Linn, looking up towards the dark, starry sky.

         She shivered and looked around.

         “OK, let’s get something to eat and drink. What would you like? Mulled wine, coffee, wine, beer?”

         “We’ll just get out everything so people can take what they want, I think,” said Emelie.

          
   

         As Emelie, Linn and Andreas brought out the mulled wine, table wine and nibbles, the noise level rose and laughter broke out again around the big kitchen table. Emelie had suggested that the guests go into the living room, but they were unanimous that it was much nicer in the kitchen. Emelie agreed, but sighed aloud over how cramped it was, and thought for what must be the hundredth time that she wanted to demolish the wall between the kitchen and living room.

          
   

         “Did anyone get round to making a New Year’s resolution?” asked Linn, picking up a glass of water in place of the mulled wine she’d only taken a sip of.

         Sussi and Stina were suddenly very busy squeezing out blue cheese-flavoured soft cheese onto a pile of ginger biscuits, Christer and Carina looked shyly around and held hands under the table, Stig stared blankly out of the window and Andreas excused himself, saying he’d left something on the veranda. But Jenny smiled happily.

         “I’ve made the same New Year’s resolution for the last twenty years, and I intend to continue doing it for as long as I can stand on my own two legs.”

         All eyes turned to her.

         “Well it can’t be about stopping smoking or starting to exercise,” said Linn.

         “Ha ha, no! I’m going to do yoga every day of the year and continue developing my technique. This year I’m going to learn to do crow pose. It’s a position I used to do but had to stop when I cut my wrist a few years ago.”

         “Crow, isn’t that the one where you’re kind of squatting in the air on your hands?” asked Andreas, putting the saucepan of mulled wine down on the table.

         “Yes, that’s the one. It looks more difficult than it is,” she said, smiling at him.

         “OK, Jenny, then I challenge you,” said Andreas, reaching one hand out towards her, “if you’re going to learn crow, I’ll do it too, if you show me what to do.”

         Jenny took his hand.

         “Definitely!”

         He looked around the table and said with a jokey challenge in his voice:

         “Right then, Jenny and I have made our New Year’s resolutions. Who’s next – Oskar?”

         Oskar looked nervously at Andreas before taking Linn’s hand and answering in a hoarse voice.

         “I don’t have any resolutions exactly, but I know this is going to be the best year of my life.”

         He swallowed audibly.

         “Well, and… I resolve to do my best as Linn’s boyfriend, and to support her with all of her cool plans and…”

         He got no further before Linn leaned towards him and silenced him with a kiss right on his lips.

         “Then I resolve to carry on trying to find crazy new things to do all year, because you’ve promised to help out with everything!” she laughed.

         The others around the table laughed too, and Carina mumbled something about young love. Linn turned to her.

         “And what about you? How do you think your love life’s going to go this year?”

         Carina smiled and shot Christer a quick glance before turning back to Linn again.

         “Well, what can I say? Old love doesn’t rust. But joking apart, I’m very grateful for having had the chance to come back to Sardinön and Christer. So my New Year’s resolution will be to make the most of that chance.” She nudged Christer with her elbow. “And I promise to absolutely never play golf again!”

         Christer put his arm around Carina.

         “Bloody hell, that was the best New Year’s resolution I’ve ever heard! No more golf! You know I bloody hate golf!”

         Christer slapped his hands on his thighs and burst out into a new peal of laughter. When he had caught his breath, he picked up the New Year’s thread again.

         “OK, my turn then. I don’t know if this is actually a New Year’s resolution but I retire this year and I’m clearly not going to be spending my time learning to play golf,” he said, raising his eyebrows at Carina. “So I’m going to start documenting the island’s history, and I hope I’ll be able to do that with you.”

         Carina gave Christer a kiss on the cheek. Christer cleared his throat and looked round the table.

         “Well that was my confession before we start the new year. Now it’s your turn!”

         He looked encouragingly at Sussi and Stina.

         “Oooh, it’s been ages since I laughed so hard that my stomach ached,” said Stina. “Sussi, we’re among friends, so maybe now’s a good time to tell everyone about our plans for next year?”

         “Absolutely,” said Sussi, looking at the clock. “It’s actually next year already, and we intend to become parents.”

         “That’s it, it’s this year we’re going to be parents,” said Stina in a solemn tone.

         “But that’s fantastic, how lovely!” said Carina, extending a hand to each of them across the table. “When’s it due?”

         Sussi and Stina took her hands.

