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PROLOGUE




ELSA

It was early in the morning of New Year's Eve, and a harsh wind swept across the plains of Skåne. No one else in the family had woken yet. I looked down at my phone. A wave of emotions washed over me as I observed the images randomly appearing on the screen. Using For You as a pretext, Apple had, without my asking, created a series from my photo album and called it Highlights. Now I was being bombarded with selected moments from years past. Sam and I were in the final stages of our divorce. The waiting period was over, and we had celebrated Christmas together for the last time in the cramped cottage in Österlen. As soon as the holiday ended and we were back home in Mälarhöjden, he would move out. In my mind, I was already far into the future, but why should the algorithms care about that? Of course, I couldn't tear my gaze away from the photos succeeding one another on my phone screen. A younger version of Sam posed with the children in front of a bonfire on Walpurgis Night. The flames licked the bright sky. 

I could picture Agnes, right after I'd taken the photo, running off with a toddling Astrid in hand to buy hot dogs. I could hear the dry twigs crackling in the bonfire. Pelle's excited voice when he absolutely had to show us something super-important right that very second.

Another photo. Had it been later that same year? August maybe? Glasses clinking together on a packed outdoor terrace. All my friends had been there. We were celebrating that I was going to start fashion blogging on a new platform run by two famous sisters. They only took on profiles with genuine style credentials. Being featured there was validation in itself. The payment came in guaranteed collaborations and a strong network.'You have the exact Scandinavian look our followers want to see,' They had said, paying compliment to my almost exclusively black wardrobe. Looking back now, I couldn't understand why I'd fallen for it and said yes. I had a good, well-paid full-time job, and didn’t have neither the time nor desire for a side project where unknown people would judge me based on the pictures I posted. Nothing made me more uncomfortable than writing spontaneous content, and my stomach would tie itself in knots when I had to be funny or sound clever on demand. I barely ever responded to comments, uncertain about how personal I should be.

Most times I lied about being busy during the rare occasions when companies wanted sponsored posts. The frequency of my posts declined, and whenever I logged onto the platform, I felt stressed by new names that had gained prominence. Young women, as intellectual as they were stunning, who called their updates essays and posted blurry grayscale images. A middle-aged woman still lingered there, indiscriminately pumping out expensive designer items and garish branded clothing. I paused on the photo and examined it again. Since our early twenties, my best friends and I had been inseparable. These days, Clara was the only one I kept in touch with. Filippa, who had been my closest confidant, had moved out to the archipelago with her husband Henrik. I hadn't seen them for several months.

The wine glass photo was replaced by an even older image. A work project. I had just been appointed Creative Lead, and we were launching a clothing collection through a series of films. It had been a huge success, my team had been lauded, and sales had hit an all-time high. What fun we'd had. Former colleagues stood gathered around me in the photo. Not many of them were still there. They had moved on to other companies, climbed the career ladder. One had done a complete turnaround, now practicing yoga and living in a bohemian-styled bus in Australia. The only one left besides me was the Chief Financial Officer.

The photos on my phone continued to appear in random order. Mom and Dad holding the keys to their house in Spain. The bougainvillea around the entrance glowed magenta. Agnes had picked the flowers and tried to press them when we visited. They had been living there permanently for a couple of years now. It felt as though everyone who had been close to me  over the years had drifted in different directions while I remained rooted to the same spot. Until now. I looked out the window and flinched at the sound of a firecracker. Snow began falling slowly outside the window. A long wait for a new spring. Everything was about to change now.








  
  
CHAPTER 1




LUCA

The sky erupted in red, white, and luminous blue—the shades of the tricolour. It made the dome crowning Sacré-Cœur appear taller than usual. There was irony in the fact that I, having left my deeply religious family in Monterosa, had ended up a stone's throw from Paris's largest, most famous basilica. The hissing sound of fireworks ascending toward the sky mingled with loud voices, music from the bars, and cars honking in the distance. The window creaked as I pulled hard to separate the glass panes and open them wide enough for an unobstructed view. The evening breeze flowing in felt warmer than the air in my apartment. These past nights, a raw chill had been seeping through the walls, and the tiled floor was ice-cold. The hot water ran out frustratingly often. When I slept, I filled a hot water bottle with boiling water and placed it at the foot of my bed. I'd found a North African wool rug in a dumpster and nailed it to the wall. It gave off a faint smell of mildew, but provided some insulation. 

My sense of smell was extraordinarily sensitive. I could detect water damage several floors away. It had been like this since I was a child. In the small village nestled in the Italian Alps, I had been able to smell when the weather was about to change. Just by stepping outside and taking a deep breath, I knew exactly how many hours until snow would fall. Or when an avalanche might be triggered. The villagers used to call me their walking harbinger of doom.

