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Prologue


Around lunchtime one day in late April, a flower shop in Karlstad received an unusual request. An order for a single gerbera was phoned in by someone who asked for a name other than their own to be signed on the accompanying card. The flower was to be delivered at six p.m. to the Scala Theatre on Västra Torggatan 1. The instructions were thorough and detailed, and they conveyed the fear that there’d be a hitch, that the task would not be carried out to perfection. It all seemed to be of the utmost importance to the caller.


At ten to six, the florist walked through the cold spring night to the Scala with a wrapped gerbera and a card that read:




Remember me? How could we possibly forget . . .


Meet me on the main square here in Karlstad at 10 p.m.


I’ll be wearing an oxeye daisy in my buttonhole. Ilse.





The flower was left at the ticket window, and the florist explained who was to receive it and that it should be handed over during the curtain call. She too gave thorough and detailed instructions to ensure nothing could go wrong. Then she went home to her husband, and over dinner they speculated about the sort of relationship that might include a game like this.


‘She must love him very much,’ the florist said with a dreamy tone, perhaps unfamiliar to her husband, for it rattled and piqued him as he sat in his place at the table, the one he’d always had.


‘A woman like that doesn’t love,’ he said.


‘Do you think he’s already spoken for?’


‘You don’t get up to that sort of nonsense for a husband.’


‘Perhaps one should.’


‘If women went after available men, then they wouldn’t have to prance about coming up with these tricks. Anyway, I suppose actors are known for having this effect on women.’


The florist put down her knife and fork and said:


‘She was so anxious. You know, she called several times to ask if we’d got the card right, and reminded us not to sign it with her real name, but with “Ilse”. She spelled it three times, and at five thirty she called to ensure I was on my way. She was self-conscious but firm – quite a handful – all the while saying how sorry she was for making extra work for us. It was touching, somehow. But it makes you wonder.’









 


Ester Nilsson had arrived at that point in her life when each birthday leaves its mark. It had happened, she determined, when she had turned thirty-seven. In the past five years, she’d published four more slim but densely written volumes, two of anti-lyrical poetry and two philosophical examinations. As for love, she had been in full and continuous operation and hadn’t taken on board any lessons she considered inhibiting; to be precise, she thought that such lessons must always be weighed against the risk of tedium and tristesse, of a passive life ruled by the fear of rejection and failure.


You could also say that she hadn’t yielded to cynicism. She suffered from a certain naive open-mindedness: each situation, each person was new and had to be judged independently and on their own merits, they had to be given the chance to defy the dictates of nature and do the right thing.


In the past few months at home in Stockholm, she’d written her first play, which was to be performed the coming autumn at the country theatre in Västerås. The play would send her life in a new direction, but of this she knew nothing yet. The production was called Threesome and was a melancholy reflection on the agonies of love. Ester Nilsson had striven for psychological realism, and that’s exactly what she thought she’d achieved, but the critics would call it absurdist.


It was during the first read-through in August that she met Olof Sten, one of the actors in the play. Ester hadn’t heard of him and neither did she recognize him, but after the first day-long meeting she experienced a familiar fluttering inside that she had no intention of quelling. It had something to do with how his gaze lingered in hers – pure, vulnerable and naked – and with his deep melodic voice, what it did and did not say, and how nothing bromidic ever spilled from his lips; rather, he displayed a sober restraint that Ester greatly appreciated. The rest came down to a sense of recognition, chemistry, encountering and corresponding, all of which would be pointless to question or ponder. There are neither words nor syntax for falling in love, however many attempts have been made to parade it through the alphabet.


Olof Sten wore a thick oxblood-coloured shirt too hot for the season, but in it he looked cool. The first question Ester asked him was how he spelled his name.


‘With an f and one e,’ he said, giving her a second glance, as if he understood.


Threesome was about a man trapped in an unhappy marriage who meets another woman but can’t bring himself to leave his wife. The play was not prophetic. Nothing is prophetic. What may look like a prediction is really just a heightened awareness of what has previously come to pass. What has happened will happen again sooner or later, somewhere, sometime. And it’s likely that it will happen again to the same person because people have their patterns.


When the ensemble broke for the afternoon and scattered in their various directions, Ester sought out Olof Sten in order to ask him an irrelevant question that had taken her some minutes to think up. She thought his behaviour towards her made it clear he didn’t belong to anyone in particular. On the train home from Västerås that evening, longing ravaged her cells, nerves and veins. Walking up Fleminggatan from Central Station, she was deep in thoughts of embraces and courses of action.


