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      The Åland islands lie in the waters between Finland and Sweden. Although a self-governing region of Finland, the group of 6,700 islands, of which only 60 are inhabited, remain exclusively Swedish-speaking.

      The quirkiness of the islanders is often attributed to their rich history. Due to its strategic location, there have been many wars and would-be invaders. Swedes, Russians, the French, and the British have fought on these shores.

      A small seafaring nation, the Åland islands have a distinct culture of their own, forged over years of hardship and perseverance. The people living on these rocky outcrops and on the main island around the capital Mariehamn, have a deep sense of independence and identity. If you ask an islander whether he feels Swedish or Finnish, the reply will always be, 'Neither. I'm an Ålänning.'

      Due to its tax-free status, Åland is today dominated by tourism and ferry traffic. Several popular cruise liners stop in Mariehamn to take advantage of the discounted food, alcohol, and other consumer goods, bringing in day-trippers to the islands. The ferries and people in this story are fictional, although based on empirical research.
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      On Alicia’s first winter back home, snow arrives late on the Åland islands. It’s the last weekend before Christmas and finally, overnight, a heavy fall covers everything with a pure white blanket. Alicia loves the dramatically altered scenery of the islands, when the sea is frozen over and the teal color of the shipping lanes by the West Harbor is highlighted by the brilliant landscape. Gone are the dull brown fields and the gray buildings, made even more drab by the wind and rain that are the theme of fall.

      As she sits in her mother’s kitchen, drinking a hot cup of coffee, surveying the coastal view through the window, she smiles to herself. The virgin layer of snow makes the distant sea seem like an extension of the white fields, drawing a straight line between the ice and the blue skies above. It’s as if the weather gods have heard her prayers and granted her greatest wish.

      This Christmas, her first on the islands since she made a surprise move back to her home six months ago, is going to be perfect. Not only is it her first Christmas here in at least ten years, but it is also her granddaughter’s very first Yuletide. How she looks forward to seeing what the little girl will make of the traditional Christmas tree, lit with real candles, at her great-grandmother’s house.

      Alicia remembers when her son, Stefan, saw the tree, as tall as the room, for the first time. It was Christmas Eve and they were about to sit down for their midday porridge, another tradition her mother, Hilda, insisted on. Stefan, just turned one, had clapped his hands and uttered his first word, “Ljus”—candle—in Swedish. He had said the word with such clarity that it had brought tears of joy into Hilda’s eyes. The candles on the tree were lit just twice each day of the holidays, once for lunch and once for dinner. Uffe had the task of going around the branches, carefully bringing a match to each candle, while making sure the old candleholders were securely clamped onto a thick branch, and that there was enough space above the flame.

      Alicia’s thoughts turn to her granddaughter. She thinks of little Anne Sofie as a wonderful surprise gift awarded to her nearly four months ago, when life hadn’t seemed worth living. Each breath she took during that dark period had been weighed down by the memory of how her son had perished in a motorcycle accident back in London. She had felt so abandoned and lonely, until she returned to the islands.

      And met Patrick.

      Alicia thinks of England, where she had lived for nearly twenty years. She remembers what pandemonium a heavy snowfall caused. London would stop in its tracks and everyone would be amazed by this strange natural phenomenon. During all the time Alicia lived in England, there had been at least one chaotic snow day every year. She always marveled at the surprise on people’s faces when buses didn’t run or trains froze to a standstill.

      ‘This happens to you every time!’ she wanted to shout, but of course she didn’t. She was a good immigrant, always conforming, always modifying her behavior to the customs of her adopted country.

      She took another sip of the hot, warming liquid. How liberating it was not to have to bite her tongue anymore. Or worry that she’d said the wrong thing, or hadn’t understood some veiled criticism.

      It took Alicia years to get used to living in the UK. She’d been so in love with Liam that nothing–not even her struggles to adapt to her new country–stopped her from wanting to be with him. And then, of course, when Stefan was born, she slowly began to feel at home in London. Alicia shakes her head to banish the dull ache and sadness that overwhelms her each time she thinks of her lovely boy, who didn’t get to see his eighteenth birthday. Instead, she turns her thoughts to Anne Sofie, her new grandchild. She finds her phone and looks at the latest picture Frida, Stefan’s girlfriend and the baby’s mother, has posted on their private online app. The little girl is the most beautiful baby Alicia has ever seen. But she would think that, wouldn’t she?