"Bonne année!" A loud shout echoed from somewhere in the distance as new fireworks flashed around the church. I leaned far out of the window. People moved in bustling clusters, pushing their way toward the steps of Montmartre, rushing to reach a higher vantage point before midnight. Beams of light caressed the building facades. Most windows in the building nearest to mine were dark. Everyone was outside. Perhaps I should have felt nostalgic about soon leaving this vibrant city and the endless spectacle outside my window. But looking back on what had been wasn't exactly a habit of mine. Usually not. Almost never. Only on rare occasions. If even then. I pulled out a plastic bag I had tied to a string behind the radiator and opened it. A sharp, moss-like aroma hit me. I took out a dry green cluster, crumbling it into the pile of tobacco on the thin white paper.

I dragged the scissors along the narrow piece of cardboard I'd cut from the cigarette packet until it curled into a filter and set it down. Slowly, I rolled the paper, licked along the edge to seal it, twisted the top, and lit it. A flame rose from the end and burned slowly. I inhaled and held my breath while glancing at the clock on the wall. It was illuminated by the red glow from the street just as the long hand caught up with the short one, both pointing straight up. The new year had arrived. I released the smoke.

"Bonne année! Bonne année!" The shouts echoed along the buildings. The noise from the surrounding streets intensified. Car horns tried to outdo each other, like an enormous orchestra of trumpets gone berserk. A group of young people bellowed along to the chorus of a song playing several blocks away."Luca. Bonne année!" An intoxicated older man stood on the street below my window, looked up at me and raised his glass. He swayed as he tried to focus his gaze and let out a laugh. It had to  be a neighbour who knew my name. Some more nondescript faces tended to make me face-blind. Or perhaps he was someone who frequented Deux Visages, the restaurant where I worked. I released another cloud of sweet-scented smoke, raised my hand and answered him in Italian to establish our distance. Show that I wasn't responding to him using my name. If that's what he was after.

He disappeared into the crowd. Just another face among many. The year before, I had been one of thousands packed together at Trocadéro, facing that quintessentially Parisian view of the Eiffel Tower. I had merged with countless tourists, all of us squeezed together like sheep in the metro. Celebrating New Year's there once was enough. This evening, I had opted for the early shift at the restaurant instead, avoiding the need to wade through celebrating crowds in the night. The smoke rolled down into my lungs like a warm blanket of calm. It slowed my thoughts and soothed my twitchy right leg, which always started moving when I'd been still too long. Sharpened my focus. Crystal-clear harmony.

New fireworks flashed across the sky as I closed my eyes and opened my mouth to exhale. Seconds stretched into minutes like clock chimes in slow motion. With my eyes shut, the sounds outside slowly merged into a solid wall. Soon I would be hundreds of miles away.It struck me that I had no idea what Stockholm looked like. How the Swedish capital sounded, smelled, whether it resembled the boisterously elegant quarters of Paris, or looked more like the low houses with slate roofs back home in Monterosa. What the people were like. How much a journey on the metro  cost. Who governed the country. None of it mattered. I was impatient to get there. To Stella.

Slowly, I opened my eyes. Nothing before me had changed. People in motion. Loud sounds from every direction. I knew I would never look out at a New Year's Eve in Paris from this window again.








  
  
CHAPTER 2




ELSA

The car journey home from Skåne had never felt so long. The hours since we'd left behind the endless flat fields, low houses, and swaying winter-dormant hollyhocks, seemed to have stretched into weeks. The gray motorway, the lines along the shoulder, and the stream of passing cars transformed into a video game, each pause creating a checkpoint. A new level. The car smelled of warm banana, and panic was rising within me. A feeling that we would never arrive. That I was caught in a loop that kept repeating itself. In the rearview mirror, I watched my three sleeping children. Astrid clutched her backpack tightly. Though not yet six, she was the one I identified with most. We reacted the same way, laughed at the same things. Pelle was more precocious than I had ever been. Perhaps Sam had been like that at the same age? Our oldest, Agnes, was a typical big sister. School came easily to her. Strong-willed. Always thoughtful. She was eleven, and certain teenage traits had begun to emerge. 

A strand of hair had fallen across her face. Agnes had inherited Sam's dark features. The younger ones looked more like me.

We hadn't meant to stay at the cottage until New Year's. Just get through Christmas and the next few days with that artificial sense of old security. Tell the children we would be living apart, but that everything would stay normal, just in two different homes. We had assured them that things would be normal even right now, with Sam's father playing Santa and too many, too expensive presents piled under the tree. Sampling the ham with crispbread during the night before Christmas Eve and enjoying a movie marathon. This year the children got to choose what we'd watch. Rice pudding with cinnamon sugar on top for breakfast on Christmas morning. Agnes and Astrid's static-charged hair tied back with silk ribbons. Pelle's Christmas sweater with a reindeer whose antlers were decorated with bells, which he had stubbornly insisted on wearing this year too. Next Christmas it would be too small. My parents had chosen to stay on the Costa del Sol over the holidays and wished their grandchildren Merry Christmas over FaceTime. Sam's mother and father had only stayed over for a couple of days.

