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Please sit down – but always fend!


Look around as tankards smack,


For the one you thought your friend


Plans a dagger in your back.


– Carl Michael Bellman, 1794










Cast of Characters


 


Jean Michael Cardell: known as ‘Mickel’, formerly a sergeant in the Artillery; after losing his left arm at Svensksund, employed by the Stockholm Watch, whose duties he conscientiously ignores; would rather earn his keep as a hired heavy.


 


Cecil Winge: formerly a lawyer, last year temporarily appointed to the police; afflicted with consumption.


 


Anna Stina Knapp: formerly a flower girl in the parishes of Maria and Katarina, later sent to the workhouse; as of the winter of 1793/4 managing the Scapegrace pub under the name ‘Lovisa Ulrika Blix’, the forenames belonging to the publican’s runaway daughter.


 


Isak Reinhold Blom: secretary to the Chamber of Police; a poet and disciple of Carl Gustav Leopold, upon whose example his own poetry leans heavily.


 


Johan Kristofer Blix: a surgeon’s apprentice from Karlskrona, husband to Anna Stina Knapp in an unconsummated marriage; perished on the ice of Knights’ Bay; dead and buried.


 


Petter Pettersson: custodian at the workhouse on the island of the Scar.


Jonatan Löf: a watchman at the workhouse.


 


Dülitz: once a Polish refugee; now a merchant who trades in peoples’ lives.


 


Gustav III: by the grace of God, the King of Sweden; shot at the opera and dying of his wounds in March 1792.


 


Gustav Adolf: the only son of Gustav III; king in name only, he turns sixteen this November; still a minor while the kingdom is ruled by others in his name.


 


Duke Karl: the younger brother of the late King Gustav; guardian of the young Crown Prince; a lightweight who would rather enjoy the fruits of power than endure the work entailed.


 


Gustav Adolf Reuterholm: a baron and a prominent nobleman of the land, and in his role as trusted confidant of Duke Karl, the true ruler of the kingdom; dubbed the ‘Grand Vizier’ behind his back; vain and superstitious; a sworn enemy of the late king, constantly occupied with reversing his legacy.


 


Gustaf Mauritz Armfelt: a favourite of the late king, and the last hope of the Gustavians; fled into exile after his conspiracies against the regency came to light.


 


Magdalena Rudenschöld: a lady of the court; once much admired by Duke Karl; lover of Gustaf Mauritz Armfelt and his co-conspirator; arrested for her involvement in the plot; known as ‘Malla’.


 


Karl Tulip: Known as the ‘Flowerman’; the owner of the Scapegrace; a willing accomplice in the deception by which Anna Stina Knapp impersonates his estranged daughter.


Magnus Ullholm: Stockholm’s chief of police since December 1793, when he succeeded Norlin, who was transferred to the north; notorious for having embezzled the ministers’ widows’ fund; a willing lapdog of the regency.


 


Carl Wilhelm Modée: Governor of Stockholm, one the most powerful men in the land, loyal to Baron Reuterholm.


 


‘Master Erik’: the watchmen’s nickname for the cat-o’-nine tails used at the workhouse on the Scar.










PART ONE


From the Tomb of the Living


 


Winter 1794


What borders restrain him who might with crime will pair,


Who cries he’s above the law, and doesn’t have a care –


Who’ll stop his arm in time from the violence he’ll do,


Who else but God above, to punish and give due?


– Isak Reinhold Blom, 1794










Chapter 1


It is January now, the year just turned 1794.


Earlier, I was disturbed in my chamber, chased out of my bed and asked to dress, for the year was new, vermin and filth had been allowed free rein for long enough, and now the stale air would be smoked with fir and the floors splashed with vinegar. I clumsily knotted my trousers, tied my shoelaces and swung a coat over my shoulders, now grown so lean the cloth hung loosely. I headed down the stairs and out for the first time in what must have been weeks, out into the day that my narrow window had reduced to a shard.
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The linden trees in the garden had for months stood robbed of their leaves, but what debt autumn had left, winter now repaid with snow. The branches stood swathed in shrouds trailing the earth as far as the eye could see. The sun was shining and its beams shimmered all in white with a force that would admit no other colours. I blinked and was blinded, forced to cover my face with my hands. Other invalids crowded the stairwell or staggered across the snow, swearing at the sensation of their shoes first getting cold, and then wet. Rather than suffer their company, I took the road down to the water, where the ice spread a quarter-mile before giving way to open sea. The unsullied white promised sanctuary. The air was biting cold but the sun offered warmth and, despite my dark mood, I set out across ice that was surely thick enough to reach all the way to the bottom.


Far away on my left, the Stockholm Quayside glittered like a row of yellowed teeth, the church spires forming sharp fangs, and beyond them, the squat mass of the Castle. I averted my gaze, as if to avoid drawing this slumbering predator’s attention, and instead gazed back along my own tracks, where the valley lay exposed in its entirety in a way that otherwise only seafarers know.


The city had turned its back on Dane’s Bay and it is as if time itself has done the same. The days are different here. The hours of light cut short, the darkness long. Two hilltops shear the heavens from either side and curtail the course of the sun. Few who can avoid it visit the hospital, even though many of those who share quarters with me suffer from nothing worse than old age. A place has been prepared for them here by sons and daughters who have wanted to provide for them in their final years but who never seem to find the time to visit, these old people soon reduced to dotage by neglect.


In the distance, along the water toward Finnboda, lies the asylum. From where I was standing, I could count seven storeys stretched across the slope where the foundation had been laid at an angle, like a staircase for a giant emerging from the deep. The asylum is a constant source of gossip in the hospital corridors. They say the building holds twice the population it should. Many windows are boarded up, others covered with bars. When I had reached as close as I could, I thought I could hear a grinding noise from within, a droning crackle, and was reminded of how my childhood curiosity tempted me to sneak up to beehives in the field and how in time I had learned to associate the languid buzzing with the threat of sharp stings. It must be the patients themselves who make the sound in there, in the listless throes of their madness, packed on top of each other in overcrowded rooms. From time to time, ladies and gentlemen from the city travel out in a barouche in order to be astounded by the folly of the afflicted, in exchange for a couple of coins passed to the guards. Those of my carers who have the energy to partake in such things pay close attention to how the guests act as they depart and grin broadly should their faces show pale.


For reasons of which I cannot fully give account, I now steered my course there. As yellow as an unlanced boil, the asylum straddles its crag, the old salt mill, once set apart from populated areas because of its harsh vapours, now because of its residents. At the entrance, I was confronted by a plaque with wording in a kind of verse: ‘A pathetic greed, an unhappy love, hath beset the inhabitants of this house – reader, know thyself!’ How well could these angular stone letters have been hewn to describe myself?


No one barred my way and I found the large gate unlocked. As soon as I opened it a crack, noise flooded out, the same noise I had earlier only been able to hear as a muffled sigh. Now I could make out many voices: chattering, complaining, wailing and giggling. The light of the hallway was dim, and it took a while until I could see a small man, standing very still as if he had been awaiting my arrival. I gave him a nod and he speeded across the floor to my side. His eyes were intense and betrayed a kind of mocking curiosity, his voice smooth and refined.


