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      Brit is trying to find a comfortable position on one of the fashionable but hard chairs in her favorite Italian place in Mariehamn. She shifts her large belly and feels the baby move against her bladder. Not again, she thinks, and she tries to avert her thoughts. She already went to the restroom when she arrived, before ordering her decaf chai latte from the surly girl at the till.

      During the evenings and the summer tourist season, this place is a busy pizzeria with table service, but any other time, you have to order from the large glass counter in front of the open-plan kitchen.

      Choosing an Italian cafe for the meeting seemed appropriate somehow, but now Brit wonders if it was wise. She’d forgotten how uncomfortable the seats are in trendy places like this one.

      She glances at her watch and sees that she’s still ten minutes early. Once again, as she has done at least fifty times that morning already, she wonders what on earth she’s doing here. Curiosity, she guesses.

      And boredom.

      Her partner, Jukka, has been taking on extra shifts on MS Sabrina to make up for her lost earnings. He insisted she should give up work almost as soon as she told him she was expecting. She managed to fight him for a few weeks, but now nearly nine months pregnant, she’s glad not to be working as restaurant manager on the ships that criss-cross the Baltic between Finland and Sweden, stopping briefly at the islands’ capital, Mariehamn.

      She hadn’t, however, expected to be so bored. Brit is often alone at home in Jukka’s, or ‘their’, as he insists, swish apartment in Gräddhyllan – the Cream Shelf, as the locals call the area.  The Solberget neighborhood overlooks Mariehamn across the Slemmern water and is one of the most expensive developments in the Åland Islands.

      She’s done all she can to get the sparsely decorated bachelor pad ready for the baby and a family.  She’s set up the guest bedroom with a cot, painted the walls pale yellow, and added curtains, making the place more homely. Together, they bought a new sofa and a rocking chair, for when she’s nursing. It’s all ready for the arrival of the new person coming into their lives.

      Last week, when she received, out of the blue, an email from Nico, saying that he missed her and asking if they could meet, Brit had initially replied that it was out of the question. But the man had persisted (he’d never taken ‘no’ for an answer). He was in Stockholm, he said, and could easily take the ferry across the water to Mariehamn.

      What can be the harm in a little fun with the bastard who had treated her so badly? She will never forgive him for sleeping with her best friend when she was working on the Caribbean cruise liner with him. It was a total betrayal and had hit Brit hard at the time. They had planned to marry, were engaged, and he had even told her how many children he wanted. Five, she remembers now, and laughs. What a jerk!

      Nico was the reason Brit came back home to the islands two years ago.

      She wants to see his reaction when he spots her belly and the large engagement ring on her left hand.

      She’s placed herself by the window, so that she has a clear view of the street and the entrance to the cafe. The place is quiet. Only a few tables are occupied, and two young men are busy at their laptops.

      The whole city of Mariehamn is nearly empty at 10am on a Tuesday in the middle of winter. The Christmas shoppers aren’t out in force yet, although the shopfronts are decorated with lanterns and twinkling fairy lights are strung along Köpmannagatan, the main shopping street in the little town.

      Brit wraps her cashmere cardigan tighter around the mound of her belly. Winter has arrived on the islands, and everyone hopes that it will stay that way for the festivities. The temperatures have fallen well below freezing. A dry cold is much nicer than the sleet and rain of the autumn months. This morning, the night had brought a fresh covering of snow, which made the whole landscape light up.

      She sips her drink and wipes her lips. As she’s reapplying her lipgloss, from the corner of her eye, she sees a familiar shape across the street. He hasn’t seen her yet. At the sight of his tall, muscular shape, and his thick dark hair, her breath catches in her throat. She panics and decides to leave, but the man is quicker and is opening the door to the cafe before Brit can even heave herself up from the damn chair.

      Their eyes lock.

      Nico’s face opens into a smile when he sees her, and he strides with confident gait toward her and opens his arms.

      “Bella!’ he shouts, and Brit can feel the eyes of the other customers on them. There are very few tourists from continental Europe on the islands during winter. And demonstrative endearments are rare.

      This is not good.

      ‘Long time no see!’ Brit says, forcing her lips into a wide smile while also moving away from him.