They wanted to give us space to spend time together now that we, after months of waiting, would talk to the children about our decision. That we wouldn't live together anymore, but would still be a family. Two families. Twice as strong. After we told them, it felt unthinkable to cut the Christmas holiday short by returning to Stockholm, so we decided to stay a few more days. Divorce, as Pelle said. The word sounded strange in his mouth. The syllables too harsh. They had taken it better than expected, though. Maybe that's why both Sam and I were waiting for the fallout. For one of them to act out. To get angry with us. Or take it out on their siblings, or later at school. Become a recluse. Develop eating disorders. Maybe start self-harming after a few years. I sighed.

'Elsa, I'm pulling into a petrol station to get a coffee. Want anything?''No, I'm fine. I was almost asleep,' I lied. On the journey down, I'd secretly called Peter during every stop. Since then, we'd mostly kept in touch through texts. It had become too complicated to invent excuses to get away from the children and the house, and I didn't want to be away from them either. Besides, it felt unfair to Peter to have our conversations run against a ticking clock. Like an invisible hourglass leaking sand until I'd have to hang up. And it was comforting to keep him separate from family activities. Perhaps I should have told Sam last autumn that I'd met someone, to avoid all this sneaking around. But it would have felt strange to describe what Peter and I had. We weren't there yet. Maybe we should have told the children earlier that we were growing apart? But it would have been difficult for them to grasp while we were still living together.

A needless torment before either of us had found a solution for moving out of the house. So many speculations about what was right. So few answers. There was no ready-made solution, as Clara always used to say.

Thoughts raced through my head as the car came to a stop. We had arrived at the petrol station. Sam unbuckled his seatbelt and got out. For a second, I considered texting Peter but decided to wait. I cracked open the car door slightly to breathe better, then closed it again when the cold started seeping in. The ground outside glistened with frost. It was slippery. I flinched when the driver's door opened.'Let me guess—you want one of these?' Sam smiled and held out a bag of chocolate-covered toffees. My favorite sweets. I shook my head slightly. He knew me well. Apparently better than ever now. Before, he used to serve me tea with regular milk even though I'd avoided dairy products for years. How typical that he'd notice now. Not that I cared much anymore. Apart from a crisis when I discovered Sam had been cheating with a younger colleague, our relationship hadn't been dramatically bad in any way. Back then, we'd managed to patch things up, concluding that divorce was too complicated an affair with three small children.

But we hadn't managed to find our way back to what we'd had in the beginning. I wanted passion, to laugh and cry. Spontaneity. To talk about feelings. To make love. Sam wasn't like that. He just...was. That extra something I'd dreamed of had been missing. But now, with the divorce, things were good. There would never be any drama. We would both do our best to drift apart as painlessly as possible. Soften the transition of our separation with our shared love for the children. My phone vibrated. Peter. I glanced quickly at Sam. Ridiculous, we weren't a couple anymore, but it was instinctive. He kept his eyes on the road and didn't react. Discreetly, I clicked on the message.

Miss you... back in town soon? PIt was so sweet how he usually signed with P for Peter. As if it could have been anyone else writing. I smiled and noticed Sam watching me.

'Actually, I'll have a chocolate-covered toffee after all,' I said quickly, and he passed me the opened bag. I pressed my cashmere sweater against the window, leaned to the side, and closed my eyes while the chocolate melted in my mouth. We hadn't talked about new relationships or dating, but I was certain he was seeing someone too. On New Year's Eve, he'd been suspiciously preoccupied with his phone. I didn't want to ask, mostly because I wasn't ready to be asked myself. Celebrating New Year's together had been strange, even though it had turned out exactly like usual. The cabin was small, and we'd decided to sleep in the same bed. It was wide enough to make it easy to avoid touching each other.

At home, it wasn't as noticeable to the children that we'd long since divided ourselves into separate bedrooms, but it would have been insensitive to do the same at the cottage. Peter would never know about this, and most nights, one or more of the children ended up sleeping with us anyway.

'I'll head over to the apartment with some stuff tonight, then I'll take the rest tomorrow,' Sam said. I hummed in response.'That's fine. Whatever's easiest for you,' I added. Before our holiday was over, Sam would temporarily move into an apartment he'd sublet. Since I didn't have a new place yet, I would stay in the house most of the time. Then we would take turns moving in and out. We had agreed there was no rush. The best thing would have been for Sam to move out permanently. As for me, I had no desire to leave everything I loved. It was naive, but I hadn't had the energy to think through all the practical details. The mere thought of a commission-hungry estate agent eagerly prowling around my belongings made me feel sick. I hadn't even bothered to properly calculate what my financial situation would look like. First, Sam needed to move out. Everything else would sort itself out after that.

