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Act I
Se neghi a me di dar qualche ristoro, davanti agli occhi tuoi morir volg'io!

If you refuse to give me some solace, I wish to die before your eyes! (Don Giovanni II:3, W. A. Mozart/L. da Ponte)
Wednesday, October 14
When Anna Ljungberg woke up, it felt like her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth. A fluffy Angora cat was rubbing back and forth against her hand, hanging beside the bed. The blood had settled in her fingertips like lead weights. The repeated signal from the alarm clock drilled more and more insistently into her ears; her heart was laboring in a completely different rhythm. She took a stab at the clock but missed when her shoulder muscles cramped. On the third try she managed to hit it and her hand thudded down against the floor.


She really regretted having that last Pink Paradise with the cute straws and slices of star fruit dangling from the rim. Happy Hour between one and two in the morning. How happy was that really? Her clothes were spread out on the floor, marking a trail from the desk to the bed. A blouse, brand-new when the evening started, displayed a disgusting parade of the stations of the night in the form of cerise lipstick, beer, red-wine sauce, Irish Coffee and, last but not least, a sizeable splash of Pink Paradise like a pitiful shoulder strap on the right side. She was not sure whether it landed there in its original guise or if it had first been down in her stomach and back up.


When she came home in the wee hours she still felt too wound up to go to bed. Instead she logged onto “MeetMarket” as Anniechance and chatted with Mike39 for twenty minutes. She had given her age as thirty-seven, but that was the only lie. Quite truthfully she told that she was a freelance violinist and lived alone with her cat after a failed marriage and a broken engagement. Mike39 proved to be an agreeable attorney from Seattle with skydiving as a hobby; at least that was what he claimed to be. After many years experience on the Internet, she had developed a feel for instantly exposing lies. On the Net she could interpret their words; in real-life encounters there were always so many impressions that obscured the view. Mike39 was a nice guy, that was the sense she got. They talked about books and movies, throwing in amusing and witty comments. The conversation flowed along so surprisingly well that Anna considered putting his contact information in her address book on the computer.


Until he asked whether she had large breasts. Then she simply logged out right away without answering. Not because she didn't have large breasts, but she didn't want to talk about them with Mike39. Her breasts had always been a given part of her personality, and she still had nothing against putting on tight, low-cut blouses. She had the good fortune to avoid having the right one surgically removed. But even so, since she had been told the small lump in her armpit had to be removed she felt a need to shield her breasts against the outside world. They were hers, and she didn't want to get too personal about them with just anyone.


Her first reaction when Louise called her to say that Raoul was going to fill in as a substitute in the Furioso Quartet was to end the conversation as soon as possible and sit in a corner quivering. But Louise talked on with forced cheerfulness, and slowly the worst of the shock started to subside. When she hung up ten minutes later she felt exhilarated and exuberantly happy, as if she'd won the lottery. After twenty minutes she was climbing the walls.


Her salvation until the recording session was that she was working hard with the Philharmonic and had concertmaster duties at several performances. In that way she was able to keep her wildest thoughts somewhat in check. But the day before they were to go out to Svalskär, her expectations of her first encounter with Raoul in several years had become unbearable. She oscillated between inner rejoicing and the thought of pinching her own fingers in a door to avoid exposing herself. Then she chose an in-between solution by going out and getting drunk with some orchestra colleagues.


Bar-hopping with Lina and Ingrid was not exactly a good idea. She had suggested it herself with almost hysterical enthusiasm, but then tried to back out once she started thinking it over. Hanging out in bars until the wee hours would hardly do wonders for her appearance, just now when she wanted to look her best. She called Lina again, but by then Ingrid was involved and they had reserved a table at Prinsen. So instead of putting a stop to their plans, she arranged to meet for a warm-up drink at the Sturehof at seven o'clock.


The last thing she visualized before staggering into bed at almost three o'clock, and the first thought that struck her when she opened her eyes, was the encounter with Raoul. It was only a matter of enduring the hours until then. She shuffled stiffly into the shower and stood for fifteen minutes with arms hanging loosely and hot water sprinkling right into her face. She reached for the toothbrush and scrubbed off the plaque in her mouth. The toothpaste ran foaming down her chin and chest.


She had just stepped out of the shower and coiled up her newly washed hair in a towel turban when the doorbell rang. In two careless strokes she threw on a bathrobe and ran to open the door. A little girl with tight braids and a gap between her front teeth was jumping up and down outside. She never seemed to stand with both feet on the floor at the same time.


“Can I get Baby now? Mom said it's ten o'clock and I could ring the bell. Where is he?” The white, shaggy cat had already slipped out through the door and was stroking itself against the girl's sagging leotards. “Baby, Baby! Come here, sweetie! Oh, you're so sweet.”


Anna had arranged a pile of cat supplies right inside the door.


“Here's the basket, litter box, kitty litter and food for a week. Although I'll probably already be back on Saturday. Have a nice time now. Bye-bye, Baby!”


She handed the basket to the jumping girl who happily and responsibly pressed it against her stomach. Anna crouched down and burrowed her face into the woolly cat before it pulled away and disappeared across the stairwell into the open apartment door opposite. She was about to give the girl a hug but she had already scooted after the cat, calling out a “hi” from inside her own hallway as the door shut.


For a long time she stood in the closet, picking out what she wanted to wear. She opened her already-packed suitcase and exchanged a few blouses, adding one more push-up bra. The rest of the morning was devoted to standing in front of the mirror, trying on one combination after another until she settled on what she felt most comfortable in: tight jeans, low-cut blouse and high-heeled boots.


She had three days ahead of her, three days and all the time in the world with Raoul. Side by side they would sit and play. Just like at the festival in Cannes four years ago. Raoul had invited Louise down for some chamber music concerts. When one of the other violinists got sick Louise called Anna and asked if she could fill in on short notice and play the Brahms sextets and two flute quartets by Mozart. Anna accepted without hesitation, even though this meant finding substitutes for two performances of The Marriage of Figaro with the Royal Opera Orchestra that were actually part of her contract. With a ten thousand kronor contribution of her own she managed to convince a colleague to take her place, without first consulting with the Opera management. When they found out about it she was immediately summoned for a serious talk with the orchestra manager. Hiring substitutes all on her own was completely unthinkable. Anna knew that very well, but she did not want to risk getting a no; instead she chose to serve them up a ready solution on her terms. With lengthy apologies she succeeded at last in placating the orchestra manager and promised to do a whole production with thirty-five children's performances the following season. It was worth it. It was worth every penny and every humiliation to get to play with Raoul again. Those four days by the Mediterranean had breathed new air into her existence. Not because anything radical happened in her relationship with Raoul, but because she regained her appetite for life. They socialized, worked, had dinner and ended the evenings at bars on the strand promenade along with all the other musicians. Including Joy, Raoul's Japanese-American wife and celebrated flautist. It was the first time Anna had met her and she matched the image she had of her exactly. Joy was cool and sophisticated, never effusive. She could stand in thin, fluttering silk gowns with the temperature in the 90s and play without getting sweat rings under her arms. On the flight down Anna had already decided not to show any jealousy whatsoever. That would only backfire on her. Instead she tried to win Joy's friendship. Raoul welcomed her with a hug and kisses on the cheek and she repaid his sensitivity, greeting Joy with the same warmth. Because Raoul had evidently not mentioned their history together she immediately had a good connection with his current wife. In the evenings as they strolled back to the hotel in the warm summer night, Louise and Raoul were often in the middle of discussions and lagged a few steps behind. Then Anna took the opportunity to place her arm in Joy's and window-shop with confidential whispering and laughter. She could sense Raoul's assessment from behind her, well aware that while Joy won in gracefulness, she outdid her in bust size and well-rounded hips. She got her reward in the form of Raoul's appreciative glances and a hug or two when the occasion seemed natural. But she chose to turn away when Raoul braided his hand in Joy's and pulled her to him so that she was almost consumed in his embrace and kiss before they disappeared into their room.