The next day she posted her latest poetry collection to his home address in Stockholm with an inscription she had worked on for a good while to make sure it seemed insouciant and casual. Not one week later, when Olof had been home over the weekend, a handwritten thank-you note arrived. It said that he would read it with great interest. Ester wrote back and asked if they couldn’t go for a coffee sometime during a break in the rehearsal schedule. Another weekend and a few weekdays went by, after which he called from Västerås to say that he’d read her book and liked it. As for the coffee, he said nothing. Nothing Ester heard, anyway. Only much later did she realize that he’d accepted her invitation, but in a manner so cryptic and covert it had passed her by: a while into their conversation he’d mentioned walking past a lovely cafe on Skånegatan at the weekend, one he’d never seen before and that looked cosy. Had she ever been there?


When she didn’t immediately reply, he added that he wasn’t wild about coffee or about sitting in cafes, but of course one could make an exception when a new spot opened up in the area. Perhaps.


It was too early in their entanglement for Ester to know that this was Olof’s way of saying he’d very much like to go for a coffee with her. It was subtle, and that was the point. Ester would eventually get used to Olof Sten’s negative affirmations and would become their most experienced exegete.


When Ester didn’t think her invitation to coffee had been accepted, she retreated with an unpleasant feeling of having misread the signals, downcast that no ecstatic encounter was to materialize from their obvious chemistry.


Her silence caused Olof to ring her a week later, asking if they could meet up to discuss the interpretation of his role in the play, the one she’d written. He said he had a dentist’s appointment in Stockholm on Wednesday. They met at Pelikan over creamy macaroni and Falun sausage, and there a conversation began.









 


Olof and Ester were like two cogs. Cogs don’t merge or intertwine. They don’t lose their sense of where one begins and the other ends; they presuppose each other, propel each other forward, are in perfect calibration. That’s how it seemed to Ester. On its own, a cog is but a toothed unmoving artefact without function or direction. Which is fine, but it takes two to create movement and to realize a cog’s intrinsic potential and purpose. Unfortunately this is also true with three cogs; mechanically speaking, three can be downright excellent.


Olof Sten, as it turned out, had been married for a decade or so. The wife’s name was Ebba Silfversköld and she was the daughter of the late painter Gustaf Silfversköld, a prominent figure in the country’s cultural history, albeit from sepia-tinged times. She was a doctor whose weekly commute meant she travelled between the general hospital in Borlänge and the home they shared in Stockholm’s Södermalm. As such, they had a sort of long-distance relationship but cohabited at the weekend and in the summer. Both had children from previous marriages who no longer lived at home.


This came as a severe blow to Ester. Olof had neither hidden nor highlighted his marriage, they simply hadn’t touched on the subject, but Ester thought that, really, he could have mentioned the wife and not have exclusively used the first person singular when discussing his life. And yet as soon as the disappointment abated, she began to realize that this conduct, combined with the exceptional connection she and Olof had so quickly established, must suggest that the marriage was in decline. It made no sense otherwise.


Friends always told Ester that men don’t leave their wives, but things had to change for her at some point. No two people were identical. If she kept trying, one fine day the course of events would align with her view of how the world should be.


A month after their first rendezvous, Ester, quaking on every level with yearning, called Olof one Friday night when she knew he was home alone. They spoke for a while. About halfway through their conversation, she mentioned that Olof was always on her mind. His reply was immediate, and it filled Ester Nilsson with a sensation not unlike laughing gas and which launched her skyward even as she lay on the bed in her dwelling on Sankt Göransgatan.


‘The feeling’s mutual,’ he said and added something about the wife being on call and not returning until the following day, whereupon the line fell silent. Then he asked:


‘So what do we do now?’


Thoughts lose their density at high altitudes, so Ester didn’t notice that she’d been asked this question before, verbatim, by another man with the same intention. The consequences on that occasion had been regrettable.


What do we do? she thought. I’ll waste away with longing and you’ll start planning your divorce, that’s what we’ll do.


‘Let’s get a drink next time you’re home,’ she said.


‘Yes, let’s.’


‘I’ve been thinking about what you said last time.’


‘What did I say?’


‘That you were a “nomadic soul” and wished to remain one always. And that “actors are people who don’t have an identity”, who “lack a core”. I want to hear more about that. I think it’s good for the Self to be nimble, if that’s what you mean, and to not believe you are and for ever will be one and indivisible. It keeps you from becoming too rigid, because there’s no holy ego to preserve.’


She would get to see and hear more of this subject and would even come to revise her views on it. His ability to make precise observations made Ester happy but that’s not what had drawn her in, for infatuation is primitive, not sophisticated. You love those who give free rein to the parts of you with which you are comfortable and feel at home, whether or not those parts are rotten or healthy, scuffed or polished to a shine.