      When Frida had dropped the bombshell of her pregnancy in the summer, it had taken Alicia–and especially Liam–quite a while to get used to the idea that their dead 17-year-old son had fathered a child. But when Alicia saw the baby in Frida’s arms in the hospital a few weeks later, she wasn’t prepared for the absolute love she felt for the new little person. She hadn’t expected the joy she experienced at Frida’s bedside. When she held Anne Sofie, she sensed a connection like no other. It wasn’t the overwhelming adoration mingled with a massive weight of responsibility that she had felt when she first held Stefan. No, this was something much purer, much simpler, and far, far more enjoyable. The first time she saw her little granddaughter, with her eyes firmly shut and her little rosy mouth making sucking noises, searching for her mother’s breast, the tiny amount of doubt that Alicia still carried about the baby’s paternity disappeared like a puff of smoke.

      Alicia is shaken out of her thoughts by the arrival of Patrick. He’s standing at the front door wearing a shiny, thick padded coat. Alicia spots the round Moncler logo on the sleeve and smiles. The divorce from Mia Eriksson hasn’t altered his shopping habits, it seems. He’s stamping his boots against the thick mat that Hilda has placed at the front door for just such a purpose.

      ‘At your service,’ he says, grinning.

      ‘Coffee before you start?’ Alicia says.

      ‘That’d be nice. Any of Hilda’s cinnamon buns going?’

      He takes off his boots and jacket.

      Alicia shakes her head and laughs. ‘I’ll have a look. I bet she made a batch before they left.’

      She finds them neatly bagged in the freezer and takes two sweet buns out and puts them in the oven.

      ‘So, how are you?’ Patrick says. He’s standing on the other side of the kitchen island, a safe distance from Alicia. This is the routine they have settled on. No touching, no closeness, and definitely no flirting.

      ‘It’s very kind of you to offer to shift the snow. I’m so out of practice, I don’t think I’d know where to start.’

      Last night, the snow didn’t stop falling and the lane has a thick layer over it. Alicia’s car is safely in the barn, which Hilda and Uffe use as a garage. She’s not sure what she would have done if Patrick hadn’t responded to her message earlier that morning and agreed to come and help.

      Patrick shrugs his wide shoulders. He’s wearing a bottle-green jumper with a zip at the collar. Somehow the color makes his blue eyes more intense, or perhaps it’s the ruddiness of his cheeks, caused by the chill outside.

      ‘Mia is in Stockholm with the girls, so I have a free weekend.’

      ‘Even so, I’m grateful. Hilda and Uffe are coming back on the morning sailing, so they’ll be here at 3pm at the latest. I don’t want Uffe to have to start digging his way into the house as soon as he’s home from sunny Spain.’

      Alicia hears the ping from the oven and turns around. She can feel the heat of his body even with a solid piece of kitchen furniture between them. It’s the intense gaze in those damn eyes of his.

      Why did I accept his offer to help with the snow? Did I really think I was over him? Stupid, stupid woman.

      

      After taking the tractor fitted with a snow plow up and down the lane to Uffe and Hilda’s house, Patrick comes back in, his boots clattering in the hallway. Alicia has decided to offer him lunch, it’s the least she can do to repay him for the favor. She tries to convince herself that this is the reason, but she knows she wants to extend the time she spends with him outside of their work.

      ‘Would you like something to eat?’ she asks when he sits down on one of the kitchen chairs.

      Patrick looks up, surprised.

      ‘Or at least a beer? You must be tired after all that physical exercise?’

      His ruddy face looks even more attractive, if possible, and Alicia has to turn her eyes away from him.

      ‘Beer would be great,’ Patrick says. He lifts his eyes up to her and adds, ‘Look, Alicia, I’m really glad to help you out, but I wanted to talk to you.’

      ‘Sandwiches OK?’ Alicia interrupts him. She doesn’t want to have this conversation now. She still doesn’t know how she feels.

