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Lilla snigel akta dig

Akta dig akta dig

Lilla snigel akta dig

Annars tar jag dig

-
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Little snail, be careful

Be careful, be careful

Little snail, be careful

Otherwise, I’ll get you.

––––––––

[image: ]


Swedish nursery rhyme



​SYNOPSIS

For fans of In Every Mirror She’s Black and Everything Is Not Enough, you asked for Jonny’s view. Now you have it.

We can’t control the privilege we’re born into, but we can control how we use it.

All Johan wants to feel is understood. 

Not fawned over. Not treated fragilely. Simply understood. Heir to the Von Lundin empire, their golden boy Johan is as visible as he is invisible for many reasons his family would rather gloss over. 

When he starts at Vauxhall Boarding School for the elite in the UK as part of “The Sweet Swedes” duo alongside his best friend Ragnar Pettersen, Johan starts to find his footing. But a chance meeting with Jamaican Brit Maya Daniels sets him on a lifelong chase for the one thing he can never fully have. 

Is Johan a man spiraling out of control or a man finally falling comfortably into his own skin?

Spanning three decades, this coming-of-age story dives into the desires, deeds, and dark mind of one of the most controversial characters in Lola’s gripping book series - Johan “Jonny” von Lundin.

[ PRAISE FOR LOLÁ ÁKÍNMÁDÉ ]

'Lolá Ákínmádé crafts sharply written and deeply moving characters, raising brutal questions and steering clear of easy answers.' - Taylor Jenkins Reid, New York Times bestselling author of Daisy Jones & The Six and Malibu Rising

'The queen of messy characters!' Onyi Nwabineli, bestselling author of Someday Maybe.

'Ákínmádé is a master at shading the gaps between power and love.' Chika Unigwe, bestselling author of On Black Sisters’ Street

[ PRAISE FOR IN EVERY MIRROR SHE’S BLACK ]

"Åkerström paints an admirably rich portrait of a particular culture - its nuances, norms, and idiosyncrasies - raising important questions of prejudice, racial bias, agency, and belonging...A novel with thematic depth and complexity." ― Kirkus Reviews

"A striking debut...As entertaining as it is revealing, Åkerström's novel has readers hoping that each of these women achieve her every dream and ambition. Along the way, Åkerström also delivers poignant commentary on Swedish culture." ― Booklist

"What an absolute gift... This is a book with scope... It is thrilling, disturbing, mysterious, sexy, and above all, complex. " ― Kathy Wang, author of Family Trust and Imposter Syndrome​
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[image: ]


DEDICATION

To my global community and true fans of this book series who continue to breathe life into them and build a grassroots movement by recommending, sharing, and shouting them from the rooftops. 

You are the real ones. 

Thank you!

​

​PROLOGUE

It lands upside down on its shell. That hadn’t been his intention. 

Johan squats. The soil, too dirty for his knees. He’d thrown it a little too roughly. The snail struggles atop the pile of fellow gastropods. A mini hill of about twenty he’d been gathering all morning, his six-year-old fingers gingerly pulling each snail off its spot. Carefully avoiding the earth, he picks up the snail.

“Johan!”

That voice. Too rough for his ears. It’s sharp, shrill. It hurts him when she calls him. Like Farmor Svea’s needles. Grandma. Dozens of her sewing needles jabbing in his ear. He pricked his finger once. No tears fell, but that sensation, he’ll never forget.

“Johan!” Astrid’s voice is firm. From the corner of his eyes, he sees her tramping over towards him. A flash of cerulean-blue fabric. Her dress. He likes this particular shade. He ignores her and continues stacking his snails. He runs a finger over the smooth shell, loving its texture. He could spend hours collecting them if Astrid didn’t come screaming his name.

He feels her shadow bearing down over him. He doesn’t bulge.

“Johan, what have I told you about those disgusting creatures?” Astrid is breathless once she reaches him. She is never breathless. His au pair usually does the running.

He doesn’t respond. She presses on. “Come here,” she’s terse. “We need to get ready.”

She reaches for his shoulder. He pulls away sharply and flies to his feet. She knows not to touch him. He wonders why she did it.

Johan peers at her, his gray-blue eyes matching hers, laser focus. She doesn't back down from their standoff. His little fingers curl into fists by his side as he stares her down.

“Johan?”

It happens swiftly. So suddenly Astrid gasps. He crushes them all, his right foot stamping only once. All those tiny snails he’d collected with love. He follows it with a blood-curdling scream.

​​​

​

​

​

​
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​ONE
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Ten years later.

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. Splash.