‘I don’t think anyone’s ever wanted to hear more of what I have to say,’ Olof said.


And so Ester lay on her bed, emanating until long after midnight. His marriage was disintegrating; there was no doubt about that. All she had to do was wait.









 


Threesome premiered in Västerås. The audience grew and grew each week because people were talking to each other about what they’d seen and experienced in the theatre. When Ester came to see the performance, the actor who played the mistress told her that you could tell by the breathing, sighs, and other sounds if the house was chiefly comprised of wives or mistresses.


Halfway through October, Olof called out of the blue one Monday when the theatre was dark and asked if Ester wanted to go to a gallery on Karlavägen with him to see an exhibition of Gustaf Silfversköld’s art on the occasion of his recent death at the age of one hundred and two. He’d had his heyday in the late 1930s, and it had lasted some years.


Olof needed to speak to the gallerist on Ebba’s behalf. Ester didn’t like the wife being mentioned so casually, but of course, it was promising that he wanted to take Ester with him.


When they left, Olof asked for her opinion on Gustaf Silfversköld’s work. Ester said that it felt heavy, reactionary and old-fashioned.


‘Just like the man himself,’ Olof said with a lilting chuckle.


It was the middle of autumn, and the pavements were carpeted with yellow leaves. Olof and Ester followed their feet wherever they led them and ended up at Jensen’s Bøfhus on Sveavägen. It was four o’clock. At six Ester was to take part in a seminar at the Workers’ Educational Association, a few hundred metres from there. Olof had a steak; Ester only drank a cup of green tea because she’d arranged to have dinner with one of the other participants after the seminar.


Wrapped in the shadowless sterility of the family-friendly restaurant chain, the rumble of the soft-ice-cream machine in the background, Ester Nilsson said to Olof Sten that he was the one with whom she wanted to share her life. As they’d been sitting there idly chatting, she’d begun to fear that the time would slip away without her having completed this important task she’d set for herself today. And these were her very words:


‘I want to share my life with you.’


This time around, she was determined to be clear from the start. Ambiguity would not prevail.


Olof flinched:


‘But you don’t know me!’


His objection embarrassed Ester because what he was saying was true, but she decided not to back down.


‘I know you well enough to know this. And it won’t be long until I know you even better.’


Olof began shredding a napkin with a keyring he’d nervously fished out of his pocket. Ester said nothing more. She was aware her actions had not been strategic and went against all sound advice, but she was tired of waiting for the indecisive to make up their minds and wanted to quash the possibility of Olof wriggling out of their relationship later by saying that her intentions had been nebulous and she should’ve known where they stood because he was otherwise involved. She wanted to force a response from him at this early stage so she could know whether to persist or walk away.


Olof hadn’t said no, that was the important thing, he had not said no. He glanced at the table, the napkin in shreds, gave her a serious look and said:


‘It’s not every day someone tells you they want to share their life with you. Of course it makes an impression.’


In the month that followed, they weren’t in contact, but they did run into each other once: when Ester travelled to Västerås to attend a performance of her play. The encounter was stilted and he kept her at a distance, and so with great anguish she decided to walk away, whereupon Olof, just as she was about to leave, murmured in her ear:


‘Let’s be sure to see each other when the run is finished and I’m back in Stockholm.’


After this, the autumn flew by on wings of hope and desire, and her heart suffered a severe enlargement.


Olof called a few days after the run had ended and suggested lunch at Blå Porten on Djurgården Island. The choice of location implied time for togetherness and immersion, the start of a new phase and a reorientation from old to new; it implied that Ester had been correct in her calculations, particularly because he wanted them to take the ferry instead of reaching Djurgården by bridge.


The day when everything would begin was upon her. They’d decided to meet at noon at the Djurgård ferry. Anticipation made it difficult for Ester to swallow. In her apartment, which she’d lived in for five years yet still hadn’t furnished properly because she’d always been about to leave, hindered only by the fact that she didn’t have anywhere to go, she spent the morning putting fresh sheets on the bed and, on the kitchen table, an oilcloth from the Ten Swedish Designers group which she’d bought the day before on Götgatan. Further down the hill, she’d found three beautiful art deco lamps which were now on the windowsills. It was late November and forever dark. Ester counted on being able to light them for Olof in the afternoon.


At the stroke of twelve she was on the quay, waiting in the grey mist. It was one of those days when nothing seemed to be moving, all was still. Olof was fifteen minutes late. Ester was determined not to mention the delay, but saw that his movements were tinged with unease. Perhaps he was gripped by the thought of all that lay before him; this was a big step to take.