      She sees Nico’s eyes shift toward her middle – her huge belly is impossible to ignore. She’s in the third trimester, after all. Although he continues to smile, his expression is difficult to gauge, and Brit detects a certain change in his eyes.

      ‘How lovely to see you,’ Brit says, smiling sweetly.
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      Back at home in the beautiful apartment, Brit rushes to the bathroom. She is sick, bringing up the chai latte so violently that she is worried for the baby. But as soon as she sits down on the comfy sofa, opposite the vast windows overlooking the city, the baby begins its customary movements. Brit closes her eyes and tries to think happy thoughts. She’s read somewhere in the many online forums and blogs she reads that an expectant mother’s stress can harm the baby. This was one of the reasons Jukka had wanted her to stay at home and leave the hectic life of the cruise liners behind. And she had agreed.

      ‘It’s OK, baby boy,’ Brit says, gently rubbing her belly.

      She sits quietly, gazing at the magnificent view in front of her. The wind has got up, creating pretty, lacy pattens in the cove between the hill where the apartment block is situated and Mariehamn East Harbor on the opposite shore. The snow that fell last night covers the rooftops and the jetties opposite, but no ice has formed on the sea as yet.

      This time of year, at the height of winter, the jetties are empty of sailing ships and yachts. Next to the jetties, the cute little fishermen’s cottages, now filled with artsy shops and cafes, look picturesque with their white snow-covered roofs and red-painted walls. Further on, there are the low buildings of Mariehamn, over which she can see the tops of two large cruise liners, as well as the Pommern Tall Ship. When she moved in with Jukka nearly a year ago now, she’d been so happy. She told him that she’d never tire of the scene.

      But now she feels trapped inside the beautiful home. Nico knows where she lives. He has somehow found out everything about her.

      She should have known that the bastard would have an ulterior motive. And she’d thought Nico wanted a reunion! How she had relished the thought of telling him she was engaged to be married and expecting a baby with Jukka, a sea captain, no less. Why on earth would she get back together with an Italian chef who couldn’t even keep his trousers zipped up? She’d planned to ask him that. She was going to tell him how she lived in one of the most expensive developments in the Åland Islands and how happy – truly happy – she was.

      Oh God!

      Brit presses her hands to her temples, where she can feel the beginnings of a headache. She had suffered from terrible sickness combined with intense headaches for the first three months of her pregnancy, but slowly she’d felt better, and now, she can’t remember when she last felt so queasy. Apart from the constant indigestion, which she’s told by the midwives is normal in this trimester, and backache (again normal), her head has been fine, and she’s not brought up her breakfast for months.

      Trust the Italian Rat to make her ill again.

      What is she going to do?

      She has no savings to speak of, but she has a few credit cards that she could draw cash on. Would Nico really do this to her?

      Brit looks over to her laptop on top of the dining table. She stands up, brings it to the chair and opens it up, resting the device on her belly. She closes her Facebook account, first sending a few direct messages to a select number of friends, including Alicia.

      Brit thinks about her good friend – without her she wouldn’t have been so happy here. They had lost touch after Alicia married young, moved to London and had a child with her British husband, Liam, but they had rekindled their friendship when they both returned to the islands around the same time.

      Now they talked several times a day and Alicia had even promised to accompany Brit to the hospital if the worst happened and Jukka couldn’t get back home before she went into labor.

      Could she tell Alicia about the horrid pictures and Nico’s threats?

      Looking at the screen, Brit regrets bitterly the posts she put on social media, of herself in various stages of her pregnancy. How stupid of her to think Nico wouldn’t be keeping an eye on her accounts. If only she’d blocked him, but she hadn’t given him a thought for months. Well, not much, anyway.

      It’s only money.

      Brit places the laptop on the floor beside her and leans back on the chair. How dumb can you be? She should have known there would be repercussions. She’d been drunk. The images Nico showed her swirl inside her head, and she feels nauseous again. She sips a little water and tries to calm her breathing. She must think of the baby. Anxiety is not good for him.
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      Jukka must never find out or see those horrible images. As if he’d heard his name mentioned, Brit’s telephone pings with a message.