It was a stunningly beautiful autumn day, the yellow and red leaves on the trees in razor-sharp relief against a clear-blue sky. The sun warmed only superficially and you could already feel a cool edge of winter in the clear air.


Anna sat on her suitcase with her face raised to the autumn sun, her lips with their perfectly red-painted arches slightly parted. She closed her eyes behind her sunglasses and felt the effects of the alcohol slowly leave her body. The sound of clip-clopping heels and rolling wheels was heard against the uneven cobblestones. When she squinted she could see a tall, blonde woman with a viola case in one hand and a shiny metal carry-on bag in the other.


Those self-confident steps. Not a strand of hair out of place, the face rosy and fresh without the hint of exertion. Slender in a natural, nonchalant way, so that the clothes simply seemed to caress her body. How can she possibly always look so perfect, thought Anna, even though she must be as hung-over as I am?


When Helena was two yards from her, Anna pushed her sunglasses up on her forehead and got up with outstretched arms.


“Hello there! How are you?” she exclaimed with a big smile as they hugged. Then she took a step back and continued. “You look a little tired, darling! Practicing all night?”


Behind them a large taxi was pulling into the parking lot. Caroline opened the back door and got out with her cello case ahead of her. Louise paid and got out right after her. Caroline was dressed in an old, two-sizes-too-big, dark blue man's ulster, presumably purchased in an English men's clothing store by Baron af Melchior sometime in the nineteen-fifties. She had a long, light gray, crocheted shawl wrapped several turns around her neck, bleached worn jeans with holes over both knees and heavy black MC boots. Louise was wearing a green Barbour jacket with a corduroy collar over black trousers and rubber boots. The white bandage shone on her hand. The taxi driver opened the trunk and started loading suitcases, large boxes and shopping bags of food and wine on the Targan that was moored at the pier. Helena and Anna carried their bags on board and sat down on the rear deck, both with sunglasses lowered and their faces toward the sun. Caroline climbed aboard in the prow and immediately went up to the pilot house and slammed the door behind her.


“Okay then, now we're just waiting for Raoul,” said Louise, looking at her watch. “Kjell and Jan will take their own boat out to Svalskär tomorrow with all the recording equipment.”


Twenty minutes later another taxi drove up to the pier like a bat out of hell, slamming on the brakes in front of the boat. In the back seat a person could be seen holding a cell phone with one hand while handing his credit card to the driver with the other. Then the driver lifted a silver-gray carry-on bag from the trunk, while the man in the back seat let a few minutes go by before he got out of the car with a violin case in his hand. The “Nightingale,” his irreplaceable Guarneri del Gesù from 1743, he always carried himself.


He was of medium height and had dark, longish corkscrew curls pulled back from his high forehead; a few silver-gray wisps revealed that he was no longer young. Above the brown eyes bushy eyebrows arched and a pair of rectangular frameless eyeglasses rested on his slightly freckled nose. His mouth was well-formed with a rounded lower lip that looked a bit dry and cracked. One half of a canine tooth was capped with gold, which along with the three-day stubble created a pirate-like contrast to the otherwise more intellectual impression. Under his gray-black jacket he was a wearing a burgundy red cashmere polo shirt and around his neck a green-and-gray checked wool scarf fluttered in the wind. The brown wide-wale corduroy pants were sagging at the knees after having been travelling for fifteen hours. There was nothing Swedish about him at all; he looked more like he belonged in a chic café in the Marais quarter.


“God, look how old he's gotten,” Anna whispered earnestly to Helena. “He's aged something fierce.” Helena cast a quick glance at him and determined that he looked fresher than last time. A little worn around the edges perhaps, but so elegant. Much too tempting. She swallowed and turned to one side, leaned toward the cabin and concentrated on browsing through old messages on her cell phone.


Louise met him with hugs and kisses on the cheek. Raoul looked at her hand and made a big deal of his sympathy. Louise stoically shrugged her shoulders and got another hug.


“He seems relaxed anyway,” said Anna, looking for eye contact.


“I don't really understand why Raoul in particular should be here. Louise could easily have picked someone here in Stockholm. I know a lot of musicians who could fill in for the recording. It feels too theatrical to bring him here from New York,” said Helena. “Or what do you think?”


“’Course I'm a little nervous.” Anna fluffed up her hair. “There are so many strong feelings between us. But also a lot of sorrow.”


She lit a cigarette, blew smoke out in a straight jet, sighed audibly and took two more quick puffs. “What did I have that last drink for!”


From the pier Raoul caught sight of Anna and Helena and waved happily, heading for the boat. As if the sudden tangibility was too much, Anna quickly pulled Helena to her.


“No, I don't think I can handle this.”


But then she pushed Helena away from her just as surprisingly and took a step up to the railing and leaned toward Raoul to give him a welcome kiss. The lip-smacking was drowned out by the sound of the engines starting up.


“God, how nice that you could come, Raoul!” Anna hollered to be heard over the droning. “This is going to be a lot of fun. And how's Joy doing?”


“She's alive,” Raoul answered neutrally.


“You must say hi to her from me,” said Anna, stepping to one side to make room for Louise and Raoul, who were hurrying on board as Caroline revved up the engines. Helena went up and cast off to put off a confrontation as long as possible. Raoul nodded a wordless greeting to her and Helena curled her lips in reply. In the corner of her eye she saw Caroline standing bowed over the nautical chart inside the pilot's cabin. Her body language clearly indicated that she wanted to be by herself, which was a signal to Helena that she shouldn't be. She went in to her sister, casting a quick glance over her shoulder to be sure they were undisturbed. Caroline did not turn around when she came into the cabin, but her disjointed movements revealed that she felt uncomfortable.


