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Don’t wait any longer.


Dive in the ocean,


leave and let the sea be you.


Jalal al-Din Rumi (1207–1273)


Translation by Coleman Barks










PROLOGUE


It was the skies, so many, so vast.


The skies above the sea, how they shifted.


Some heavy, dingy-white. Some bright blue, carefree, with only thin streaks of white. Some like beautifully folded crepe across a captivating golden glow, some the dull gray of steel, some a flashing abyss thundering in fury.


The skies, how they arced above the gentle cliffs smoothed by millennia of glaciers, tumbling above the world below, dominating everything.


How they were formed, dissolved, and returned as something new, you never knew quite what.


It was the skies.


And the water.


And the cliffs.


It was everything.


And the people. The people, those tiny beings, who had come to make their homes on the furrowed landmasses. To gather up herring when the time was right, so long ago when they came in shoals so large no one had ever seen the like. Never seen such shoals. It was said that you could walk between islands. That it was more fish than water.


The people lived there on the islands, and they set out across that water, under all those skies. And on occasion—not so rarely, not at all—a body fell into water under a sky where it shouldn’t have, and that was that. Well, not for the people, of course, but for the water and the skies.


Perhaps there were cries, a name fading into the wind. Cries from land or from a boat, out across the sea.


Sometimes, in the winter, when the sea seemed to become deeper and darker, there was talk of other cries. Cries that came from the sea, cries that were looking for land. Cries, larking and luring.


But perhaps that was just what people said.


Perhaps it was just the wind.
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The eye of the sun, way up in the sky, was shining benevolently and sending down a few rays of light that were scattered just below the surface of the water. His headlamp began to fail; he should have charged the batteries. Oh well, he was almost finished.


Martin let his gaze slip across the rows of suspended farming ropes covered in seaweed and mussels, like a colonnade in an undersea garden. After a moment he reached the last anchor mooring down at the bottom. He tested it by tugging at the rope a few times. It seemed intact. No sign of damage.


Everything looked good.


He turned around, kicked with his flippers, and aimed for the rope that ran along the sea floor. It was attached to the mussel farm on one end and the dock at the other. He was starting to get seriously cold; his hands and back had gone numb long ago, but now his whole torso was frozen, dull as a chunk of dead meat.


At this time of year, in January, there wasn’t much going on in the sea. You might spot the occasional little crab scrambling to hide in the sand, or a flatfish lying still and waiting for better days, but for the most part it was so cold that marine life had largely come to a standstill.


Late autumn and early winter were different—the window of time after the summer algae had disappeared but before true cold had set in. When the water was clear and life was still going full speed.


That was the season, when rain, nasty weather, and storms darkened the sky, that it was best to go down into the calm and tranquil realm beneath the surface. He liked to visit just for the pleasure of it.


He found it was the best way to relax, being weightless in the sea and experiencing the world reduced to only what his flashlight illuminated. Everything else vanished. There was simply no comparing it to tropical waters, where you could see twenty meters in every direction. Here, the darkness, the closeness, and the details were the very point.


Nearest the surface were the jellyfish. Tiny sea gooseberries that blinked in different colors if you shone a light at them. And the lion’s mane jellies out hunting with their meter-long tentacles: healthy, strong organisms in their element, not the broken, half-dead ones you typically saw washed up on the beach in the summer. You had to be very careful. One time a few tentacles had wound their way behind his regulator; his lip had swollen beyond recognition.


With the darkness came creatures that wouldn’t show themselves in the light. Small squid that changed color when they felt crowded, lobsters that left their lairs to go for a walk. Oftentimes they weren’t in his field of vision, not the shrimp, not the spider crabs or the hermit crabs either; you had to be on the alert for movement or their tiny eyes, which reflected the light from his headlamp.


He had dived down to take a look at a wall of rocky coral and barnacles. Suddenly he felt something watching him. He turned around to find a white, slightly bluish barrel jellyfish floating behind him. It looked like a small ghost, or maybe an unrooted mushroom or the cloud of a nuclear bomb.


Then he realized that the jellyfish wasn’t the only one looking. He was under observation from all directions, by all the creatures gliding around or hiding beneath the sand or rocks, avoiding his gaze, creatures whose eyes were never in the path of the rays from his flashlight.


Now he could see the dock by the boathouse.