Upon arrival the first thing he said was that they didn’t have to go all the way to Blå Porten, they could go to a simpler lunch spot nearby in Old Town so it wouldn’t take as long. Faced with Ester’s silent but apparent dismay, he changed his mind and they bought their ferry tickets. They were practically alone on the crossing to Djurgården and during those few minutes Olof mentioned his wife several times. When he noticed it was getting Ester down and causing her to disengage, he stopped calling the wife by name, but it continued to weigh on her during the short walk from the ferry to the restaurant through drifts of maple leaves.


It was a Thursday and the wait at Blå Porten was unusually short. They ordered fried herring with mashed potatoes and lingonberries and sat at a table in the middle of the restaurant, where they couldn’t be overheard. Olof was holding his cutlery straight up, ready to tuck in, but not quite, not before he said what he had to say. He looked at her. Their food had a greasy shine. He seemed to be gearing up for something. And as he did, Ester had the time to think that the way he was holding his cutlery was childlike and charming. Then all thoughts of charm ceased. He was speaking with a confidence that stemmed from practised courage:


‘I think you’ve pulled a Pygmalion.’


Ester didn’t understand, but knew it was a dig. She went numb, silent, still and cold. This compelled Olof to clarify:


‘You’ve fallen in love with a character of your own creation.’


She was deeply disheartened by the suggestion that she was unable to keep track of herself and her feelings.


‘You wrote that play and liked what I did with the role. Most of all you liked the role. You fell in love with your own character.’


From inside her vacuum Ester noted that it took a not altogether attractive arrogance to suggest she liked what he’d done with the role. Although she’d often praised his performance that autumn, it didn’t mean that praise was based in fact and should be repeated as fact. There were reasons unrelated to fact for praise and criticism.


‘Why would I do something as strange as falling for a character I wrote? The role you played wasn’t even particularly sympathetic.’


‘You know “Pygmalion”?’ Olof asked.


‘I’ve read Shaw’s play, yes.’


‘I mean the Pygmalion myth. The Greek one. About the man who made a sculpture and fell in love with the sculpture.’


‘So you don’t think my feelings have anything to do with you?’


‘They have very little to do with me.’


Olof began eating with delight unbefitting the situation. He had fulfilled his task and was now in better spirits. His lateness and the frequent mentions of his wife during the crossing, as well as his discordant arrival, were thereby explained. The weight had been lifted from Olof’s shoulders and placed on Ester’s.


‘Is it good?’ he asked her.


‘Not especially.’


‘No?’


‘No. I’ve lost my appetite.’


‘My, what a shame.’


Olof thought for a moment and said:


‘I’m thinking we should meet up now and again in the future and see what happens. Decisions don’t always have to be made right away.’


Not again, Ester thought, never again, I’m going to get right up and go.


She stayed put and finished her meal. Soon they were walking from Djurgården towards the city along Strandvägen, arm-in-arm on Olof’s initiative. In line with Grevgatan, Ester stopped and embraced him, and he reciprocated, while saying he shouldn’t be doing this. They were approaching Dramaten National Theatre, their bodies close, when Olof stated:


‘Leaving my wife isn’t on the cards.’


This was exactly what married people said when someone else had shaken their foundations, Ester thought. When people felt an intense desire, they might insist otherwise. The trick was knowing when they meant what they were saying and were saying it to be clear and honourable, and when they meant the opposite. The question demanded a far-reaching and risky act of interpretation, work to which Ester was always willing to subject herself.


If Ester had taken him at his word here, she would have been spared considerable time and effort, likewise she would have missed out on many wondrous moments. Ester had a girlfriend called Lotta who often asserted that one should ‘Take people at their word. It’s simpler and more practical. Don’t interpret. Assume they mean what they say.’ Lotta was cautious and clever, but Ester believed that hardly anything would come of a budding romance if you were cautious, clever, and took people at their word because it was then that language was used deceptively in order to avoid making difficult decisions and to evade love. People feared love, as she’d read in the works of the great bards, because it bears the germ of supreme delight and so too the germ of the gravest losses.


Olof and Ester crossed Raoul Wallenberg Square with its scattered sculpture group. Ester said she liked it and spoke of the controversy the choice of work had caused in the 1990s. They agreed on the life-affirming quality of a work that is able to offend through form alone, and that this often happened when the form, as here, was its content.


‘The artist must have thought Wallenberg had become a monument in himself,’ Ester said, ‘and so he didn’t want the monument for him to be monumental.’


Olof asked how she had the energy to have ideas about everything all the time. She could tell that the question wasn’t a question at all, but a poison dart, if shot with a smile. She didn’t like that he wanted to shoot such things at her and answered dryly that it came naturally to her and was how she earned her living, she had to have the energy. It wasn’t any more unusual than him making a living by becoming someone else and having to summon the energy for that time and time again, night after night.