“Caroline,” Helena began, as neutrally as she could but still with some firmness in her voice. “Is everything okay?”


Caroline ignored her completely.


“How are you doing?”


“Just super.”


Helena shook her head. “Your nose is a little pale.”


“Well, what the hell do you think!”


Slowly Helena stroked her across her back. Caroline stiffened and pulled away.


“How did it go?”


“Not at all.”


“But I wrote you your prescriptions.”


“Thanks so very much for the help, sister. Do you have any idea how awkward it was there at the pharmacy? You're completely worthless.”


“What do you mean?”


Caroline swung around with her hands at her side, blowing with exasperation on a lock of hair that was falling down in her face.


“I don't want to talk about it. Not with you, not with Louise, not with anyone. Get it?”


Helena bit her lip and fixed her eyes on Caroline. “Now listen to me. This is a lot more serious than you seem to understand. You've involved me in something I didn't want to have anything to do with. Those were not exactly a few vitamin pills you got. Do you have any idea what risks you're exposing me to?”


Caroline tossed her hair. “You're not my mother,” she answered, moving her field of vision just behind her sister. Helena turned around and suddenly stood face to face with Louise. A shiver ran down her spine. She wondered how much of the conversation she had heard.


“Darling, you haven't said hello to Raoul yet.” Louise squeezed past Helena with a smile and placed her arms around Caroline's waist. Helena slipped out onto the deck to get some air, her heart still pounding from the abrupt interruption.


“He can come to me, can't he? I'm here,” Caroline murmured sullenly.


“Try a little. For my sake.” Louise tightened her embrace and placed her head against her shoulder. “I realize you're sad, but there'll be other chances. Maybe it doesn't feel that way now, but I know you're going to do an amazing job next time you play Haydn. Put this behind you. It doesn't do any good to dwell on it. Think about something else. Think about all the fun things instead.”


She intensified her hug and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Little mama.”


Immediately Caroline shook off Louise's embrace and turned her back. Louise sighed and left her.


Caroline pulled out the nautical chart again and continued setting the route. Carefully she steered the boat from the pier and out into Strömmen. The bay was empty, only the Djurgård ferries passed as if on a cord between Skeppsbron and Gröna Lund. After Fjäderholmarna she would rev up the engines and get the boat to planing speed. She tried to concentrate, tried to drive away all the thoughts that were tormenting her. But tears were soon running down her cheeks and she drew her face into a soundless scream. But no one could see her desperation.


When Louise went out into the lounge she made a face of putting the lid on something painful. “Okay, not a word about Caroline's Haydn tour, just so you know,” she whispered. “Since she came home two days ago she's done nothing but sleep, the poor thing. Totally savaged in all the reviews.” She smacked her lips dejectedly. “Well, well, nothing to get depressed about. But for her it's the first time.”


“We've all been there,” said Raoul, thumping a little on the cushion beside him for Louise to sit down between him and Anna. “What doesn't crush her will make her stronger.”


Helena held out as long as she could on the rear deck before the autumn chill forced her to go in. Raoul had to move so they would all have room. He put one leg over the other so that he was leaning toward Anna and Louise and at the same time screened off Helena. The conversation had shifted to dealing with the metering system at Taxi Stockholm. Helena tried to take part in the discussion with an observation or two on this completely uninteresting topic of conversation. The effort was wasted. Raoul still paid no attention to her. He treated her as if she were an unknown fellow passenger. After a while even Anna gave up and declared that she was going down to the berth to sleep. Sure enough, little rhythmic snores soon rose up to the lounge and a smile between Louise and Helena lightened the tension in the air somewhat. Raoul snorted indulgently to himself and took out his cell phone. He stepped out on deck to make a call, but soon came back again.


“No signal,” he reported, sinking down at the table again.


Louise went up to Caroline and placed one arm over her shoulders. After a while she relaxed and leaned her head against Louise's. Helena and Raoul were left sitting on the couch. He observed her with tiredness.


“So... how's the family?” he asked indifferently, to indicate how little he cared about the answer.


Just as listlessly she opened her bag to take out a book. She paged to her bookmark without looking at him.


“Are you interested in my family, Raoul?”


There was no answer, and Helena did not raise her head to decipher his facial expression. Stubbornly she forced her eyes on the book without making sense of a single sentence. After a few minutes she tried to get a feel for his emotional state by capturing him somewhere in her peripheral vision. He sat completely closed off, making notes in his violin part with a pencil.

Three hours later Svalskär was visible on the horizon. Right after Möja the lovely autumn weather had turned and now there was a light drizzle from a solid-gray sky. The sound from the sweep of the wipers screeching across the windshield emerged as the rumbling of the engines subsided as they approached the pier. The island was barely a square kilometer in size and covered with pines on the north side and up on the hill in the middle where the main building was. Toward the south and west bare rocks slopped down into the sea. A short bathing pier was in perfect sundown position, embedded in a birch grove with the little wood sauna built next to it on piles. The landing stage followed the line of rock in a broad, wedge-shaped natural harbor where a small tarred wooden rowboat bobbed in its solitude. Helena jumped to land and moored the boat while Caroline maneuvered it as close to the pier as possible. The currents took hold of the hull and stretched the mooring line. The lapping of waves murmured lightly around the freeboard, even though the boat had stopped. When the engines were turned off the silence spread out. All that was heard were a few gulls screeching and the sighing of the wind in the tall pines.


Twilight slipped in faster and faster, and before everything was carried in and the fire was crackling in the big open fireplace in the drawing room, it was already so dark that you couldn't see where sky and sea came together on the horizon. A few scattered specks of light from Möja were the only visible sign from the outside world.

It was Louise's and Peder's great-grandfather, Thure-Gabriel, who had the magnificent villa erected on Svalskär in the late 1880s as a summer diversion. Every year in early June the Armstahl family moved the household over to the island. Guests and relatives came and went the entire summer. They arrived on the family's own little steamboat, which berthed farthest in at the pier. The large mahogany cruiser could not come all the way into the pier until rocks were blasted away in the late 1960s. Two years later it was sold. No one in the family prioritized the maintenance of an old wooden boat that demanded more time and money than what they got out of it.


With the inaccessible location far out in the archipelago it took four years to complete the large main building. The original yellow color had been retained over the years. Necessary modernization of kitchen and installation of sewer and electricity with cable connection to Möja had raised the accommodations to year-round standard over forty years ago. But the fact that it was time for yet another renovation could not be concealed by all the exclusive paintings on the walls. The furnishings consisted of an unorthodox combination of various inherited and collected pieces of furniture from estates and castles that had disappeared from the family's ownership, either sold or passed on to other branches of the family. Heavy walnut cupboards with Baroque carvings co-existed with airy Gustavian armchairs and couches, shiny mahogany dressers with marble tops and extravagant chandeliers.