With a few final kicks of his feet, he was there. He slowly surfaced and grabbed the ladder, then pulled off his flippers, tossed them onto the dock, and climbed up.


He took the regulator from his mouth, undid all the hoses, took off the oxygen tank, and placed it all on the nearby dolly. Then, his steps heavy, he hauled it all over to the pickup, feeling about as nimble as an overturned turtle.


Once he had shucked the wet suit and hung all the gear in his truck, he coughed the chill from his lungs and sank into the well-worn driver’s seat. He started the engine, poured a cup of coffee from his Thermos, and let the mug slowly thaw his hands.


Everything looked fine.


It’s over now; everything will go back to normal.


If only he could believe that.


Fifteen minutes later, Martin drove off, his hands turning white against the wheel.


No one was in sight as he left the boathouse and crossed the brothers’ land.


No unfriendly eyes on him, not that he could see. Still, he could feel those eyes, their restrained rage, as if they came from every direction—from the house, from the barn, or from within one of the parked farm implements.


They were in there somewhere; he was sure of it.


He wondered how he would keep busy during the three days he was about to spend alone with Adam. Maybe they could make a trip into Gothenburg on Saturday and visit the zoo at Slottsskogen; Adam would love that, especially if they could bring his friend Vilgot along. But tomorrow, in any case, he planned to stay home and clean up the shed and the yard. It would be a few degrees below freezing and clear, not the most pleasant weather. But at least there wouldn’t be a snowstorm like last weekend, when there had been close to zero visibility on the road and they’d had to spend most of their time indoors. Maybe he could bring Adam down to the water for a little picnic tomorrow once Alexandra and Nellie had left. Take it easy.


After driving for twenty minutes he turned onto the gravel road that led to the day care. It was right next to the sea, and it had to be the most beautiful day care in Sweden, he’d often thought, once he’d gotten over his initial unease about all the potential dangers that came with being so close to water. The endlessness of it, that the children got to spend every day in this environment—somehow that just had to make them into good people, he sometimes thought, even if he certainly but reluctantly knew better.


The children were sitting on a square of logs around the firepit and grilling hot dogs. Martin parked the truck and looked around for his son, finally spotting his blond mop of hair and blue snowsuit. Martin sat still for a moment, just looking. Adam hadn’t noticed his father’s truck yet. He was living in his own world right now. It was fascinating and magnificent and a little scary to watch, how he was his own person even without his parents. Now he was stuffing down the last of his hot dog and was given a napkin to wipe his mouth.


That pouty, delightful mouth. Those soft, round cheeks. Those eyes that were open to everything, until they reacted to something that was wrong. Often such reactions had to do with Mulle—that he’d been left at home and he couldn’t be retrieved immediately, that he’d been mean to some other doll or stuffed animal and he didn’t know to say he was sorry; every setback and every pleasure in Adam’s life could somehow always be traced back to his rag doll.


Martin pushed his seat back and took off the thick pair of leggings he’d worn for his dive. He pulled on jeans and a sweater and stepped out of the car. As he closed the door, Adam looked up.


“Papa!”


He stood up and ran to Martin with outstretched arms.


“Hi, sweetie,” Martin said, crouching down.


They were reunited in a long, hot-dog-scented hug, and Martin felt all his anxieties dissolve and disappear.


“Hop in and get in your seat, and I’ll go get your stuff and tell them you won’t be coming tomorrow.”


It was getting dark by the time they drove onto the county road. Adam sat next to Martin in his backward-facing car seat, trying to fold a paper airplane. A text dinged on Martin’s phone. It was Alexandra.


Will you get the popcorn? it read, followed by a big heart.


Martin smiled and sent a kiss emoji back.


The small country store was right on the county road and was patronized mostly by folks who lived outside Henån and preferred to avoid the larger grocery store in town. It sold basic necessities and also had a small corner with a few chairs, a table, and a coffee machine.


There was almost always someone around in the corner to exchange a few words with, for anyone who wanted to chat; it was a place to discuss horse-racing tips and soccer results, and Adam liked to sit there and wait. Sometimes a nice man or lady would give him a lollipop or a piece of candy.


“Stay here—I’ll be back soon,” Martin said. Adam dashed over to sit in his usual spot in one of the wicker chairs. Martin had soon grabbed everything he needed, and went to the cash register to pay.