Peter and I would need a shared living space eventually, so the simplest solution would be for him to move in. His two-room apartment in Röda bergen, which he'd kept while living in Italy, wasn't an option. However, it would be perfect for overnight stays after long evenings at restaurants in the city. Perhaps after a late movie or theatre show.

'We're getting close now,' Sam interrupted my wandering thoughts. I looked up at the road. The bridge lights glowed ahead of us. We were in Södertälje, a city just outside of Stockholm. A notification blinked on my phone screen—a package had been delivered to my door. I'd forgotten that I’d ordered  something, but I knew exactly what it was. For years, I'd had a bad habit involving online retail therapy. Usually I would buy perfume. I was fussy about fragrances and sensitive if they smelled wrong. Each new spontaneous purchase I hadn't yet tried was a gamble. That's precisely what made it tempting, like playing the lottery or a less dangerous version of Russian roulette. With every wrong choice, I should be getting closer to finding the perfect match. Hope remained. Someone snored in the back seat. The smell of the half-eaten banana wafted up again. I turned the other way and closed my eyes.








  
  
CHAPTER 3




LUCA

The swinging door to the restaurant kitchen slammed shut behind Jeanette, the owner of Deux Visages. On the counter in front of me lay potatoes, several garlic cloves, a pot of parsley, and a large knife with an angular broad blade. A yellow container with a screw cap, filled with deep-frying oil. I took out a stainless steel bowl full of water and ice cubes from the fridge, pulled the black mask down over my eyes, and nodded to Aziz to start filming. He turned up the volume on the radio, McArtisan flowing from it. With a blank expression, I held the knife in one hand and a sharpening steel in the other, honing the blade with three lightning-quick strokes before rolling the potatoes toward the camera lens and beginning to cut. No one at Deux Visages could handle a knife like me. I worked purely on instinct, without looking down at my vinyl-gloved hands, moving the blade with millimeter precision according to a distance pattern I had memorised. There was no way to explain to anyone how I did it. 

The blade struck the cutting board at a furious pace. Onions, vegetables, fresh herbs. I minced until everything lay in pyramid-shaped piles. The potatoes fell apart into angular, identical pieces.

'Not too big. Not too thin,' I whispered while lifting the cut strips close to the lens and letting them fall freely into the ice bath. Droplets flew from the bowl to the mournful singing and hard rap of the song. Glock. It would look impressive on film. Aziz had introduced me to hip-hop. From the shelf below, I produced a new bowl of potatoes that had been sitting so long the starch had released.'The old trick of a so-called TV chef,' I laughed into the camera. Aziz gestured with his thumb and index finger in a circle that the angle was good. I poured white vinegar into a pot of simmering water and tossed the potatoes in.

'Let your french fries stay in for as long as it takes you to count how many sticks you've put in,' I instructed, took a leap and sat on the table and began to count with exaggerated theatrical gestures.'Thirty-eight... thirty-nine. Now. Done!' I scooped everything into a new bowl, patted the sticks dry, and dusted them with potato starch. Then I shook them in the air until everything was covered in a thin white layer. I had prepared oil in a cast iron pot. It was already bubbling.'This is how you create the crispiness that makes the world's best french fries,' I explained to the camera while Aziz zoomed in.

'Why french fries?' he asked. Aziz's role was that of the anonymous cameraman, but sometimes we both appeared on screen. Neither of us had been used to social media before meeting in the kitchen. It was Jeanette's order that had brought us together. 'You're going to put this forgotten hole in the wall on the map. I don't understand computers. You do. You're young. Nobody should come to Belleville without booking a table at my restaurant,' she had declared, and we had obliged. A neighbour had tipped me off that the old joint with its notorious owner was looking for a chef. Jeanette had scared away both staff and customers. Some Parisians worshipped the place, but all the online reviews were unanimously damning. Good food. Terrible, non-existent, awful service. Arrogant treatment. Nasty owner. Her own culinary skills were top-notch, she had been  taught the old school way. But after developing cataracts, she couldn't work in the kitchen anymore.

After the first day, I had loathed her, but I was used to handling taunts from my school days. Her attempts to psyche me out had rolled right off me, and eventually, I earned her respect. It was purely down to my innate talent for flavours. Together with Aziz, I became the restaurant's golden child. The anonymous chef and his sidekick. Aziz had grown up in one of Paris's rougher suburbs, and I in Monterosa, an alpine village high up in northern Italy. Neither of us knew much about the world beyond, or about the clientele expected to frequent Paris's most talked-about restaurants. We learned together, and along the way, we became friends. Creating a chef who would cook with a half-masked face was his idea. A kitchen superhero and modern-day Zorro figure. It was brilliant.