In the large hall you were met by the imposing portrait collection. The walls were completely covered with paintings of various sizes. The oldest paintings where the paint had crackled and fallen off in flakes in places were hardly possible to restore any longer. The gold frames were pompous and heavy, a few chipped and spotted with darkened patches of wood where the gilding had come off. But whichever portrait you looked at, whether from the seventeenth century or the two most recent paintings depicting Louise and Peder as children, any visitor would be struck by the obvious similarity. The same proud hawk nose, the same globe-shaped eyes. Strong tendencies that recurred through the centuries.


For the maintenance of the house, since the turn of the last century the Armstahl family had employed the Johanssons on Möja. These days it was the fourth generation of Johanssons, Sture and Märta, who went out now and then to take a look, cut the grass and make minor repairs when needed. Sometimes Louise called in advance and asked them to turn on the heat or bring in wood before her arrival.


Already by the early years of the twentieth century the east wing had been added to accommodate the then-growing family. At the same time Thure-Gabriel had the Atelier built farthest up on the north point to house a number of visiting Stockholm artists that he was financially supporting. In return he got paintings at a value that would soon prove to be many times more than the modest expenses he had for materials and local labor from the archipelago, both for the Atelier and the villa. Interest in art and patronage had a prominent role in the Armstahl clan in all periods. Louise never hesitated choosing violin playing as a profession. Nowadays she divided her activity between solo assignments and a professorship in interpretation at the College of Music in Stockholm. The rest of her time went to keeping the quartet going.


Peder had gone the classical route for young counts in the family. Fencing and sailing occupied most of his time; he had no time or desire for a more serious professional career. So there was cadet school, a law degree in Uppsala, then a few wild years with various escapades before his gaze fell back on the splendid Emily Hamilton. In rapid tempo she gave birth without difficulties and without anesthetic to their daughters Agathe, Elsa, Charlotte and Ulrika.


Through inheritance Svalskär had gradually been transferred to Louise and Peder, each an only child. There was only two months difference in age between them and they had always felt more like siblings than cousins, inseparable ever since they were small. Summer vacations on Svalskär were endless and idyllic. Together they went treasure hunting, fished, swam and shared all their confidences. In the birch grove a few half-decomposed boards were still hanging from the hut they built and which became their secret refuge far into their teens. There Louise had also dared tell for the first time that she was in love with a girl in her class. Peter had not been the least bit surprised, he had already figured that out long before and thought it was time she finally spit it out. Besides, now they could talk girlfriends together.


The only time their friendship had seriously been put to the test was four years ago, when Emily demanded that Peder sell off his share in Svalskär. She would rather spend summers in the house in Torekov. Louise bought him out, but already the following year Peder changed his mind and asked to buy the Sea Cabin on Svalskär. Without hesitating Louise wrote a new contract for a nominal purchase amount, even though the price of houses in the archipelago was skyrocketing every year. Blood was thicker than a wallet and for Louise getting her beloved cousin back was more valuable than any money. Emily was furious and accused Louise of trying to bind Peder to her emotionally. But Peder only laughed and took the shortest route to Biskopudden's marina and bought a fast walkaround boat.


The large income from the forest industry and mine operations that had built up the Armstahl fortune over the centuries was used up at this point, which was unavoidable when life style and financial acumen no longer went together. Or as Louise always joked, we only have old money and that's gone. A few years ago she had invested the last part of the inheritance from her father in a recording studio on Svalskär.


At the start of her career she had been flattered to get a recording contract with one of the major labels. But she had not counted on being squeezed into stressful recording schedules and the result was not at all what she had imagined. All the careful preparations were wasted when she got bad reviews for records she herself was not responsible for. After the disappointment over a slovenly pieced-together Mendelssohn concerto, she broke her contract and swore never to subject herself to recordings where she did not have complete artistic control. A year and a half later her own combined rehearsal space and studio stood ready out on Svalskär. The acoustic conditions were ideal and the total isolation minimized the risk that disturbing sounds from outside might ruin an otherwise successful recording.


By now thirty-some recordings had been made in the studio, both with Louise herself and other musicians who rented it. And always with Jan Svoboda as producer and Kjell Nilsson as recording technician.


During the winter and spring the Furioso Quartet had recorded the first five string quartets by Wilhelm Stenhammar. As was often the case with recording, the work dragged out and they never managed to start on the sixth. All summer they were occupied with concerts and the final recording was therefore delayed until fall. Now time was starting to run short. The material had to be edited and the CDs pressed and distributed before their big summer tour next year. Through Louise's contacts and organizing ability they had a number of prestigious concert bookings, not least at festivals in Salzburg and Lucerne. The tour would be the quartet's biggest so far and for that reason it was important to prepare the promotion as carefully as possible. A new recording was necessary, especially as the Stenhammar quartets were the core of next summer's concert program.

Helena unpacked her luggage and hung up her clothes in the shiny mahogany wardrobe. The crooked doors of the wardrobe creaked welcomingly and as always opened if you just poked at them. On the times she came to Svalskär without the family she would always stay in the Green Room in the east wing, so it felt like home. It was cool but not damp in the room, the heat was not really going yet. Louise always left a few heating elements on during the winter months to avoid frost damage. There was a tiled stove in each bedroom besides. Next to the tiled stove was a woven basket full of well-dried wood so that you could light a fire as soon as you got there. Helena stacked up a few sticks of wood and lit a match. When she brought it against the wood her hand was shaking so much she dropped the burning match onto the hearthstone. Swearing, she picked it up and threw it into the stove. She burned herself slightly on the thumb and index finger and waved her hand to cool it.


Now it was only a matter of biting the bullet and carrying out what she had come out to Svalskär to do. However much it went against the grain. Helena was well aware that she was the weakest link in the quartet. It had never been said flat out, but far too often she felt that the others were forced to be more indulgent with her playing than they really wanted. To forestall criticism she would talk through difficult passages with Louise before rehearsals and always took the initiative for those conversations herself.


The situation was unavoidable. Her work in two separate areas, both of which normally required absolute focus and sacrifice, prevented her from being as deeply involved as she really wanted. Yet she refused to let go of either profession. She had chosen to study to be a doctor right after her degree at the College of Music. She had never striven to become a soloist, like Louise and Caroline. She realized quite soberly that she neither had the talent required to go far enough nor the personality to forgo everything that might disturb total focus on a career. And sitting in an orchestra, anonymous in the middle of the violin section, was not her style. She wanted to play chamber music, but knew she couldn't live off that. So she continued with medical studies to have her livelihood taken care of and still be able to play quartets. But there was not enough time and energy to maintain the same technical level as her colleagues in the quartet. Besides, she had her family to take care of. None of the others needed to take anyone else into account, especially as Caroline's and Louise's significant others were themselves. Anna had not had a serious relationship since her divorce from Bengt two years ago.