From the line he cast a glance at Adam; in his lap was Lisa, a little Pekingese belonging to an older woman they ran into sometimes. Martin smiled and sighed inwardly. He knew what was coming. Adam wouldn’t stop talking about Lisa all weekend. How soft her coat was, how fun it was to play with her. Couldn’t they get a dog too? When could they get one? When he turned four or five? Would he be allowed to name it himself?


By the time Martin was finished, Lisa was gone and had been replaced with a small box of candy.


“Look,” Adam said in delight, shaking the box.


Behind him was a seriously overweight man in his sixties wearing a tracksuit. Martin didn’t recognize him. He leaned on a cane, winked, and said in a hoarse voice, “After all, it’s almost Saturday.”


Alexandra was sitting on the kitchen bench, holding Nellie and looking through the mail, when Martin and Adam came through the door. A wall sconce filled out the dim evening light, the news streamed from the radio, and the kitchen smelled like parmesan. On the stove was a pot full of risotto.


“Did you …?” Martin asked in surprise.


“Don’t sound so shocked,” said Alexandra, feigning offense.


Martin wiggled out of his jacket and hung it in the hall as Adam ran to his mother for a hug; he showed her the paper airplane and the box of candy.


“You know the rules,” said Alexandra, who was more principled when it came to raising children than Martin had the energy to be.


“A man gave it to me.”


“But candy is only for Saturdays.”


“When is Saturday?”


“Not tomorrow, but the next day.”


“But by then it will be gone,” he said triumphantly. He frowned and looked at his sister, who had fallen asleep at Alexandra’s breast, a film of milk on her little lips.


“Nellie’s sleeping,” he observed, poking her cheek.


“You’re right about that,” Alexandra whispered. “But don’t wake her up.” She rose to lay her daughter in the old cradle that stood in one corner of the kitchen. Martin’s father had slept there once upon a time, and so had Martin himself.


She went back to Adam and lifted him into her lap. Martin bent down to kiss her on the lips.


“How did it go?” Alexandra asked.


Martin could hear the worry in her tone. He went over to the fridge.


“Beer?”


“Yes, please,” Alexandra replied. “They said on TV that beer is really good for you when you’re nursing.”


“Is that true?” Martin asked in surprise.


“Hmm, I might have misunderstood,” Alexandra said with an innocent look.


Martin poured a foamy porter into a big glass and gazed out the window, taking in the red evening light that slowly lit the sky. Despite Alexandra’s playful tone, he knew how tense she was as she waited for his answer.


“It looked fine,” he said. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”


He ran his hand over his dark, wiry hair and down across his beard, ending with a few thoughtful strokes of his chin. Then he shook his head.


“I don’t think we need to worry anymore.” His voice was steady, as if now he’d made up his mind that this was so. “I really think it’s over.”


“Let’s hope so,” she said. “Let’s hope so.”









 


 


 


Aaadam. Aaaadam.


Martin woke slowly. The protracted sounds of Adam’s name were floating in and out of his consciousness. After a moment he was awake.


Had someone been calling for his son?


Had it been a dream?


Now he heard something else, from the TV room outside his bedroom door, a more familiar sound. Not wanting to wake Alexandra, he didn’t turn on the light, and he set his feet on the creaky hardwood floor and rose from the bed.


He saw Adam standing at the low window behind the TV and gazing at the water, as he’d done so many times at night.


Martin sat down on the floor to wait. They typically gave him all the time he needed when he was sleepwalking, but this was taking too long. Martin stood up, gazing out at the water, at his son.


Adam looked so alone, standing there. So defenseless. The pajamas he’d gotten for Christmas were a size too big; the pants had slipped down his waist and were covering his feet, while the shirt left one shoulder bare. The moonlight was shining right in his face, spreading across his skin in a pearly shimmer, and his eyes were fixed on a distant point.


“Hi,” he said suddenly, his voice so clear Martin almost teared up. It was like a voice from another world.


“Not now,” Adam went on. “Soon. I’m coming soon.”


Another long silence.


Martin stood still and said nothing. He felt the hair rise on the back of his neck. Adam had never done this before. Did he think he was talking to someone?