         “Well, we don’t know yet – we need a bit of external help,” said Stina, giving Andreas a quick glance.

         Andreas focused on cutting a slice of cheddar and laying it on a cracker.

         “But our resolution is that we’re going to start the process and do everything we can to get pregnant – ideally both of us.”

         Andreas looked up and gave her an inquiring look. Two pregnancies and two babies. Stina quickly looked away from Andreas and responded to the others’ curious questions and congratulations until Sussi held up both hands.

         “That’s enough, we promise we’ll let you know as soon as there’s any news. Emelie, you haven’t told us about your New Year’s resolution.”

          
   

         Emelie felt her face turning red when everyone’s eyes turned to her, and her various resolutions and hopes for the New Year quickly ran through her head. To be Andreas’ girlfriend, to be a grandmother, to take the job at the community centre. There was a lot to think about, but she couldn’t share any of that with the others.

         “Well, we can’t really do New Year’s resolutions on the stroke of midnight because… well, you know… But I promise to…”

         Christer interrupted her.

         “Stay on Sardinön?”

         “I’m glad you want us to stay, Christer, and we’ll definitely stay over next summer – after that we’ll have to see.”

         Emelie topped up her mug of mulled wine to avoid meeting Linn or Andreas’ eyes, and was grateful that Liv and Linnea were already in bed so she didn’t have to deal with their protests.

         “But I can promise to exercise more so that I can continue sampling the fruits of Linn’s baking. Now we’ve all had a turn, haven’t we?”

          
   

         Everyone’s eyes turned to Stig, as if they were remembering his presence for the first time. He had been sitting there in silence since they came in after the ambulance helicopter had taken Kurt and Birgitta to the hospital, which wasn’t at all like the normally jovial and boisterous Gothenburger. Emelie place a hand on his shoulder.

         “Stig, what do you think about the new year?”

         “Well… What can I think?” answered Stig slowly. “The last year was one of the best years for a long time; so much happened.”

         He cleared his throat, but couldn’t quite control the tremor in his voice.

         “For many years now I’ve wished for something and perhaps it’s going to come true, but it feels so wrong that my happiness can come from someone else’s unhappiness.”

         Jenny patted him tenderly on the cheek.

         “Oh Stig, you and I are old enough to know that death and goodbyes are a part of life. And the only thing that matters is for those of us who remain to make the most of it and spread around all the happiness and love we can get.”

         “You reckon? Is it okay to think like that?”

         “Okay? It’s everyone’s duty to think like that.”

         Jenny turned to the others around the table and raised her glass.

         “I’m very happy to be sitting here and sharing this evening with you. I’m certain we’ve got a fantastic, enjoyable, eventful and loving year ahead of us. It’s up to us to make sure that’s how it turns out. But I can do our horoscope for next year, too, so we get an idea of what’s on the way. The stars say it’s going to be a positive year,” she declaimed dramatically. Everyone around the table cheered and raised their glasses to the new year.

          
   

         A little while later, they were still sitting in the kitchen laughing and chatting when Liv suddenly appeared in the doorway.

         “I can’t sleep.”

         She was wearing pink and white striped pyjamas, and her old worn stuffed rabbit dangled from one hand. The sight of her daughter in the doorway reminded Emelie of when Liv was little after Ousman had left them. Every night she came into Emelie’s bedroom and waited for her to lift up the duvet and invite her in. Emelie had often lain awake, alternately crying over her failed relationship and being abandoned, or worrying about her finances and the future, but as soon as Liv crept into her bed and she put her arms around the little warm body close to her own, smelled her scent and heard her breath, Emelie would fall asleep. The memory made Emelie’s eyes fill with tears, but before she could reach her daughter, Stig stretched out an arm towards Liv.

         “Come and sit here with Uncle Stig.”

         Liv took his hand and crept into his embrace, laid her rabbit against his shoulder and leaned her head on it, looking around at the group with sleepy eyes.

         “Hasn’t the helicopter come back with Aunt Birgitta?”

         “No, it hasn’t,” replied Stig, stroking her arm.

         Emelie picked up her mobile.

         “I haven’t had any messages from her – has she contacted anyone else?”

         They all looked at their phones but shook their heads.

         “Should I send a text and ask how it’s going, or is that stupid?” asked Emelie.

         “I’m sure she’ll be in touch as soon as she can… and wants to,” said Stina.

         “Although it’d be nice for her to know that we’re thinking about her,” said Jenny.

         “I know,” said Linn, and jumped up from her chair. “Let’s take a groufie and send it to her.”