‘Welcome! And exactly on hour agreed upon. You are to be congratulated on such punctuality.’


I did not know what he was talking about. My face must have revealed my confusion, but his radiant mood was not affected and he bowed, waving at the stairs.


‘If you will be so good as to follow, I will show you around.’


Since I could hardly deny that it was my curiosity that had drawn me here, I did as he said, even though I had been mistaken for another.


I followed him out into a courtyard, surrounded on all sides by walls that stretched four storeys up. Below the wall, there lay a great deal of rubbish, evidently thrown down from the windows above, the panes of many of which were cracked or patched with boards. A group of lunatics were standing in a corner in their dirty shirts, rocking back and forth, trailing drool from their chins. My guide followed my gaze and gave them a dismissive wave.


‘Take no notice! They are cattle in human form and not unruly as long as one doesn’t scare them to stampede. I have far more interesting patients to display.’


A couple of steps led us out of the courtyard on the other side and, after we had climbed even further up, my host positioned himself next to a door leading to a corridor, cleared his throat and began a short speech.


‘From the beginning, we had twenty-seven cells here, each one intended to house a patient in relative comfort. I do not know how you view the world, sir, but if you ask me, it is not very surprising that the need quickly turned out to be far greater. The city robs people of their wits, and we receive an endless stream of lunatics. Today, each room must house a quartet at least. And many are violent so we have to put them in irons to keep them apart, and in many cells we have had to raise partitions for this same reason.’


He stepped aside, pulled back the bolt on the door to the corridor and showed me through. I was met with the sight of a set of double rows of heavy doors, as well as a deafening roar. Wails and whimpers were intermingled with the sounds of fists and objects striking the doors and scraping walls.


‘It is close to feeding time. They may have lost their minds but there is nothing wrong with their bellies, and it is by hunger that they measure time.’ He continued down the corridor, stopping from time to time in order to point out an interesting detail. ‘Many of the patients are so far gone they can hardly be let out at all, so you will observe that we have special openings in the doors by which the chamber pots can be emptied. Sadly, not all are able to use the facilities as intended, hence the stench. Even the stoves are fed logs from the corridor, although we can only afford to light them at night when it is coldest. The crowded conditions yield some advantages when it comes to keeping the rooms tolerably warm. Will you see?’


He placed a finger over his lips and gingerly opened a hatch which, set at eye height, forced him on his toes. The sight brought a smile to his face and he waved me closer. It took a while for my eyes to pierce the shadows. Inside, a half-naked man was performing a lumbering dance to the rhythmic clanking of the links on the chain that kept his one foot secured to the wall. Along the wall, three others sat on top of bales of straw, and when I saw that they were all kneading their stiffened members with knuckles that shone white through the dirt, I turned away in disgust.


We walked on. My guide showed me the cells at the very end. ‘Here are the dark rooms, where the French disease has advanced beyond the aid of mercury. It is not possible to peek inside but they are not much longer for this world. Saddle noses and ulcerated sores, and their helpless rages are a sight to behold when the mood takes them. Otherwise they express themselves little, the tips of their tongues having been eaten away by the pox.’


I became aware of a rising nausea and an overwhelming desire to leave this godforsaken place for the bleak shoreline that now seemed as enviable as the Elysian fields. My guide, however, made no move but stood quite still as if awaiting a question. ‘What kinds of cures do these miserable creatures receive?’


He nodded eagerly as if he had anticipated my query.


‘As science tells us, madness is a result of a sound mind being wrenched from its seat by outer or inner circumstances, and we know that reason can be tempted to return if the patient is administered a shock as substantial as the one that caused the imbalance in the first place. We have a leather hose to provide sudden cold water baths. We once introduced scabies to the inmates in the hope that the itching would triumph over the insanity, but now it infests the walls so the newly admitted are infected willy-nilly. And there are other methods that we can pass over for the moment.’ He may have chosen to add these last words because a sudden vertigo had driven me to seek the support of the wall.


Finally he turned and showed me out, but as we passed the cell with the four men, I suddenly felt his hand on my shoulder.


‘I see that I left the hatch open and that is just as well, since there is one last thing I wish to show you.’ He propelled me to the door where the same scene was still in progress. ‘Do you see the corner in there, at the very back? Where some of the gentlemen have done their business?’ His mouth approached my ear and his voice dropped to a whisper. ‘That is the place we have saved for you. Soon you will return and we will be ready.’ I drew back and saw his mouth forming a distorted grin, revealing two rows of sharp teeth with plenty of gaps. ‘You are so young and handsome. So slender, with alabaster skin. You will give your cellmates plenty of joy, I assure you.’


‘Who are you?’


He peered at me with disapproval. ‘Oh, it varies from day to day. Yesterday I was King Charlie the Dozenth himself, lost in happy memories of how I led my boys in blue through the snowclad woods of Masuria, where we slew infants with our boot heels in front of their parents on our way to the killing grounds of Poltava. If you had come yesterday, you would have been able to hear the lead ball that took my life rattling when I shook my head. Today? Today my names are far more numerous than anyone can count. I’ve been called the Old One, the Adversary, the Archfiend, Prince of Darkness, Son of the Morning. You may call me Satan. We are waiting for you. You know better than anyone how much you belong here.’


I don’t know how I would have responded to this if we had not been interrupted by a strange voice that rose above the din of the corridor.


‘Tomas, you know that you have no business here. We have told you many times not to take liberties simply because we choose to give you the benefit of the doubt. Straight back to your bed, now.’


A compact man in a stained jacket had appeared at the door at the other end of the corridor and was now approaching with quick steps.


My guide took a step closer to me and fixed me with a stare. ‘I will leave you with a riddle. They say that I am constrained to my infernal kingdom, locked in Hell. How then can I be here among the people? I’ve left clues for you everywhere. Remember what you have seen, and mind your step as you make your way through the world.’


The other man, who must have belonged to the asylum staff, seized the patient he called Tomas by the arm and began to pull him down the corridor, sweat running down his broad face. As Tomas struggled, he was grabbed by the collar and received a series of forceful slaps to his head until his tears and the blood gushing from his nose ran together down his chin. His assailant cast me an awkward glance.


‘We sometimes leave his cell unlocked, and he sometimes happens to go wandering around the asylum, all the way down to the hospital. There are only two of us to look after the loons during the day, and I would be most grateful if you would keep this incident to yourself. I hope that Tomas has not upset you. He says the strangest things.’
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Relieved at the misunderstanding, but shaken by Tomas’s words, I staggered outside, standing still for a while in order to reflect on this tomb of the living. Suddenly it was as if the world itself had tuned its strings from the pitch of my mood. I felt the light shift, although there was not a cloud in the sky. I squinted upwards. What I saw filled me with terror, for it was as if some strange creature had taken a bite out of the disc of the sun itself, like a segment of freshly sliced bread bitten off by my own teeth. I could not help letting out a scream, and my knees buckled. I lay curled up on the snow, trembling, for a long time, racked with the deepest fear, before I dared to open my eyes again and found that the light had returned. An eclipse, nothing more. It can’t have lasted more than a few minutes.