Then Adam went back to his room, climbed into bed, and lay down to sleep. Martin hesitated, resisting the impulse to speak to him, to wake him up; he and Alexandra had agreed that they wouldn’t do that. They knew the science was out on whether sleepwalkers should be woken or not, but Adam had never done anything to hurt himself while wandering, so they let him stay asleep. Martin covered Adam with the blanket and turned on his night-light, which was in the shape of a sleeping cat. It was a long time before Martin could fall asleep again.


Adam’s sleepwalking had begun a few months ago. The pediatrician had told them it was common in children, that it might be a response to some specific incident. A type of stress reaction. Adam’s new sibling could be a likely reason, the nurse had explained. During a meeting with the day-care staff, they had been assured that Adam was still his usual easygoing self; he’d always thrived there. With that, they felt satisfied. Martin had also googled the behavior and learned that it could be hereditary. Had he been a sleepwalker as a child? He didn’t know, but he’d made a mental note to ask his parents. And to ask Alexandra whether she’d been a sleepwalker too.


Martin woke suddenly at six o’clock, as Alexandra and Nellie were leaving—they were heading off to spend a long weekend in Copenhagen with Alexandra’s sister Monica, staying at a hotel and visiting a spa. Monica’s neighbor, an experienced babysitter, was accompanying them so Alexandra would have a chance to relax and so the sisters could spend some quality time together and go out on the town.


He received a warm kiss on the forehead and smelled a whiff of magnolia from the perfume he had given Alexandra as a present. His fingers stroked Nellie’s soft baby cheek as Alexandra set her in his lap. They were in a rush, and Martin didn’t have a chance to mention last night’s events. Which was just as well—he didn’t want to worry her. She’d had her hands full with the kids since Nellie’s birth four months ago, and she deserved a relaxing weekend.


“Take care of yourselves,” he whispered.


“Take care of yourselves,” she whispered back.


An hour later he peeked in on Adam, who was still asleep, and went downstairs. In the kitchen he filled the espresso maker and placed it on the burner. After pouring a glass of grapefruit juice, he walked out to get the paper in his worn clogs.


It was still dark. The yard was quiet in the morning chill, and soon the open sea would be visible beyond the islet and the nearest skerries. Skagerrak, vast and wild.


He stood there for a moment in the yellow light of the kitchen window, enjoying the serene view. He was one with this island, the sea, the house. Although it had only been his family’s country place when he was growing up, he found that it had always felt like his true home. For better and for worse. Almost all his childhood memories originated here.


From the sea he heard the dull, booming call of a bittern. It was an eerie sound. He understood how farmers in the olden days had thought it came from malevolent spirits.


He shivered and went inside.
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Martin’s parents had bought the house for just under eighty thousand kronor back when they were newlyweds in the seventies. They wanted a place to call their own in his father’s childhood home on the west-coast island of Orust, a place to grow strawberries and swim and row out to fish in the summer. It was a two-story wood-frame cottage, sixty-five square meters, with a glassed-in porch and five small but lovely rooms, everything you could hope for. But the older they got, the less his parents left their comfortable house in Uddevalla to visit Orust.


After high school, Martin began to study biology at the University of Gothenburg. He found a small sublet in the Majorna neighborhood and was later able to purchase it, with his parents’ help. But theoretical studies weren’t his cup of tea, and he quit school after one semester. Instead he got a job at a sporting-goods store just outside the city. A temporary job, he told himself, while he figured out what he wanted to do with his life. And then he stayed. He neither loved it nor hated it, just got up every morning and went to work. He spent most evenings at home. He wasn’t particularly into entertainment, and he didn’t have many friends in Gothenburg. On weekends he went to Orust and enjoyed doing his own thing in the house and the yard. He’d spent all his summers and school breaks there as a kid, and when he was fifteen, he’d started taking lessons at the diving school in Henån, where after a year, he received an internationally valid diving certificate. With his pay and staff discount at the store, he could afford to upgrade his gear, and he went diving almost year-round when he visited the island. His dream was to one day have enough money to go diving in warmer waters.


When Martin was offered a job at the big mussel farm on Orust, he proposed to his parents that he could take care of the cottage in return for living there. They mostly seemed relieved not to worry about upkeep, and he quit his city job right away.


With his parents’ permission and the money from selling his studio, he undertook a careful renovation of the cottage. He installed electric heat, replaced some of the 1950s décor in the kitchen, modernized the bathroom, polished the beautiful hardwood floors, and painted all the pine walls white. Once he’d made the house his own, he loved it in a new way. There was something clean and fresh about it, as if everything had room to breathe, as if nothing old was left.