         “A groupie?” said Christer suspiciously. “I don’t think so!”

         Linn laughed.

         “A groufie, not a groupie! Get yourselves in there around Stig and Liv, and I’ll take a picture.”

          
   

         They moved their chairs and the kitchen table a little so there was room for everyone. When they were all in place, Linn directed them to smile and wave and quickly snapped off a series of photos. Then she examined them and nodded happily to herself.

         “This one’s come out perfect!”

         “Perfectly,” corrected Stina and Sussi in unison.

         Linn grinned and looked at her mother.

         “I’ll send it to you. You’ve got Birgitta’s number, haven’t you?”

         Emelie nodded and pulled out her phone.

         “Is it OK if I upload this photo and tag you on my Instagram?”

          
   

         Linn held up her phone so they could all see the image she’d chosen, and they all bent forward to inspect themselves. Christer bombarded her with questions about how Instagram worked and how to use it. A ping from Emelie’s phone made them all fall silent.

         “It’s from Birgitta. She says that Kurt is in intensive care, and it’s just a case of waiting. She’s missing us and says thanks for the lovely picture.”

         Stig cleared his throat and rubbed his hands over his face, and Liv patted him on the cheek before sliding off his lap and going over to her mother. Emelie took her hand.

         “Come on, let’s go up to bed again.”

         “Yes, it’s probably time we went home too – it’s been a long evening,” said Carina, taking Christer’s hand.

         They said goodnight to Liv.

         “In case you aren’t still here when I come back down, I’ll say goodnight now,” said Emelie.

          
   

         A quarter of an hour later when Emelie came back downstairs, the house was silent and only Andreas remained in the kitchen. When he saw her, he set down the washed plates and held his arms out to her. Emelie stepped into his embrace, wound her arms around his waist and rested her head on his shoulder.

         “I’ve been dying to do this all evening, to have you close to me.”

         He took her by the shoulders and tilted her so their eyes met.

         “When do you think we can tell them all? So we don’t have to do all this sneaking around any more?”

         She breathed in his scent and felt the familiar tingle his closeness always awoke in her.

         “Soon, darling. But for now, shall we just leave the dishes and go to bed?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3
   

         

         A couple of days after New Year’s Day, Birgitta sat in Emelie’s kitchen with tears running down her cheeks. Emelie served coffee and the thickly-iced ginger biscuits that Linn had baked with her younger sisters before Christmas. As Birgitta drew in a shuddering breath, Emelie laid a hand on her arm.

         “I’m very sorry about what happened to Kurt,” she said.

         Birgitta nodded and pulled a packet of paper tissues from her handbag. She wiped her eyes and took a gulp of coffee, smiling through the tears.

         “I know, but it wasn’t unexpected. He was so sick, and of course it’s for the best, but we’ve lived together our whole adult lives. It just feels so strange…”

         The sobs built up in her chest and she pulled out her tissue again.

         “Oh, you poor thing… It must be very difficult. Like suddenly losing half of yourself,” said Emelie.

         Birgitta raised a finger in the air and nodded.

         “That’s exactly it! As if I’ve lost half of myself. And I’m relieved, but sad. He was so sick, so it’s just as well. But how…? And I’m worried about what’s going to happen now. What’s going to happen now?”

         She looked down at the table and began shredding the tissue, which she let fall to the floor. Emelie fetched some more.

         “I don’t really know… But first the funeral, I assume? You have to take it one step at a time. What would you like me to help with?”

         Emelie had read in a Sunday supplement that you shouldn’t say that you were there if they needed you, but simply ask the grieving person what they wanted help with. Or just get in there and do things if the person wasn’t in a position to ask for help. Birgitta took her hand and Emelie tried not to wince at the dampness of the other woman’s skin. Was it snot? She dismissed the thought and smiled.

         “I can help, you know. Should we have the reception after the funeral in the community centre, perhaps? What do you think about that? I can talk to Christer,” said Emelie.

         “Yes, that would be good. Perhaps Linn could make cakes? But not those ones with black crosses on that they used to make. I think they look so awful. Just normal princess cake, that will be fine. But I’m most worried about money. How can I keep the house going on my pension?”

         Emelie patted Birgitta on the shoulder.

         “The house is very big. Do you have to stay there? Perhaps there’s a smaller house on the island that you could buy?”

         Birgitta clapped a hand to her mouth and stared at Emelie with wide eyes. She grimly shook her head.