As our viewer statistics grew, speculation about my identity took off. Our followers suggested names of all relatively young French star chefs who had a similar body type to mine. Almost all the suggestions were male. Ever since I was a child, people had made the mistake of assuming the girl standing before them was a little boy. Early on, I had stopped calling myself Lucia, the name I was christened with. Luca suited me better. But no one in Paris had any idea who I was, so the guessing could go on indefinitely. When the restaurant started reaching several thousand followers on TikTok, I was grateful for Aziz's suggestion about the mask. Behind the black fabric, I could play a character. The crazy chef.

'Hey chef. Why are you making french fries?' he repeated. I had started deep-frying the potatoes and shook my head at how I'd lost my train of thought. That usually didn’t happen.'It's fine. We'll edit it out and add the text anyway,' Aziz whispered. I leaned towards the camera, placed one hand on my hip and watched the golden oil sizzling from the corner of my eye.'When I moved to Paris, it was because I'd heard the world's best french fries were here. Not in Belgium like you might think.''Was that why you came to Paris?'

'I wanted to cook in the world's greatest city. Paris was my dream. And I'm a french fries connoisseur. Now, as I leave you, I'm the one making the best ones,' I answered, drawing the slotted spoon through the oil, fishing out the potato strips and letting them drain for a second before salting them and lifting one up. It was scorching hot but my fingers weren't sensitive. I could lift a tray straight from the oven. I got that from my relative, crazy old Sophia back in Monterosa. And if I used gloves or pot holders, my ability to handle the food disappeared. The layer in between blocked the sensation. I bit the chip in half and a loud crunch rang out. Crispy outside, soft inside. Perfection. Aziz would amplify the sound when he edited the video. I grated some garlic and parmesan on top, added Hungarian paprika powder and the finely chopped parsley. Tossed it all around a few times before we stopped recording.

'I'm guessing we'll get somewhere between five and eight thousand likes on this one. Jeanette will be pleased,' said Aziz.'Yes. Everyone should want to learn how to make perfect french fries,' I said with a grin. Deux Visages had the highest follower count of any restaurant in the area. That was our doing. But tonight we were in a hurry. We needed to record enough content for Aziz to use over the next week. That's how long I'd told him I'd be staying with my girlfriend in Stockholm. It was a lie that I'd return to Paris at all, but I didn't want to risk him telling the others. Jeanette would have been furious. I was her best chef. When I wasn't there, the food maintained its high quality, but something was missing. That extra something that gave the food its Joie de vivre. Gioia di vivere in Italian. The joy of life. No one could imitate me in that.

'Ready for the next one. Squid?' Aziz asked, passing over a tub filled with pale pink, glossy, slippery bodies covered in suction cups. I peeled off my plastic gloves, lit a cigarette and clamped it between my lips while wiping down the counter for the next take. One of the dishwashers poked his head in and Aziz handed him the french fries. He smiled gratefully. The fact that the place had become ranked as one of Paris's trendiest spots in just a year wasn't reflected in the wages.'Our followers are going to think you're about to die when they see the french fries video. That thing you said about leaving us. It sounded like...' Aziz paused and made a gesture of putting a noose around his neck, tightening it, and jerking his head to the side.

'Post that one last. Let people wonder,' I urged. We both laughed loudly as Aziz pulled out his own cigarette from my crumpled pack. It was only in cooking that I maintained such a military-like discipline, that always made my co-workers sigh heavily. Even in a dingy hole like Deux Visages' cramped kitchen, where years of grime clung to the walls. Every surface I needed to work with was clinically clean and perfectly ordered. You could have performed surgery on that countertop. A few specks of ash had landed on the counter. I swept them onto the floor. Then I adjusted the mask over my eyes and stubbed out my cigarette.

Now it was time to tackle the squid. Transform this slimy creature into a grilled delicacy by first cleaning out its eyes, beak, the swollen ink-filled intestine, and the plastic-like spine. This was my personal favorite. There was something deeply satisfying about handling something so strange, and I had heard that squid, despite their bizarre physiology, were highly intelligent. If I remembered correctly, Stella had told me that. Or rather, I knew for certain it was she who had told me. During that same conversation, she'd mentioned that they could change colour while dreaming and that they had three hearts.

Stella had taught me so much that I otherwise wouldn't have had a clue about. I was reminded of when she had visited Paris. Walking around my apartment. Naked sometimes. She had always been relaxed about such things. Found it easy to get close to people. Hug someone without it becoming awkward. Her family was the same way. So different from my own. The timing of her visit had been terrible. A period when I was partying around the clock and spending nights in the city's strangest clubs. The more deviant they were, the better. It was the first time I had understood myself. No need to apologise, feel ashamed, meet gazes that deemed me strange. Messy. Too much. I had just wanted Stella to disappear from there. Leave me alone with myself in my new city. Go completely off the rails if I wanted to, whenever I wanted to. Not have to consider anyone else.

