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‘I had a dream I was awake and I
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Prologue


Stockholm, March 2013


In the final moments of his life, it was her face that filled his mind. Images spun round and round, of the light catching her pale hair, her head thrown back so that her long neck was exposed, eyes slitted with heady pleasure. Everything about her was radiance and beatific grace, as though she was not solid at all but a heavenly conceit, a constellation of stardust fallen from the skies into one deft, perfect form . . .


In seeing all this, there was much that he missed – the early autumn puddle glinting darkly, deeply; the low, discernible electric burr of the tram behind; the singular scream that pitched into the air and tore through the city’s sky. He knew none of it.


For him there was only light.


And then darkness.









Part One









Chapter One


Stockholm, December 2018


Bell wheeled through the lights, standing on the pedals, her trousers tucked into her socks and her breath still coming hard from the last hill. She was one of the few cyclists on the road actually pedalling; all around her were commuters on their electric bikes and scooters, looking a lot more composed – and a lot less late. At least the Baltic blast that had chilled her as she’d stepped out of her apartment ten minutes ago was now merely notional, her cheeks stained with a laboured flush.


She swerved right into a narrow street and, leaning harder on the handlebars, began her ascent up the short but steep hill that she would be walking straight back down again in a few minutes’ time. Glossy black cars flanked either side of the road, some with drivers already in the front seats – for this was embassy-land, the handsome townhouses painted in deeply pigmented shades of loden, umber and terracotta red.


Reaching the top with a gasp, she finally allowed herself to sink back onto her seat again, knowing she could glide the rest of the way from here. The background drone of rush-hour traffic became muted, the birdsong and buzz of her spinning wheels amplifying as the streets fanned out, becoming wider and brighter. Parked Volvos, Audis and Jaguars stood outside plain but generous townhouses, as indicative of the family neighbourhood as the playground set atop the small, anomalous hill in the middle of the square: a rocky outcrop that the bulldozers had been unable to flatten when the city was being developed, so they had been forced to build around it instead. Bell loved the curious anomaly – the city’s smooth, ordered surfaces disrupted by a jagged poke of something older and wilder. Feral. It was probably the reason why families had settled in this district in the first place. There wasn’t a child in Stockholm who didn’t love to run and climb over it; teenagers snuck their first cigarettes and kisses on it . . .


She rounded the Rock and saw the house that was, these days, her second home. Set on the corner, it was unmissable on the block – a four-storeyed, stocky building with cantilevered Crittall bay windows running down a central column, the dark, time-blackened bricks offset by the bright verdigris of the copper mansard roof and downpipes. A high garden wall obscured the surprisingly leafy and pretty courtyard within; Oddjob, the family’s tabby cat, was sitting on top and surveying his kingdom. As she drew closer, she saw the gate set within the garden wall begin to open. She wasn’t the only one behind time today, then? An electric scooter was swung through, followed by a bespectacled man in a mid-thigh navy pea coat, a Missoni striped scarf at his neck and a brown satchel worn across his body, his lightly salted dark hair largely obscured by a ribbed beanie.


‘Hi, Max,’ she panted, her brakes squeaking slightly as she lifted over her left leg and came to a stop standing on the pedal.


‘Morning, Bell,’ he said, holding the gate open for her, and she dipped through with brisk, practised efficiency, as though this were a dance.


‘How’s it going in there today?’ she asked, propping the bike up against the garden wall and pulling off her pom-pom hat; her long dark hair immediately stood with static.


He shook his head with a roll of his eyes. ‘It’s a madhouse. I’m escaping with my sanity while I still can.’


She laughed. ‘That explains why I like it here, then. I lost mine years ago,’ she grinned, running up the back steps and opening the fully glazed back door. The ground floor of the house stood a couple of metres off the ground, to allow light into the sub-basement below.


‘Morning, everyone,’ she said cheerily, walking into the kitchen and twisting up her hair into a topknot with a band she kept on her wrist. Her eyes automatically scanned the dirty breakfast dishes in the sink, the orange juice getting warm on the island; without thought, she returned it to the fridge.


‘Oh Bell, thank heavens you’re here. I’ve got to dash. A client’s just booked an emergency appointment and they’re waiting for me.’ If Hanna’s voice suggested urgency, her movements didn’t as she shrugged on a berry-coloured coat that looked sensational against her pale blonde hair and double-checked her appearance in the mirror. As ever, her discreet make-up was expertly applied, not a hair out of place. In the three years she’d been working for the Mogert family, Bell had never seen her look anything less than flawless. Her kitchen, on the other hand . . .


Feeling a tug at her ankles, Bell looked down to find Elise, the older of the twins by nine minutes, tugging her tucked-in trousers out of her socks with a disapproving pout. Even at the tender age of three and three quarters, she had her mother’s innate sense of style.


‘Thanks, Elise,’ she smiled. ‘That’s saved me a job. Now, have you brushed your teeth and washed your face?’


Elise nodded.


Bell bent down and gently wiped a lick of jam off the girl’s pudgy cheek with a finger. She showed it to her with one of her famous bemused looks. ‘Have you?’


Elise gasped and ran from the room, scarcely able to believe she’d been rumbled.


‘She’s a rascal,’ Hanna chuckled as she grabbed her slim leather file case off the kitchen stool. ‘So, you remember Max won’t be back for dinner tonight?’


‘Yes. I’m making meatballs, so I’ll freeze whatever’s left over,’ Bell said, looking in the fridge to make sure she had all the ingredients. It looked like they were low on lingonberry jam.


‘Great. And I was supposed to get to the parents’ meeting with Linus’s teacher this evening, but this emergency might throw the whole schedule out the window. Can we play it by ear and, worst case, you can get over there for me?’


‘Oh –’ She was supposed to be seeing Ivan again tonight. It was going to be their third date and, she expected, the night. Bell looked across at the nine-year-old watching them both from the kitchen table. He had the face of an angel – softly curled muddy-blonde hair and wide grey-green eyes, a smudge of freckles across his nose. He had a gentle manner, manifested in a love for animals and the outdoors, but a mischievous sense of humour often winked through his eyes too, and the first hints of pubescence were beginning to show themselves: wanting a skateboard, cooler trainers, a Snapchat account . . .


Bell winked at him. ‘Sure, no problem.’


She watched as Hanna skittered over to him and gave him a noisy kiss on his cheek, making him scrunch his face in a look of delighted disdain. ‘I love you, my Liney . . . And thanks, Bell, you are a lifesaver!’ she said with an appreciative point of her finger, before throwing Linus another kiss from across the room and exiting through the back door in an elegant streak.


It clicked shut behind her, but not before Blofeld, the family’s other cat, slipped in and trotted across the kitchen floor. Bell looked across at Linus again, seeing how he watched until Hanna disappeared from sight down the steps. A room always felt different when she left it, as though the oxygen–nitrogen balance of the air itself changed; she was somehow all things – elegant yet chaotic, softly spoken yet commanding.


‘Right, champ, you just about ready to shoot? One of us overslept her alarm this morning, and you’ve got your maths quiz today. We don’t want to be late,’ she said, immediately setting about gathering the dirty plates off the kitchen table and putting them in the sink – out of sight until she could deal with them later.


‘I don’t want to go,’ he said, watching as Bell wiped a blob of honey off the worktop with a tear of kitchen paper.


‘Sure you do.’ It was the same every Wednesday morning, maths not being his strong point. ‘What’s eight times four?’


‘Thirty-two.’ The hesitation had been only fractional. They had spent every morning and afternoon walk to and from school this week learning this times table.


‘Nine times eight.’ She glanced up at him as she scooped up the carton of oat milk and replaced it in the fridge, along with the jam, cheese and pickles.