The last few years she had worked half-time as assistant physician at the medical clinic at Danderyd Hospital. She had not yet completed her specialist qualifications, even though she was well over forty and saw her workmates and classmates from medical school running past her with dissertations in hand, being appointed as associate professors and professors or simply ordinary mortal senior physicians. Helena took this calmly; she knew she could always count on her work as a doctor, go up to full time if she so desired. As a musician she could continue ten to fifteen more years tops.


She was used to the balance of power in the regular quartet, where she had her given place. Now for the first time she would be playing with Raoul, and the thought frightened her. Raoul Liebeskind, with over fifty recordings behind him and a world-spanning career, as of a few years ago professor of chamber music at the prestigious Julliard School of Music. She wondered whether he thought about the situation at all, being her colleague for a few days, acting as professionals together. Sex with him was one thing, then she did not expose her artistic ability, at least not in that way. But they had never associated as musicians. Sure, the conversation might touch on the concert he was working on at the moment when they met, and then obviously she might participate in the discussion and make apt comments, but they never concerned her role as a violist. The discrepancy between their technical and artistic levels was laughably great. In comparison with Raoul she was an amateur. And every position of disadvantage was a defeat for her.


During their entire history together she had two weapons against Raoul. One was his sudden longing for her. Sometimes he couldn't be without her and it had happened that with only a few days notice she had flown to a concert on the other side of the globe so he could have her all to himself between rehearsals. He always paid for the tickets and expenses, and she presented an alibi in the form of some conference to her family and clinic. Then she had more or less lived in the bed in Raoul's hotel room and waited for him while he worked. They chose isolated restaurants and avoided being seen together publicly.


Her other strength was intellectual. She had a completely different education level than Raoul, who did not have a degree. She understood that her intelligence both bothered and incited him and when she needed to assert herself this was always what gave her security and power. But that was then, before the catastrophic encounter in New York.


Now she was terrified of the distressing situations that were sure to arise when he was forced to reprimand her professionally. How would he react if she happened to play a wrong note, or more correctly, when? Would he pretend nothing had happened and perhaps take her aside after the rehearsal and with good humor point out a detail or two and let it remain at that, or would he scold her in front of the others? How awkward would it be if he counted off tempos she couldn't keep up with?

The studio was under the large terrace to the west. The facade facing the sea was glass from floor to ceiling and gave a marvelous view of the swelling gray water. The sky had turned cloudy and small raindrops ran soundlessly in irregular streams down the panes. In the middle of the room Caroline sat and played. Her left hand flew violently over the fingerboard and the bow struck and bounced against the strings. Her dark hair danced in a rhythm of its own around her face and every phrase was accompanied by intermittent snorting from her half-open mouth. Helena came into the room last and could not keep from noticing that Raoul remained standing a few seconds too long, simply observing her sister. His eyes narrowed. Then he went over to a table and set down his violin case. The lock snapped as he opened the case. He took out his violin and checked the instrument with three violent strokes that jarred with Caroline's expressive playing. Caroline immediately stopped playing and let her arms fall next to her body, staring intensely up at the ceiling with lips pressed together hard. Her heavy breathing caused her shoulders to rise and fall.


“That sounds fine. Now let's start,” Louise soothed, going up to Caroline and placing her hands on her shoulders. The bandage shone white against Caroline's dark hair.


Anna pulled out a chair for Louise so she could listen and then sat down at her music stand next to Helena. Everyone was ready to start playing, except Raoul. He was rooting in his briefcase but didn't find his score.


“It's in the room,” he spat out in a vaguely complaining tone, set his violin down on the chair and ran off to retrieve it.


“You can take mine, I have the original here,” Louise called after him, but he was already out of hearing. Time passed, fifteen minutes later he came down the stairs again. He was talking on the phone and came into the studio with earpiece in his ear and the cell phone in his hand and placed himself by his chair. Without caring that the others sat and waited, he continued his conversation for another minute or two, completely unmoved by the rising irritation in the room. Helena closed her eyes to suppress the shaking inside her. She wished she could go up and grab the cell phone and shove it down his throat. After a while Anna started playing a little in her part, faintly but still with an unmistakable challenge. But Raoul was not reachable. While he continued talking on the phone he let his eyes rest right above the music stand. Caroline had put down her cello to gather her hair in a knot. A few strands fell down and twirled in front of her face. Seemingly unaware of being observed she continued putting up her hair. She rotated her head elegantly so that her neck was extended and as she raised both arms and brought her hands behind her neck her rounded chest was raised, which in turn pulled up the short hanging blouse. A silver ring through her navel was revealed for a moment and then the blouse fell down again. She leaned over and picked up her cello and bow. The show was over before they had even started playing. Raoul closed his cell phone with a resolute snap.


“Okay then,” said Louise in a controlled tone when he finally sat down on his chair and picked up the violin again. “Why don't we play straight through the quartet and see where we end up.”


Raoul took a few brusque strokes on his violin again, tuned quickly and then held his A for the others to tune to. As he waited for Helena to find his note, he surprisingly gave her a warm smile. He raised his eyebrows in that rapid, charming way that always meant he'd gotten his way and Helena was just about to smile back when at the last moment she stopped herself and tensed her jaws. Ha! She could so easily go there if she was not on her guard. This time she escaped. She had practiced, she knew her part, she did not need to be nervous. Yet she knew it would never be enough. In a string quartet there were no opportunities to hide and try to conceal your incompetence. All voices were heard and complemented each other. True, the viola was the least prominent instrument and at least in older string quartets not as technically and artistically exposed. But she could be sure that nothing would get past Raoul. He heard everything, the least little uncertainty. And only the few strokes he had made on his violin revealed what a master he was, in a completely different class even than Louise. Helena sneaked a glance at the other music stands. Anna was smiling in a relaxed way at Raoul. She looked so satisfied sitting where she was, to Raoul's left. Caroline was neutrally collected, leaning against the back support of the chair while she tuned with her temple angled against the scroll to hear all the tones of the strings through her skull.


No, it was only her, Helena, who was jittery and had reason to be. She could not make any mistakes, not give the least hint of how she really felt. If she so much as hinted at what was going on inside her she might just as well set down her bow and go straight home and hide in the wine cellar. The only thing she could influence was dealing with the situation as professionally as she could and at all costs avoid getting close to Raoul, physically or mentally.


Then he did it again. He locked eyes with hers and she simply could not tear her gaze from him. It was maddening. Raoul winked roguishly with one eye and then instantly returned to his official task as leader and started the playing. One glance and all her hard-won equanimity was flying in all directions, her energy evaporated and her hands damp with sweat. Her only salvation in that situation was to turn on her muscle memory and let her fingers take care of the playing while her brain kept spinning. She had no idea what she was playing. She simply let her hands find their own way and somewhere in a whir of all the instruments she could perceive a muted sound of what was apparently her part, but that seemed to come from a different direction.