      Hello darling, how are you? Want to talk?

      Brit glances over the sea again, to the cruise liners in the distance. The left one will be where Jukka is at this very moment. Perhaps he’s standing on the bridge or maybe he’s sitting in his roomy cabin.

      Brit presses the video call button and Jukka’s face fills the screen.

      ‘You don’t look so well. Is everything OK?’ Jukka says. His expression turns into one full of concern.

      ‘Well, thank you very much. You don’t look so brilliant yourself!’

      Brit laughs, trying to make light of his comment.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean…’

      ‘I’m just tired. Can’t sleep. And missing you,’ Brit adds.

      ‘I’ll be with you in a couple of days. But I just wanted to ask you something, if you’re not too bushed to talk?’

      ‘No, not at all,’ Brit smiles.

      She thinks she knows what this is about. Jukka is constantly buying stuff for the baby. As much as Brit loves that he wants to make her and the baby’s life as comfortable as possible, she demanded a veto on all new purchases after he came home with a giant white bear. It’s so huge, it takes up a whole corner of the baby’s room. And it’s white, which means it’ll get dirty in no time. But Brit didn’t have the heart to tell him to take it back to the NK department store in Stockholm. She cannot imagine what he looked like dragging the thing through the city streets to the ship. Or what his crew thought of it. But she did tell him that in future he should consult her first before buying anything for the baby. He’d agreed, saying, he knew it was silly, but he just couldn’t help himself.

      ‘When I was little, my mom had no money. I want my son to have everything.’

      Brit had kissed him on the mouth and said she understood, and loved the bear, but that it would be nicer if they made decisions about big purchases together. And she reminded him again that they didn’t know the sex of the baby. The habit they had both had fallen into of referring to the bump as ‘him’ must stop, she told him.

      Brit is shaken out of her thoughts when Jukka says, ‘Someone called Nico contacted me today. He said he was a friend of yours.’

      Brit’s heart drops into her stomach. She cannot breathe.

      ‘What did he want?’

      ‘Oh, I’m not sure. A bit of a riddle, to tell you the truth. He said something about working with you on the Caribbean cruises and saying he’d lost touch. He ended the call quite abruptly and just said to tell you he’d been in touch.’

      A threat.

      ‘Oh,’ she manages to say. To hide how scared she is, she places her hand over her mouth, seemingly to stifle a yawn.

      ‘You poor darling,’ Jukka says. ‘Why don’t you have a little nap? Look after that little baby of ours.’

      ‘Good idea,’ Brit says and forces a smile. When she sees Jukka’s face brighten, she almost forgets about Nico.

      ‘I miss you so much,’ she adds and leans over to kiss the screen of her phone.

      Laughing, Jukka does the same and rings off. This is their little thing now, but Brit can see that it still embarrasses him to make this show of emotion.

      Nico was his opposite, she thinks, then checks herself.

      You will not compare the two men!

      She vowed not to think about Nico after he betrayed her in such a terrible manner. Sleeping with her best friend! Brit shudders when she recalls the moment she saw Nico’s fingers pinch Stephanie’s bottom. At first, she thought nothing of it, but decided to talk to him about it when their shifts were over.

      She confronted him later that day. They were getting changed out of their uniforms in the small cabin they shared, and she saw immediately that the man was lying. There was something about the way he acted all surprised and tried to laugh it off.

      ‘It’s nothing, just fun. I am Italian, I like women!’ He’d protested, putting his arms around Brit.

      The next day, one of her colleagues had told her she’d seen Nico and Stephanie kissing in the gangway on the upper decks in full view of the passengers. Again, Brit challenged Nico, but again he denied it, saying it was just ‘jealous talk’.

      Of course, behavior like that wasn’t allowed. The Caribbean Cruise Company was particularly strict about any kind of personal show of emotion in the public areas. The fact that Brit and Nico were allowed to work together, with the same shift pattern, and share a cabin, was a huge testament to Brit’s good record with the shipping firm.

      Later, she’d learned that Nico didn’t have similar good standing. Quite the opposite, in fact. He was the archetypal gigolo.