‘. . . Seventy-two.’


She gave an impressed nod. He hated the numbers higher up the ladder. ‘Eleven eights.’


‘Too easy,’ he scolded. ‘That’s a cheat one.’


She shrugged. ‘If you think that, then you’re totally ready. You’re going to slay it today and that gold star will be yours.’


‘Nils will beat me. He always does.’


‘Not this time. You’ve got this. He got the fours and the sevens and the threes, but you got the fives, sixes and nines. And now the eights will belong to you too.’


He stared at her. Could it be true? Could he really beat his old foe? She gave a nod in silent affirmation and he slid off the chair. ‘Good boy – shoes on. And tell your sisters they’re wearing their hats. No arguments. It’s bitter out there this morning.’


He darted out of the kitchen, hollering up the stairs at the twins as Bell rinsed the coffee machine’s foamer before the milk dried to a stubborn crust. Twenty seconds later, there came the stampede of tiny feet down the stairs.


‘Let me see,’ Bell said as they skidded to a stop in front of her, mouths pulled back in rictus grins to show their gleaming milk teeth. ‘Very good,’ she smiled, wiping a bit of toothpaste from the corner of Tilde’s mouth and taking the hairbrush from her hand. ‘Now who’s having plaits today?’


‘Me!’ Elise’s hand shot up first.


Hanna and Max didn’t mind the girls wearing the same clothes – as was often their wont – but they liked their hair to be worn in separate styles to impose some sense of difference between them. The point of the exercise was to promote the girls’ individuality but it was a helpful marker of distinction for the outside world too: they really were truly identical. When she had first started, it had taken Bell several weeks to confidently know which twin was which, but now she saw their differences easily. Both had what Max called his ‘buggy’ blue eyes and long limbs, but whilst Elise had their mother’s self-composed Mona Lisa smile and confidence, there was a tiny crook to the left in Tilde’s grin, and her left foot was fractionally pigeon-toed – the faintest strain of a palsy? It was common in twins.


With practised deftness, Bell quickly brushed Elise’s white-blonde hair free of her bedtime tangles, ignoring her dramatic squeals of protest, and plaited it into pigtails. Tilde had a half-ponytail with a blue gingham beribboned band. ‘Okay, very smart. Now boots on. Hats on. Gloves on. Quick-quick-quick.’


Linus walked back in, fully dressed and with his backpack already shrugged on his shoulders. His lips were moving but no sound escaped them as he ran through the eights again.


‘Five eights?’ Bell said, knotting the girls’ scarves.


‘Forty-eight.’


She hitched an eyebrow fractionally as she pulled their hats down over their ears.


‘Forty! Five eights are forty,’ he corrected himself quickly, the panic evident in his voice.


‘Good boy. Don’t worry. It was just a slip. Remember to breathe.’


He shot her an annoyed look. Nine-year-old boys didn’t appreciate mindful reminders such as remembering to breathe.


‘Okay. Have we got everything?’ She assessed them swiftly. Everyone was clean and bundled up. ‘Right, quick march. We’ll have to walk fast if we’re not going to be late.’


‘Did you oversleep again Bell?’ Elise asked.


Bell shot her a bemused grin. ‘Cheeky . . . And yes, I did.’


‘I can take my board and go on ahead,’ Linus said immediately, as though helpfully.


Now it was Bell’s turn to shoot him a look. He knew perfectly well his mother’s views on that, with all the hills in their neighbourhood.


‘Fine,’ he muttered, walking to the back door and holding it open as the twins followed after him – a reluctant young gentleman, but a gentleman nonetheless.


‘Twelve eights,’ Bell said, locking the door as the girls ran down the steps to see whether the birds had eaten any of the seeds they had left out on the bistro table overnight. The frosts were still hard at the moment, and all four of them had been broken-hearted to find a dead sparrow on the ground the other morning.


Inside the house, the phone started ringing just as Bell pulled the key from the lock. She sighed and hesitated, staring back in at the superficially tidy kitchen – the dirty dishes hidden from view here, the crumbs too small to see on the counters. But the signs of a sprawling, unwieldy life lay scattered everywhere: a basket of laundry had been brought up from the utility room, ready for ironing; a raincoat from last night’s showers was slung across the back of a hemp linen armchair, rather than hanging from its designated hook, no doubt leaving a water mark. The weekend’s newspapers had been carried through from the living room, almost but not quite making it to the recycling bin. The water in the glass vase of lilies had been used up, she saw, and needed immediate refreshing . . .


She dithered as she listened to the phone ring on the other side of the glass. They would be late if she answered it, but there was something always so urgent, so insistent about a ringing phone. The ringtone for her mobile was set to ‘Lark’, far less . . . pressing. What if it was Hanna or Max? Had they forgotten something? Hanna had been in her version of a rush, with that emergency . . .


‘. . . Ninety-four.’


Huh? She glanced back towards the outdoor table. The girls were kneeling on the cafe chairs, freeing the sunflower seeds from their stuck-down positions with little fingertips. She made a mental note to remind them to wash their hands if they handled the chicks that had recently hatched at their nursery; now that the babies were a couple of weeks old, the children were allowed to pet them.


‘Twelve eights are ninety-four . . .’ Linus frowned. ‘No – wait . . .’


‘I’m just going to answer that quickly,’ she said with an impatient sigh, pushing the key back into the lock. It might make them a minute later, but it would be sod’s law Hanna did need something, and then she’d have to do an extra trip back here later. ‘It might be Mamma.’


Unlocking the house, she ran back in again, eyes fixed on the handset and the glowing blue digital screen. It would go to voicemail any –


‘Hello?’ she panted, reaching it just in time.


‘Hanna? Hanna Mogert?’


Her shoulders sagged. ‘No, I’m sorry, she’s not here. Who is calling, please?’ she asked in brisk Swedish.


‘This is Dr Sorensen from the Larna Klinik.’ The woman’s voice was officious and clear. As a psychotherapist, Hanna worked with a lot of different institutions and facilities, although this one was new to Bell. ‘I tried her cell just now but it wouldn’t connect.’


‘Yes, she’s rushing to work. She probably didn’t hear it in her bag. Can I take a message for her?’ She tried not to sound as impatient as she felt. Glancing back, she saw Linus on the top step, a look of panic dawning on his beautiful face, lips moving rapidly as he tore through his repetitions again. ‘Ninety-six,’ she mouthed to him.


‘It would be preferable to speak to her directly. It is urgent.’


Bell suppressed a sigh. ‘Well, you’re welcome to keep trying her. But she’s dealing with an emergency herself, so I’m not sure how contactable she will be this morning.’


There was a pause down the line as options were considered, weighed, discarded, accepted. ‘And to whom am I speaking?’


‘I’m her nanny.’


‘Of long standing?’


Bell frowned. Was she being interviewed? ‘Three years.’


‘I see.’ That appeared to pass muster. ‘Well, then, if you could pass a message on to her, please.’


‘Sure. It was Dr Sorensen, you said . . .’ she muttered, grabbing a biro that had been left beside a half-done crossword and writing it on the top of the newspaper. ‘From the . . .?’


‘Larna Klinik. She has my number.’


‘Okay.’


‘It is really very urgent. If you can please pass on to her –’


Linus stepped back over the threshold, eyes wide, tears threatening. ‘Bell, I can’t remember them. They’ve gone.’


‘– so the sooner she can get here the better.’


What? Bell blinked at Linus blindly as the two simultaneous pronouncements clashed and clattered in her brain, each one vying for her attention. She turned away from him, certain she had misheard the voice on the phone.