I hurried back along the way I had come until I could shut the door of my room behind me, crawl into my bed and pull a blanket over my head. It was a mistake to have left my room, one I will not make again. I have been asked to wait patiently for the right cure. Until then I have to bide my time and avoid the company of others. Tomas may have been a lunatic, but he also reminded me of the shame that is mine; I can’t look another in the eye without being reminded of my misdeed, and the pain this causes in me is unbearable.


From time to time, it is possible to obtain thebaica, a tincture that dulls the mind and body, assuaging pangs and cramps, allowing me to spend the day in such a daze that I hardly notice even the most persistent visitor. But I have to share these precious drops – dissolved in water and mixed with sugar or honey – with many others. The supply often dwindles, even though we are fortunate, for I have heard that the hospital also controls the portion allotted to the asylum. Those days, when no drops are to be had, I vow to act the part. I will rock back and forth, or face the wall with my eyes half open, humming tunelessly, and fix my gaze in vacancy until my visitors’ patience wears thin and they leave me in peace to ruminate on my guilt. I shall remain in this state until the hour of twilight and, in its wake comes the night, when I am able to set out my writing implements without being observed.
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My benefactor has asked me to write in order to better document the memories of the unfortunate events that have reduced me to such wretchedness, and perhaps so I may accept the events that have brought me here to the bleak shores of the Salt Sea, to Dane’s Bay Hospital. I have been told that I am not in full possession of my faculties and that that which is not right may be cured, that the source of my guilt is not my own but a whim of nature. I nurture little hope that this is true.


A storm rages in my head and my heart holds only emptiness. I raise my hands before me. Red. They cannot be washed clean. The tools of a murderer.


I lacked love for most of my life, but what I would never have been able to imagine is what it would look like when it finally arrived – beautiful but terrible, a fever in the blood, a tyrant dressed for a feast – nor how it would lead me so far down this dark path from which there can be no return. If I were granted one wish it would be this: never to have loved. Without love, we would have been spared all this. I wouldn’t be here on this godforsaken rock, and she . . . No, no more. Let the quill rest now. I am not yet ready to write of the end, and so the beginning must suffice this night.










Chapter 2


Mine could have been a childhood without sorrow, one where I lacked for nothing, but fate had a different plan. I was born under a velvet canopy on my father’s estate, passed down over generations, which like my family itself bore the name Three Roses. The grounds were far from the city, overseen by a long line of fathers and sons with little interest in politics and who were therefore viewed as harmless by the outside world. The soil yielded good harvests and my father took good care of his tenants, wise enough to realize how much the appreciation of his subordinates benefited his affairs.


I came into this life seven years after my brother Jonas, my only sibling. My mother, accustomed to the bustle and flair of the city and bored by her staid country life, had again begun to long for a baby. She was advanced in age and the risks were considerable, but my mother was a brave woman who knew her own mind. My birth was preceded by more than one miscarriage, which my mother took very hard. In order to taunt me, my brother related a private conversation on which he had eavesdropped, in which an elderly physician she consulted tried to dissuade my mother from bearing another child at her age, which he had previously assumed had already robbed her womb of fruitfulness. He offered her a variety of methods to end her pregnancy. She gave a derisive laugh and told him to go to hell. And when I arrived, some three weeks later than expected, it was at the cost of her life. Only once did I feel the warmth of a mother’s embrace, and of that moment I have no memory. Her arms grew cold around me.
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The unfortunate circumstances of my birth indelibly marked the relationship between me and my father. He was at peace with the heir he already had, felt too old to raise an infant, and I assume that the sight of me was a constant reminder to him of how he had been robbed of the wife with whom he had planned to gild his ailing years. Perhaps he felt particularly short-changed since I soon proved to be poorly suited for any of the skills he most valued. I never comfortably sat on horseback, I missed the easiest shots when hunting, the foil slipped from my hand as soon as it crossed my opponent’s steel, and my constitution often brought me down with a fever or cough that prevented my participation even when the will was there.


I was increasingly left in the care of my tutors, and when the day became a long line of duties and frustrations, I made the night my own. While the house slept, I left my bed. My mother’s portrait hung above the stairs, and it was said that we looked alike. Many times, I carefully pulled a stool across the floor in order to lift down the heavy mirror and place it under her portrait in order to more clearly see her face in mine, moving the low flame of the candle back and forth to allow the light to caress every likeness between us: the line of a chin, the roundness of a cheek, the curve of an eyebrow.


I had not yet turned eleven when my brother left us to begin his military career. My father took the loss of his companionship hard. They were close, and the time that my father had left after taking care of his business affairs, they had spent together either hunting or riding, or in marksmanship – all activities from which I was excluded on account of my age and incompetence. I don’t think I ever saw him smile again, except during one of my brother’s visits. On those occasions when we could not avoid each other’s company, I sensed in him a simmering rage at the hand he had been dealt. I went to great lengths to avoid meeting him in the hallways of Three Roses, and increasingly regarded him with fear. He began to seek his comfort in the wine cellar. From time to time he performed his fatherly duty by disciplining me when I had broken one of the rules of the house, and for a few days after the beating he could be milder than usual. For my part, I shed bitter tears, more from indignation than pain, and withdrew still further.
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At Easter that year, my father invited friends, acquaintances and the more well-to-do of the tenants on our estate to a feast, the first large celebration in years. During the preparations, I noticed for the first time in a long while a degree of enthusiasm in my father, but soon we received the message that Jonas’s regiment could not spare him, and the spark that had been lit in my father’s eyes was immediately extinguished. He likely wanted to cancel the whole thing, but the invitations had already gone out. During the festivities, he had soon drunk too much and the melancholy that grew with each glass of wine spread inexorably to the rest of the party.


Towards evening, dinner was served, the place beside my father left empty in memory of my mother. When I glanced towards him from a few seats down the table, I saw how a flush had begun to spread across in his face and heard his speech becoming slurred. He rose unsteadily to give a toast to my mother, tears running down his beard. In the solemn silence that followed, I reached for my glass from the monogrammed service my mother had brought as part of her dowry and that was so rarely used, but misjudged the distance and knocked it over so the stem snapped. I grew quickly at that age and had had trouble judging the length of my arms and legs. My clumsiness was a source of irritation for my father, and I saw how his grief now transmuted into rage. Before I knew it, he was lifting me by the collar and delivering a barrage of blows. As soon as some guests who had jumped up were able to free me from his grasp, I ran sobbing from the room, curling up behind a bank of snow piled up on the colonnade, and made myself small and invisible when the servants came to look for me.