      How Brit never suspected anything, she doesn’t understand. All the signs were there. He was outgoing, always complimenting women on their looks, their clothes, their hair. Brit thought it was just his way. Occasionally, she would feel the tug of jealousy when Nico kissed the back of a woman’s hand, which he often did, and his lips would linger just a moment longer than they should. Or if his eyes followed another woman when he was talking with Brit.

      Instead, she had just laughed at him. She might play-slap him, and that evening in their cabin the lovemaking would be even more passionate and playful than usual.

      When Brit finally faced Stephanie, the woman broke down and admitted that she’d been sleeping with Nico for weeks.

      Brit never cried. She was surprised by her lack of emotion. She had wanted to slap her so-called friend but thought better of it. Instead, she marched straight into the captain’s quarters and asked to be relieved of her duties at the earliest opportunity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Brit remembers the pure relief she’d felt when she arrived in Åland. At last, she was home, safe and loved. Her father was overjoyed at her decision to work on the local ships ferrying tourists between the islands and Finland and Sweden. He was getting more and more fragile by the day and seeing his face brighten when he saw her confirmed that she was right in coming home.

      ‘This is where you belong, girl,’ her father had told her.

      She’d met Jukka during her first day as restaurant manager of MS Sabrina. During the long journey from St Lucia to Mariehamn, she had decided to forget all about Nico. She began to refer to him as The Rat, trying to rid herself of any good and happy memories she’d shared with him. When she met and fell in love with Jukka, she decided that she would not compare the two men. She wanted to pretend that Nico didn’t exist.

      Brit had thought that she had been special to Nico. Before she met him, she’d been playing the field herself and would never have wanted to settle down had Nico not produced a ring after just six months together.

      ‘You are the most exciting woman I have ever met,’ he told her, his dark eyes burning into hers.

      Brit now realizes she had tried so hard to live up to those words that she had lost herself in the process. When her eyes were finally opened to Nico’s true character, it had almost been a relief to escape that cloak of a sexually provocative woman.

      

      How has she got herself into a situation like this? Now, when Brit should be winding down, spending the last days of her pregnancy in blissful expectation. Instead, her insides are twisting and turning so much that she’s afraid her nerves will harm her unborn child. She gazes down at her phone, at the images Nico forwarded after he’d shown her the disgusting photos. There is no doubt that the woman in the pictures is her. In one of them, Brit even smiles at the camera. Now what she sees disgusts her. How could she have been so stupid?

      ‘Just a bit of fun,’ was what Nico and the guy – one of the passengers who’d flirted with Brit from the moment she set eyes on him – had said.

      They’d all been drunk, and Brit had also been high on her image of herself as an adventurous, unconventional, exciting woman. That was her old self, she now realizes. She thought she was blissfully happy, but she hadn’t known what happiness was. Not real happiness.

      And love.

      Her thoughts turn to Jukka, and she feels herself calm down as her heartbeat slows. A smile spreads over her face when she remembers how Jukka said goodbye to her the last time he went off to sea. He’d kissed her lips, then the lids of her eyes, all the while gently holding onto her bump with both of his hands.

      ‘I’ll miss you and our boy,’ he’d whispered in her ear. Then, kneeling, speaking to the baby in her tummy, he’d said, ‘Be good for your Mamma.’

      As if hearing his words, the baby had moved inside her. When Brit placed Jukka’s hand on her bump, his face had lit up at the signs of life inside.

      They’d hugged and laughed, and Brit had felt tears running down her face.

      ‘What am I like,’ she’d said, waving Jukka off.

      The emotional turmoil she’s felt throughout her pregnancy is something new to her. It’s occurred to her during her long hours alone, while Jukka was away, looking out to sea from their apartment, that she’s never truly known love before she met the Sea Captain. She’d believed she was deeply in love with Nico, but her feelings toward him pale in comparison with those she now has for Jukka. With Nico, she was always trying to be what he wanted her to be, and not just be herself.

      What would Jukka say if he saw the images of her? Would he love her less?

      And now Nico’s behavior shows her his feelings were never true either.

      As if his infidelity hadn’t been evidence enough.