‘I’m sorry, that makes no sense. I think you must have the wrong number . . .’ But even as she said it, she frowned; the doctor had clearly asked for Hanna Mogert. ‘Hello? . . . Dr Sorensen? . . . Are you there?’









Chapter Two


The day ticked past with leaden boots. Somehow she had managed to get the kids to school and kindergarten only a few minutes past the bell; somehow she had managed to tidy the kitchen, buy lingonberry jam, make dinner and get the ironing done before collecting the girls again and giving them lunch. Somehow she had managed to sing songs and read stories to them, and even more surprisingly, somehow she had managed to get them to tidy their bedroom. But what she hadn’t managed was to get hold of Hanna.


Ninny, her secretary, had confided that Hanna was dealing with a patient in the midst of a psychotic break – but that if it was about the kids, she could get hold of her for Bell. Reluctantly, Bell had declined. It wasn’t about the kids, and she didn’t think her message – bewildering though it was – could compete with the needs of someone in such acute mental distress. Not to mention, it might all turn out to be a mistake anyway. Perhaps Dr Sorensen had in fact been trying to get hold of another Hanna Mogert, a Hanna to whom this scenario would make perfect sense.


Max had called in a short while ago to talk to the kids before going on to his client’s dinner; but although the message had sat poised at her throat, ready to be shared and diluted and expelled, explained and clarified and laughed upon, Bell had stayed silent. It might just be that he was the very last person she should tell.


Holding a coffee cup between cold hands, she glanced anxiously at the kitchen clock for the thousandth time. But it didn’t matter how often she checked it, she couldn’t seem to make those little hands move around more quickly. Five twenty-five. Linus was in the playroom downstairs, dejectedly watching TV, having lost the eights not to Nils but to quiet little Brigitte Carlsson.


His teacher talk was in just over half an hour, and with no word from Hanna at all, Bell was resigned to the fate of her evening plans. She had already texted Ivan asking for a rain check, but taking the girls out after dinner to sit quietly whilst she listened to Linus’s school report was not going to be fun. She would need to find something to occupy them – Elise was a terrible fidget, and Tilde was always prone to getting overtired after supper.


Her hand trailed over the sludgy grey-green handrail as she skipped downstairs, past the crowded gallery of black-and-white family photographs which had been carefully framed, but always seemed to have one or two askew. She stopped and straightened a small one of Hanna and Linus taken when he was a toddler: they were sitting on a sandy beach, their matching blonde hair streaming in the wind as their cheeks pressed together, eyes slitted against the bright sun. It was a snapshot of joy, and all of the other pictures told the same story – that this was a happy family.


Was it?


She frowned, continuing down into the basement. The washing machine in the utility to the left was drumming away quietly, tossing and turning and soaping and rinsing the children’s clothes from their muddy play in the park yesterday. The door left ajar into the small WC gave a glimpse of the patterned Moroccan clay tiles Hanna had fallen in love with on a trip to Marrakesh with Max.


She peered around the playroom door. It had high-level windows that allowed natural daylight to, if not flood the room, certainly trickle into it; all-white walls and a pale larch floor helped too. To her relief, it was still tidy. More days of her life than she wanted to count had been devoted to taming this one space, but for the moment at least, the paint brushes and pencils were still in their pots on the lime-green Ikea craft table; jigsaws and books were stacked in colourful neatness along the wall-to-wall bookcase; there were no tiny Sylvanian Family characters hiding in the bright swirls of the rug, waiting for a bare foot to tread on them.


Linus was lying on the red beanbag, a packet of sour peach sweets perched on his tummy and his curls splayed out. Only a heap of Lego bricks lay scattered to his far side, the progress on a half-made F1 car no doubt stalled by the absence of a single, vital piece.


He was watching Doctor Who in English; all the children were fully bilingual with barely a trace of an accent, and Bell’s own Englishness had been one of the reasons they’d been so keen to employ her, even though she’d never nannied before. Hanna and Max had asked her to always converse with the children in English, even though she was fluent in Swedish herself; her grandmother had hailed from Gothenburg on the west coast and until the day she’d died, when Bell was twelve, had always insisted on addressing her in her native language.


‘Hey.’


He twisted to look back at her, his eyes seeming wider than ever in his upside-down position.


‘You ready? We should head off in a few minutes.’


‘Oh . . . I guess.’ He turned away again, and she saw the disappointment in the stiffness of his little body. He was a perfectionist and a worrier, always seeming to expect so much of himself.


She walked over to him and tried to perch as lightly as she could on the side of the beanbag, but it still rose up beneath him like a souffle. ‘It’s going to be okay, you know,’ she said, gently winding her index finger into one of his curls. ‘Forget about today; you’re one of the smartest boys in your class and Miss Olsson loves you. Going to your teacher’s evening is like . . . playing with puppies. A total feel-good session.’ Linus shot her a sceptical sideways look. ‘Your naughty little sister, on the other hand . . .’


That got his attention. ‘What did she do now?’ he asked, alert, not even having to ask which one.


‘Promise you won’t tell?’ With a five-year age gap between him and the girls, and the twins sharing such a tight bond, Bell often sensed he felt like a third wheel: too big and strong for some of their games, bored by others, and a boy to boot. She occasionally shared these little snippets to make a virtue of his age and bond them as the ‘grown-ups’.


‘I promise,’ he said eagerly.


She lowered her voice for conspiratorial effect. ‘Well, you know the chicks have hatched?’


He nodded. How could he forget? It was all anyone in his family had discussed at breakfast or tea for the past few weeks.


‘When I picked the girls up at lunchtime, I was taken to one side and informed that Elise had sneaked off with one in her pocket –’


His mouth opened in surprise, hovering between horror and hilarity until he knew the full extent of the chick’s fate.


‘– painted it green –’


It opened wider still.


‘– and sprinkled its feathers with glitter.’


There was a moment of abeyance as he concluded the chick was – in the life or death sense – technically unharmed, and his eyes suddenly sparkled with delight. ‘She did not!’ he laughed.


‘Oh yes. Apparently she thought it might prefer to be a mermaid chick.’


He laughed harder and Bell smiled, loving his delight. ‘So, that will be an interesting parents’ meeting. Yours, on the other hand?’ She shrugged. ‘Really not so much.’


‘She’s crazy!’


‘She’s certainly not dull.’ She tickled his tummy, making him laugh and wriggle again. ‘Come on, champ. Let’s go hear how great you are.’ With a puff of effort, she got up from the beanbag. ‘I’ll round up the girls while you put that Lego away.’


She jogged back upstairs, straightening another picture as she passed – this time, one of Linus and the twins in the bath, their chubby, pinked faces peering over the enamel rim.


‘Elise, Tilde!’ she called, stepping into the hall and staring up through the narrow gap of the winding staircase. The girls’ rooms were on the third floor, and she’d rather not have to run all the way up there to get them. ‘Come on, it’s time to—’ Her eyes widened in surprise. ‘Hanna! You’re back.’


Hanna peered down from the first-floor landing, her hair hanging like a sheet of spun flax. ‘Only just.’


‘I – I didn’t hear you come in.’


‘I think you were in the basement. I hoped there might be time for a five-minute rest, but –’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, I’ll take it from here. You get off. Your day has been long enough already.’


So had hers, apparently. Bell stared up at her, seeing the exhaustion on her boss’s face, and she wondered what it was like dealing with someone in the midst of a psychotic break. It suggested delusion, violence, wildness, blades, blood . . . This teacher meeting was poorly timed.


‘Thanks again, Bell. See you tomorrow.’ Hanna turned and disappeared back into her bedroom.