I lay there for a long time, crying, until I felt the presence of another. When I lifted my head, it was a girl, as pale as the snow and with hair as red as embers shining on a copper kettle. She stood calmly in the snow, which was starting to fall more heavily now, as if unaffected by the cold, although she had not bothered to wrap anything around her simple cotton dress. Without saying anything, she lifted her hand and I saw that she was carrying a glass exactly like the one I had broken. She held my gaze as she dropped it straight down on the flagstones, where the shards were lost among the fallen icicles. Such was our first meeting.


That celebration was the last event when my father managed to show even a glimmer of happiness. He allowed himself to sink ever deeper into melancholy.










Chapter 3


I searched for her as if I knew where to look, as if I had been gifted with the ability to pick up the scent of her trail and I only needed to follow my instincts. And find her I did, in the forest where spring had thawed the ground and meltwater babbled around tree roots. A glimpse of a white dress between dark tree trunks, a face as pale, her hair a mocking flame. Limbs as slender as a twig.


Although my search for her was successful, I was awkward at first because she seemed to me a creature born of the landscape itself, some fairy or sprite. She immediately perceived my eyes upon her and stopped in the middle of the fallen tree on which she was balancing. She did not run away but made a pirouette on the slippery bark and turned around, casting a glance over her shoulder, her green eyes full of question and challenge, and forces unseen lent me the courage to follow.


Her name was Linnea Charlotta, her father, Eskil Colling, one of the many who rented the land that had belonged to my family since time immemorial. Colling was an energetic and industrious man who, after much hard work, had been able to considerably better his lot. He knew how to work the land in the best way. Since arriving at Three Roses a few years earlier, he had been able to increase the scale of his tenancy and, thanks to efficient management, the family rose in position and reputation. But he was shrewd enough to know that more than sheer labour was required for anyone who wanted to raise himself above his station; he carried himself more as a gentleman than a farmer, although subtly, so as not to give offence. He dressed his wife and daughters in clothes attractive enough to flatter their beauty, and he himself wore a golden chain with his watch, silver buckles on his shoes. His strategy paid dividends. Among our tenants, it was Colling that my father held in the highest regard and, whenever we received cancellations or had empty chairs at our table, it was Colling and his family who were next in line to invite, as had been the case that Easter when I first laid eyes on Linnea Charlotta.


In the forest, we played tag. We were children, and the friendship between us was evident but fragile. Linnea was steered by her impulses. Her patience would give way without warning, and her eyes shoot thunderbolts: I learned to run rather than fight fire with fire. But she was always there the next day, waiting for me, often to my surprise, and I learned the word ‘sorry’ in a language that was hers alone: a crooked smile under a bashful gaze, an apparently accidental touch, a jingling laugh at something that I said that was hardly worthy of such appreciation. And then we were friends again, and she would lead me to places that I otherwise would never have found, for the forest seemed as unable to keep secrets from her as I was. An old elk bull’s drinking spot by the edge of the tarn, the concealed nest of a woodpecker and a tawny owl’s hole in a rotten tree, an eagle’s palace of branches at the top of a pine . . . I didn’t have much to offer in return, but what little I had was hers: according to her whims, I wrestled young branches in arches to the ground, swallowing my tears if they happened to spring back and whip me across the cheek, covering them with spruce and creating a shelter for us both.


How much better would it not have been for us both if we had been allowed to linger in these innocent games of childhood? But the years went by, and they did not leave us untouched. Linnea’s thin body, once hardly indistinguishable from my own, altered according to nature’s will. At Three Roses, everything stayed the same, and despite all the days we spent together far from the gaze of others, time seemed to me so brief, so very brief. Memories of the changing seasons flow together, many summers become one, one wintertime game of hide-and-seek among the snowdrifts is impossible to distinguish from another. Suddenly we were fourteen years old and children no longer. Maturity crept up on us stealthily. Neither of us wanted it. I remember how we were once surprised by summer rain in a meadow, where the shower made Nea’s dress a mere veil, and she wrapped her arms to cover herself while I bashfully lowered my eyes to the ground. After that, she began to dress differently, but our games were sometimes rough and we could hardly avoid touching each other, whereupon we would jump apart and the silence grow long, without either of us knowing how best to break it. A couple of days each month, she stayed at home rather than appear at our meeting place, and afterwards she made all kinds of excuses. I had also grown, was stronger now than Linnea, and when we fought I had to pretend in order to preserve the impression that we were still evenly matched. Neither of us had wanted to taste the apple of knowledge but our paradise had nevertheless changed.


Her moods became more volatile. A single poorly chosen word or action could spark the fire of rage, enough for her to either storm away or banish me from her forest with a gesture worthy of a queen. It was summer when I at last challenged her, in a wilful mood myself after having lain in bed with a fever for a few days. Her shoves were like nothing to the muscles of my budding manhood and, when she jumped on me intent on scratching, I only laughed because one of Linnea’s bad habits was to bite her nails down so far that they were useless. Before I knew it, she had grabbed my hand and sunk her teeth into it, not in jest, but so hard that she drew blood.


I screamed as much in surprise as in pain. She let go, our eyes met, and I saw the tears of despair streaming down her cheeks. With trembling breath, she turned and ran away among the spruces. Although I wanted to follow her, I remained where I was, red drops watering the moss.


To this day I bear the marks of her teeth, on the very hand writing these words.


The next day, it took me a while to find her, my hand bandaged and supported in a sling around my neck to ease the pain. She had chosen a clearing far away as her hiding place, a site she had shown me once, long before. She gave herself away with her sobs. She sat with her arms wrapped around her knees, shaking like aspen leaves in the wind. A twig snapping underfoot betrayed me, and I sank down into a crouch as close to her as I dared.


‘What is it, Nea? Don’t mind the hand, it’s hardly a scratch, let’s forget all about it.’


It took a while before she answered, and when she did, her face was buried against her knees.


‘You should hear how they speak about you, Erik.’


At first I did not understand what she meant.


‘Who?’


‘My father is so proud to work your father’s land. He speaks about Old Three Roses as if he were the sun itself, as if the crops couldn’t possibly grow without his leave. My sisters gossip about your brother and his officer friends as if they are prizes in a competition, the rules of which they all know. They spend every free moment preening their feathers. They are learning to sit nicely in beautiful dresses, to embroider flowers with needle and thread, to manage a household and hold a tune, and make their eyes lecherous while the words stay chaste, all accomplishments which will be useful to them to catch a man richer than the one who fathered them.’


She lifted her face and dried her eyes and nose. Not even swollen eyes and a blush of sorrow could rob her of her beauty.


‘And I have to sit there quietly and listen. My father wants me out of the forest and on a loom, or with my nose in the catechism. My sisters tease me about you, they’ve seen us together, they’re encouraging me because they judge others by their own standards. The injustice of it all passes over their heads. One is born a Colling, the other a Three Roses, one with nothing, the other with all. Father has to grovel and scrape for crumbs from your table, and is so used to it that he swoons with delight each time his flattery hits the mark. My sisters want nothing more than to one day look down on others as others now look down upon them.’


I had never heard her speak so before.


‘But Nea—’


She did not let me finish.


‘I don’t want what they want. I want to be myself alone. I have never wanted a man.’