      Patrick sighs. ‘OK,’ he replies simply.
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      Brit gazes at the ship as she waits for one of the car deck guys to open the gate. The vast ferry looks almost threatening. The bow, as yet empty of vehicles, is agape, resembling the mouth of a huge whale or a fantastical monster. Staring at the large red Marie Line logo on the hull, she wonders if she has made a mistake. Why didn’t she choose the Caribbean cruise she’d been offered instead of hankering after Christmas at home? She’d told herself she would miss the cold and the snow. It looked like God had answered her prayers a little too enthusiastically: there was a snow storm brewing. A lot of the white stuff had already fallen. Brit can’t remember a December like it. Apart from the shipping lane, a channel of dark water, the sea is covered with ice. A faint sun plays on the surface, making it glint as if it is covered with small precious stones. Involuntarily, Brit touches the ring finger of her left hand with her thumb. She needs to be honest with herself. She’s on the run, fleeing a bad relationship, plain and simple. She shakes her head. She’s done with men for the foreseeable future. She’s going to make the best of this job, whatever. Working on the Stockholm ferries may be a step back from her managerial job with Royal Caribbean, but at least here she will be able to visit her father on the islands more often.

      It’s 7am and Brit shivers. She is cold in spite of the warm padded coat she’d bought at NK as soon as she got back. She realizes her new gloves are in one of the boxes stacked in the car. This, her 10-year-old red VW Golf, which has been waiting for her patiently at a garage in Stockholm, contains the whole of her life. During the week spent in an Airbnb near Slussen, now a trendy area in southern Stockholm, she’d gone through the storage unit she’d rented since she began working on the cruisers twenty years ago. Many times during the long hours spent sifting through her old books, photographs, and the silly ornaments she’d collected on her travels to ports around the world, she’d been tempted to just sit on the cold floor of the unit and weep. Weep for the kitchen table and chairs she’d kept in the expectation that she and Nico would one day settle down and have a home, and even perhaps a family.

      Don’t think about The Rat!

      Brit glances at the ship again. Her new career onboard MS Sabrina seems an utterly foolish idea now. She’d worked on the ferries between Finland and Sweden in her youth, but she’d been in her teens then, not in her late thirties, with failure already etched onto her face.

      Now, as one of the more senior members of the Marie Line crew, it was a different proposition altogether. Not just a summer job that she can take or leave. She would have to make this new position a success. And why wouldn’t she?  Just because she’d had to flee her old job on account of the bastard she thought she would spend the rest of her life with, didn’t mean she was a failure, did it? Brit would show him, show everybody, all his friends (and some of hers), that she was strong and could manage on her own.

      Feeling desperately nervous about the prospect of meeting her new colleagues on the monster of a ferry in front of her, Brit glances at her face in the rear-view mirror. She checks there’s no lipstick on her teeth and puffs up her blonde hair with her fingers. Pushing the mirror down, she lifts her chin up and gives the old guy in the bright orange vest who’s waving her into the belly of the ship a wide smile.

      

      Jukka likes to come onto the bridge well before they are due to sail, when it’s still empty. After an overnight docking in Stockholm, this morning MS Sabrina would be heading back to Helsinki in Finland across Ålands Hav via Mariehamn, where most of the day-trippers would change ferries. Jukka doesn’t expect a difficult sailing. The shipping lanes have been cleared and although the passengers will no doubt be in festive mood so close to Christmas, the ferry is only about three-quarters full.

      As he checks the monitors to the decks below him, to make sure the staff are getting into position by the open bow doors, he sees a good-looking woman step out of a red Golf on the car deck area reserved for employees. For a fraction of a second, he thinks she looks directly at him. But she can’t know about the cameras at the side of the deck. Or can she?

      Jukka sees she has a good figure, her shapely curves hugged by a tight skirt and boots with high heels, visible under an open padded coat. Her hair is long and dark and her face looks friendly, but her expression appears vulnerable. Jukka follows the woman as she pulls a suitcase toward the bow of the ship. He sighs as she disappears inside.