‘Which is a rather strange occupation,’ he said.


‘What’s strange?’


‘Acting: such a strange profession. It’s not really for me. For long stretches in my life, I’ve done other things, had respectable jobs, and actually, I’ve always wanted to get away from it.’


He gripped her arm a little tighter so she would move even closer to him. She was of a mind to ask if he should really be taking her arm, for there was a risk she would begin to perceive a chasm between his words and his actions and would place her trust in actions. But because she wanted him to hold her arm, she held her tongue.


They walked along Arsenalsgatan towards Kungsträdgården Park. Plenty of people, most in suits and dresses, were on the move. When they’d made it over the crossing at Kungsträdgårdsgatan Olof said that conversing with Ester was remarkably fun and stimulating, it was like talking to a man. Ester searched his face for something that would dignify such cruel words. Olof’s world couldn’t possibly be so banal as to have been entirely lacking in interesting conversations with women. It attested to something deficient in his relations with his wife, which was good, but also to a deficiency in perspective.


‘Is this some sort of Aristotelian deduction?’


‘What’s that?’


‘Everyone with whom you can have an exciting conversation is a man. I can have an exciting conversation with Ester Nilsson, therefore Ester Nilsson is a man.’


Olof grimaced.


‘I’m afraid that’s how I’ve been conditioned, even though it sounds skewed when put so plainly.’


‘You need to do something about that. With me, you could have the whole package.’


This bold act of courtship seemed to delight him. It was two thirty. Olof had made sure to be otherwise engaged at three. The first thing he’d said when they’d met at quarter past twelve was:


‘I don’t have all day.’


Ester had thought they had all day as well as the rest of their lives now that they’d finally had the chance to see each other properly, and this is precisely what he sensed and wished to stave off, that much was clear. The boundary to intimacy is asserted by industry. Scheduling an appointment after a date was the best fortification against the person who always wanted more.


But when they’d reached Tegelbacken, he was more relaxed about this scheduled meeting. Rolling in from the town hall, the bus was under the viaduct when he took Ester’s hand and said:


‘Should I catch the next one instead?’


‘I don’t know. Should you?’


Ester just wanted to go home and get on with dying. Today’s conversation had to mean farewell. She had no interest in meeting up ‘now and again in the future’ and seeing ‘what happens’. The bus came and went. Olof stayed at the bus stop and ran his stubble across her cheek, his lips searched for her closed mouth.


‘Talking to you is so much fun.’


As their ‘talking’ had just been defined in opposition to erotic love, these words did not sit well with Ester. He gave her a peck on the lips and took the next bus to Södermalm.


Walking home along Vasagatan, Kungsbron and Fleminggatan up towards Fridhemsplan, Ester felt weary. It wasn’t the scenic route. Though it would have been shorter from Tegelbacken, she didn’t take the picturesque walk along the Karlberg Canal or Hantverkargatan. She didn’t want to see anything beautiful today, not even beauty nestled in a sodden-grey November.


As she walked, she thought her problem was that she always pawned her life’s meaning for the man she’d chosen. As long as he existed, everything else was cast in shadow. It was never a question of a diffuse and tempered searchlight, no, she directed her slim, harsh light beam with appalling precision only to burn a hole in the object with the full destructive power of her longing.


Now the light had to be put out. Olof didn’t want the same thing she did. Deliberating by the bus and pressing his lips to hers in parting were nothing to cling to. She must not let herself begin the process of interpretation. This was only fleeting lust and a result of his fear of losing the attention of a lover. That which disappears can’t help but seem a little attractive once it has loosed its grip on you.


Olof had given her a clear answer. Ester accepted it.









 


She came home, got under a blanket, and stared at the ceiling. After a while she started to call around in an attempt to stem the flood of pain. All her girlfriends were at the ready to hear the results of that day’s encounter. Ester told the story from beginning to end and they shared their opinions.


‘Run, Ester, run!’ said Lotta. ‘And do it now while there’s still time.’


‘He’s married,’ said Fatima, ‘and as a married man, he’s far too willing to see you again and again and not tell his wife. Be happy you found out now before you got too involved. It won’t be that hard; in a month or so you’ll be free.’


‘Chill,’ said Elin. ‘Ask yourself what you want out of this, not what he wants. Then do what you want no matter what the rest of us say – and that includes Olof.’


‘He’ll get in touch again,’ said Lotta, ‘but make sure you tie yourself to the mast and cover your ears.’


‘If he had said that he was ready for a divorce, but that it was a lot to take in right now,’ said Fatima, ‘then I would’ve said “hold on”. But this, sneaking around with you when he knows how you feel, putting the brakes on your hopes while being open to maybe starting something in secret soon. No way. Leave him right now if you can and leave yourself open for someone who can’t live without you.’