‘Hanna, wait,’ Bell said, bounding up the stairs two at a time and rushing to the door. She peered into the room. It was large, with what Bell always considered to be a very masculine energy. It had aubergine walls, finished with some kind of lacquer effect, and the exposed floorboards that ran throughout the house were covered with a vast charcoal-grey sheepskin rug. Hanna was standing by the end of the bed – a fine black four-poster with heavy ivory linen hangings – pulling off her shoe with the other foot and untucking her blouse from her trousers. The right way up, she looked even more drained than she had from downstairs.


‘I’ve been trying to reach you all day.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ Exhaustion suffused her voice, making it thick and slow. ‘I had to switch my cell off.’ She looked up suddenly, concern on her face. ‘Something—?’


‘No, no, the kids are fine,’ Bell said quickly, coming into the room. It was probably best that the children didn’t overhear this. ‘But I took an urgent phone call this morning, only minutes after you left.’


Hanna relaxed again. ‘Oh?’ She unbuttoned her trousers and stepped out of them, walking across the room as she arranged them on a hanger and replaced them in the wardrobe. She put on her jeans instead.


Bell didn’t blink an eye; she had grown accustomed to the Swedes’ lack of inhibitions. Hanna and Max routinely moved around – certainly upstairs – in their underwear, and they all swam nude in the sea at the summer house (although Bell usually excused herself on the pretext of urgently needing to buy milk. Or bread. Or hazelnuts).


‘Yes, a – uh – Dr Sorensen called for you,’ Bell said quietly, seeing how Hanna fell still at the mention of the name.


‘Oh?’ But her voice was hesitant now. ‘What did she want?’


She? She knew Dr Sorensen was a woman? So Hanna did know her, then. It wasn’t a coincidence or a mistake. This might be . . . this might be true?


Bell opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. How could she repeat the message, say those words, when they made no sense?


Hanna turned back to face her, but the depleted energy she had radiated only a few seconds ago had suddenly switched to a quivering intensity. Her mouth was stretched thin, the sinews in her neck pronounced, but her eyes were fiercely focused. ‘Bell? What did Dr Sorensen want?’


‘She wanted you to know . . .’ But still the words failed her. She couldn’t give them a shape. It was preposterous. Nonsensical.


Suddenly Hanna was before her. She was tall, at least four inches taller than Bell, and her hands were on Bell’s arms, as though she was the one in need of consolation. ‘Tell me. What did she want me to know?’


Bell looked up at her, sensing change, some sort of seismic shift. ‘Your husband has woken up.’









Chapter Three


Kris looked up from his favoured spot at the stove, his lobster-print apron looking anachronistic against the faded and torn Metallica t-shirt. The smell of chorizo, prawns and peppers filled the small flat. ‘Hey! You’re late!’


Bell, positioning the bike on its rack behind the front door, kicked off her trainers, pulled her beanie from her head and let her hand fall against her thigh. ‘Yeah,’ she sighed, lethargically shrugging off her coat and limping in. ‘Oh – hi.’


Tove waved from her sprawled position on the sofa, blowing smoke from her roll-up towards the ceiling. ‘Hi, babe. I’m not here. You haven’t seen me.’


That was easier said than done. At five foot eleven, with legs up to Bell’s armpits, Tove wasn’t particularly easy to hide. But Bell nodded, knowing the drill; her lanky, irreverent friend, who worked in the Star Bar two floors below the flat, often escaped up here on her breaks. Invariably, they slid well past the official twenty minutes.


Kris frowned at Bell as she dragged herself into the room. ‘You look like shit,’ he said fondly. ‘Tough day?’ He finished slicing a Romano pepper and scraped it off the board into the pan. It instantly sizzled and hissed, and he shook the pan several times, biceps flexing under the harsh under-cupboard lights.


‘. . . You could say that,’ she said after a moment, collapsing onto the battered black leather sofa opposite Tove and stretching out, letting her feet dangle over the arm. She closed her eyes as if that would still her mind, but the thoughts continued rushing like a river in flood.


‘Here.’


She looked up to see Kris standing over her and holding out a chilled bottle of beer. She gave a happy sigh of contentment. ‘I love you,’ she smiled. His dirty blonde hair was pulled up into his signature man-bun and he looked unseasonably tanned, thanks to a recent gig for some surf brand in Sydney. His modelling jobs easily paid the rent, but cooking was his real passion, and he was saving to get enough to open his own place – a small bar specializing in craft beers and Hawaiian food.


She pushed herself up to a sitting position and crossed her legs, feeling none of Elise’s urge to untuck her black trousers from her purple socks.


‘I thought you were seeing Ivan tonight?’


‘Yeah, so did he. But Hanna had an emergency at work, so I had to stay late.’


‘Again?’ Tove lamented. She took a serious interest in the state of Bell’s love life, which she proclaimed as being ‘dire’. ‘That’s how many times you’ve blown him out now?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘More times than you’ve seen him, for sure.’


‘Well, it couldn’t be avoided this time.’


‘And why couldn’t Max deal with it?’


‘Because he’s pitching for a big deal with a client, and he’s got some fancy dinner set up for tonight.’


‘So yet again, you have to pick up the pieces?’ Tove sighed, tutting. ‘Honestly, I don’t know how you think you can ever get your life back on track when you’re constantly putting yourself second.’


Bell met Kris’s eyes as she took a swig of her beer. They both knew Tove meant well; it was just that she had the subtlety of a sledgehammer.


‘So, what made your day so tough, then?’ Kris asked, rescuing her as he moved about their kitchenette. The apartment was largely open-plan, with an old eighties pine kitchen spread against the back wall and delineated from the sofas and table area by a marble-effect linoleum counter.


‘Well, if I tell you, do you promise to keep it to yourself?’


It was a rhetorical question to one of her friends, and Kris gave one of his easy shrugs in reply. He wasn’t big on rumour and innuendo; he’d been on the wrong end of it too many times. Tove dramatically drew a cross above her heart, and then kissed her fingers.


Bell rested her elbows on her knees, as though an approximation of the lotus position was going to give her any more peace. Her topknot flopped limply to one side of her head, but she ignored it. ‘So, I took a phone call today –’


Instantly Tove began clapping and kicking out her long legs. ‘Yes! Yes! I knew you could do it! Didn’t I say?’


Kris shook his head with a weary, wry grin as he shook the pan again.


Bell gave her the bird, and a sarcastic smile. ‘It was some doctor asking for Hanna. She said it was urgent, and gave me a message – but it made no sense, right? Like, none at all.’


Tove nodded impatiently, whirling her hands in a ‘get on with it’ motion, puffing more smoke towards the ceiling pendant.


‘Only, I couldn’t get hold of Hanna all day – like I said, she had a client emergency of her own going on. I wasn’t that worried about it, because I really figured they must have had the wrong number, or the wrong Hanna, at least, because her message made no sense.’ She took a swig of her beer. ‘But then, when Hanna got back this evening . . .’


Kris, tossing the peppers to let them char on the other side, watched her, waiting. Unlike Tove – ever impatient and restless – he understood that she had to run it through in her mind again exactly as it had happened, in case there had been a mistake . . . She looked straight up at him. ‘It turns out that before she was with Max, Hanna was married to some other guy.’


Kris frowned. ‘Did we know that?’


‘Nope. He’s never been mentioned. There’s no photos of the dude anywhere.’


‘Oooh, a secret husband – how fabulous!’ Tove said, lifting one endless leg into the air. Bell always joked that her legs were like strings with knots in them, but they both knew she was just jealous. If Tove was lean and lanky – with a tendency towards elegance in her more mature moments – Bell was rounded and, in Tove’s words, ‘juicy’. Five foot four but with a figure like a cello, she had curves where Tove had straight lines.