My bewilderment must have been apparent on my face. When she continued, her voice was barely audible.


‘But you I want, Erik Three Roses. You and no one else. You have slain my old dreams, and which ones I should now dare to dream, I no longer know.’


A wild happiness grew inside me. The words came of their own accord.


‘I want you too. No one else. I know how your dream should look because it is the one I’ve dreamed myself many times. You and I before the pastor, Linnea, husband and wife.’


She shook her head sadly. ‘I don’t want to be a noblewoman cooped up in a manor house, sitting in judgement over others, waited on by those whose friendship is only a disguise for envy.’


I laughed.


‘My brother will inherit Three Roses. My lot hardly amounts to anything. If you crave freedom for the price of poverty, I could not make you a better offer.’


I was shaken by sudden doubt, and the manly voice that had just sprung out of me was once again the stammer of a young boy.


‘If you want to, that is.’


She was still crying but her tears were different.


‘Yes! A thousand times yes.’


And she wrapped her arms around me with a force I had never felt before. We sat like that for a long time and as she was unwilling to part ways, she followed me all the way back to the meadow outside Three Roses.


She held her lips up to mine in farewell. I had never before shared a kiss, but the art is as old as mankind and so I closed my eyes and answered while the darkness behind my eyelids swirled with shapes and colours. All of the love that life had denied me now streamed into me through the single point where she and I were one. I was granted what I had been lacking, whole for the first time. My entire body trembled at this enormity, my knees buckled and our tears mingled with the same salt tang as where our lips met.










Chapter 4


My brother Jonas, who had been granted leave in order to assist with the harvest, was the first to make me aware that my love for Linnea was no secret at Three Roses. The day after he arrived, he took me along to the stables with the excuse of showing me his horse, and gave me a sly pat on the shoulder, and a smirk.


‘So, little brother, the stable hands tell me that you spend your summers rolling in the hay with the daughter of one of our tenant farmers.’ I stood silently, staring at the floor while he continued with a laugh. ‘She is said to be a beautiful girl, but a peasant’s daughter, Erik – surely you can aim higher? Even if I have never had much good to say about your other qualities, you have always been pleasing to the eye.’ I blushed, which amused him even more. ‘People also say that she is a bit strange, that she keeps to herself and puts on airs, even that she is quite thick in the head, which I’m tempted to believe since she puts up with your company.’ He jabbed me in the side with his elbow to mark the jest, and insisted on hearing the lascivious details that existed only in his imagination.


When I remained silent, he wagged a finger and warned me to be wary of any unwanted consequences of the affair. His warning would prove well founded as soon as the harvest celebrations were over, days during which my duties prevented me from meeting Linnea Charlotta – not in the way he had meant, but by way of a summons to my father’s chamber. I wondered who had given us away.
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I had not seen my father alone for several weeks and only now noticed how much his last episode of melancholy had sapped his strength. He appeared to have aged a great deal this short summer: his face was more lined, the hairs on his head ever more scarce. He must have lost at least twenty pounds, which had caused his once full cheeks to sink in and had changed his appearance in a way that frightened me. His private chamber was sombre despite its magnificence, with the curtains drawn to banish the afternoon sun. He gestured me to sit in one of the two chairs that he had evidently arranged across from each other for the sake of the meeting. He sighed deeply before speaking.


‘I hear from your tutor that your studies go neglected.’


I hung my head and kept my replies brief rather than resorting to lies, and soon my father decided to take the bull by the horns.


‘I take it that you are sleeping with her?’


I blushed, and I could feel my heartbeat in my ears.


I shook my head, and it took him a while to ask the next question.


‘Why not?’ In the silence that followed, he rose and walked over to the window, where he remained standing in front of the gap between the curtains, his hands clasped behind his back. ‘Erik, you are a second son. That is no fortunate circumstance. It is your brother who will inherit and become the master of Three Roses, and effort will be required if you seek to advance our family. You will have to make a good match. If you are interested in women, I know of several daughters whose fathers are prepared to pay a substantial dowry in order to have earls for grandchildren.’


Tears of indignation sprang to my eyes. This did not escape my father, who shook his head in displeasure before returning to his chair. ‘Do not misunderstand me. I don’t say that you have to break off contact with this girl. Not at all. Enjoy yourself with her, Erik, and sow as many wild oats as your heart desires. If her belly swells, we can afford the bastard even if we will have to find some man to marry her. If you want to keep her as a mistress afterwards, I have no objection. But she can never be your wife, Erik. No Three Roses marries a peasant’s daughter.’


I dried my eyes as I prepared my answer, and heard how childish my voice sounded, muffled as it was between bookshelves and floral tapestries. ‘Her family is rich enough for me.’


Now it was my father’s turn to turn red, but from anger. ‘So the rough-hewn floors of some cottage are to be preferred above the estate of your forebears? A lousy hay mattress better than silk sheets, as long as she lies in your arms? Do you think we have gained all this without sacrifice, and that you are free to cast off the labours of your forefathers for some youthful infatuation?’


I had rarely gone against my father, and never without regretting it. I found the courage I needed in my love for Linnea. ‘I love her above all else. We are already engaged, and even though it has not been declared at the altar, I am certain that God heard every word.’


My father’s riposte spouted from his mouth like water out of a boiling kettle.


‘Your mother gave her life for yours. You hid in her belly for too long, and when you finally came out you tore her in two. How many happy years would have been ours, me and my beloved wife’s, if it hadn’t been for you? You stole her from me. And what are you doing to repay that debt, Erik? You want to throw your life away on a pauper.’


My father was silent for a long time. I sensed that he was searching for a way to regain his calm. After a while, his breathing slowed, his hands stopped trembling, and when he began to speak again, his voice was controlled once more. ‘You will be fifteen in December. Three years remain until you are of an age to make decisions for yourself.’


‘I will wait as long as is required.’


He raised his hand to stop further interruptions. ‘I shall send you south, Erik. I have associates in business on Saint Barthélemy, our Swedish crown colony, and I will ask them to find a position for you. When you turn eighteen, I cannot prevent you from returning home and cannot do anything other than appeal to your reason. But I hope you may change your mind after seeing more of what the world has to offer.’


I rose so abruptly the chair was pushed back.


‘Never. I will not leave her.’ I began to walk to the door on trembling legs. His voice followed me out.


‘You will depart, and if you refuse to go, I will have no other choice but to cancel her father’s lease. The choice is yours.’


I rushed to my room, aware that my father had dug a hole for me from which there was no escape. I felt rage well up inside, to a degree I had never felt before. A red veil clouded my gaze, expanding until the world was consumed by a roaring haze. When I regained my senses, I found myself standing among the wreckage of the furniture in my room. I blinked in shock at the devastation, uncomprehending, as if I had witnessed a theatrical performance where the curtain had just been drawn and opened, but where by some mishap an entire scene had been left out and all context had become lost. Pain caused me to look down. My knuckles were bleeding and my fists were swollen and bruised. If it had not been for the evidence of my own hands, I would have been convinced that some unknown perpetrator had seized the chance to wreak this havoc while I was unconscious.