      He shakes his head and tells himself to concentrate on the task in hand, yet he can’t help wonder who the woman is. After he’s made the regulatory checks, and seen that the car deck is populated by the correct number of crew, Jukka allows himself a glance at the staffing sheets. And there it is. A new restaurant manager is starting onboard today. ‘Britt Svensson,’ he reads out loud, deciding that he needs to go and say hello to the woman. It’s his duty as Captain of the ship after all. There’s nothing else to it, just business and professionalism, Jukka tells himself as he makes his way to his cabin.

      

      Brit is shown around the staff quarters by an older woman, who says she’s the assistant restaurant manager, ‘Or acting manager until today.’ She introduces herself as Kerstin Eklund. Brit glances at her uniform and sees there are two stripes at the cuffs. Kerstin has a few years on Brit, with a thin, wiry frame and short brown hair. She has a long face with very narrow lips painted bright red, and Brit longs to tell her that some of the lipstick has run at the side of her mouth, but is unsure if she should. Perhaps later, after she has officially met all of her staff, she can take Kerstin to one side and point it out. Brit is so preoccupied by Kerstin’s lipstick that she doesn’t notice a tall man with light brown hair, who stands in front of her as they step inside the passenger area of the ship.

      

      ‘Welcome onboard MS Sabrina!’ Jukka cringes inwardly at the cliché. Kerstin gives him a look that says, I know your game. Why does he always feel so intimidated by the older, female, members of the crew?

      ‘Thank you Kerstin, I can take it from here,’ he says, trying to sound authoritative.

      The woman nods and scuttles along the corridor toward the staff quarters. He should have reminded her that, as acting restaurant manager, it was still her job to make sure the bar was fully stocked, and that the staff had gathered to welcome the new manager, but he lets it pass. Glancing at his watch he sees that there is more than half an hour until boarding begins. Plenty of time to go through the motions. He turns toward Brit Svensson.

      ‘I’m Jukka Markusson, the Captain.’

      The woman smiles, nodding at his uniform. ‘I gathered that.’

      This makes Jukka cough. The woman is even more good-looking at close hand. She’s got striking green eyes, and her dark hair has a chestnut tinge to it. Briefly, he wonders if she is wearing colored contact lenses and whether she has dyed her hair, but then realizes how inappropriate his thoughts are.

      Be professional.

      It was his infatuation with a woman onboard that nearly cost him his career a few years back, something which the older members of the crew, particularly Kerstin, never let him forget. Although no one actually mentions the affair anymore–at least not in front of him.

      ‘You’ve met Kerstin, the acting manager. She will show you the ropes during this first passage to Helsinki. Then, for the return leg, you can take over. As you know, we will dock at Mariehamn at 14.10, and sail onward to Finland proper when the island passengers and day-trippers have disembarked,’ Here Jukka glances at his list, which shows that the majority of the passengers would leave the ship. He knows that most of the passengers on these cruises are blind drunk by the time they disembark in Mariehamn. Same goes for those who come onboard from the sister ferry to Sabrina.

      He tries not to get involved in the messy antics of the Finns and Swedes onboard, but he is sometimes called to attend to the more serious incidents, such as fights, or an injury caused by drunken brawling between young men. These days, women also get themselves embroiled in dangerous cat fights. Once, he had to confiscate a knuckleduster from a 16-year-old girl who’d used it to cut the face of another teenager. Both looked as if butter wouldn’t melt when Jukka handed them over to the police in Helsinki Harbor.

      The most serious incident of all was a man overboard. When a snowstorm was pending, as it was today, with chill winds and the temperature of the sea barely above freezing, anyone falling into the shipping lane would lose their life instantly. And most probably never be found.

      But he’s used to dealing with drunks. At least he’s more at home in his role as the ship’s policeman than he is as the head of staff, most of whom are female.

      Jukka lifts his gaze toward the woman, who is looking at him attentively.

      Goodness, those eyes really are something else.

      Jukka coughs again in an effort to keep his thoughts from wandering.

      ‘This time of the year, we will be able to depart Mariehamn within fifteen minutes. We only have just over 800 passengers onboard today. Our ETA in Helsinki is 19.50. The restaurant and bars will be busy this close to Christmas, so you should be vigilant for any trouble. You will be on call for the whole of the journey. Any questions?’