      Is he really that desperate for money that he is willing to put Brit through this kind of torture? In her condition! Or could it be that he is jealous of her life? Brit makes a decision. She deletes the images from her phone and sends a message.

      Meet me at the same cafe tomorrow at 1pm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Slow down, Patrick!’

      Alicia can hear Patrick take a deep breath at the other end of the line.

      ‘Tell me again what you said.’

      A chill is creeping up her spine as she fully realizes what he’s telling her.

      ‘I had a visit from him.’

      ‘Dudnikov?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What was he doing over there in Stockholm? Christmas shopping?’

      As soon as she says it, Alicia regrets her flippant tone.

      ‘Funnily enough, I didn’t ask him. It wasn’t exactly a social call.’

      Patrick’s voice is deadly serious.

      Alicia is quiet for a moment. She is thinking back to last summer when she found out to her horror that some of the labor on the farm she’d inherited from her stepfather had been trafficked by a Russian gang. Headed most probably by Dudnikov, but she had no proof. The same man who only twelve months previously had threatened her mother Hilda, who had unwisely borrowed money from him. And how that same Christmas – a year ago now – she herself had nearly been run over by Dudnikov. He had then disappeared from the islands and was thought to have gone back to Russia.

      What is he doing back in Stockholm, where there’s a warrant for his arrest? And what does he want with Patrick?

      ‘He told me to stop writing lies about him.’

      ‘Oh,’ Alicia says.

      She’d been avoiding the stories Patrick wrote for an online investigative journal. Since he left – or was ceremoniously sacked – from his post at the Swedish national paper, Journalen, he’d been part of something called The Honesty Sheet. At first, she’d read a few of his stories, but she couldn’t avoid hearing his voice in her head as she saw his words on the screen. And she needed to get him out of her system.

      Totally and completely.

      Now she wonders whether Patrick is using Dudnikov’s visit – as scary as it must have been –  as an excuse to reconnect with her. They hadn’t spoken for over three months, not counting the time they bumped into each other in the new Maxinge shopping center up in Jomala. Patrick had been with his pre-teen daughters, Sara and Frederica, which had made the encounter easier for Alicia to bear.

      Yet listening to the late autumn rains beating down outside her small cottage in bed that night, Alicia had been tortured by images from their brief but passionate affair.

      She is shaken out of her thoughts by what Patrick says next.

      ‘The thing is, he mentioned you.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘He said you destroyed his income stream on the islands. And that you were bad news and should know what you’ve done.’

      Alicia is speechless. Will this nightmare never end? After her farm manager, Lars, and her stepfather’s old accountant, Disa, who had run the scam for years, had fled the islands, not to be heard or seen again, she had believed it was over. Her old school friend, Ebba Torstensson, the police chief on the islands, would sometimes update her on the case, but last time they spoke, she’d told Alicia that it had come to a complete standstill. There was no evidence, especially since the main witness, a farm laborer from Romania called Daniel, had perished at sea. All the other boys had been sent back home to the various East European countries they hailed from.

      None of them wanted to talk.

      ‘Alicia?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘You need to be careful. Please.’

      Patrick’s voice is soft and full of concern.

      Again, Alicia shivers, and she pulls her cardigan closer around her body.

      Suddenly Liam is standing in the doorway.

      ‘I’ve got to go.’

      ‘Promise me you will take care,’ Patrick says, using that same soft voice that would melt her heart in the past.

      ‘Yes,’ she says drily, and she presses disconnect.

      ‘Who was that?’

      Alicia gazes at her husband, trying to gauge how he would react to what she’s just learned. He will want to protect her, she’s sure of it. But does she want the fuss? She cannot think that Dudnikov would be so stupid as to make an appearance on the islands. Ebba, the police chief, has a warrant out for the Russian’s arrest. Perhaps he can disappear into the crowd in a big city like Stockholm, but not here. On the islands, he would stand out like a sore thumb. Especially if Alicia lets Ebba know what Patrick told her.

      Plus Liam and Patrick don’t especially get on. For obvious reasons.

      Alicia wants to concentrate on what is happening today. Patrick and his problems would only serve as a distraction, so Alicia makes a decision.