On the day Alexandra moved into the house with him, he felt he had everything he’d ever hoped for. They would be a family. Martin began to plan his own small-scale mussel farm. It took a few years but eventually came to fruition, and at first everything seemed to be going well.


Then the problems began.


He’d met Alexandra one Saturday night at Slussens—a guesthouse with a restaurant that hosted live music in the summer—a few years after he’d moved to the island. Robert had nagged him to come out that evening. Robert, raised on Orust, had been his best friend since the summers of his childhood, and the one who typically dragged Martin along.


Alexandra had been the one to initiate contact. Martin had been standing on his own at the bar with a Budweiser when she came over and asked him to dance.


He hesitated; he wasn’t much of a dancer.


“Well, you can’t just stand here,” she said with a smile. “This is a dancing spot—you’re supposed to have fun. Meet people. Be social. Come on.”


She pulled him to the dance floor, and once they’d danced themselves sweaty, they sat down at a table while Robert was busy with some friends on the other side of the room. He knew most people on the island. Alexandra and Martin hit it off right away. She was small, blond, and vivacious—his very opposite.


By the time he got home that night, Martin was in love. He felt so uplifted by their time together that he didn’t want to admit it also scared him a little. It had been so easy for them to hang out, to talk about themselves, to touch each other, the kinds of things that otherwise never came naturally to him. Would she still like him once she got to know his true self? Or was this new, easygoing Martin perhaps the real him, and Alexandra had just managed to awaken it?


Although he was pushing thirty, he’d never had a long-term relationship, a serious girlfriend, someone he could picture spending the rest of his life with. But he’d always wanted children. Lots of kids, in fact, because he knew from personal experience how lonely, how quiet life could be without siblings.


Alexandra was a librarian on Orust and commuted from Gothenburg, where she’d grown up and where her parents still lived. She had spent several years living with a man, a Green Party politician, and their relationship had recently ended.


She was direct and flexible in a way that seemed to attract her to Martin’s quiet, calm nature, to find new paths, like water flowing over bare rock. They saw each other more and more often. They stayed up late, listening to her records and drinking his whiskey, discussing choices they’d made in the past and dreams they had for the future.


She was pregnant before six months had passed, and she moved in with him.
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When Martin headed inside, newspaper in hand, Adam was standing in the doorway and waiting for him, shivering, his eyes bleary and Mulle in his arms. Martin gave him the usual good-morning hug, and then they went inside, lit the old iron stove together, and made pancakes.


“Can I have chocolate pudding on top?” Adam said.


“I know you like that, but we don’t have any, we forgot to buy it yesterday. Anyway, you can’t eat pudding every day—it’s like candy. Tooth trolls love chocolate pudding too, you know.”


“Tomorrow, then?”


“Maybe. We can go back to the store, and after all, tomorrow is Saturday.”


“So is it Friday today? Or Taco Tuesday?”


“It’s just called Tuesday, you know. Today is Friday.”


They stayed at the breakfast table for a long time. Adam made art on his plate using jam and pieces of pancake; Martin browsed through the newspaper and listened to the news with half an ear.


He placed another pancake on Adam’s plate.


“Did you sleep well last night, Adam?”


Adam thought for a moment and nodded.


“That wasn’t you and Mulle hunting dragons out in the yard? I thought I heard your horse whinnying.”


Adam giggled and shook his head. He loved their dragon jokes. “No, I just slept.”


The big wall clock ticked tirelessly above the kitchen bench. The gray-striped farm cat stalked into the kitchen with a meow that was simultaneously dignified and demanding. Adam hopped down from his chair, went to the cat’s dish, and filled it with a scoop of cat food from the metal container beside it.


“There you go, little Fillyjonk,” he said, stroking the cat’s back gently. “Did you catch a mouse last night? Or a baby dragon?”


A pale sun was shining outside, and Martin hadn’t bothered to clean up the breakfast dishes. Instead they’d gotten dressed and gone out to the yard. It was nearing noon now, and they had been out for two hours. Martin had cleared the tools they never used from the shed, raked the frostbitten, half-rotted leaves from the lawn and the garden beds, and shored up a collapsing wall of the compost bin.


A thick, evenly white layer of clouds covered the sky.