      The woman smiles again. She has a knowing expression on her face and Jukka wonders if Kerstin has already spilled the beans about his old misadventure. He straightens his back and corrects his cap.

      Brit doesn’t say anything, just gazes at him, the smile reaching all the way into those green eyes, and making his heart beat even harder against his uniform.
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      While she waits for Uffe and Hilda’s car to appear in the lane, Alicia is once again alone in the kitchen of their large house. She’s been housesitting during her mother and stepfather’s two-week holiday. Not that there is any chance of a burglary being committed–she can’t remember when such a thing last happened on the islands, if it ever had. For some reason, however, Hilda is convinced that something will happen to the three-story building if is left empty.

      The light has begun to fade already, although the snow makes the landscape appear more luminous. The skies are clear too and after the faint winter sunshine of the day, the horizon is lit with reds and oranges. Alicia wonders why she ever wished to leave this place. But in her teens she had felt stranded on these islands, cut off from the real world. Now being isolated seems more attractive, but more than that, Alicia feels a sense of belonging that she never felt in England. She’s not prepared to give that up.

      Her thoughts turn to Liam, who is due to arrive two days before Christmas. He’s been taking more time off from his busy surgery schedule lately. How, Alicia can’t fathom. During their last Skype call, he’d said he had some significant news.

      Alicia has gone back to their house in London only once since her surprise move to the islands. She spent a week doing things that she can’t do over the internet, like seeing her doctor and dentist. She will handle all those things here, on the islands, as soon as she and Liam have decided what to do about the house and their marriage. She expected the trip back to London to be more emotional, but it seemed, in her mind, she had already moved back home to Åland. Toward the end of the trip, she was counting the days and hours until she would be back on the Marie Line ferry, crossing the Ålands Hav from Stockholm to the islands.

      

      ‘Have you lost weight?’ Hilda says as soon as she’s given Alicia a hug. ‘You’re just skin and bones!’

      ‘Hello to you too,’ Alicia says, glancing at Uffe, who winks at her. ‘Did you have a nice time?’

      Her mother is wearing a pair of red kitten-heel boots, most unsuitable for the weather. They both look tanned, although there is a slightly worried, harassed air about Hilda.

      ‘Are you OK?’ Alicia asks her mother.

      ‘Not really! We nearly had an accident by the swing bridge,’ she says, sitting down.

      'Didn’t we?' She addresses this to Uffe, who’s looking down at his hands. He’s seated at the kitchen table while Alicia perches on her favorite stool by the window. Eventually Uffe nods, and so her mother turns toward Alicia and carries on talking, barely drawing breath.

      ‘A Russian, in one of those enormous Jeeps, they’re called Cherokee, or something aren’t they?’

      Alicia knows nothing about cars, but she replies. ‘Yes, I think so. But what happened?’

      Alicia glances over to Uffe to see if he can make sense of what her mother is saying, but her stepfather has his head bent, his eyes firmly set on his hands, which hang between his legs.

      ‘Well, he nearly rammed us over!’ Hilda says, her voice rising. There’s panic in her red-rimmed eyes. On close inspection, there’s something new in her mother’s demeanor. Perhaps she had one too many glasses of wine on the flight back from Alicante.

      At Hilda’s outburst, Uffe gets up. Before turning to go out of the door, he says quietly, ‘It was nothing. He was just trying to overtake us, wanting to get to the bridge before it goes up.’

      Alicia watches her mother purse her lips, but she doesn’t contradict her husband. Both women watch Uffe pick up the post that Alicia has arranged on the table and leave the house for his office, a converted milking parlor just across the yard.

      It occurs to Alicia that the swing bridge doesn’t go up now the sea has frozen over. There are no sailing boats using the canal between Sjoland and Mariehamn. Why did Uffe say it did?

      Hilda wraps her arms around her body and turns toward Alicia.

      ‘It was awful. We were this close from ending up in the freezing water!’

      She lifts her hand up and indicates with her thumb and finger a minuscule distance. Alicia considers whether this is another case of exaggeration on her mother’s part or whether something quite sinister has occurred.

      ‘What happened then?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘To the man in the Jeep? Did he stop to see if you were alright?’