‘Well, he was secret for a reason. Apparently the poor guy’s spent the past seven years in a coma.’


Kris stopped what he was doing. Tove’s leg swung down, and her arm dangled off the side of the sofa. ‘What?’ they asked in unison.


Bell nodded, feeling gratified by their shock. It roughly matched her own. ‘Yeah. And today he woke up.’


‘Holy shit!’ Kris returned the pan to the heat as though unable to keep holding it. He stared at her as though she had the answers. ‘How?’


‘What do you mean, how?’ Tove asked him, sitting up herself now, her short skirt riding all the way up her thighs to flash her knickers – no one in the room caring, least of all her. Bell was just grateful she was wearing some. ‘Her husband was asleep and now he’s awake! He opened his eyes and woke up!’


‘Well, if it was that simple, you’d have thought he’d have done it before now, surely?’ Kris exclaimed.


‘Hmm.’ Tove conceded the point.


‘I’m not really sure how they did it,’ Bell replied. ‘It was a lot of different things combined, I think. Hanna said something about stimulating the vagus nerve . . .? It’s some pioneering treatment. I don’t think they thought it would actually work.’


‘Fuck,’ Tove whispered under her breath. ‘The vagus nerve.’


It was clear none of them had ever heard of this before.


‘How did Hanna take the news?’


‘She was very shocked. She collapsed, actually.’ Bell bit her lip, remembering how Hanna had paled and then fallen, her legs giving way, both of them sitting on the floor until Max arrived home.


‘Shit,’ Tove murmured, as though this was proof of the seriousness of the situation. She had met Hanna only once, but had rhapsodized afterwards about her skin and flashing aquamarine ring and good shoes. ‘She’s such a grown-up!’ Tove had cooed, and Bell hadn’t liked to point out that there was only three years between Tove and Hanna – and six years between her and her boss.


‘What happened to the guy? How did he end up in a coma in the first place?’


‘Traffic accident, I think. To be honest, she didn’t say much that was coherent, and I didn’t feel I could ask too much. She was so shocked; I’ve never seen her like that. Hanna never loses control.’ Bell took a swig of her beer.


‘So has she gone to see him?’


‘She can’t. Not tonight, it’s too late now. He’s in some clinic in Uppsala and they’ve got strict visiting hours. She and Max are going up in the morning.’


Kris put down the knife again. ‘Christ, that’ll be a head-fuck for him, won’t it? His wife’s first husband suddenly back on the scene again?’


‘Well, technically, he’s her husband, end of. Hanna and Max aren’t married.’


He hesitated. ‘I take it he knew about him?’


‘Yeah, seemed to. He was at this client dinner but I couldn’t leave Hanna in that state, so as soon as I rang and told him what had happened, he came straight back.’


‘And the kids?’ Tove asked.


‘They don’t know. Yet.’


Kris shook his head with a weary sigh. ‘Hell, Bell.’ It was his signature catchphrase to her but there was no laughter in his eyes today. ‘That’s one mighty mess.’


‘I know.’ She sank back into the sofa again, as though depleted by the message she had conveyed, and stared at the wall. But she was gazing far beyond the neon ‘love’ sign that sufficed as lighting in that corner of the room; she was trying to imagine how it must have felt to have been Hanna when the doctors had given her the prognosis . . . her husband alive, but to all intents and purposes dead. Hanna had said the doctors had told her that there was very little hope he would ever emerge from the coma.


She went to take another swig of her beer and realized she had finished it.


‘I’ll get you another one,’ Tove sighed, getting up and walking over to the fridge. ‘I’ve got to shoot anyway.’ She glanced at the clock and gave a small spasm of surprise. ‘Oh fuck. Not again.’


Bell glanced over. She knew Tove’s schedules well enough to know she should have come off her break twenty three minutes ago. She gave a small tut and a grin as Tove jogged over and handed her the fresh beer. ‘Thanks, hon.’


‘Laters alligators,’ Tove called over her shoulder in English – one of the more sedate phrases she had insisted Bell teach her – as she headed towards the front door. The door slammed shut a moment later, making the furniture vibrate; Tove was incapable of doing anything quietly.


Kris gave a sympathetic tut and frown as he picked up several nests of noodles and threw them into a pan of boiling water. Bell sat quietly on the sofa for a few minutes, enjoying her beer and the little moment of peace. She peered over the back of the sofa, towards the kitchen. ‘Hey, Kris, how long do you think it is to Uppsala from here – an hour-ish?’


He nodded in agreement.


‘Right,’ she sighed. That would be an extra early start for her, then. Hanna had asked her to get in early tomorrow so that she and Max could head straight off to the clinic, before the commuter traffic built up.


She’d made light of it to her friends, but she felt rattled by the day’s events. It frightened her when life slipped off its rails like that, the straight tramlines of expectation suddenly hijacked by a too-sharp curve that sent everything flying. Lives could turn on a sixpence, she knew that only too well – the entire reason she was here and living in Sweden was down to one such curve ball – but it was just as unsettling to watch it happening from a close remove. She was near enough to care, but just outside of the involved circle.


‘Come. Eat,’ Kris said, draining the pan so that great plumes of steam billowed in his face. He tonged the food into colourful and artful heaps in the bowls, and slid one towards her on the island.


‘Oh, I’m not sure I ca—’ It was almost ten. Eating late was hardly conducive to whittling out that bikini body she was determined to find.


‘You can and you will,’ he said firmly. ‘You cannot spend all day looking after other people and neglecting yourself.’


‘I really didn’t neglect myself when I was serving the kids their dinner earlier,’ she said, getting up anyway as her stomach growled appreciatively. She took her bowl with a grateful smile and they sat down together at the small circular table that was only big enough for two, or a pot plant. Every third Friday, for Kris’s renowned and sought-after supper clubs, it was moved to the bathroom and set in the bath out of the way, as six trestle tables and benches were carried in, the rest of the furniture hidden in the bedrooms or pushed to the walls.


‘I thought Marc was coming over?’ she said, her mouth full, as they tucked in in appreciative silence, elbows out, heads dipped low, beers fizzing in their bottles.


‘He is.’ Kris’s gaze flickered over to the reclaimed train clock on the opposite wall. ‘After his shift, in twenty minutes hopefully.’


‘Ah.’ Marc was a junior doctor at St Görans Hospital. He was almost the same height and build as Kris, but where Kris was blonde and stubbled and rocking a chiselled indy traveller vibe, Marc was clean-shaven and preppy. Tove had said it was like choosing between Redford and Newman the first time she’d seen them together, and Bell had had to break it to her that she sadly wouldn’t ever get to choose either one of them. ‘Did his consultant apologize for screaming at him?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Outrageous,’ she tutted. Marc had been late to a meeting on account of sitting with a terminal patient, literally holding their hand as they died. She forked another heaped bite and gave an immediate groan of appreciation. ‘Ohmigod, so good.’


His eyes gleamed appreciatively. ‘So how about you? Was Tove right just now? Are you deliberately sabotaging your own dates?’


‘Kris, no one could have foreseen what was coming our way today. Not even Hanna. Long-forgotten husbands waking up from comas is not all in a day’s work for me.’


‘No, I guess not,’ he conceded, looking up at her from beneath his ridiculously long eyelashes as he twirled his noodles. ‘All the same, you really need to start insisting on extra pay if you’re gonna be doing extra hours. You help her out a lot. A lot a lot.’


‘I know.’


‘You know – but you won’t,’ he said, watching her, knowing her too well. ‘You’re too soft.’