      ‘Oh, nobody. A nuisance call. Apparently, I’ve had a car accident.’

      The white lie makes her feel uncomfortable, but she shrugs it off. Liam doesn’t have the right to know everything that is going on in her life.

      Alicia smiles into Liam’s eyes and takes his hand.

      ‘Ready?’

      Liam nods and bends down to give Alicia a light kiss on her lips, but she turns her head away in time and it lands on her cheek instead.

      ‘We’d better be going.’

      Liam looks puzzled for a moment, his eyebrows knitting together and his eyes peering at Alicia’s face.

      ‘Sure,’ he says and adds, ‘Are you nervous?’

      ‘A little,’ Alicia replies and lifts her eyes to him.

      They both wave goodbye to Alicia’s mom, Hilda, who’s standing in the window of the main house, opposite Alicia’s cottage.

      As they turn toward Alicia’s old Volvo, she thinks how their new venture together is exactly what she needs right now. After their visit to the lawyer to sign the papers, and after Liam has returned to his new apartment in the center of Mariehamn, she can make an excuse and visit Ebba at the police station. She’s sure her friend will agree with Alicia that Dudnikov’s threat is an empty one and that Patrick is exaggerating. On the short drive from the Sjoland farm to the center of Mariehamn, a thought enters her head. What will Patrick do? Will he stop writing articles about the Russian mafia?

      ‘I really need to get a car,’ Liam says.

      ‘Mmm,’ Alicia replies absentmindedly.

      ‘I can’t keep relying on you and your mom to drive me about. Especially when the factory is up and running. I’ll need to be in Sjoland most days.’

      Liam is now looking at Alicia. She realizes that she’s only heard half of what Liam has said.

      ‘I need a car,’ Liam says. He’s gazing sideways at her, and Alicia decides she must keep her mind from wandering. She gives Liam a brief glance, nodding in agreement.

      It’s true that juggling Liam’s visits to the farm can be a nuisance, but so far, she and Hilda have managed without too many problems. Like today, when Hilda said she needed to go shopping, and Alicia had asked her to fetch Liam at the same time, so that he could make last-minute preparations for their meeting.

      ‘Whatever you think. Cars are a bit more expensive here, though. You might want to get one from Stockholm.’

      The mention of the Swedish capital across the water from the islands makes Alicia think back to her conversation with Patrick again. Although she has no romantic feelings toward Patrick anymore, he is still a friend. Should she be concerned for his well-being?
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      Hilda watches Alicia and Liam get into her car and drive away.

      She glances at the list of things to do on the notepad she has in front of her. Usually, she loves organizing Christmas in Sjoland, but this year she can’t muster the seasonal cheer – or even energy – to get fully behind the celebrations.

      Not having Uffe there will hurt, although he never did much toward the holidays, apart from finding a good pine tree in the woods surrounding the farm. When Alicia was little, he made a fuss over the task, letting her choose the one he would cut down. Later on, he did the same with Stefan, their grandson.

      Now Hilda feels impossibly lonely, although she knows she should count her blessings. A few years ago, she would never have imagined that her daughter would be living back on the islands, on the farm where Alicia grew up and where Hilda has spent most of her life. And now her wonderful daughter is planning a new venture with her husband, Liam, who has also settled here.

      It’s a dream come true, but how she wishes that it hadn’t all happened because of the losses they had suffered. First, Stefan, Alicia’s bright, strong, seventeen-year-old son had perished in a motorcycle accident in London, and then, only a couple of years later, she had lost Uffe to a sudden heart attack.

      As she gazes out of the kitchen window to the now barren, snow-covered, fields in front of the house, and the bleak, leaden sea beyond, her cell phone rings.

      ‘Hello there,’ Leo says in a low, warm voice.

      A smile spreads across Hilda’s face.

      There is someone else she needs to be grateful for. Although she sometimes feels a disloyalty to Uffe for becoming romantically involved with someone so soon after he died, she knows Uffe would be urging her on.

      He truly understood her and would not have wanted her to spend the rest of her life alone. Besides, Leo is hardly a new infatuation. Technically, she’s still married to the man! Not that Uffe or anyone else, apart from Alicia, had known this. Thank goodness. She’d die of shame if it was common knowledge among the small island community.