‘He wanted to catch the next bus?’ Vera mused. ‘He kissed you at the bus stop and didn’t really feel like going home? This’ll take time, but it’s not over. It’s all about how long you can hold on.’


‘Is it?’ Ester asked. In her chest, hope bloomed like a rose.


‘You need to be patient, but one day he’ll be yours.’


‘You think?’ Ester gasped. ‘Do you really think so, Vera?’


‘He’s a slow one.’


Elin said:


‘This doesn’t sound good, but you were the one who was there and you’re the only one who can know how much you can take. What are you hoping I’ll say most?’


‘The truth about what he’s really feeling.’


‘Unfortunately that’s a mystery to us all.’


‘Do you think he knows it himself?’


‘That depends on who he is.’


After a day of considering the girlfriend chorus’s opinions, Ester made a decision. She deleted his number and decided to never expect to hear from or see him again. She wasn’t about to wade back into the bog of uncertainty. She emptied herself of hope and longing and reconciled the idea of a new order. She hadn’t got anything sensible done since she’d returned from their date, and it was high time she put Olof behind her and got a grip on her own life.


And right then, a text message arrived:




I think I’ve been unclear and caused you to believe something I didn’t mean. Of course I’m flattered by your feelings for me but I can only reciprocate with friendship. I like you! Your wicked sense of humour. Your slightly misbuttoned self. Your thoughts entice me. You’re great! Let’s leave it at that. Otherwise it’ll get too complicated. At least it will for me. Olof.





With that, her equilibrium and the foundation for all wise decisions were dashed, for it did not escape Ester’s philological mind that his message was not in the text itself, but rather in the action of sending it. If it had been about the content, he wouldn’t have needed to text her because everything had already been said.


She could tell he’d taken great care with the text. He wasn’t a man of words, and it must have cost him dearly to formulate the message. There were four parts to it. The first was about her (great, funny, slightly misbuttoned). The second was about how he still couldn’t reciprocate her love but that in truth, he was tempted; only the consequences were stopping him (‘too complicated’), that is, there was no lack of lust or desire. That was enough for Ester, the loam was there and Olof was writing to let her know it was. The third part was apparently an excuse (‘I’ve been unclear’). But the writing underscored that he wanted to, but shouldn’t, because he’d been unclear for a reason, namely the forbidden temptation she presented to him.


The fourth was the most important part. The act of sending the message could not be read as anything other than a wish to stay in contact, with all that this implied.


Ester understood that he wasn’t finished and hadn’t arrived at a decision. A spinnaker of love was hoisted inside her. His clumsy effort to let her know he wanted to see her without him having to come right out and say it made her heart swell and pulse with tenderness.


Vera said that Ester’s interpretation of the text message came from an overheated brain. What he was writing, she said, was that he wanted to keep her as a friend, not fall in love with her. This also explained why he sent the message even though everything had been said.


But their connection, Ester protested, never had anything to do with friendship; right from the start it had been something else. You didn’t get that kind of thing wrong and Olof was old enough and experienced enough to know you can’t be friends with a person you’ve just met who’s said they want to share their life with you.


Ester was quite sure she hadn’t misjudged this series of events but needed an active sign to be certain. And on the Monday night on her way home from the grocer’s shop she saw Olof from afar at the entrance to her building, his face pressed to the entryphone. The lighting was dim but more than bright enough for her to discern his silhouette. She stopped, unsure if she should make herself known. And then he hurried off, disappearing around the corner. It didn’t occur to her to call out to him. Up in her apartment, her telephone showed that someone had buzzed for her.


Forty-five minutes later, Olof called her from his landline. It corresponded with the time it took to wait for the bus, travel the five kilometres to his and gather himself for a call. He spoke with a devout, pleading tone that she hadn’t heard before. He asked how she was doing and if she’d received his text on Friday. He mentioned that he’d visited the mall in her neighbourhood in the afternoon and had been hoping to run into her.


Ester’s heart stopped and turned. They decided to meet the following day, take in a matinée and then go for dinner.


Olof could be quite a sensible man at times. He wasn’t especially interested in the cinema, but he understood that he needed to oblige Ester because he was running out of capital with her. And yet, having to make these large withdrawals from his account for her benefit – sending long text messages, calling her, standing at her door and admitting to his doings in the mall – necessitated one minor act of resistance: arriving at the cinema slightly after the agreed time. After all, one can’t let on just how eager one is.