‘It’s not a matter of being soft. I just . . . don’t mind if things over-run. It feels sort of wrong monetizing looking after children.’


Kris burst out laughing. ‘But that is the very definition of your job!’


She couldn’t help but crack a smile. She had walked into that one. ‘You know what I mean. Those kids are so cute.’


‘Elise is not cute! She is a diva-in-training. Mariah Carey in miniature and fucking terrifying.’


‘Okay, fine, but Linus then – you haven’t seen his puppy-dog eyes. He didn’t win the times table test today and he was heartbroken. Big, fat tears rolling down his cheeks . . .’ She trailed a finger down her own cheek, her mouth downturned sadly to make her point.


Kris sighed and shook his head, looking entirely unconvinced, before suddenly stabbing the air decisively with his fork. ‘Give him a booty call.’


She frowned in disbelief. ‘Linus?’


He banged the ends of his cutlery on the table. ‘Ivan!’


‘Ha, yeah right.’ Quickly she stuffed another overloaded forkful into her mouth, trying to distract herself from his words with a taste-bud explosion.


He dipped his head and looked closely at her. ‘Listen, I know you love that family, but you need to start imposing some boundaries. Puppy-dog eyes or not, Tove’s right – you’ve got a life to live too. You need to start saying no. Except when it’s to a guy – then you need to start saying yes.’ He reached over and put a hand on hers. ‘You know what I’m saying.’


She nodded. She knew exactly what he was saying.


He winked at her kindly, heart-stoppingly. ‘Remember – it’s just a job, and you’re just the nanny, Bell.’


It was exactly 5.28 a.m. as she closed the door behind her with a shiver, holding the bike steady with one hand as she tucked her trousers into her socks with the other. She glanced up and down the arm’s-width narrow street but no one else was around: a few bottle crates were stacked in a tower, ready for pickup, and the hand-painted A-frame advertising the craft beers in the Star Bar was propped against the wall. Quickly, she stepped on the pedal and swung her leg over the bike, gliding silently past the tiny, narrow antique shop selling ceramics and glassware, past the ancient wooden door of the rare comic emporium sited thirty feet below the street in an old wine cellar.


The cobbles glistened from the overnight rain. Her tyres sluiced through shallow puddles as she darted from alley to alley, cutting across the pedestrian thoroughfares that would soon be heaving with tourists looking for wooden Dala horses and bakeries to have fika in. In these long, thin alleys she was protected from the wind that came straight off the Baltic, but she knew that as soon as she took the left onto Stora Nygatan and over the bridge it would push at her back all the way to Ostermalm, until she closed the Mogerts’ garden gate behind her.


Traffic was light, with few commuters out yet. Small clusters of electric scooters stood poised by the bridge, outside the main station, at street corners and by bike racks. There weren’t even any drivers in the embassy cars as Bell powered up the colourful street, and she had a sense of suspension, as though the city was holding its breath – just about to exhale, just about to start up again. What would today hold?


She had slept well, awaking in the starfish position on her double bed, although she’d still wished she could stay there for another four hours. But one glance at her employers’ faces as she walked in, and it was clear they had had a very different night. Both of them were pale and tense, sitting stiffly and in silence at the whitewashed kitchen table as she shut the back door quietly behind her.


‘Hey,’ she said in a low voice, partly so as not to wake the children, but also in deference to the sombre mood in the house. She pulled off her beanie and automatically twisted her hair into the topknot, seeing that they had managed only coffee; the island was spotlessly clean and tidy.


Hanna was dressed but Max was still in his pyjamas, and his eyes followed his partner as she got up to rinse her cup.


‘Bell, thank you for coming so early. I really appreciate it.’ Hanna’s poise was in stark contrast to the sucker-punched disbelief of last night, but Bell could see the effort it was taking her just to present this veneer. Her mouth was pulled down at the corners, the sinews strained in her neck.


‘It’s the very least I could do. How are you both?’


She made a point of including Max in the question, seeing that Hanna was using manners as a mask, and he answered her with a weary nod that told her more in its fragile silence than words would.


‘Did you manage to sleep at all?’


A silence followed; they seemed to be deferring to each other to answer.


‘Not really,’ Max said finally. His voice, usually spry and infused with an untold joke, was flat and heavy.


‘No.’ She bit her lip, watching as Hanna cleaned the coffee cup vigorously before immediately drying it and returning it to the cupboard. Bell wasn’t sure any implement in this kitchen had ever been returned to its home without first spending at least four days on the draining board. She watched as Hanna stood, unseeing, at the cabinet for a moment, her shoulders pitched a good two inches above their usual setting, before turning around with possibly the most implausible smile Bell had ever seen – but one of the bravest.


‘Right. Well, we should head off then. Traffic will get sticky if we hit rush hour.’


‘Sure,’ Bell agreed, offering her most reassuring smile in return, although she felt a guilty wave of relief at the prospect of stepping clear of their suffocating gloom. ‘And I’ll take care of everything here. Don’t worry about a single thing –’


Hanna straightened her back. ‘Actually, Max and I have discussed it, and we think it would be best if you came with me.’


Bell blinked at her, confused. ‘. . . Me?’


‘To Uppsala, yes.’


She looked across at Max, who was staring into his coffee cup.


Hanna stood stiffly. ‘It could be too . . . confusing.’ Her voice was as brittle as toffee.


‘Oh, yes,’ Bell murmured. ‘I can see how that . . . But what about –?’


‘Max is going to work from home today. He’ll take the girls to nursery.’


‘. . . And Linus?’


‘He’s coming with us.’ Hanna flinched, as though hating the indecision in her voice. ‘But we don’t know yet if . . . well, whether he should actually come in. That’s why I need you there.’ Her eyes flickered towards Max and away again without resting on him, and Bell understood they were at odds on this.


Bell went still as suddenly the maths presented itself. Linus was nine. The ex had been in a coma for seven years. ‘He’s . . . Linus’s father?’ She looked between them both. Max nodded.


Bell was stunned. In the three years she’d been working here, it had never been mentioned. She supposed she could have worked it out last night if she’d stopped to consider it, but she hadn’t thought to make mathematical calculations. ‘Does he know?’


Hanna whirled back to face her sharply. ‘No. And I’d like it to stay that way until we get up there and I . . . I know what we’re dealing with.’


Bell nodded, looking from Hanna back to Max again. He looked suitably bitten back too.


‘He’s awake, but we don’t yet know how cognizant he will be of what’s happened to him. It could upset him to see Linus so changed – he was little more than a baby when the accident happened.’ Her voice was brittle and hard, shining with jagged edges that could, at any moment, draw blood. She was a mother in defence. ‘On the other hand, he could be absolutely the man he was and the first person he’ll want to see is his son.’ She gave a helpless, exaggerated shrug and stretched her mouth into a grimace, tears in her eyes. ‘I have absolutely no idea what we’re walking into.’


‘Which is why you would be better to play it on the safe side and keep Linus here until you know the score,’ Max said to her back.


‘He’s been in a coma for seven years, Max!’ Hanna snapped, whirling round, and Bell could tell by her tone they had been arguing about this for hours. ‘What if Linus is all he wants? What if he’s distressed by his not being there? It could make things worse for him.’


‘I sincerely doubt he’s going to be that lucid.’


‘Oh, because you’re the expert?’


Max sighed, looking away with a shake of his head.


Hanna looked back at her. ‘I need to have options, Bell. I need to go in first and assess how he is. If he’s calm and lucid, Linus can come in. If he’s confused or distressed or . . . not right, he doesn’t.’


Bell nodded. ‘Okay.’