“Are you hungry?” he asked Adam, who was at the play kitchen, making snail soup with pine needles and glitter.


“I’ve got food right here.”


“Are you sure you don’t want something besides soup?”


“A little. A bun. I want a bun.”


“I don’t think we have any buns, but I can make sandwiches,” said Martin. “And hot chocolate. Then we can have a picnic down by the water.”


“Yeahhh, a picnic!” Adam said, his face breaking into a huge smile.


“Great,” said Martin. “Go get your bucket, and I’ll go fix our picnic basket.”


“Can I take my trike?”


“No, you know you can’t—it’s too slippery in the winter. We’ve talked about that.”


Adam had learned to ride his tricycle just before the first snowfall and was having trouble accepting that it had been put away until spring.


“What about Mulle?”


“No, I think we’ll leave Mulle at home. So he doesn’t get wet—you know how the waves splash. And we need someone here at home who can watch the house while we’re gone.”


Adam nodded solemnly.


It wasn’t long before they were ready to go. Martin had packed a basket with coffee, hot chocolate, chicken-salad sandwiches, and two bananas; Adam was carrying his red plastic bucket.


Martin pictured how he would sit on the bench and watch Adam collect rocks, as he always did. Adam had an impressive collection by now, and he kept it in an old metal box under his bed. His very “bestest” rocks were kept in a small crystal bowl of water in the TV room. It was a stand-in for the aquarium Martin had promised Adam could get when he was a little older. Instead of a dog, Martin hoped, but of course he never said so aloud.


As they were walking out the door, the phone rang. Hardly anyone ever called the landline anymore, only their parents or the occasional salesperson. Martin was on the verge of ignoring it but realized that if it was his mother, he could ask her to buy some chocolate pudding on the way. His parents were coming for a visit later that day, and it would save him a trip to the store.


“Wait out here,” he said to Adam.


“Okay.”


“You play with this, and I’ll be right back,” Martin said, handing Adam an old pay-as-you-go phone that was on the shelf just inside the front door.


Adam gazed at him with his big blue eyes. Then, phone in one hand and bucket in the other, he sat on the bottom step and began to press buttons.


Martin heard his soft voice as he entered the kitchen.


“One, two. Fouw, sheven … Helloooo, dragon …”


“This is Martin.”


“Hello, Martin.”


“Hi, Dad.”


There was a long silence. They’d never had an easy time talking to each other.


“Is something wrong? Are you both okay? Did Mom …”


“We’re fine. I just thought … I wanted to check … while your mother isn’t around … how’s the farm going? Are they growing like they should—the mussels, I mean? No problems?”


“We’re just heading down to …” Martin glanced through the frosted glass of the front door and caught a glimpse of Adam’s green jacket on the stairs.


“You know I felt you hadn’t thought it all the way through when you quit your job to start your own farm. I told you that. Risky.”


Martin took a deep breath. He had borrowed money from his parents to get the mussel farm off the ground, but nothing had gone as planned. This criticism was coming out of the blue, and he launched into a long explanation of why the farm was having trouble, without mentioning the worst of his problems. He didn’t want to worry his parents.


“It’ll all work out—I just need more time,” he said, concluding his list of excuses.


“If you’re lucky, Sven will take you back. He always needs people.”


Martin closed his eyes. Just keep twisting that knife, Dad. He felt the bile rise in his throat. He was edging closer to words that would make his relationship with his father even more tense.


“Let’s worry about that another time. Adam is waiting for me. See you in a few hours. Bye.”


He hung up, then stood there, lost in thought. What was his dad trying to accomplish? He wasn’t the type to call just to chat; Mom was the one who did that. Had he heard rumors about problems at the farm? After all, his dad still had lots of contacts on the island. Martin shook off his unease and went out to the stairs, where he picked up the basket.


All of a sudden, he realized the green down jacket he’d glimpsed through the door had no Adam inside. He must have unzipped it and wriggled out. The stiff fabric was standing up on its own, propped up against the step behind it. A gust of wind made it collapse.


“Adam?”


Martin walked around the house, calling his son’s name louder and louder. To the swing set. No Adam. To the sandbox. No Adam. He jogged over to the bushes where the hedgehogs usually hung out during the summer. No Adam there either. He glanced into the toolshed to see if the tricycle was still there; it was.