      ‘Hello,’ Hilda replies, and she hears how sad her voice sounds.

      ‘So, I was thinking that it would be nice if you came to see me in Helsinki before Christmas. I know we’ve decided to take things slowly, and I’ve committed to working at the soup kitchen again this year, but wouldn’t it be nice to have a little celebration just the two of us?’

      Hilda can hear the uncertainty in Leo’s voice and she’s glad of it. She doesn’t want him to be too sure of her. Their union, which lasted less than a year, didn’t end well.

      ‘That does sound nice.’

      ‘I can hear a “but”.’

      Now Leo sounds resigned.

      Hilda knows what this is all about. After not setting eyes on each other for nearly forty years, last spring Leo got in touch. Since then, he has visited the islands a few times, and in the past few months their messages and phone calls have become more frequent and more intimate.

      But the last time they saw each other, in early November, they’d shared a kiss and confessed to having feelings for each other – again.

      Hilda had felt remnants of the old attraction as soon as she’d set eyes on Leo. When he’d come to the islands to – finally – seek out his daughter last spring, he’d been unwell, convinced he had only months to live. Now that he is taking much better care of himself, his doctors have given him an almost clean bill of health.

      Leo told Hilda that he’d never stopped loving her.

      That admission had brought tears to Hilda’s eyes. She kept wondering: if that awful night hadn’t happened all those years ago, would they have spent their lives together?

      She couldn’t  wish her wonderful life with Uffe away, but she could, she decided, have a new future with Leo.

      The flirty messages, and the long phone conversations late into the night, which Hilda wants to keep secret from Alicia, have become more frequent and passionate, and now Leo is proposing… what is he proposing?

      ‘When you say “ a celebration”, what do you mean?’

      Leo explains his plan and Hilda says she’ll think about it. But when she ends the call, she already knows she’ll agree to his plan. Why turn away from happiness if it’s offered to you on a plate?
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      ‘Lovely to see you, Ms Ulsson,’ the lawyer says and indicates a chair opposite his desk in the modern office by the West Harbor.

      ‘Alicia, please.’

      Staffan Ledin, the lawyer, has a pronounced stoop, which Alicia thinks has got worse since she last saw him. He nods and smiles. The sleek surroundings of the glass-filled office, with the minimal Christmas decorations – a few strings of deep-red baubles in the windows – do not seem to match up with the aging lawyer’s appearance. He wears a shabby tweed jacket over a knitted pullover. This is in sharp contrast to the slight navy-suited woman at the reception desk. Alicia wonders why ‘Old Ledin’, as Uffe used to call him, even though they were at school together and exactly the same age, hasn’t retired yet.

      ‘This is my husband, ‘Liam O’Connell,’ she says.

      The lawyer’s watery gray eyes widen.

      ‘Pleasure,’ he says, stretching out his hand to shake Liam’s. Turning his head toward Alicia, he adds, ‘Apologies. I used your maiden name, which, of course, hasn’t been Ulsson for some time.’

      Alicia lifts her hands up, palms facing the old man. She is acutely aware that the last time she was in this office, she was with Patrick, trying to get to the bottom of what was happening on her farm. She and Partrick were together at the time.

      That visit had been rather more difficult than she expected this one to be. On that occasion, they’d been discussing the recent discovery of labor trafficking by her farm manager. That same day, she’d discovered that the farm’s accountant was also involved in the illegal activity. Her thoughts return to what Patrick told her earlier. Gazing at the lawyer, she wonders if she should ask to speak with him privately. But how could she do it without raising Liam’s suspicions? She really doesn’t want to involve him in something that has nothing to do with him. And she doesn’t want to talk to Liam about anything to do with Patrick.

      Her relationship with Liam is slowly thawing out from the dramatic events of the recent past. The loss of their seventeen-year-old son, Liam’s infidelity, her own affair with Patrick.