This was how the kiss that Nea and I had shared revealed a previously unseen side to my nature. A repressed rage lay ready to explode each time my love for Linnea Charlotta met with obstruction. In her, I had won something I could not afford to lose, and forces I had never before had to call upon stood at the ready to spring to its defence. This outburst was the first. To my grief, it was not to be the last.










Chapter 5


As soon as I could, I went looking for Linnea Charlotta, but she was not to be found in any of our usual meeting places, and when I saddled a horse and rode over to Eskil Colling’s farm, I was told that she had gone to stay with relatives. When I met her father’s gaze, I sensed fear. In my person, a boy of only fourteen, he saw an ogre that threatened to lay his future to waste. I started to lead my horse home, bitter tears on my cheeks, only to find Linnea Charlotta’s mother waiting for me by the side of the road where the fields ended and the forest began. She was sitting on a rock and she offered me a place next to her.


‘I have seen you, of course, you and my Nea. Even back then I thought that this would never end well, but there was nothing I could do. She is a strong-willed girl and I could only hope that passion’s wick would burn down of its own accord.’ She met my gaze. ‘For a long time, I was afraid that she was only a plaything for you. A farmer’s daughter for a young nobleman to dance with while summer lasts.’


‘I have never touched her. I want her for my wife. I seek your blessing.’


It took a while for her to reply, but first she sighed deeply. ‘She cried, Erik, so that my heart came near to breaking. She hung on to the doorway harder than any grown man would. I know your father is sending you away, but though we gave him a promise to keep Linnea Charlotta from you until you left, I will give you a promise also, and hope that be a comfort to you: she will wait. Nea will remain unmarried until the day you come of age. She does not want anyone else, and we have never been able to make that girl do what she didn’t want. If you return then, and you both still want the same thing, you will have our blessing.’


I fell into her arms and, after we had said our farewells, I was struck by a sudden thought and turned around. ‘If I write to her and send the letters here, will you make sure they get to the right place?’


She hesitated for a moment, then nodded, and I returned home to write the first of many.
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My date of departure was set for late in October, which gave me plenty of time to prepare. I went to the library in the hope of finding something about Saint Barthélemy. My father was no scholar, however, and the volumes he added to the collection of the house were few. After a few hours of fruitless pursuit, I gave up and instead placed my hopes in my tutor. As usual, Lundström was sitting in his room, curled over a stub of a candle and a book. He gave me the kind of admonishing look that he so often had since my meetings with Linnea had started to impinge on my studies. I made an effort to look contrite, and we briefly spoke about my situation. He softened a little. Rumours of my upcoming departure had naturally spread like wildfire, and he did his best to cheer me up, and was much aided in this once I related the meeting with Linnea’s mother.


‘But in that case, Erik, what could be better? She is waiting for you without any expectations of duty from your side, and in the meantime it is high time for you to have an adventure or two. You can’t go from schoolboy to husband without first having experienced something of life. The fact is that I wish I were in your shoes. Both Euphrasén and Carlander have already visited Saint Barthélemy to gather specimens, and Fahlberg, who remains there, frequently sends his findings back, to the delight of the Academy, but I am sure there is still much to discover.’


When I began to question him in more detail, his expression changed from boyish enthusiasm to the wrinkled brow of the pedagogue, and I realized he was concentrating in order to recall the various aspects of his knowledge. He told me that the colony was turning ten this year and that the late King Gustav in his great wisdom had acquired it from the French in exchange for toll-free rights in Gothenburg harbour, as good a deal as anyone had heard of. The island was one of many on the other side of the great Atlantic ocean and was said to be a tropical paradise as if sprung from the pen of Defoe, well suited to those crops that would otherwise cost vast sums of money for the nation to buy: cotton for clothing, sugar to season food, molasses for drinks and for sweetening. The capital, Gustavia, was named after the King himself.


‘Who lives there?’ Lundström tapped his front teeth with his thumbnail. ‘Many Swedes, would be my guess, but you will also get good use of your French.’


When his knowledge of the subject appeared tapped, I bashfully begged his forgiveness that my antics had cost him his position, but he simply shrugged. If I promised to collect him some natural specimens, we would be even. I gave him my word.
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The weeks dragged tediously by. As the date of departure approached, Johan Axel, my cousin, arrived with his bags packed. He was going to accompany me to Saint Barthélemy, and it was impossible to mistake how much he was looking forward to the adventure. This was only natural: like me, Johan Axel had arrived too late in this world to be able to count on an inheritance. He had several older brothers and was planning to study, but welcomed the possibility of first acquiring experience elsewhere. Also, our relationship, which had at times been close during our childhood, had grown less so during the months when I spent all my time at Linnea Charlotta’s side. He appeared happy to renew our friendship, and his enthusiasm was a comfort to me.


My own packing was easily completed. Not many of my possessions were suited to the tropics. My shirts and trousers were altered by the maids for a warmer climate than we were accustomed to in the far north. A shoemaker came to measure both me and Johan Axel, and returned a few days later with two pairs of leather shoes that, with a little luck, would accommodate our growing feet for a year or more to come. The farewell between me and my father was dispatched in as few words as one could have imagined, a brief meeting during which his desk prevented us from getting closer than five paces. He drew my attention to an object on its surface: his parting gift, a wooden box of fine marquetry. The lid was fastened with a clasp, and when I opened it and lifted the lid, I found a pistol inside, the barrel of which was of tempered steel and the handle inlaid with an intricate design in brass. There were also a few bullets, a powder flask and a bullet mould. Our coat of arms appeared above the barrel of the gun, along with my monogram.










Chapter 6


The trip to Stockholm, from which we would embark on the ship that would carry us south, took only a couple of days, and on Friday, the thirty-first of October, at eight o’clock in the morning, we carried our trunks up to the ship’s purser, Schinkel. The travel documents were completed and we were helped with our luggage the short distance down to the ship’s berth on the Quayside. The ship was moored with heavy ropes, which was still not enough to keep the gangplank from scraping back and forth across the gravel of the quay. It consisted of little more than a few planks strapped together, yet it marked a border of a fateful kind. It was with an ominous feeling that I took the four steps that led me up on deck to find my entire world changed: here everything was in constant motion, to the accompaniment of groaning and creaking from boards and rigging. The smell of sea and tar was strong.


Everything happened quickly. Experienced sailors cast off, hoisted the sails, and a gentle wind pushed us out toward the Baltic. The colourful rows of houses along the Quayside grew increasingly distant, eventually to be lost from view altogether behind King’s Pasture. We did not get far that first day, but in less than a week we left the archipelago behind and had to get used to being surrounded by water in all directions as far as the eye could see. I soon learned how the mood of the sea could shift from one moment to the next. When a storm whipped up, terror reigned on board, and the hand that rested on the rudder could mark the difference between life and death. On other days it was calm, and the sea would lie still as a ballroom floor, with a surface so shiny and transparent, it allowed us to see the remarkable fish that swam close to the ship. At sea, the sight of land is not necessarily comforting. In fact, a leeward shoreline is a source of fear for every seasoned sailor who knows that a capricious breeze can be enough to drive a ship onto the rocks.