'Chef. What are you cooking today?' I drifted back to the kitchen at Deux Visages and Aziz's camera lens that pointed at me.'Squid. An intelligent creature that changes colour when it dreams. And one that has no less than three beating hearts,' I replied. I held up the slippery body, letting it wobble for Aziz's camera.








  
  
CHAPTER 4




ELSA

'Mummy. Mummy, mummy, mummy. Wait downstairs, I'm coming, mummy.' Astrid's bright voice carried from upstairs. I stood fully dressed in the hallway next to Sam's sports bag and some paper bags packed with clothes he'd brought from his new apartment. We had eaten dinner together the evening before. Now I would leave the children for the rest of Saturday and Sunday to ease the transition. Cushioned edges. Daily life in our white-rendered villa was back on track. I had been to the office. Agnes and Pelle had started a new term at school, and Astrid was at preschool just a few hundred metres away. 

'I'm here!' I called back. This would be Sam's first full day alone with the children. I felt a prick of jealousy, as if I was being banished from my own home, and reminded myself how nice it would be to spend some adult time with Peter. A restless energy seemed to course through my entire body, and I kicked at the sports bag. It stood there like a symbol of all the activities Sam shared with the children. He coached both Agnes's basketball team and Pelle's football team. I had never been interested in sports myself. At school, I had loathed anything that involved a ball.

'Mum, are we going now?' Astrid jumped down the last few steps of the stairs, landing heavily on Sam's bag. I smiled as it got squashed once again. She was wearing her swimsuit, and I realised she had forgotten that I wouldn't be able to go with her to the dock. It wasn't a far distance to the water and the public swimming area. Winter bathing had become Astrid's favorite weekend activity. None of us were as tough as she was.'We already said goodbye when you were watching TV. I have to leave now, sweetie, but I'll see you again soon. I won't be swimming with you today. Get your bathrobe and hat, and Dad will go with you instead.' I cleared my throat.

'That's right, but does he know how to work the camera?''Yes, of course he can. Just as well as I,' I assured her. Astrid looked doubtful. 'Give me another hug now and then run and get your things.''Okay then.' She threw herself at me and I opened my down jacket so her small swimsuit-clad body disappeared inside like into a tent. My heart pounded as I hugged her tight. When I closed the front door, I watched her dark blonde ponytail bounce as she disappeared, back to her family. I hoped Sam would remember to prepare their breakfast properly the next morning. It had always been me who made the green smoothies with avocado, freshly squeezed orange juice and spinach, folded the linen napkins and lit candles on weekends. Sometimes I posted a picture on my neglected blog with the hashtag #wkndmorning. Now it was time to let go of control. Sam was a good father. They would have a nice weekend.

I unlocked the car. We had agreed I could take it. As I slowly drove out of the neighborhood, I felt grateful that no neighbours were in sight. Everyone in the area was the same. Successful families with two or three children. Mothers with discreetly stretched Botox foreheads and eyes gleaming with the strain of delivering the perfect life. Cleaning help, subscriptions to Friday flower bouquets, delicatessen meats, cheese, seafood, and expensive cuts of meat wrapped in paper for the weekend. Perfectly curated social media posts showing cream-coloured interiors with carefully selected background music, like trailers for everyone's personal brand. Recurring sweaty sex dreams about people who were definitely not the ones they had married. And then all those sports activities with the children on top of that. But of course, none of them had any idea where I was heading. Maybe I was going shopping for the evening, picking up packages, running an errand. Whatever. Not that there was anything strange about it anyway.

Some of them knew that Sam and I were separating, but nothing beyond that. I hadn't formed a close relationship with any of the neighbours, even though we'd invited each other over for dinners and arranged playdates for the children over the years. I paused before turning onto the main road, picking up my phone while a few cars passed by. A new message from Peter.

I'm at the restaurant. Come here. LONGING for you! / PA smile spread across my face. We were about to meet for the first time in several weeks, and I would finally see his place, guests and all. PS Bar & Bistro. The name stood for Peter & Stella, his daughter who lived in the apartment next to his. We'd only ever exchanged greetings; I didn't really know her. Embarrassingly enough, our first encounter had been the morning after my and Peter’s first night together. We'd walked straight into each other when she was standing in the stairwell with a friend.

It was Stella who had come up with the restaurant's name, Peter had told me. He looked so proud when he talked about his daughter. It was the day after Sam and I had submitted our divorce papers that I had run into Peter, a childhood friend of Henrik's, at a far-too-late party at his and Filippa's house. Peter lived a completely different life from the people in our usual social circle. He traveled between Sweden and Monterosa, a village that looked like something from a fairy tale when he showed photos. He was ten years older than me, divorced for many years with three grown children. His sons still lived in Italy. Nothing had happened except that we'd talked all evening. We had had this energy between us. We had laughed. He was so natural. Genuine. Then the rest of summer had passed before he got in touch to tell me he'd moved to Stockholm full-time and asked if I wanted to meet. Perhaps it was because we had already met at that party that I hadn't told Sam anything, not even now after all this time.