Johan stops running abruptly. That sloshing sensation of dirty water. How had he missed the puddle on the gravel path in the park? Especially since he religiously runs every morning? He peers down at it. Newly felled rain has been collecting in that puddle. He glances at the splashed dots of mud coating his running shoes. Flecks of dirt now are on him.

Now disgusted, Johan can no longer run, so he walks the last two kilometers home.

He rides the elevator up to his parents’ apartment in Östermalm, Stockholm’s poshest inner-city district. That apartment spanning half a block has been passed down through the von Lundin’s dynasty; one of several properties they own dotting the country.

Wilhelm and Astrid are sitting opposite each other at their breakfast table as a middle-aged maid wearing an apron runs plates of creamy scrambled eggs, cured salmon, toast triangles, and mixed berries back and forth from one end of the twelve-seat table to the other.

Johan stands rigid by the door observing his parents. Wilhelm is stirring a spoon in his coffee cup, the sound grating on him. Astrid is flipping through DAM magazine, her mouth a thin line, assessing what has been written about her; her photo gracing its cover.

“Umm,” Wilhelm makes a sound in the back of his throat. He’s reading a letter. “I’m not sure about Ragnar,” his tone dips. “He also got in.”

Astrid looks up from her magazine. “That’s a good thing.”

“Is it?” Wilhelm holds her gaze. “That boy is wild. I need Johan to focus on improving his English and expanding his reach. I need him to take over the company once he’s ready.”

“He’s only sixteen,” Astrid says before turning back to her task. “That’s too much pressure right now. If you ask me, I think Ragnar is good for Johan,” She pauses. “He helps Johan get out of his head sometimes.”

“Good for him? That boy has no boundaries. His parents are barely at home. God knows what he does without any supervision,” Wilhelm seems agitated. “Johan is naive.”

“Don’t you have anything better to worry about than teenage boys?” Astrid’s tone is low and brash.

Wilhelm’s eyebrows dip as he glares at his wife. “I’m serious.”

“Fine,” she shuts the magazine and adjusts her shoulders. “If you ask me, I think Ragnar will protect him. Watch out for him...”

“Corrupt him,” Wilhelm adds. “I’ve never liked that boy.”

“Why? Because he doesn’t have noble blood? Old money?” Astrid smirks. “The Pettersens have worked hard enough. They sold most of Djursholm. I think having Ragnar at Vauxhall with Johan will be good.”

“Umph,” Wilhelm protests. “I can see it in his eyes. He’s a hedonist in the making.”

“Takes one to know one, am I right?” Astrid chuckles quietly. 

“Stop it.” he’s terse. “Sex, drugs, alcohol, you know. All that. Johan isn’t ready.”

“Let’s focus on what we can control. Johan is the least of our worries,” Astrid reaches for freshly squeezed orange juice. “Svea is in Greece on an old man’s yacht.” 

Wilhelm runs a palm over his face. His fingers crawl into his silvery hair slicked off his clean-shaven face. Astrid continues. “A married one too.”

“Let’s focus on Johan. Leave her alone.”

“You think you can control that boy?” Astrid asks.

“I think he can be persuaded, yes. Persuaded to stay away from Ragnar.”

“The only friend he has? His best friend? Do better, Wilhelm.”

“Anyways,” Wilhelm waves the letter in the air to dismiss her reasoning. “They both start at Vauxhall this spring.”

“Fantastic news,” Astrid says dryly. 

“No.”

The unexpected sound draws Wilhelm and Astrid from their breakfast. They pivot sharply to find Johan standing at the door of their dining room, his hands in fists by his sides, his wheat-colored hair plastered to his sweaty forehead and neck, his piercing eyes inherited from Astrid, staring them down.

“What did you say?” Wilhelm asks sternly.

“No,” Johan repeats, stepping forward and parking himself precisely halfway between both parents. “No.”

“No, what?” This time, it’s Astrid. “Vauxhall is the best boarding school for future leaders. It’s only for two years. Your English will improve. You’ll make important connections for when you take over the company.”

The company. Wilhelm von Lundin runs the country’s largest marketing firm. An international powerhouse with offices on three continents and he’s priming Johan to take over. Johan knows this and loathes the thought of marketing and selling. Or, as Ragnar likes to call it, “pitching” - Begging people for money.

He shakes his head. Wilhelm continues. “Is it Ragnar?”

“He’s my friend,” Johan says. “I go if he goes.”

“Ragnar can’t be your security blanket,” Wilhelm says. “He’s too much.”

“He understands me.”

“He uses you,” Wilhelm frowns at him.

“No,” Johan is persistent. 