“No, wait now!” It was Caroline who stopped at the start of the fourth measure. “I don't think we should play all of that bow. It's better to divide the bow after the held-over half note and go down-up.”


Raoul sneered snidely, peering at her over his glasses.


“It's a high point. There's an idea behind the drawn-out unison note. If Stenhammar wrote whole bow, then it should be played that way.”


Caroline raised her chin and turned her head toward Louise. “What do you think, Luss?”


Louise cleared her throat and blinked a little to gain time. “You know, I think it's best if Raoul runs the rehearsal.”


“But what would you have chosen?”


Louise laughed and exchanged an amused glance with Raoul. “Carro... Raoul has my complete confidence.”


Raoul had to exert himself to hold back a laugh behind closed mouth.


Irritated at not being taken seriously, Caroline shrugged her shoulders and looked at the music, indifferent and uninterested. “Okay, let's try it one more time.”


They raised their bows and played the same passage again. Caroline interrupted again.


“You don't get power the whole way through,” she stated calmly and looked challengingly at Raoul. “Can we try my stroke?”


Raoul giggled and answered indulgently, “Of course, we can test your little idea.”


They played the same passage over and Raoul exaggerated the phrasing theatrically.


“What the hell are you doing?” Caroline interrupted, shaking her bow.


Raoul met her with a feigned look of incomprehension.


“I played the way you wanted.” He put his head at an angle. “Now we've tried it. Shall we continue playing for real now?”


What had started as a banal controversy had now escalated to unpleasant confrontation. Louise looked back and forth between Raoul and Caroline and managed to intervene calmly and steadily. “Let's just go through the last movement without interruption to get a feel for the material together.”


Caroline threw her head back and stamped with both feet, but at the next moment was back in a collected posture. She stared without expression past Raoul. Anna and Helena sat waiting.


“Caroline,” he said, completely unaffectedly, “are you a composer?”


She snorted and made a show of not believing her ears.


“No, I'm not a composer...”


“Then perhaps you should learn to play what's written before you start pretending to be Mozart.”


“Now give it up, damn it! I only made a suggestion about a different phrasing and then you start screaming like a fucking bow Nazi.”


He let her words echo out in the hall, as if he were feeding off the provocation, before he calmly pointed at her with his bow.


“So,” he began correcting her, “direct the weight a little farther ahead. In a single down stroke. Play now so I can hear.” He held out his bow toward the others. “Only Caroline.”


She bit her lips together hard and played the phrase again.


“No,” Raoul interrupted with irritation, “you're not aiming enough.”


Caroline threw out her arms in an agitated gesture.


“Are you stupid? I think I know how to play an ordinary down stroke!”


“Apparently not.”


Caroline rose in protest and Louise leaned worriedly forward with a calming hand. “Please Raoul, can we just stop...”


Raoul ignored them both.


“One more time,” he ordered. With an audible sigh Caroline thudded back on her chair and started the phrase over. “And then follow with your arm now,” he continued while she played. He reached out and rested the tip of his bow on the crook of her arm and in that way get her to continue the whole bow as long as and at the speed he wanted. “There now. There you have it. Did you feel the difference?”


Caroline's face was bright red but she still refused to meet his gaze. When he had grazed her with the bow she froze from the transgressing touch and forced back an impulse to shove it away. That he risked his bow was one thing, but she would never dare damage it considering that it was presumably worth more than her cello. A calculation she was sure he coldly counted on. His seemingly vulnerable indication instead became a further insult.


“Now play the whole phrase again so you understand what I mean.”


With tensed jaws she played the passage over. She took the movement out a little too much and ended by fixing her eyes on him.


“Satisfied now?” Furious she pushed back a lock of hair that had fallen down on her forehead.


Raoul squinted and smacked his lips. “You'll have to practice that. But that will be good enough until you get big.”


Louise intervened in the conversation before Caroline had time to reply. “And now I think we'll continue. That sounds really fine, Caroline! Really, really fine!”


Raoul counted off the quartet and they continued playing the rest of the movement. The interruption had served as a diversionary buffer for Helena and to her relief she finally felt a certain degree of calm settle in her stomach. Now she could control her breathing consciously until she made calm strokes without shaking. It had not gone as badly as she had feared. On the whole she felt rather content with her performance. After some initial shakiness her playing had actually shaped up.


As they approached the critical section for the second time, Raoul leaned around the music stand and looked at Caroline.


“Now you have one more chance,” he stage whispered to her, drilling his gaze into her face. But Caroline again stared down at her music with narrowed eyes, the corner of one eye twitching slightly. Louise watched over the playing with tense concentration. Now and then she made small notes on her pad, which she tried to hold still with her bandaged left hand. As soon as the last note had rung out Caroline moved her Schumann score to the front of the music stand and continued practicing as if no one else was in the room.

Louise was standing by a window in the large drawing room looking out over the sea when Raoul came in.


“Pour a Lagavulin for me, please,” she said, going over to a gray-and-white striped rococo couch and sitting down. She put her feet up on an upholstered tabouret and rested her bandaged hand like a child on her lap. Raoul went over to the bar and took out two heavy Bohemian crystal glasses and poured whiskey in them both.


“Bow Nazi,” he muttered contentedly, “that's a new one.”


With a glass in each hand he tumbled down next to his old friend on the couch. They leaned their heads against each other.


“Sorry about Caroline's outburst,” said Louise, raising the glass to her lips.


“Don't apologize for that. Caroline is an incredibly good musician. It's a joy to work with her. But she should refine her talent, she has everything to gain from that.” He sounded unconcerned but not completely relaxed. “She's very talented, Louise. Truly. Congratulations.”


Louise smiled proudly to herself. “You have no idea what talents she has.” She could not hold back a little laugh and Raoul joined in briefly. Then he peeked at her from the side with a warm look. Louise raised one eyebrow, moved by her own thoughts of Caroline.


“Of course I got worried when the first thing she did was be contrary. She's a bit difficult right now, she can be that way sometimes when she feels pressured. She has her London debut soon with Schumann's cello concerto and I know she's nervous about that. And then of course she's never played with you before. You don't really know one another and I actually think she's afraid of not measuring up. But that will pass when you get closer to each other.”


“So how close?” With a cunning smile on his lips Raoul peered at his whiskey, which he was swirling in the glass.


Louise acted alarmed and quickly took a one-hand grip on the neckband of his sweater, pulling it like a snare. “Don't you dare!” Then she let go, poking his side in a rowdy, sisterly tickle.


Raoul was bent over with laughter. “Stop!” he choked, gently pushing away Louise's left hand so as not to bump into her bandage. She became serious again.


“Promise me you'll become good friends. That means everything to me. You're like a brother to me, Raoul, and I love her so much.” She curled up next to him and he put his arm around her.


“She's a fierce little vixen, but if you've chosen her she must be something quite special.” Louise let out a relieved laugh and burrowed her body against Raoul.