      Hilda shakes her head. ‘No, he just carried on. The thing is, he could have overtaken us easily without trying to ram us! There was no one coming from the other direction, and you know how slowly Uffe drives these days. With all this fresh snow, he was even more careful.’

      Alicia nods. Uffe’s overly cautious driving has become a concern to her almost as much as her mother’s speeding. She wonders if he can’t see that well anymore, because he seems to go everywhere at about 30 kilometers per hour. Luckily there isn’t that much traffic on the islands, and there are many older drivers who are equally dawdling, and they don’t mind.

      It could just be that whoever was in the Jeep got frustrated following Uffe.

      Still.

      Alicia thinks for a moment. She’s confused by Uffe’s obvious lie about the swing bridge. Perhaps the two of them have had another of their rows and that’s why he didn’t try to calm Hilda down? Or refute her dramatic tale?

      Suddenly her mother’s mood changes.

      ‘The house looks wonderful! And you’ve managed to clear the lane and the paths. That must have been hard? Fresh snow can be really heavy and you haven’t done that in years!’

      ‘Oh, Patrick helped out,’ the words come out of Alicia’s mouth before she has time to think.

      ‘He did!’ Hilda exclaims. Her eyebrows shoot up and she looks inquiringly at Alicia.

      ‘As a favor to a friend. We were in the office yesterday afternoon when it started snowing and he offered, in case I needed help this morning.’ Alicia is trying to keep her voice steady.

      ‘Uh, uh,’ Hilda says, giving Alicia a look that she knows far too well. The brief affair she had with her now work colleague–and boss, to be precise–is still a little raw, and  her mother is one of the few people on the islands who suspects that they had a relationship.

      ‘Nothing’s going on,’ she says, and trying to change the subject, adds, ‘Did this Jeep scratch your car? And how did you know the driver was Russian?’

      ‘He’s a business associate of Uffe’s.’

      Alicia can hardly believe her ears.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes, he’s had some dealings with him, but that’s all done now, so I’m not sure why he didn’t even acknowledge us–or Uffe. And our car is fine. Uffe steered out of his way just in time.’

      Alicia is staring at her mother.

      ‘What are you telling me?’

      Hilda bends down, unzips her boots, and pulls them off her feet. ‘That’s better,’ she exclaims.

      ‘These are so uncomfortable, but they look pretty, don’t they? Very trendy someone told me in Spain.’

      Her mother gives Alicia a coquettish look.

      ‘There was this man who was so lovely. If I had my time again.’ Hilda’s eyes take on a dreamy quality. ‘We had a fantastic time, sun and Sangria all the way!’

      ‘That’s nice,’ Alicia replies, but her mind is racing. Why would her mother and stepfather have anything to do with a Russian driving a Cherokee? Those people were rumored to be part of the mafia, something Alicia has been quietly researching since she started working at the local newspaper, Ålandsbladet, last summer. She’s seen some pretty awful accusations in local blogs and Facebook groups, but nothing that she could actually substantiate enough to write about. She hasn’t even told Patrick, who’s now the news editor, about her private investigations.
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      Four days after she first stepped onboard MS Sabrina Brit is met at the apartment in Mariehamn by her old schoolfriend, Mia Eriksson. Wearing a pair of camel colored Sorel snow boots with a long, white Moncler padded coat, Mia looks for all the world like the heiress that she is. Her father, Kurt Eriksson, owns the local newspaper, Ålandsbladet, half the islands and much of Finland and Sweden too. Including the block of apartments in Mariehamn overlooking the sounds where the ferries pass on their way in and out of Mariehamn West Harbor, and where the two women are now standing.

      Brit gazes at the magnificent view over the icy sea. ‘Seeing the ships pass won’t remind you too much of work, will it? On your days off, I mean?’ Mia asks her.

      Mia has thrown her coat on one of the pale gray sofas that face each other in the large living room.

      Brit nearly laughs. This view commands a premium price on the islands, and Mia thinks it’ll bother her to look at it?

      ‘That’s so sweet of you to worry about me!’ she exclaims instead. ‘I am very grateful, you know. You must thank your Dad.’