‘And if he is alert and okay, what are you going to say to Linus?’ Max asked, his voice sounding choked. ‘Are you honestly going to break it to him, in the doorway of that hospital room, that the man he’s about to meet is his real father?’ He stared at his wife with shining eyes. ‘How do you think he’s going to react to that? I mean, the shock – Jesus, the poor child! He needs time to process the facts before he’s presented with the reality! We always said we would tell him together, when he was old enough – the two of us, together –’


‘But we don’t have that luxury now! He’s woken up, and there’s no time left. He’s been nearer to being dead than alive, and we have to put his needs before ours – and before even Linus’s. It’s the very least he deserves.’


Max exhaled forcefully, his body rigid with anger and tension as Hanna suddenly dropped her head into her hands.


‘God, this is an impossible situation,’ Bell said quietly, walking over to her quickly and squeezing her shoulder comfortingly. It was a strange reversal of roles. Though her boss was only six years her senior, their very different lifestyles and choices often left Bell feeling almost adolescent in her company.


Hanna lifted her head again. ‘I just need options, Max, until I know what’s the best thing to do.’


‘Well, you’re his mother,’ Max retorted snippily. ‘So I don’t get a final say in it. I’m not even his adoptive father. When it comes down to it, I have no legal rights.’


‘This isn’t about legalities.’


‘Not yet it isn’t,’ Max said bleakly.


Hanna’s mouth parted. Bell’s, too. What exactly was ahead of them?


‘Uh, look, I’ll keep Linus occupied until you’ve seen him and you know what’s best to do,’ Bell murmured. Hanna nodded, but Bell could feel the tension in her arms, and her skin was icy. ‘Just so I’m up to speed – what exactly has he been told about today? I’m assuming he’ll be suspicious as to the early start and not going in to school?’


‘I’ve told him we’re going on a road trip and having some special time together, just the three of us.’


‘. . . Okay.’ It wasn’t the most convincing cover story Bell had ever heard. She glanced at Max again. His arm was outstretched on the table, his body slumped against the chair. He looked . . . lost. Defeated, almost.


The sound of footsteps on the stairs made them all stiffen, Hanna withdrawing quickly and running her hands over her face and through her hair, as though prepping herself for another day at the office.


‘Liney, are you ready?’ she asked, turning her back to him but making an effort to sound distracted and busy as he trudged into the kitchen. His backpack was bulging, and his shoes were already on.


‘Yes.’ His face was still kissed with sleep, his eyes heavy. Bell knew he’d fall straight back asleep in the car.


‘Now, seeing as this is a special occasion today, do you want to bring the iPad?’


The boy frowned, roused from his early-morning stupor by the question. ‘Huh? You never let me take the iPad from the house.’


‘But today . . .’ Hanna’s voice fractured and she quickly forced another grim smile. ‘Today is our special day. A one-off. Go get it.’


‘I can bring it?’


‘That’s what I said, didn’t I? But hurry. We’re just about to leave.’


Linus gave a small squeal of delight.


‘Agh!’ Hanna said, hushing him before he got too excited. ‘And go up the stairs quietly, please. Your sisters are sleeping.’


‘Yesss!’ Linus stage-whispered, punching the air, his gaze sliding over to Bell. ‘Did you hear, Bell? We’re going on an adventure, just the three of us.’


‘I did!’ Bell gasped happily, falling into her role and pressing a hand over her heart. ‘How lucky are we?’


‘It’s going to be the best day ever!’ he said, dropping his rucksack to the floor and running from the room and back up the stairs like a stampeding wildebeest.


Bell looked back at Hanna to find her and Max staring across the room at one another in agonized silence.


No, today definitely wasn’t going to be that.









Chapter Four


They stole away from the city, leaving Stockholm’s waterways and copper roofs at their backs as they headed north on the E4, passing beneath vast green signs and a rosy sky until endless forests of pines lined the route. Linus remained resolutely awake, the novelty of his tablet on his lap keeping him engaged. Conversation between Bell and Hanna was muted.


Bell had so many questions she wanted to ask, but it was impossible with Linus sitting in the back seat. Every so often she glanced across at her boss, seeing how Hanna’s knuckles blanched white on the steering wheel, her gaze set dead ahead with laser-beam focus, even though traffic was light. What must it be like to be driving towards a husband she hadn’t had a conversation with in seven years – a father whose son had almost grown up without him? What would their first words be? Hello? How are you? What’s the weather like out there? You grew your hair? You cut your hair? She frowned. Would the physical changes in Hanna alert him to the time he had lost? Did he know that almost a decade of his life had slipped past?


So many questions, and not one answer. It wasn’t her business and yet, she had been pulled into this story too.


They arrived in Uppsala before eight, Hanna pulling into a car park with an easy familiarity that suggested she knew it well. Bell looked around with mild curiosity as she stepped out of the car. Kris had told her it was Sweden’s fourth city, but there was nonetheless a quaint, small-town feel to the place, the skyline pierced by the dramatic gothic towers of a cathedral to the west. There were immediate similarities to Stockholm: the coloured buildings in red and yellow, every wall punctuated by multitudes of windows to maximize the northern light, barrelled mansard roofs. But unlike the capital’s wide, pale roads, here the streets were cobbled and shaded with a froth of trees; and the city was bisected not by the sea but a rushing river with cafes strung along its banks.


Linus, sensing food, allowed Bell to take his hand, and the two of them followed after Hanna’s brisk steps as she led them directly to a small cafe with a glass room at the back that overlooked the water. They ordered breakfast quickly, Linus eager to pull out his iPad again as soon as they were seated. Ordinarily Bell would have insisted he put it away at the table, but only because Hanna would have insisted on it first – and she wasn’t doing that today. Special rules applied here; seemingly everyone was being cut some slack.


Hanna gazed through the window, watching a couple of ducks swimming beside the riverbank. Two young women jogged past with earbuds in, ponytails swinging.


‘It seems like you know this place well,’ Bell posited, not wanting to intrude on Hanna’s thoughts, but not wanting either to alert Linus to the strangeness of how their day was proceeding. Several times already she had caught him glancing up at his mother with a quizzical look, and he couldn’t have failed to notice their silence on the journey.


It took Hanna a moment to process her words. ‘Yes, I studied here. The university is just over there.’ She nodded her chin vaguely over Bell’s shoulder, her voice so low that Bell had to strain to hear her. ‘It’s where we met.’


‘You and Ma—?’


The almost imperceptible shake of Hanna’s head stopped her.


‘Oh,’ Bell murmured, wanting to kick herself. Hanna and Max were the automatic couple, in her mind.


Hanna’s stare was distant, seeing back into the past, reaching out for a life that had since slipped from their grasp, like a rope in the water snaking away and leaving ripples long after it disappeared.


‘How did you meet?’


‘At a party.’ Hanna shrugged her eyebrows wryly. ‘I was going out with a friend of his at the time.’


‘Oh.’


‘Yes, it was a tricky start.’ Her gaze darted like a dragonfly, nervous and flighty, never settling; Bell thought she was like a hologram of herself, there but not there. ‘But you know how university life is. My friends and I fell in love several times a week. I think we were in love with the idea of being in love.’


‘What made him different? How did he stand out for you?’


Hanna gave a tiny smile that seemed to convey only sadness. ‘Oh, it was impossible for him not to stand out. Blending in was never an option; every room he entered, he became the centre of it. Everyone knew who he was.’


Bell saw Hanna’s gaze track over to Linus – his head was bent, immersed in some shapes-logic game Max had picked out for him.


The waitress came over with their drinks. Hanna was looking back out of the window, lost to the past again, and Bell glanced down as her phone buzzed with a new text.


‘Tonight? I want to see your pretty face.’ Ivan. Giving her yet another chance.