Wilhelm curses audibly and turns to look at Astrid who has a smile resting on her lips. He pushes to his feet and strolls up to his son, towering over Johan.

Wilhelm studies his son. He rests his palm on Johan’s cheek. The teenager flinches. He hates being touched. When he slowly relaxes into his father’s caress, Wilhelm gives his son’s cheek two light pats. Johan hates that gesture. Yes, he’s their youngest. Yes, he was their surprise baby they hadn’t been expecting when Astrid was already in her forties. That gesture reminds him of this every single time. 

“Congratulations, son,” Wilhelm’s tone, dry. “You’re going to London.”

Johan holds his father’s gaze before giving him a slight nod in response. His stomach growls. Loud enough to get his mother’s attention.

“Are you hungry?” Astrid points to a platter of eggs and salmon. His eyes follow her motion, momentarily transfixed. “Mmm, Johan?”

He studies the presentation, the half-eaten eggs, the sloppily piled strips of cured salmon. Did they expect him to touch that?

No, he isn’t hungry.​
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​TWO
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“Fan!”

Damn. Ragnar curses. Beads of sweat race down his face as he tries to catch up with him. Johan’s stride is punishing. Ragnar is more bulk than lithe. Johan had said no to running together, but Ragnar wanted to talk about Vauxhall and of course, about Johan’s much older sister, Svea. 

Ragnar always wants to talk about her. He keeps asking weird questions about Svea. Always wondering where she is, who she’s with, when she’ll come visit

So, they dashed over to Stadion - the 1912 Olympic stadium - and started this futile sprint.

“Stop,” Ragnar pleads. A request Johan finds odd. Ragnar should know he needs to complete his laps before he stops. Ragnar bails out and waits on a bench until his friend is ready. Breathing still steady, Johan slowly pads over and settles himself beside Ragnar. The teenagers sit in silence for a few moments.

“Is Svea back yet?” Ragnar asks. “From Greece?”

“No.” Johan remembers what his mother had said. “She is on an old man’s yacht.”

Ragnar chuckles. “I guess I have a lot of work to do.”

“She’s twenty-seven. You’re too young for her,” Johan says matter-of-factly. Johan doesn’t understand why Svea likes older men. Men closer to Wilhelm’s age. Men with superyachts, private jets, and villas around the world. 

“Yeah, I know, I know. Stop breaking my heart,” Ragnar laughs out loud. “She’s so gorgeous. That face. Those lips. She’s perfect.”

Johan can never read Svea’s face. When she cries, her forehead doesn’t move. Her lips look larger each time they meet. They purse out awkwardly when she laughs. It makes him uncomfortable to look at his sister.

“She’s too skinny for you,” Johan says firmly. He doesn’t like that Svea never eats. Johan doesn’t understand why she wants to look gaunt.

“Whatever, just get me the photo, okay?”

“Why?” Johan asks. Ragnar’s been pressuring him to get a photo of Svea.

“Oh, you know,” Ragnar cocks his head to the side and pumps his shoulders, a perpetual frown etched in his forehead. Ragnar’s dark ultramarine-blue eyes are regarding him in way he can’t decipher. 

He hates the way Ragnar seems to study Svea whenever she comes home. He never talks to her, just studies her over the rim of his juice or whatever he’s drinking.

“Do you want it for your pile?” Johan asks.

Ragnar chuckles weakly. “You’ve been snooping under my mattress when you come over?”

Johan really doesn’t know why Ragnar wants a photo of his sister, but he suspects it’s tied to the magazines and photos of naked women Ragnar has hidden under his mattress. Was his friend planning on adding a photo of Svea to that hidden pile? Will Ragnar take his stash with them to Vauxhall too?

“Have you been snooping?” Ragnar asks again, his tone firmer this time.

When Johan doesn’t answer, Ragnar pats him on the cheek like a child. The way his father Wilhelm does. The way he hates. More silence as the boys continue to catch their breaths.

“So, what do you think?” Ragnar breaks the calm after a long swig of tepid water.

“Think about what?” 

“Vauxhall.”

Johan shrugs. “I don’t know. It sounds interesting.”

“Excited?”

“I don’t know.”

“Fan, Johan,” Ragnar says. “Finally, you get to taste something different, and you don’t know?” He races fingers through his dark mahogany brown hair as he studies his friend. “Chicks from all over the world?”

Johan shrugs once more. Ragnar keeps a black book. Rather, a chart book. He showed it to Johan once. Says it’s of all the girls he has kissed. Johan knows he’s done more. It makes him uncomfortable when Ragnar tries to tell him more. So, he stays quiet. 
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