      Mia’s expression hardens for a moment, then she comes and gives Brit one of her tight hugs. Her thin but strong arms envelop Brit. Pulling away, she adds, almost as an aside, ‘I run the property side of the business now so I don’t need to consult him.’

      Brit realizes her mistake and says, quickly, ‘Of course, sorry. You did say! I’m still a bit tired and jet-lagged.’

      When she sees Mia’s sideways smile from where she has gone to stand by the large windows again, Brit adds, ‘You know, I’ve had so much going on, since being back.’

      Mia’s expression changes and, with more kindness in her voice, she says, ‘You must be exhausted after your first shift. And here I am keeping you. Don’t mind me, I’m off. Send me a message when you want to meet up. Lunch tomorrow, perhaps?’

      With that Mia picks up her coat and is gone.

      Brit sits down and looks around the luxurious place she will now call home. It’s fully furnished with expensive-looking sofas and chairs. There’s a kitchen separated from the living room by an island, topped with gray marble. All the equipment is new, as are the beds, linen, and fittings in the other two rooms, leading off from the small hallway. The apartment is nine floors up, affording an amazing view of Ålands Hav.

      Brit gets up and opens the fridge door. She puts her hand over her mouth and gives out a short laugh. It seems her friend has stocked up with the essentials. Well, essentials as far as Mia is concerned. There’s a bottle of Sancerre, one of Moët and two bottles of San Pellegrino water. A further investigation reveals a packet of sliced cheese, a carton of milk, a couple of tomatoes, a packet of gravlax and a quinoa salad inside a plastic container. There are six eggs in a box and tubs of both butter and olive spread. Brit goes into the larder and finds rye bread, sliced sourdough, Fazer chocolate, coffee capsules for the Nespresso machine standing on the counter, some fancy brown and white sugar sticks, and expensive looking ginger biscuits.

      Brit grabs her phone and sends a thank you message with a heart emoji to Mia. She then opens the bottle of white and, finding a Riedel wine glass in a cupboard above the sink, pours herself a few mouthfuls and a sends a selfie to Mia too.

      She sinks down on the sofa and wonders what the price of all this luxury will be. Is Mia simply in need of a friend? At school they didn’t really mix, but after meeting up again a few months ago, they started to follow each other on Instagram and send the odd message back and forth. When Brit told Mia she was planning to come back to the islands, she offered her use of the apartment. Brit knows she’s paying far below the going rate in rent, and now all these goodies just for her. She takes another sip from her glass and presses the bridge of her nose between her eyes.

      She’s tired.

      Brit’s first shift onboard wasn’t a complete disaster.  Apart from Kerstin, who seemed to take a dislike to her from the get go, most of the other restaurant staff are friendly and efficient. As is the Captain. Brit smiles at the memory of her first meeting with Jukka. She’s sworn not to fall for a man ever again, but what’s the harm in having a little flirtation? Jukka Markusson is handsome, about her age, and seemingly unattached. That much she was able to glean from that sour puss Kerstin. Brit enjoyed seeing the Captain’s surprise when she looked straight into his eyes. Over the years she’d been engaged to an Italian Casanova, she had developed a few tricks of her own. Now all she had to do was wait for Jukka to come to her. Which he was certainly doing. During the first three sailings between the islands and Finland and Sweden, he had found a reason to call on Brit, or ‘accidentally’ bump into her, a total of ten times.

      Brit has to admit that she’s attracted to him. With his tall frame, wide smile and pale blue eyes, Jukka is nothing like Nico. He has none of the Italian’s natural charm, but then it was time for a change! On the last leg, an early morning sailing from Stockholm, Brit had found an excuse to join Jukka on the bridge well before the start of her shift. She’d heard from the other staff that the Captain had a habit of being there well before anyone else had got out of their bunks.

      Jukka was surprised but clearly delighted at her sudden appearance and willingly showed Brit the equipment, explaining with great patience the working of the satellite navigation, steering, and various cameras. Once, when they had been leaning over some control panel, heads close, their eyes met, and Brit had made out the darker rings inside Jukka’s pale irises, as well as the perfectly formed light brown eyebrows and the specks of closely shaven hairs on his square jaw. His lips were slightly open, his breathing coming in shallow, short bursts. Just as Brit was thinking their proximity was lasting longer than was necessary, an alarm sounded somewhere and they’d both straightened themselves up.