He dashed out to the road, casting long looks in either direction—no Adam—and then he wandered around among the trees for a minute, a few steps this way, a few steps that way, his calls ever more strained, his heart pounding ever faster. At last he set off for the sea. Tripping over roots, slipping, stumbling over stones. He passed the forested slope on the right and continued toward the water.


It was windy down here; the strong crash of the waves against the rocks echoed in his head.


Lightning-fast images flashed through his mind, increasingly panicked prayers that Adam’s untroubled face would pop up at any moment, there, by the dock, bent over a collection of smooth stones, or there, behind that big bush, or as soon as he rounded that boulder over there. But no matter where Martin turned, it was quiet and empty, with no Adam in sight.


Instead he suddenly saw something else, down past the big rock they’d always used as a landmark—it was safe to dive there; it was deep there. The object seemed to glow like an otherworldly fruit, something from another dimension.


Adam’s red plastic bucket was bobbing on the water.









 


 


 


A streak of golden light opened in the thick dingy-white clouds that hung low on the horizon, like window blinds or a curtain cautiously drawn aside to let a ray of heaven come down to earth.


The light reflected off the gentle ripples that appeared on the surface of the water between the stronger gusts of wind, and it lent a warm contrast to the dark depths that unfolded below.


“This will be good,” Maya groaned as she hoisted herself across the bow with obvious difficulty, trying to hold the camera as level as possible above the surface of the water even as she attempted to keep her reflection out of the shot.


Around her waist was a belt typically used for mountain climbing, with a carabiner and a rope attached. On the other end of the rope was Bäcke, holding on and providing a much-needed counterweight.


He was leaning back in the small rowboat, wearing a thick work coat, lined rain pants, and tall rubber boots, apparently admiring the drama in the sky above.


“I’ve lived on this island my whole life,” he said, “but I’ve never spent so much time looking at different skies.”


“Me neither,” said Maya. “Then again, I’ve mostly lived among skyscrapers or in the woods.”


She stretched and placed a hand on the small of her back. Then she put down the camera and rubbed her stiff fingers together; in order to handle the camera properly, she was wearing gloves with the fingertips cut off.


“Damn, it’s getting so cold,” she said.


“Here,” he said, reaching out for her.


She placed her hands in his and let him warm them with his breath.


“It’s the changes in the sky that make the water look so different day to day,” she went on.


“Is that all? Just the sky?”


“And the wind, of course. And maybe the particles in the water. But mostly the sky.”


“To be honest, I’ve never really thought much about how different the water can look either. Not before I saw your pictures,” Bäcke said.


[image: Image]


They had known each other for only a few months. She had taken a wrong turn on her way to see an acupuncturist for her tennis elbow when she spotted him in his yard, a yard full of what she thought at the time was scrap metal and other junk. He was burning leaves and sticks in a barrel, and she stuck her head out the window to ask if he knew where Smaragdvägen was.


“You’re on the wrong side of the island,” he said, pulling off his gloves; she watched the steam rise from his mouth and mingle with the smoke from the barrel.


“Damn it,” she said. “I’m going to miss my appointment.”


Instead he invited her in for coffee in his studio, a repurposed construction trailer full of sketches and miniature models and two well-worn easy chairs for them to relax in.


It turned out that Bengt-Åke, or Bäcke, as he was called, was a sculptor and the rusty metal contraptions in his yard were material for a project he was working on, a sculpture that would stand on a square in a medium-sized Swedish city.


Afterward she had returned the favor, inviting him to coffee at her place, and since then they had seen each other regularly. She had even been briefly introduced to his son, Jocke, a long-haired animal-rights activist who was the fruit of an extremely casual relationship about twenty years ago and who now lived in a collective in the countryside outside Gothenburg. Bäcke often sounded mildly sarcastic when he talked about Jocke and his way of life, but Maya had realized that he had become close to his son only recently, not having been around when the boy was little. Jocke and Bäcke had only each other, though; Jocke’s mother had died of cancer a few years ago, and Bäcke had never married—if he’d ever had a serious relationship, he hadn’t mentioned it to Maya. They seldom talked about the past—or the future, for that matter—which was how Maya liked it.


But her relationship with Bäcke was developing beyond anything Maya was used to. She had been unprepared for it, and he really had an effect on her. He’d laid claim to her deep down inside, where she was most vulnerable.
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