I wanted to sort out our situation first, to let the children know, to be assured that  the living arrangements were on their way to resolution.

ALMOST almost there, darling. MISSING you too! XXAs I drove through the city and saw how the streets had begun filling with people strolling about for a late lunch, visiting an exhibition, or just taking a walk, I was filled with a tingling sensation. Freedom. City life. I turned on the radio. Mix Megapol. 'I Drove All Night' with Roy Orbison. It reminded me of my middle school days and MTV playing on repeat. Dad had loved that song. I wound my way through the hilly neighborhoods leading to Torbjörn Klockares Street, where the restaurant was located and where Peter lived. The afternoon sun was beginning to break through, illuminating the buildings that all shared the same warm color palette. Orange, beige, pale yellow and coral. I found a good parking spot, took my bag, and got out of the car. Above the entrance and the arched windows, a sign I hadn't seen before had been mounted. PS Bar & Bistro. My stomach fluttered as the door opened.

'Hi, I'm here now,' I said. Peter stood with a broom and dustpan in one hand and a black garbage bag in the other. He was wearing a cap and sweatshirt. Dark circles under his eyes. When he saw me, he dropped everything and in two steps was right there.'Finally. I've missed you so much,' he exclaimed, and we hugged each other tightly. I stretched up to give him a kiss. It landed awkwardly on his cheek as he turned the other way, and we both laughed at our clumsy reunion.'My love. Can't believe we haven't seen each other for weeks. Crazy,' I said.

'I'd almost forgotten what you look like after you've been so far away in Skåne. Well, almost,' he said with a wink. Though he looked tired, his green-blue eyes sparkled, framed by fine laugh lines. His hands slipped under my jacket as he pulled me close.

'Same here. I felt a bit nervous sitting in the car. Are you alone?' I said, automatically taking a step back. I glanced into the room. Was Stella or anyone else in there with him? Why was I being so stiff?

'Yes, it's just me here. Come, let me show you how beautiful it's turned out,' he answered, taking my hand and pulling the door open again. I followed close behind him. Inside, it felt smaller than I remembered. When I'd last seen the premises, before Christmas, it had been far from finished. Peter had wanted to open in December, but he'd had to wait ages for approval of the liquor license. It was as if everything had fallen into place simultaneously. Sam's new apartment. Peter's restaurant. Obstacles that had loomed before us during autumn, slowly dissolving one by one. Peter pulled me close and smiled as I looked around inside. Round tables and dark wooden chairs. The walls were filled with artwork. The panels were painted a bluish-gray, that had been my idea. And I'd helped him source the furniture and all the glasses from a vintage shop online.

'Everything turned out so beautifully, darling,' I exclaimed, running my hand along the smooth surface of one of the chair backs. At the far end of the room stood the antique bar counter Peter had discovered in one of the restaurant's spacious storage rooms. Above it, a few lonely wine glasses hung from a ceiling-mounted rack. The rest sat unwashed on the bar counter.'And I have you to thank for that. If you hadn't helped choose everything, PS would have looked like any other neighborhood pub. Probably with football on a big screen and green checkered tablecloths as a worst case scenario,' Peter laughed.

'It was just nice to be able to help. What amazing paintings,' I said.'Thank you. They're imported directly from Monterosa. All of them are Stella's grandfather's work.''Oh yes, Giovanni Bianchi. The artist. This collection must be valuable?''Probably, but most of it was just gathering dust at the children's mother's place. And this is Stella's inherited art that we brought here.' Peter cleared his throat and glanced toward the bar.'There's unfortunately still quite a bit to do before I open at five.''I understand. But of course I'll help you.'

'Elsa... We haven't seen each other for weeks, and here we are focusing on garbage, dishes, and my old father-in-law. What a terrible date I am.' Peter laughed again, raising his shoulders in an apologetic gesture. He took off his cap. His hair was flat, and the cap had left marks on his forehead.'You're more than just a date anyway,' I protested.'I hope so. Now I'm working the last shift of the week. Tomorrow we'll just be together, you and I. Shall we tackle these dishes, and then we can eat something and have a glass of wine afterwards?''Sounds like a perfect plan,' I replied, taking off my jacket and hanging it over a chair. The angora sweater I was wearing slipped down over one shoulder. It wasn't exactly an accident. I'd chosen a sheer bra with thin straps. Peter's gaze lingered, and I felt a flutter inside. It had been so many years since Sam had looked at me like that. If he ever had.

'My God, Elsa, how I've missed you. I've thought about you every night before falling asleep and every morning when I wake up,' he said. I took a few steps toward him again.'That's probably not even close to how much I've missed you. Now I feel like I can breathe again,' I replied. His gaze locked with mine and in a second our bodies met. We kissed as if it were the very first time. I pressed myself against him as he caressed me over my jeans, up along my back, unclasped my bra.