      ‘It’s just the bow door checks,’ Jukka said and gave a brief cough. Without looking at her, he began talking into an intercom, saying something Brit couldn’t quite comprehend.

      ‘I’ll let you get on,’ she said and smiled at Jukka, who turned to wave goodbye.

      ‘Another time, I’ll give you a more comprehensive tour of the controls, and even the engine room, if you wish.’

      Brit nodded and widened her smile.’

      ‘If it interests you, that is,’ Jukka said uncertainly. ‘Sorry, I get carried away with this stuff sometimes.’

      Brit took a step toward him, and placed her hand on the Captain’s arm, just above the epaulettes, the golden stripes stitched onto his uniform jacket.

      Keeping her eyes steady on Jukka, she said, ‘I’d like that very much.’
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      On Monday, the skies are blue and the sun is low but surprisingly strong. It’s blinding when the rays hit the snow boulders gathered on the sides of the road. The white fields that Alicia passes as she drives her old Volvo into town are glinting as if with a sprinkling of tiny diamonds. She has to lower the sun visor to shade her eyes.

      Alicia had decided to stay overnight with Hilda and Uffe in the main house, rather than go back to the sauna cottage. During the two weeks they were away, she had slept in the house. With the snow and the low temperatures, it was more comfortable than her little cottage. Besides, she hadn’t asked Patrick to shovel the snow from her own small driveway. It was awkward enough to have him in the main house. He hadn’t been back to Alicia’s sauna cottage since he left in a hurry when Liam surprised them in a most compromising situation last July. Alicia doesn’t wish to relive that moment.

      Uffe had got up early that morning, and by the time Alicia was having her morning coffee, he had already cleared the path so Alicia could drive the Volvo down to the cottage and set the wood burner going for the day. By the evening she will be able to return to her own space.

      The sauna cottage is really only meant for summer living, and Alicia knows she needs to make a decision about her future on the islands, something Liam keeps asking her about. She knows she wants to stay, she feels she belongs here, but what about Liam and their marriage?

      

      As Alicia drives over the Sjoland canal bridge, she sees the slow-flowing, freezing water, and shrugs away thoughts of her mother and Uffe in that fatally icy water, trying to scramble out of their low sports car with their aging limbs. There’s no way they would have survived that, she thinks and shivers. Then she thinks about her grief counsellor in London who had told her that she mustn’t always picture the worst scenario. Alicia turns her mind toward her own complicated life instead. As if that would bring her more peace!

      She thinks back to her whirlwind romance with her husband, which had started nearly twenty years ago, at Uppsala University. Alicia was studying English and Liam was a newly qualified doctor, attending a medical conference there. Since then, both Liam and Alicia had broken their marriage vows. Alicia always feels his infidelity was worse than hers. Liam’s liaison with a nurse from the hospital where he has a private clinic had been carrying on for months, while Alicia and Patrick’s affair was just a matter of weeks.

      A few crazy weeks.

      There’s no way Liam will want to leave his clinic in London. That’s not the ‘changes’ he was talking about, Alicia is sure of that. He loves his job as a surgeon, and will under no circumstances want to leave London. Would they be able to carry on a relationship while living so far apart? Sometimes Alicia thinks that the physical distance is the least difficult part of their current marital problems. It’s far harder to overcome the sudden loss of their son, or what happened after Stefan’s death, or rather what Liam had been up to with his nurse. And then last summer, Alicia herself was unfaithful with Patrick. Their relationship is now totally professional and platonic. They have both moved on, so Patrick isn’t causing a problem in her marriage. Not as far as Alicia is concerned, anyhow.

      The image of Patrick standing in the doorway, looking tall, rugged and so blond, enters Alicia’s mind, but she shrugs off the attraction she still feels toward him. She’s sure it’s natural. After such an explosive affair, her body is bound to react to his closeness.

      

      The elation of the birth of their granddaughter, something neither Alicia or Liam had imagined could happen after losing their son at the tender age of seventeen, had wiped out the importance of their infidelities.
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