         “No, no. That was Kurt’s house. He built it for us. I can’t ever sell it. That's not possible. I’ll have to find some other way. Maybe Stig can help me…”

         She shot a glance at Emelie, sat up straight and quickly changed the subject.

         “Oh well, I’m sure something will come up. As you say, it’s the funeral first. I’ve already ordered the coffin, flowers and music. But can we talk about something nicer? It just makes me sad otherwise…”

         Emelie smiled at her. The older woman seemed a bit confused, but it wasn’t so surprising after such a dramatic event.

         “It’s good that you’re on top of it. That sounds really good. Me, I’d so like to do a bit of renovation here. Take the wall down, redo the wallpaper. I can’t stand this Christmas wallpaper any longer. And the bright red kitchen cabinets are too strident. I’m thinking of something more rustic, but modern. What do you think about that?”

         Birgitta nodded and took the last sip of her coffee before dabbing her cheeks once more.

         “But of course that will cost money too,” sighed Emelie. “Hey, can I tell you a little secret…?”

         Birgitta suddenly sprang to life, leaning forward so that her purple blouse strained worryingly between the buttons.

         “Yes?!”

         Emelie lowered her voice. Not because there was anyone in the house who could hear them: Linn was at Oskar’s and the younger girls were at Kajsa’s, at the stables; Andreas was running a January sale at the garden centre and wouldn’t come home till late.

         “Well, we found a lovely vase amongst all of Astrid’s things, and it turns out that it’s actually worth something.”

         She leant back and waited for the reaction, which wasn’t long in coming. Birgitta was almost drooling at the exciting news.

         “I didn’t know that! And I was Astrid’s best friend.”

         “Yes, I’m sure you were, but probably nobody knew it was valuable. We’re going to get it valued now and sell it, and we’ll probably have enough to do the renovation and maybe a bit more besides.”

         Birgitta licked her lips.

         “How much…?”

         “Is it worth? I don’t know, but Linn saw on an auction site that a similar one had sold for almost a hundred thousand kronor.”

         Birgitta slapped her knee.

         “No!! Really? That’s a lot of money, isn’t it?”

          
   

         The front door opened, and Linn almost tumbled into the hall in a cloud of snow.

         "Hello! Wow, it’s certainly snowing! Hi Birgitta, how are you?”

         She stamped the snow from her feet and brushed it off her shoulders. Birgitta waved one hand at her.

         “Oh, you know, it’s OK. Could you bake some cakes for Kurt’s funeral, do you think?”

          
   

         Linn and Birgitta immediately embarked on a discussion about mousses, bases and flavours, while Emelie filled up the sink and put the breakfast dishes into the warm water. She looked out of the window and up towards the hill opposite, and smiled. There was Jenny doing yoga, exactly as she’d said on New Year’s. Every day, she’d said. Emelie hoped she wasn’t going to try to do crow pose on the hill, because it was awfully windy up there sometimes. But today the sun was shining and it was a couple of degrees above zero, even if there was a bit of a breeze. But on the days when the temperature didn’t even reach zero, you didn’t want to as much as set a foot outside the house.

          
   

         Emelie washed up bowls and spoons and put them in the dish rack. Linn and Birgitta were still talking about cupcakes and fillings, and Emelie drifted off into a daydream. Imagine if she really got a load of money for that vase, then perhaps she and Andreas could go away somewhere together? Somewhere warm with a beautiful beach. Not the Gambia, of course, she never intended to go there again. If the girls wanted to go there and try to find their father, they could do that when they were older. She didn’t want to. But perhaps Greece? Or Italy? Mmm, pasta and sun-dried tomatoes. Swimming in the Mediterranean and…

         “Mum…? Helloooo?”

         She awoke from her daydream with a start and looked at her daughter.

         “Yes?”

         Linn shook her head at her.

         “You were miles away! I just thought of something. We’ve got lots of Christmas things left. We sold quite a lot at the Christmas market, but there’s still plenty.”

         “Yes, God knows there are…”

         “But couldn’t we have a Knut’s party at the community centre?”

         Emelie stopped suddenly with a glass in her hand. It was dripping with water, and she jumped when one of the drops landed on her foot.

         “What do you mean? A Knut’s party is for dancing out Christmas. Not for selling Christmassy things.”

         Linn rolled her eyes and put her hands on her hips.

         “Well, we can have a jumble sale too! People can come and sell their old stuff.”

         “One person’s rubbish is another person’s treasure,” interjected Birgitta.

         Emelie nodded.

         “Yes, but can we get it organised in time? Knut’s is meant to be the 20th day of Christmas, isn’t it?”