“Caroline is the best thing that has happened to me. We have... so much to look forward to together. Well, I don't know if I should tell you everything yet. We'll do that later, I want her to be there when I say it.”


Raoul briefly raised his head before resting it against Louise's again.


“Okay... Now I'm getting curious.” But Louise only giggled secretively back, although she was almost bursting with impatience. Raoul stroked her bandage lightly.


“There's another thing I've been thinking about,” he started. His voice was somewhat concerned and Louise's body automatically tensed. “You know that I think your quartet has amazing potential, especially now when Caroline has joined. She truly brings new blood to the playing. But...”


“But?”


Raoul crossed his arms and took a deep breath before he continued.


“You should look around for a new violist. Helena is the one holding you back.”


Louise let the words sink in without answering. She chewed meditatively on the inside of her lower lip.


“Helena is a great gal, absolutely,” Raoul continued, “but to be honest she doesn't measure up. I was actually shocked at how bad she is.”


“Do you think she's that bad?” Louise frowned. “I mean, I know too that she's not as good as she once was. And how could she be? She's got her hands full keeping up with her job as a doctor.”


“If you're going to be a good chamber musician you have to focus on that. It's not something you have as a hobby on the side.”


“Plus her family. With two kids and a husband who has to be entertained with guests and dinners. I don't understand how she manages it. It's clear her playing suffers.”


“God, yes, Martin... I've never understood his greatness.”


Louise did not answer at first, the silence became strained.


“But I can't simply kick her out just like that. Helena is one of my very best and oldest friends. She would be terribly offended.”


“I know, I know. But you have to look at this clearly, Louise. If you want the quartet to go really far, and I think it can, then sooner or later you have to bite the bullet. You understand this in a way that perhaps Anna and Caroline don't. This has to be your decision. And I know you're going to make it when the timing is right.” He swallowed a gulp of whiskey. “I don't want to pressure you.”


Louise nodded as his words slowly sank in.


“Okay... I know... I'll think about it,” she said, knocking back the rest of the whiskey. “But I'm not bringing it up until after the recording.”


Raoul gave her a light kiss on the forehead.

Out in the hall Helena was standing with mouth half-open, her hand as if glued to the door handle into the drawing room. Her breathing was shallow, her lips dry.


When she heard steps from inside the drawing room she backed up soundlessly all the way to the stairs and pretended to be coming down as Raoul crossed the threshold. She gave him a slightly surprised look and quickly continued past toward the outside door.


“Helena...” Raoul started, directing his steps toward her. With a quick look around he determined that they were alone in the hall.


“Not now.” Helena swallowed and started squeezing into her boots. In her haste she was not able to manage the shaft before he was beside her.


“Helena,” he said again, now with his wickedly enticing voice, “will you go outside with me and get wood?” As if he was the one who was on his way out first and not her, which gave his initiative priority. “Have you seen the woodshed? They have an exceedingly fine woodshed on Svalskär.”


“Lay off,” Helena hissed with a tense jaw. He had come so close that she could have touched his cheek. But instead he was the one who stroked her arm. His hand glided lightly over the sleeve on her thick wool sweater, but she could still feel the sensitivity of his fingers all the way into her skin.


“Helena,” he pronounced her name with pleasure, “why are you so contrary?”


Helena avoided meeting his gaze, but she was forced to put on her jacket before she went out so as not to give the appearance of head-over-heels flight that this really was. So she had to put up with his presence a few more seconds. To her despair she saw that he too was putting on his coat and pushing his feet into his black jodhpurs. Now she could not change her mind and stay inside, or he would suspect that she was trying to avoid him. Just when she was about to pull down the handle, the door was opened from outside by Anna.


“Hi!” she greeted, happily surprised. “Are you on your way out? Where are you going?”


Raoul did not have time to answer, Helena forestalled him.


“Getting wood. But you and Raoul can do that instead.”


“Of course.” A big smile radiated across Anna's face. “It's freezing tonight, we need to have a fire in all the tile stoves.”


She put her arm under Raoul's and started cheerfully trotting off to the woodshed. Right before Helena slammed the door shut behind them Raoul turned around and gave her a long look.


The large country kitchen was big enough to feed large groups at Svalskär at the turn of the last century. In the summer most often they sat outside in the lilac bower or, if it rained, in the airy dining room. Nowadays at most a dozen people at a time stayed at Svalskär and Louise usually served meals at the oak table in the kitchen. It was a little more intimate. Many times it was only Louise and her mother.


Now Louise was sitting in state at the big oak table with her bandage in her lap. Caroline stood chopping basil and thyme, and the marked, refreshing aroma trailed toward the old cracked-yellow tile. Heavy copper saucepans hung in a row on the wall, the drawers and cupboards were adorned with solid brass fittings that, true, needed polishing but that gave richness, tradition and old-fashioned style to the decor. Everything was big and heavy, more or less like in the story of Goldilocks and the three bears, and Caroline looked like a gangly Cinderella in the fairy-tale kitchen where she stood by the Aga stove. The top of her dark locks twirled as she cut with the knife and the motion continued on into her body.


Anna was setting out plates. She had lit some candles on the table, and the glow wandered up the walls and ceiling. Helena stood leaning against a cupboard with a glass of Chardonnay in her hand. She was observing Anna's meticulous movements, the silverware that was slowly placed and adjusted, the glasses held against the light and polished. A sweet smile rested over her face and Helena could not keep from being irritated by her contentment. She positioned herself a little farther away by the window that faced down toward the pier and took a substantial gulp of her wine. When she heard Raoul coming down the stairs into the kitchen, she turned around quickly and felt the hairs on her arms rising.


“And here you are doing the cooking, girls,” he said cheerfully. “I'm impressed.”


Caroline snorted at the “girls” and muttered something about “fucking male pig.”


“Come here, dear male pig,” Anna laughed with an ironic grimace in Caroline's direction, extending a hand to capture him. He placed his arm around her shoulders and gave her a kiss on the cheek.


“Isn't it marvelous music, Stenhammar,” said Anna. “And think that you could come and play with us, Raoul! We haven't played together for years and years.”


“Yes, when was the last time actually?”


“Don't you remember? It was at that festival in Cannes. Louise was there. And your sweet wife. We sat in the pergola with the wisteria and had breakfast with a view of the Mediterranean... quite marvelous.”


The pot started simmering intensely on the stove and Anna pried herself loose from Raoul's arm and jogged over to the stove to lower the heat before it boiled over. Raoul continued up to the window where Helena was standing with her arms crossed. He looked at her and she couldn't flee.


“Everything okay with you?” he asked with polite disinterest.


Helena waited to answer, as if to mark what her real answer was.