She quickly switched off the screen and turned the phone over, not wanting the distraction. But Hanna didn’t want conversation either – or at least, she wasn’t up to it – and they sat in distracted silence, the minutes dragging, until the food came. Bell ate as if in competition with Linus, both of them feeling ravenous after the early start and car journey, but Hanna nursed her coffee like she was just using it to warm her hands, her unseeing gaze fixed on the river rushing past outside.


‘So where shall we meet you?’ Bell asked her, as they all walked back to the car afterwards. The hands on the church clock were nudging nine.


‘I don’t know yet. Keep your phone in your pocket. I’ll call you as soon as I know what’s what.’ Hanna’s eyes slid warily over to Linus again. He was leaning against the car, his cheek pressed against the window tiredly. He looked bored. He’d been promised an adventure, after all. ‘You may need to take a cab to the clinic,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Or else I’ll meet you back here again. Either way, we’ll speak.’


‘Sure,’ Bell nodded.


Linus automatically opened the back door as she bleeped the locks.


‘No, Linus,’ Hanna said, stopping him from getting in. ‘Not yet. I want you to go with Bell for a bit and be a good boy for her, okay?’


His face fell. ‘But where are you going?’


‘I’ve just got a couple of things to do first, but I’m going to meet up with you in a little while.’


‘But I want to stay with you.’


‘Well, you can’t,’ Hanna said curtly, her body stiff as he reached for her arm. ‘Not yet.’ She looked like she was about to burst into tears.


Bell crouched down on her heels beside him. ‘Linus, you know that saying “Spoiler Alert”?’ He looked back at her sullenly and she wrinkled her brow, tapping a finger thoughtfully against her lips. ‘Well, isn’t it someone’s birthday coming up soon . . .?’ His eyes widened. He’d been counting down to ten for the past nine weeks. Double figures, at last. ‘And wouldn’t it be a shame if a special surprise got ruined . . .?’


A delighted smile spread across his lips as he got her point and she smiled back, inwardly cursing that this meant she was going to have to set up some sort of surprise on Hanna’s behalf for his birthday.


Hanna shot her a grateful look as she squeezed Linus briefly. ‘I won’t be long, okay? You be good for Bell, and I’ll see you in a bit. Quick as I can.’


They watched as she got into the car and drove away, her face pale behind the glass.


‘Mamma looks sad,’ Linus said, watching the car pull into the rush-hour traffic.


‘No, she’s not sad,’ Bell said, thinking the same. ‘She’s just tired, that’s all.’


‘Because we all just woke up?’


Bell looked down at him as he slipped his hand into hers. ‘Exactly. Because we all just woke up.’


He was staring straight ahead, but the view kept disappearing every few moments, his eyes opening but always closing again too, as though the darkness that had claimed him was something sticky, unable to quite let go of him. He felt a dread he couldn’t explain, a fear that crept through him on hands and knees, circulating to every crevice and nook inside him. He knew what they had told him: this body that now moved at will and responded on cue had been a prison – his prison – for years. It had been a testing site, a laboratory, as they cut and excised, prodded, poked, manipulated, bathed, turned, experimented, tweaked . . .


He was lucky, they said, but it didn’t feel like that. Black shadows lingered not just around the periphery of his vision, but inside him too – a hole that threatened to grow and swallow him whole. Something was missing. He was alive, he was awake, and yet . . .


No one was speaking. After all the fuss and the shouts and the lights and the beeps and the faces, now everything was quiet and still. He didn’t like it. Silence held threat for him – it was the land of the sleeping, the unconscious, the dead.


He wasn’t dead – was he?


But then something came to his ear – a sweep, like the hiss of a wave – and to his eyes, a light. It was a light that grew brighter as it drew nearer, something pale and golden filling his blurry field of view. Two eyes, pale as Arctic ice, linked with his, reconnecting him to the world and blotting out the shadows. Filling him up.


No, he wasn’t dead. This was life. She was life. She was his life.


His wife.


They were in the Stadstradgarden, watching the skateboarders and chasing pigeons, when the call came an hour and ten minutes later. Hanna’s voice was like porcelain: thin, fragile, but with light shining through. ‘Come now.’


She texted the address and Bell booked an Uber, running with Linus through the park together in a race, back to the street, to catch him in time. Bell pipped him to the post, just. ‘Where are we going?’ Linus panted, worn out but excited as they slid onto the back seat.


Bell hesitated, a twist of anxiety in her gut. It wasn’t her place to tell this child the full truth that was awaiting him. ‘We’re meeting up with Mamma now. There’s something she wants to show you.’


‘You’re fast,’ he sighed, dropping his head back on the seat as the driver took them across town. ‘Considering.’


‘Considering what?’ Bell asked in mock outrage. ‘That I’m a girl?’


‘That you’re a grown-up. Most grown-ups can’t race.’


‘I’ll let you into a secret,’ she said, dropping her head back against the seat too. ‘I’m not really a grown-up.’


He frowned. ‘But you’re old.’


‘I’m twenty-six!’ she laughed, tickling him by squeezing his thigh.


‘That’s old.’


‘Yeah, fair enough. I’ve still got stride length on you, though. See?’ She extended her leg and pressed it against his. ‘A good six inches, I reckon. You’ll be overtaking me soon, and then it’ll be game over.’


‘Do you think I’ll be taller than you?’


‘I know it. You’ll take after your parents and they’re both t–tall, aren’t they?’ She stumbled, realizing she had no idea how tall his biological father was. And he had no idea Max wasn’t that man.


It was still such an unbelievable shock, even to her. She put her hand on his head and ruffled his hair. The poor child. He had no idea what they were driving towards.


They sank into an easy silence as they wove through the city, past a pink castle and garden squares. Bell checked her phone for new messages again – one from Kris reminding her he was working tonight and to finish the chilli in the fridge for dinner; one from Tove asking if she wanted to meet up for a run – and she went back to Ivan as well, reluctantly having to decline meeting up tonight too. Even if she was back in time, she was going to be wiped out by the early start this morning. She finished the text with sad face emojis, hoping he’d understand but already half expecting him to give up on her. He had three nightclubs in Södermalm, but when she’d told him she was a nanny, he probably hadn’t banked on it being her job that would make it so hard for them to meet.


She was just pressing send when the taxi pulled to a stop and she looked up to see they had stopped outside a modern, glass-fronted building, with ‘Larna Klinik’ engraved in a vast granite column.


‘What are we doing here?’ Linus asked as they walked through the automatic sliding doors into a minimalist atrium, softened only by feathery potted trees.


Bell scanned the stark space, her gaze skimming over the dark-suited receptionist tapping a keyboard behind a walnut desk. She was looking for Hanna’s distinctive berry coat amidst the smartly dressed professionals standing, talking, in small groups and hushed voices, or reading on the leather chairs. It looked more like the lobby of a corporate hotel than a hospital.


‘Bell. Linus.’


They both turned at the sound of Hanna’s voice, and saw her waving to them excitedly from the mezzanine. She pointed to the staircase off to the far side, and Bell jogged after Linus as he took off to join her. Hanna had taken off her coat to reveal a camel turtleneck jumper and trousers which, from a distance and against her light hair and pale skin, gave her an impression of being indistinct and amorphous. But there had been energy in her movement, and as Bell got to the top of the stairs she saw an intensity in Hanna’s blue eyes as she hugged her son.


Bell felt her own anxiety lift a little. ‘All okay?’ she asked lightly.


‘Better than okay. Incredible,’ Hanna said breathily, taking Linus by the hand and patting Bell’s arm warmly. ‘More than we could ever have hoped. It’s a miracle.’
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