Ester on the other hand was punctual and waited for Olof at Söderhallarna. The film was about to start. She worried he might not turn up or arrive so late they’d miss the beginning. She’d rather skip the film than miss the first few minutes.


Medborgarplatsen was covered in banks of slush and preparations for the Christmas festivities were in full swing. The usual addicts and alcoholics were hanging about. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Olof strolling across the square, again nearly fifteen minutes late. They bought tickets.


During the film, Ester was acutely aware of his body next to hers and wanted to pounce on him. Judging by his deep breathing, the feeling was mutual. From her cinema seat, she slipped inside his mind and gathered that he was focusing not on the film, but on erotic self-restraint. Afterwards, he said he couldn’t remember anything about the film and asked what it had been about. What this meant for the future made Ester a little dizzy.


They went straight from the cinema to a bar at the top of Götgatsbacken. On this evening, Olof didn’t have anywhere else to be; he was attentive and present and they parted at two in the morning. They’d ended up wandering from one place to the next and had spent eleven hours together. The staff had already started putting chairs on tables by the time they managed to get rid of the pair of would-be lovers furtively holding hands. Out on the street, Olof said he was insulted that they’d been shooed off, but the way he said it gave Ester her first fleeting sense, both obvious and odd, that he didn’t in fact feel offended but thought he should because that’s what people felt in these situations. He seemed to be conjuring a well-considered emotion. She let it slide. It had been a fantastic evening, and she was as good as happy.


During the evening Olof had introduced her to the Italian drink Strega, a yellow liqueur in which three coffee beans are placed. The waiter had told them that once upon a time in Sicily, the coffee beans were used to signal if there were enemies in the venue. Three beans meant all was well, two meant head for the back door and one meant run for it. According to another story, the waiter said, the three beans represented faith, hope and love.


Ester said it sounded like one and the same story.


When Olof announced at Blå Porten that Ester shouldn’t harbour any expectations, it had freed him up to be with her. Because he’d so clearly articulated his intentions, he thought she should understand the deal, no matter what they’d go on to do. And Ester thought that because she had so clearly articulated her feelings and desires, he should understand that everything they’d go on to do would impact her on-going interpretation of the encounter’s trajectory.


They started seeing each other regularly and always for many hours, spending most of the night sitting in some pub. They talked and talked but they didn’t make it to bed even though that was where they seemed to be heading. Olof was holding on. And like any party-in-pursuit throughout history has responded to coquetry and ambiguous restraint, Ester assumed the answer was a ‘no’ only until it became a ‘yes’.


On the eve of St Lucy’s Day they met again, also at Söderhallarna, where Olof bought a piece of beef from a counter just before the market hall closed. The meat was for the following night, when the wife would be back after the week’s work and another couple was coming over for dinner. At the counter, they ran into the director of a museum, and he and Olof chatted. The museum head asked after Ebba and her father’s retrospective. Olof said that the reception had been brilliant, they’d sold well and all in all Ebba and her siblings were very pleased. He added that Gustaf was a singular talent, not to mention unique.


For Ester, who in a practised way was standing at a discreet distance so the acquaintance wouldn’t connect her with Olof, their conversation hurt as much as the impending couples’ soirée. When the museum director left, Olof didn’t comment on the encounter, he talked about the dish he was planning to make and how it would take up most of tomorrow afternoon. Upon noticing Ester’s dejection, Olof said he didn’t feel at all like having dinner guests and should really serve up something quick and simple, macaroni with frozen meatballs at best. The inclusive look he gave her and the sensitive deprecation of his dinner plans pleased her so much that the worry in her heart over how she would go on to free him from his marriage was temporarily mitigated.


They stayed in the market hall a little longer, walking around, smelling and looking at all the delicious things laid out for Christmas. A St Lucy’s procession* passed by. Right in front of Olof and Ester – and to the other children’s delight – one of the star-bearers blew out a candle held by one of St Lucy’s attendants. Ester’s empathy was heightened by all that was straining and incomplete inside her, as well as the thought of the Sten–Silfverskölds’ up-coming meal. She said:


‘How nice it is to never have to be a child again.’


‘Maybe he has a crush on her.’


‘That’s a sorry way to show it.’


‘But isn’t that exactly how people show it?’


They went down to Zum Franziskaner on Skeppsbron where they ate pyttipanna hash and drank beer. Ester had given up her usual diet, which had been mostly plant-based. The quantity of food you had to gnaw your way through each mealtime was too large, the consistency monotonous, and it led to social complications.


Olof reached across the table and took her hands in order to warm them up and said:


‘We’re not in a relationship, you and I.’


‘No, we’re just sitting here.’


‘And it’s very nice.’


‘Because you’re in a relationship with another woman, we’re not in a relationship.’