Her name was Unity, a name that was often the subject of ridicule by the passengers and crew, in light of all the quarrels that inevitably arise in such limited space. She was to be our home for three and a half months. Of life on board, much can be said without truly doing it justice. Everywhere was cramped, solitude nowhere to be found. Our bunks, to which we were often consigned when the waves made us nauseous or because the weather was too violent for us to be allowed above deck, consisted of rolls of cloth hung with ropes from rings in the beams, easily stowed when not in use. To sleep well in them was an art in and of itself, but with much practice we were soon adept. Johan Axel and I were both plagued with sea-sickness at first, but within a few days we had found our sea legs.
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We sailed past the island of Gotland after two weeks, went through Kattegat in the middle of December, and celebrated a feeble Christmas in a storm by the shoals of Dogger Bank, where the ship leaned enough to put the port-side railing under water before attempts to lower the mainsail ended with it tearing to shreds. After the white cliffs of Dover were lost behind the crests of the waves, we did not see land again for a long time. Johan Axel and I worked together to create a chequered board and fashion simple chess pieces, and even though I had to rely on luck to even win a game, we did not have anything better to do to make the time go by.


The change of climate crept upon us so slowly during the Atlantic passage that we hardly noticed it from one day to the next, until, after several weeks had passed, both Johan Axel and I could sit next to each other by the railing with our fishing lines, wearing nothing but our breeches. The sun was beaming down, at first making our shoulders red and tender but after a while tanning them brown. Of the passage itself, there is otherwise not much to say.
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One incident that occurred I would later recollect with regret. It was a grey day, when no one could say for sure if the clouds had sunk low or the fog grown tall. I had climbed into the mizzenmast, where I had found a good seat on a cross-beam. By that time I had learned that the further you get from the ship’s centre, the more violent the motion, but the sea was so placid and calm that I hardly felt any motion at all, even here. To climb the masts was the only way to be alone, and here I was surrounded by a vast expanse of water and sky in which it was soon impossible to discern where the one ended and the other began. For once, sorrow and longing were not the strongest feelings in my thoughts of Linnea Charlotta. Instead I remembered the joy we had shared, and the tenderness, and I stayed until the damp air plastered my linen shirt to my chest, my hair hung in greasy ringlets, and my body was shivering. I found my way back down with numb fingers and went below deck in search of dry clothes.


Back at my bunk, I found Johan Axel far too engrossed in his activities to hear me until it was too late. He had opened my bag and was in the process of reading my long letter to Linnea Charlotta, the one I had started after leaving Copenhagen and that I would not be able to send until after we reached our destination. When he became aware of my presence, he turned, blushing with shame, trying to stammer out an explanation.


It was as if I had intercepted an eavesdropper while I was baring the deepest secrets of my soul, intended only for her. For the second time, my feelings for Linnea Charlotta transformed my otherwise calm demeanour. I ripped the letter from Johan Axel’s hands, trembling with fury. With shaking hands, I smoothed the tainted pages and turned towards him. Once again, it was as if a swathe of time had been removed from my mind. When I regained my senses, I was not sure where I had been: I was standing on the deck of the Unity, and at first I did not understand when I found Johan Axel lying on the deck before me, bleeding from his nose, his shirt ripped. Shaking to my marrow, I let my fists fall to my sides and I tried in vain to control the panting that had left a stitch in my side and a taste of iron in my mouth. Johan Axel also lowered the hands he had raised in defence, and the concern in his gaze changed to wonder as he slowly realized what had happened. I had hardly begun to say some confused words before Captain Damp came towards me, freshly roused from his nap by one of the crew. He grabbed me by the collar and roared that I was a hair’s breadth away from spending the rest of the journey in the hold, but he let go of me when I offered no resistance.


Johan Axel, who was now back on his feet, dried his face on his sleeve. He gently took me by the shoulder and led me aside, and the shame I heard in his voice was no less than what I felt.


‘Forgive me, Erik. Your father paid my fare on the condition that I make sure you don’t do anything ill-advised. He suspected that you had found a way to communicate with your beloved and he insisted on being told what you were writing. I accepted his terms, not for my own sake or his, but for yours. I deceived myself into thinking that my snooping was in your best interests. I won’t do it again. You have my word on that, and henceforth we can write the reports back to your father together. Let us be friends again, and I will be a better squire to you than any knight could ever boast of.’


He smiled at this allusion to our childhood games, and held out his hand. I seized it, with gratitude and regret in equal measure.


In the middle of February, we sighted Antigua and, after battling a headwind for a few days with the harbour in sight, we were guided in towards Saint Barthélemy.










Chapter 7


Let me describe Saint Barthélemy the way she appeared when I first laid eyes on her.


We had ample time to observe the island from a distance while we lay at anchor. I had imagined a flowering Eden in the midst of all the blue, where a tight jungle of exotic trees framed cultivated fields laden with sugar and tobacco. Instead, I found her to be more of a dry, bare knuckle of rock, in shades of brown and ochre, thrust above the surface of the water. The only visible vegetation was a bed of thorny brush hugging the hills. Sandy earth, pierced with stone shards, formed an unclear boundary against the waves in the form of shallow swamps. Saint Barthélemy did not look like much, and I couldn’t help but make Harcourt’s words from de Belloy’s tragedy my own: The more I saw of foreign lands, the greater my longing for home. I comforted myself with the fact that we were only seeing her from the windward side and that she might do herself better justice from a different vantage-point. Many other ships were in the same predicament as us, impatiently waiting for a change in the wind. Whatever her appearance, she did not lack for suitors.
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The pilot ship, an old cutter by the name of Triton, set out for us after we had been waiting our turn a long time, guiding us in between the rocks. The harbour was a natural basin. From between two jutting cliffs stretched a lagoon, with water so clear, the sandy bottom looked near enough to touch. Even so, the depth was enough to allow passage to all but the longest keel. We slowly passed a number of ships, flying every imaginable flag.


At the very end of the bay was the town of Gustavia, named in honour of the founder of the colony, the late King Gustav. Gustav III was also the name of the fort presiding on the hill above the town and whose guns stood mounted to protect the inlet, and every morning hailed daybreak with a boom. As we approached, a flag was raised in greeting on the dock and our captain responded in kind. We were directed to our berth, and after another hour, Johan Axel and I were able to climb down into the rowboat that bore us onto the first dry land we had felt under our feet in many weeks.