         Linn went over to the calendar hanging on the wall. With one finger she followed the days in January, adding them up.

         “It’s about ten days. That should be enough, shouldn’t it?”

         Birgitta leaped up from her chair.

         “By that time, we’ll have had Kurt’s funeral and perhaps I can take a table and sell some things? We’ve got lots of stuff in the basement. And I really need some money now I’m on my own,” she said, and began sobbing again.

         Linn hugged the older woman, looking at Emelie over her shoulder.

         “We can do it, can’t we, Mum? And I can bake cakes and sell things in the café. Yeah? I can make a St Knut’s Day cake!”

         Emelie wiped her hands on the kitchen towel that had Astrid’s monogram on it. She leaned back against the worktop with her arms crossed.

         “St Knut’s Day cake? What’s that? I’ve never heard of it,” Emelie laughed.

         “No, but what do you know about baking? I saw it in Astrid’s recipe book. That’ll be fine, won’t it Birgitta? I’ll have to do some test bakes and get you to sample them like before the Christmas market.”

         Birgitta ran the back of her hand over her cheeks and nodded. Emelie sighed.

         “OK, OK. But I need to talk to Christer about it. He’s in charge of the community centre, don’t forget.”

          
   

         Linn patted Birgitta’s back and let go of her. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and saw she was late for work. Before she left, she gave her mother a hug and whispered in her ear.

         “But you’re going to be in charge soon, aren’t you?”

         “I haven’t decided yet,” Emelie hissed back.

         “Of course you will! Come on Mum,” said Linn with a grin, and ran up the stairs two at a time to her room.

         Before Birgitta could say anything, Emelie raised her hand to spare any more questions.

         “Yes, yes, I’ll try to convince Christer that a Knut’s party is a good idea. We’ll just have to see.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4
   

         

         She slowly stretched out an arm in the forlorn hope that Andreas would be lying on the other side of the double bed, but she knew that he wasn’t still there. They hadn’t told Liv and Linnea about their relationship yet, so he always set his alarm for five o’clock and crept home to the guest cottage to sleep for a couple of hours before going to work. Her fingers touched his pillow and she pulled it towards her, burying her nose in it and breathing in. She could still smell him on the pillow, and the scent alone was enough to cause an aroused tingling to sweep through her body and a broad smile to spread across her face. By sheer force of willpower she pushed the pillow away and climbed out of bed to make breakfast and wake the girls. Fifteen minutes later they were up and she’d brushed aside any thoughts of her boyfriend.

         “Mum, you don’t need to come to school with us today – the weather’s awful,” said Liv with her mouth full of liver paste on toast.

         “Thanks. That’s sweet of you. But I have to go shopping and talk to Christer, so I’ll go with you anyway,” said Emelie.

          
   

         Twenty minutes later they were all warmly dressed outside the house. And Liv was right, the weather really was awful. Almost zero degrees and with an icy wind that blew straight through flesh and bone alike.

         “It was never this windy in Växjö,” mumbled Linnea from inside the scarf she’d pulled up over half her face.

         The only thing visible between the brim of her hat and her scarf was the angry glare of her brown eyes.

         “No, it’s the wind from the sea that makes it like this,” said Emelie, and pulled her coat tighter around herself.

          
   

         The wind made it impossible to talk and they walked the whole way in silence. Emelie waved them off as they ran into the warmth of the school building, and bent her head against the wind on the way to the community centre. She went over what she wanted to talk to Christer about. First and foremost the Knut’s party. But given what he’d said on New Year’s Eve, the question of whether she wanted to take over after him was certain to come up too. She didn’t get any further than that with her thinking before she reached the community centre and opened the door.

         “Hello, is anyone there?”

         “Come in, I’m in the big hall,” shouted Christer in reply.

         Emelie hung up her outdoor clothes and went in.

         “Oh, so you made it out in this terrible weather? I’ve just put some coffee on. Do you want some?” Christer got up from the table, where he’d spread out numerous pieces of paper and photographs.

         “Yes, thanks. The wind makes it feel like it’s minus twenty-five out.”

          
   

         Christer chuckled something about “typical west coast weather” and sorted out a tray with a thermos jug, mugs and a jar of biscuits. Emelie sat down and picked up a black-and-white photograph of three weather-beaten old men sitting on a bench and squinting at the sun.

         “Who are these? Relatives of yours?”

         Emelie held up the photo for Christer.

         “No, not those particular people. But this is the start of my project about the history of Sardinön. Thanks for the other night, by the way; it was a really nice evening, despite the bad stuff. I heard that Kurt died. Terrible. How’s Birgitta?”