'Ti voglio ora. I want you. Now. Like last time, on the bar counter,' he whispered. I loved when he spoke Italian. The world's most sensual language. My hands slid under his sweater, meeting his warm skin. Down toward the zipper of his jeans. In the background, I heard a clicking sound. Was that the door?'Oh hi, Dad... and Elsa,' I heard behind me. I flew away from Peter, straightened my sweater, and turned around. There stood Stella.








  
  
CHAPTER 5




LUCA

When I stepped off the plane at Arlanda airport, only a few hours had passed since leaving my apartment in Montmartre. The last thing I'd done was pick up my passport from the turquoise plastic toilet lid in the bathroom. I'd had to move it every time I used the toilet, but I didn't dare put it anywhere else in case I might forget it. Now it was tucked safely in my jacket's inner pocket. I missed Stella and her ability to always keep track of schedules, making sure we had everything we needed. She had traveled extensively even as a child. She'd even been to New York with her mother Chiara and her brothers. Every summer they went to Sweden. An image surfaced in my mind: Stella and I sitting with our legs dangling from a deep velvet sofa at her nonna Carmelina's house. Stella pointed her index finger at a heavy globe while I spun it as hard as I could. 

When it had stopped spinning, whichever city we landed on would be where we'd live as adults. Before moving to France, I had only flown a handful of times. In my family, we had no money for travel, or for that matter, anyone to visit outside of Monterosa. What remained of our relatives lived in the village. I was the only one of my generation. If I didn't have children of my own, everything would end with me, they'd lament. Nutcases. I wasn't like them. Not at all.

The airport, situated a bit outside Stockholm, was smaller than I'd imagined. And not all Swedes were blonde. But here and there, I caught fragments of that sing-song language I'd heard from Stella since we were children. Besides that, everything was quiet. Strangely quiet. People stood in lines to shop at the stores without speaking to each other. As if they were mute. Most stared down at their mobile phones. I tried to catch the scent of this new country, but nothing particularly stood out. Not even when I passed the food outlets. Perhaps they didn't serve much hot food here. Behind glass panels lay rows of sandwiches. I hurried through the terminal to find a taxi, cursing when a woman with a rolling suitcase bumped into me at a long escalator leading down to the next hall. Finally, I spotted signs for a taxi stand. When I stepped outside, it didn't feel like what I'd imagined mid-January in Sweden would be. A different kind of cold than the damp chill of Paris, or the crisp winter air back home in the village.

I waved to the nearest driver, who stood outside his car with the door open. An older, heavy-set man.

'The red mountain. Montagne rouge? How much?' I asked.'Red mountain? Where is that?' he replied, shaking his head. I pulled out my mobile phone and typed the words into Google translate. Wasn't that what it was called? Stella used to say she'd moved from Monterosa to the same thing, but in Swedish.'Hill? Red hill. Stockholm,' I tried.'Blåkulla? The blue hill? A big white house? That’s Solna. Not Stockholm.' The taxi driver clicked his tongue and looked towards the people behind me. He wouldn't get rid of me that easily.

'Yes Stockholm,' I repeated.'Okay, Stockholm fixed price. 795 kronor. But there is a queue.' He gestured toward the people. I turned my head. Everyone stood with arms crossed. Silent again, but in a perfectly straight line. Like domino pieces someone had placed with exact precision. Or like sandwiches behind the counter.'Emergency situation here. Okay with you?' I called out loudly, waving my mobile phone. Those at the front nodded, someone looked around anxiously, and I climbed into the car. As we drove away from the terminal, I continued searching through all my notes and old texts from Stella. Where had I written down her address? To be honest, I didn't understand how I'd managed without her during my time in Paris. If I were being truthful, it hadn't gone well at all. Envelopes with bill reminders were scattered everywhere. That was probably why the hot water had been cut off. The only reason my job at Deux Visages had worked out was because it was evening shifts.

I could sleep until two in the afternoon, or even later, if no one woke me up. I had left my apartment in a chaos. There were clothes everywhere, bags with dried-out takeout food that should have been thrown away ages ago. Overflowing ashtrays. The red string of lights by the bed had a loose connection and kept blinking. Only the cramped kitchenette was clinically clean. And the refrigerator. Otherwise, I had left everything as it was. It didn't matter. I could get new clothes in Stockholm if I needed to.

'Do you have name... on... of the person you visit?' The taxi driver watched me in the rearview mirror. His English was hesitant.'Eh yes. Stella Bianchi,' I replied. He started tapping on his phone. 'Not aloud! But to help you find,' he stammered, pointing at the road and back to his phone. I couldn't understand what he meant. There was barely any traffic. Wide roads everywhere, but few cars. We passed fields and some enormous office buildings. I couldn't see people anywhere. It was like a built-up but deserted landscape.