‘Precisely.’


They listened to their surroundings.


‘But aren’t we in the preliminary stages of a relationship?’ Ester asked. ‘Embryonic.’


Olof laughed mildly. Ester said:


‘As we know, it can go one of two ways with an embryo.’


‘As you know, I’m married.’


‘When people have what you and I have, this potential, one doesn’t have the right to throw it away. One has an obligation to care for it.’


He rubbed his thumb over Ester’s.


‘An obligation to whom?’


‘Life itself.’


Ester was carefully balancing elation and reserve, but the situation and her eager love were making Olof puckish.


‘Can’t you just enjoy the fact that we’re sitting here?’


‘I am enjoying it. But I’m being left hanging, which means I’m enjoying it less.’


‘You always want clarity and definition. Life isn’t clear and defined. It’s blurry and chaotic, messy and confused. Can’t it be allowed to just be that?’


Ester wanted to say that statements on ‘how life is’ don’t tell us anything about how to act, but didn’t want to seem finicky. It lay in the nature of having the upper hand to resist definition and justification, that much she knew, to neither argue nor account for. Greedily, he helped himself to the upper hand in love and offered her ambiguity in reply.


She withdrew her hands and said:


‘I’ve figured out what our problem is, the root of our imbalance.’


‘We have a problem?’


‘Well, I do. We live in the worst of two worlds, hiding and keeping secrets even though we aren’t even doing anything.’


‘No, that’s the best of both worlds! Being the only one who knows, so no one else can meddle in what you’re feeling, thinking and doing is the most fantastic aspect of a person’s life, an indispensable construction.’


Ester ignored this comment. She shouldn’t have. Of all that Olof would go on to say, this is the assertion she should have taken seriously. But she couldn’t believe that a person would seek obscurity while wanting to be close, for the two were irreconcilable.


‘If this was an innocent friendship,’ said Ester, ‘you’d tell your wife that you’re seeing me at the pub and going to the movies with me.’


‘We’ve only been to the movies once.’


‘But you didn’t tell her about it, did you? And if she calls you later to ask where you’ve been all night, you’re not going to say that you’ve been out with me.’


‘OK, so what do you think is our problem?’


‘You’re a fatalist and I’m an existentialist,’ Ester said. ‘That’s our problem.’


‘I’ve got to go home and look that up.’


‘Existentialists act as though will were free and choice defines a person. Fatalists let the world choose for them. Inaction is their action, not-choosing is their choice until they are swept away by others’ choices, others’ actions.’


Olof straightened up in his seat and said:


‘Will is only as free as waves are free to decide when they roll in and out. There are higher powers at work.’


‘And this attitude of yours is what’s going to keep us from getting anywhere, ensuring nothing will happen in spite of your obvious interest.’


‘I’m not sure we are going anywhere,’ said Olof, though the lusty sparkle in his eyes contradicted his words.


‘The question of free will isn’t something we’re going to be able to clear up,’ Ester said, ‘but you get more done if you assume there is free will and choice is real. Free will is a metaphysical concept, sure, but one that to the highest degree impacts material fact and how a chain of events will unfold. If you live by the idea that will is free, you’re less passive than if you assume the opposite.’


Olof listened carefully and Ester continued:


‘For us, it would’ve been much better if I was the fatalist and you the existentialist. Then you would’ve cut ties with your former life and we’d be spending all day in bed.’


His laughter was tinged with a clucking rumble of pleasure.


‘I’m going home to look up what “fatalist” means.’


‘It means what I just said it did.’


‘Yeah, but I’m going to go home to look up the neutral, objective definition.’


Their plates were whisked away by a speedy waitress, and Olof ordered a glass of red, which to Ester’s delight meant they’d be there for a while. Ester ordered another beer. Olof took in the venue and said:


‘Has it occurred to you that this might be the case: I’m making a choice. But it’s not the one you want me to make.’


Again, his harsh words were contradicted by the casual vanity at play in his face, the desire for the game and the hunt.


‘Why do you keep wanting to see me?’


Olof squeezed her hand. He looked open and soft, winsome.


‘You know why.’


‘No. I don’t.’


‘Aren’t we having a good time?’


‘Yes, very.’


‘Isn’t that enough?’


‘So you can have twice as much and I get half? No thank you.’


Olof’s next line was notable in that he either misspoke or was offering a sharp self-analysis. He reflected:


‘I’m probably quite a heterogeneous person.’


‘Heterogeneous?’


‘No. No, not heterogeneous. What’s it called?’


‘Monogamous?’


‘Monogamous, yes. Right.’


Ester thought this was good. A monogamous person was exactly what she wanted, a person who would choose her and only her and be happy with that.
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