The town itself was not yet ten years old, and even though she may lie on the far side of the world, she is nonetheless Swedish and was already counted among one of the nation’s most populous. We stood at the edge of the quay for a long time, taking in all the novelty. Life and motion were everywhere. Barrels were hauled ashore while smaller vessels arrived laden with fruit and fish we had never seen before. The more elegant houses had stone foundations on which their wooden walls and roofs rested, and some were surrounded by an attempt at a garden that fought a vain struggle against the sun beating down on us now, and causing us to sweat profusely under the fine clothes we had donned to make the best impression. The men of dark skin were everywhere. I had hitherto only seen their like depicted in illustrations, which hardly did them justice. They worked half naked and so, too, did the women. The whites, whom we also saw in great number, wore long, light-coloured trousers, with shirts and hats to shade their faces. We quickly became aware of how clearly our dress marked us as foreigners, so it was with some hesitation we made our way along the dusty streets. The men we spoke to for directions to the Governor’s house all turned out to be French, and even though we were both accustomed to the language, their pronunciation was often strange and presented difficulties. We strolled past houses that appeared increasingly humble the further away from the Carenage – this was the name of the harbour – we strayed. Soon there were only huts with earthen floors, patched together with boards, which did nothing to prevent their inhabitants from conducting commerce of all kinds. We found ourselves in a labyrinth of streets completely without marks of any kind. In this tangled place, the mood was different, full of animosity. Drunkards stumbled about, forcing us to make way for them while they swore at us in French and English. Old women sitting under awnings of palm leaves yelled out the price for which their services could be secured and, when we turned our backs on them, they called our manhood into question. The men were not much better: with insolent expressions, they offered us rum, their dismissive comments burning in our ears as we hurried on. Naked children followed us at a distance to stare at our breeches, silk stockings and ornate jackets.
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With some effort, we found the Governor’s dwelling, announced ourselves at the front door, and were shown into a sitting room, the furnishings of which were a strange mixture of roughly hewn pieces and beautiful objects that must have been shipped from Sweden. We were given lukewarm beer and eventually waved further into the house by a uniformed valet.


Governor Bagge himself, a portly man of between forty and fifty, sat at his desk in his shirtsleeves, sweat stains large as barrel lids under each armpit. When we bowed, he wiped his rosy face with a handkerchief and acknowledged us with a nod while he riffled through a pile of papers to take out a letter in my father’s hand.


‘Young Masters Three Roses and Schildt, we were expecting you a few weeks ago, but the passage is of course always uncertain, and I must confess I thought you long since lost. You see that I am receiving you with a notable degree of informality, and in future I will not ask that you dress more than is necessary on my behalf. A meridian such as this invites us to be a tad more practical than at home, and you will do best by swiftly adapting to our customs.’ He poured himself a glass of a dark, richly scented liquid from a carafe, which he drank greedily. ‘We are too few for the assignments to which we have been entrusted, and I always have vacancies in my ranks. We shall soon see which positions best suit you. But that can wait. Allow me to tell you a little of your immediate future, and if you find me too frank, I can only advise you to get used to it. All newcomers to Saint Barthélemy soon fall ill with fever. It tends to last a fortnight, give or take. We have all tried to escape it. None has succeeded. The sickness lingers in the air we breathe, or in the water we drink, or in the food we eat. Most recover, though, and are thereafter no longer bothered by it. But not everyone; the weak submit, here as everywhere. You will surely see the sense in me not wasting more time than necessary until I know how you will fare, and therefore my first order to you is the following: return to the Carenage, ask around for the establishment of Alex Davis, and rent yourselves a room. Spend the short time you have before the fever comes in acquainting yourselves as much as you can in Gustavia. If you can, find Fahlberg, who serves as our provincial physician. He has been with the colony ever since the beginning, just as I have, and what he doesn’t know about Barthélemy is hardly worth knowing. Tell Davis that I would like to see you cared for during your convalescence, and unless fate has something different in store, I will see you here again once you have regained your health. In the meantime, it can be useful for you to know that even though we formally follow Swedish Law here, there is considerable difficulty in its application, since the garrison is small and the sins many. Be on your guard. Might makes right, and he who does not possess the strength would do well to proceed with caution. I wish you the best, gentlemen.’


He dismissed us with a wave of his hand, already refocused on his papers. We bowed and retraced our way back to the harbour. The ground rocked under our feet, not only because our bodies seemed unable to forget the constant rolling of the ship’s deck, but also from our concern over the Governor’s ominous words.


On our way down to the water, we were met by a remarkable sight, which caused us to come to a complete halt. A black man was coming towards us, making his way with a crutch under one arm. At first we thought he was one-legged, but as we looked closer we saw that this was not the case. Around his neck he bore a collar of iron to which a chain had been fastened. The links ran tightly down his back and held his right leg pulled back so hard his foot rested on the small of his back. On both his neck and ankle, the metal had cut deep enough to draw blood, and with each new step he gave a whimper. When he slowly passed us by, we stared after him and saw that his back was a criss-cross of wounds. We did not know what was the matter with him. I turned to Johan Axel.


‘Is the man a penitent?’


Johan Axel, who ever since our arrival had been churlish in sharing his thoughts, shook his head thoughtfully, but kept his silence.










Chapter 8


Alexander Davis, who went by Alex, was a sinewy Englishman who supported himself as best he could, partly from his income from one of the island’s modest cotton fields but more so as an innkeeper. His establishment bore the marks of popularity in more ways than one. Everything was worn. Worn-out oak barrels had been set in long rows to serve as tables for the guests as Davis himself walked up and down, chatting with all and sundry, making sure that no one went thirsty, all the while meticulously marking his board to keep tabs.


He took a nonchalant measure of us when we arrived. In the dialect of the island, where Swedish and English words laced a base of simple French, he roared that his rooms were full but allowed himself to be convinced to provide something temporary for us, so long as we were prepared to pay extra for the trouble. He did not give us much to choose from, and quickly recited the services we could expect when the fever struck. Water, a thin soup, rum, help from a maid with the necessities. He poured us some rum to seal the deal, with the necessities and I could hardly decline. At first I found it revolting, but after the numbing power of the first few sips, I tasted molasses and anise, and I did not find it unpleasant, especially when diluted with a little water. It also took the edge off the anxiety I had been experiencing ever since our arrival on Barthélemy, with everything around me seeming strange and threatening. Dusk and dawn hardly exist at these latitudes. Night rushes in with surprising speed and grows darker than one would imagine, given how piercingly bright the sun is by day. This first evening on Barthélemy we thought we would have plenty of time to unpack our belongings and see more of Gustavia, accustomed as we were to the light hours of the Swedish summer. We were mistaken and, outside our door, encountered a darkness so thick we could not see our hands in front of our faces.


We were therefore stranded at Davis’s establishment and made our way to the public bar in search of an evening meal, where we found some unusual goings-on. A circle had been cleared in the middle of the room, strewn with sand, and people were streaming in from the street. Some of them were carrying cages. As the crowd increased, we were served bread and meat, and in each corner of the room, money started changing hands and small tickets were distributed. Soon, two cocks were set loose in the ring and pushed closer together than either would have preferred, until they each started to attack, eagerly cheered on by the audience. Tiny blades had been tied to their feet. Within a few moments, one had sliced the other’s belly badly enough for the innards to well out, and while the conquered animal lay on its back, its legs quivering, those who had bet wisely cashed in their money. This went on, and the heap of slaughtered cockerels slowly grew by the wall.
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