      Alicia wants to return to how they were ten years ago, when they’d been happy in their house in North London, their lives busy, with Liam working hard as a surgeon in a hospital in St John’s Wood, her freelancing at the Financial Times, and Stefan a charming ten-year-old, doing brilliantly at the local school. She understands that you can’t turn the clock back, but right now she’s tending their relationship as if it was a baby bird trying to spread its wings and fly for the first time. She doesn’t want anything to drive it off course.

      They haven’t yet been intimate – apart from kissing, which has become more and more passionate. Alicia misses being with Liam in that way, but she isn’t ready to allow her husband, who so nearly became her ex-husband, into her bed. Although she knows she must, and soon.

      She glances to her right, where Liam is discussing the weather with Old Ledin. Over the past few days, a thick layer of snow has fallen over the islands, accompanied by freezing temperatures. Liam, who’s been living in London for the last twenty or so years, isn’t used to sudden change in the landscape. Alicia, hailing from the islands, finds Liam’s fascination with the weather amusing. Of course, it’s very British to talk about it, but it’s also very endearing to Alicia the way he delights in every new twist and turn the changing seasons bring to the islands.

      He is still a handsome man. Liam’s light brown hair has thinned a little and she has seen a few gray strands around his temples. But his eyes are still as dark and kind as ever, and his fingers, which are now crossed on his lap, are long and slender.

      Surgeon’s hands.

      ‘Shall we?’ Liam now says, turning his face toward Alicia.

      ‘Sorry, miles away,’ she replies.

      ‘The company formation documents,’ Liam says softly, wrapping his fingers around Alicia’s hand. ‘Are you OK?’

      Alicia nods and smiles reassuringly at him and then at Old Ledin.

      ‘Yes, yes. Where do I sign?’

      Both men laugh.

      ‘I’d advise you to read the document before you sign,’ Old Ledin says and, with a glint in his eye, adds, ‘Or at least glance at it!’

      Alicia and Liam have been exchanging emails and phone calls with the lawyer about the new business for weeks. They are planning to become 50/50 partners in a small factory producing gourmet potato snacks from Alicia’s crop. They have appointed a builder to convert one of the barns to a production unit, and all they need to do is set up a company to legally launch the venture.

      It’s exciting, and it’s what Alicia wants to do. She’s delighted that Liam has agreed to invest equal money and time in the venture. She’s confident the new factory will form part of their future together, as well as ensure that the farm will continue to be profitable. As a tribute to her late stepfather, Uffe.

      

      A bitter wind is blowing Alicia’s hair. Finding a beanie in her bag, she presses it down over her blonde locks.

      ‘We’ve done it now!’ Liam says, placing his hands on Alicia’s arms and smiling. Glancing at his watch, he adds, ‘It’s only 3pm but how about a beer to celebrate? Or I’ve got a bottle of champagne saved for special occasions in my apartment.’

      Alicia gives a small laugh.

      ‘That would be nice, but I’ve got some errands to run.’

      She sees from Liam’s expression that he is disappointed.

      ‘Sure,’ he says and bends down to give her a kiss, wrapping his arms around her. ‘Come over later, then?’

      His lips are soft, and as she sinks into his warm embrace, she regrets that she can’t join him in a drink straight away. How wonderful it would be to spend the afternoon in bed? Starting a new business together is something they should celebrate. It is, after all, a new life for them.

      Together.

      Here on her beloved islands, where she returned after all those years. It’s still a wonder to her that Liam has taken the leap of faith to change his life too.

      She has wanted to ask him if he misses his patients, the tension of the operating theater, the elation of surgery gone well. The delight of the patients he has saved with his skill.

      The reason Alicia hasn’t posed those questions is that she’s afraid of his reply, she now realizes, as she watches him walk briskly down the slippery sidewalk toward his apartment building. He only has two blocks to cover, so Alicia doesn’t feel too bad about not driving him home.

      Are these doubts the reason she is reticent about sharing her bed with him? Alicia resolves to have a good talk with Liam soon, then turns around and heads in the opposite direction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER EIGHT


          

        

      

    

    
      Ebba Torstensson, an unusually tall woman, listens intently to everything Alicia has to say about Patrick’s encounter with Dudnikov. When Alicia has finished, she is quiet for a long time.
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