         Emelie told him about Birgitta’s visit, and Christer said that Carina had gone to Vänersborg to sell her spices at the market there. Emelie brightened.

         “Talking of markets, the reason I came today is that Linn and I were talking about organising a Knut’s party here at the community centre. We thought we could hang sweets on the tree for the children to take, and we could have a jumble sale where the villagers could sell things, and all the money raised would go to charity.”

          
   

         Emelie looked around the room and could see exactly how it would work. She jumped up from her chair and strode around the room, describing to Christer where the tree and the jumble sale tables would stand and where they could have the kids’ fishing pond. Linn’s café worked really well during the Christmas market, so that could be in the same place.

         “Linn’s even found a St Knut’s Day cake in Astrid’s recipe book that she’s going to try making. What do you think? Isn’t that a great idea?”

         Christer had followed her with his eyes and nodded encouragement to everything she said.

         “Well, that’s not a bad idea at all. But what charity were you thinking the money would go to?”

         Emelie sat back down at the table and filled up her coffee cup.

         “I don’t know, there must be loads of them. But it would be nice for it to go to something useful for the island.”

         “Perhaps it could go to helping with the community centre?” said Christer.

         “What a great idea! So you’re happy for us to organise a Knut’s party with a jumble sale here on St Knut’s Day?”

         “Emelie, I’m happy with whatever if you’re organising it. Which leads me to the question I asked you before Christmas. I’m going to contact the council and tell them I want to retire, and if you want to decide what goes on here after that, you need to take over yourself,” said Christer, reaching for a biscuit.

          
   

         Emelie bit into a biscuit and chewed slowly. She wanted to buy herself a bit more thinking time, even if there wasn’t really enough. But did she ever have enough time? And if she applied for the job, would she be stuck here? Would that mean lulling the girls and Andreas into the belief that she’d actually made a decision? On the other hand, if they stayed the job meant she’d have an income and that she could put all her ideas into practice. And she had loads of ideas. As if he’d read her thoughts, Christer leaned over the table, dropping a shower of biscuit crumbs onto the photographs.

         “If you don’t take the job, we don’t know who’ll get it and what they’ll want to do with the community centre.”

         Emelie smiled at him and pointed to where he had a crumb of biscuit on his cheek.

         “You’re sneaky, aren’t you? I’m delighted you think I should have the job, and I’ll be happy to take over from you.”

          
   

         As soon as she said it, she knew it was the right thing to do. There were so many fun things they could do with this old farm, and it would be lovely to have an income that meant she didn’t have to worry about money. And if she decided to leave Sardinön, she could just hand in her notice. It was no more complicated than that. Christer stood and held out his arms to Emelie, who hugged him back.

         “That’s great, Emelie! It’s going to be fantastic to have new blood and fresh ideas. Come with me.”

         He took her hand and drew her along to the room next to the big hall. He stopped and gestured towards it with a sweep of his hand.

         “This is where I thought I’d do an exhibition about the history of Sardinön.”

         Before she could reply, he pulled her into the next room, which was a small office. There was a desk with a computer that looked like it was at least 15 years old, two metal shelving units full of folders and newspaper racks, and a printer perched on a small table. Christer sat down in the scruffy office chair and took out a document from under the desk mat.

         “I’m going to write my letter of notice now, and then we’ll ring the council.”

          
   

         A phone call later and Christer had given his notice and strongly recommended Emelie as his successor. The person at the council had taken note of everything and seemed happy that there was someone who wanted to take over. As the council lady had said, it wasn’t always easy to find good people in rural areas. But she’d come to Sardinön as soon as possible so she and Emelie could meet.

          
   

         The wind howled, and the tree branches waved frantically around her, but Emelie barely noticed as she walked down the hill from the community centre. The decision still felt right, but thoughts about what it meant for her and her future ran round and round in her head all the way to the shop. When she got there, she greeted Karin at the checkout and picked up a red basket, but then found herself frozen, unable to remember what she’d been going to buy. She was just about to pull out her phone and check her shopping list when Linn came along the aisle with her arms full of groceries.

         “Hello. You’re here! I’m about to go for a break, do you want to come with me? I just have to put this lot back. It’s sad – it’s a tiny shop but still people can’t be bothered to put things they don’t want back. They just plonk them down on a random shelf somewhere.”

         Emelie nodded and didn’t mention the fact that she’d done the same thing herself. Perhaps even more than once.
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