“I'm doing splendid. It's so amazingly fun to get to play with you. A real shot of vitamins for the quartet. And there's such generosity in your way of involving all of us in your artistry.” With a satisfied look she determined that his face had frozen slightly. But he could not decide if she was pulling his leg.


“How's the wine?” he said instead. “Sour?” He tore the glass from her hand and knocked back a few centimeters with an expression of displeasure. “Dishwater,” he commented briefly, pressing the glass into Helena's hand again.


“Chardonnay, Raoul, Chardonnay. Your taste sensations may also be due to the symbiosis that happens with the wine. Maybe you just don't have low PH today.”


He gave her an uncertain look, the irritation growing in the pit of his stomach. “Who's sour, Helena?”


“I'm mostly disappointed.”


“I know what you need.”


“I doubt that. If you really had understood that over the years, we wouldn't be standing here arguing.” The tone of the conversation between them had become quieter, and they turned away from the others in the kitchen so as not to involve them in an unpleasant conversation that was becoming a bit too personal for the group that found itself in the kitchen.


“Do you have PMS again?” he whispered sarcastically.


“That's the most logical explanation when women are so... trying,” she answered.


“You really are trying right now.”


She surprised herself that she managed to look him right in the eyes.


“I have my reasons,” she said before she turned to Louise, who was coming up to them with a glass of wine for Raoul.


“Be my guest,” she said, kissing him on the cheek. “And what are you two talking about?”


Raoul hesitated and Helena forestalled him. “We're discussing flavor combinations. Raoul thought the wine was a bit sour and I pointed out that it was presumably due to how different tastes” — she glanced indolently in his direction before she continued — “marry each other.”


“Wine is meant to go with food,” said Louise.


“Obviously,” Helena answered soothingly, “what will it be?”


“Fish soup!” Anna called from the stove.


“Fish soup,” Helena repeated, giving Louise an amused look, “and we're all happy it's Anna and not Caroline who's at the stove.”


“I heard that, Melkersson,” Caroline countered without turning around.


Louise laughed drily and went back to the counter where Caroline was standing. She let her right hand slip around her hips and Caroline leaned her head against hers before Louise sank down on a chair at the table. Her gaze lingered with admiration on the tall, dark-haired woman with the hour-glass waist.


Helena turned toward Raoul again and continued in a low voice, “Because then it would have been flat fish.” She peered at him over her glass.


“Flat fish can be really tasty,” he answered.


“Flat fish is not for you, Raoul,” Helena said reproachfully.


“I have nothing against an appetizer.”


“Oh, you usually appreciate a rare steak. But the last time we met I noticed you'd acquired a taste for much more tender flesh.”


Raoul squinted as if he was trying to force his way into her skull and understand where their conversation was heading.


“Sometimes I get really, really tired of you, Helena.” He crossed his arms and let his gaze wander across the kitchen again.


“Of course you do,” Helena replied curtly, “and the feeling is mutual. I wish I could avoid being here right now. Personally I would have preferred not to work with you. Don't misunderstand me, you play like a god. But you already know that and you're not interested in hearing that from me. You have plenty of female admirers as it is.”


Raoul felt the frustration rising. It wasn't possible to win a discussion with Helena, he knew that, so it didn't matter how he answered her. She would still always have the last word with her fancy comments, especially when she was in this mood. He would have preferred to slap her and then press her up against the wall, see the desperation and longing growing in her eyes, get her to beg for what she really wanted. He had never hit her, but when they were by themselves he could not keep from taking hold of her a little too hard because she really appreciated that. Because he knew she wouldn't refuse, not show any weakness, neither mental nor physical. And because in spite of everything he was physically stronger than her, he would always have that advantage over her. However mean that might be.


Anna took a ladle and dipped it into the cooking pot. Her gaze sought Raoul, turned briefly toward Helena and then back to Raoul again. With her hand cupped under the ladle she went up to him.


“Open wide,” she whispered, extending the ladle into his open mouth. Smiling expectantly she awaited his judgment. He half-closed his eyes and concentrated on tasting.


“Perfect,” he answered with enjoyment.


“Not too salty?” Anna asked.


“Salty enough and creamy enough,” said Raoul, pulling her to him. “Just like you.”


Anna giggled delightedly and put her arm around his neck. “I thought you'd like it.”


Immediately Helena turned and moved away to signal that she didn't intend to be part of a triangle situation that was beneath her dignity. In the periphery she could still follow the continuation with a pounding heart.


“Anna, Anna... so you're serving fish tonight?” He forced his arm around her waist, his hand half-way up on her breasts.


“Yep, there'll be soup with salmon, angler fish, mussels and shrimp.”


“You know how to seduce me.” He squeezed her hips and made a big deal of being shocked when his fingers sank into the rolls of fat. “Goodness! Anna, you've filled out a little since last time.”


Anna made a show of being insulted. “No, shame on you! How dare you!”


“It suits you, my friend. And I said that just to be able to feel you.”


“Who is it who's put on a few pounds, I wonder,” Anna replied, pointing at his belly with the handle of the ladle. He immediately pulled it in. “I have a feeling your belt has several worn-out notches. Time to start jogging in Central Park and try the New York Marathon instead of buttering up orchestra directors at fancy restaurants. Violin playing doesn't burn that many calories. Ask me. I already regret buying Advanced Violin Scales Systems. I thought it was a new diet.”


He laughed and gave her a hug before he pushed her away from him, gently but definitely. Anna went up to the stove and quickly stirred in the pot a few times.


“So do you eat mussels and shrimp?” asked Caroline, turning around with her arms crossed.


“Don't go kosher for my sake. I have too big a weakness for shellfish to be Orthodox. I draw the line at pork.”


“Yes, I guess you're not a cannibal either,” Helena mumbled, continuing to set the table where Anna had stopped. With great concentration she placed every knife and fork to the right and left of the plates. The job demanded all of her forced clarity, thoughts were buzzing aimlessly around in her head.


“Now it's ready!” Anna took a firm hold of the pot. Raoul extended his hands to lift the pot to her.


“Shall I...?”


Anna simply shook her head and Raoul hurried instead to put a mat on the table so she could set down the heavy pot.


“I've carried pots myself my whole life. But thanks anyway,” she said.


Louise handed plates with her healthy hand and Anna ladled up for each of them.


“Tomorrow Raoul and Caroline will make lunch. We'll take turns, but I'm excused, ha ha,” Louise said, smacking her lips contentedly. Caroline gave her an irritated look, but Louise answered in a loud voice so the others could hear it too. “Make sure to get know each other now. You are two of the most important people in my life and I would be extremely happy if you could work things out.” Which only irritated Caroline even more. Raoul made a sad face.


“Will you be my good friend, Caroline?”


She shrugged her shoulders without looking at him. “Sure.”


“And you promise not to hit me in the head with a frying pan when we're making lunch together?”


Caroline raised her eyebrow with a guarded expression, but Raoul had already turned his eyes toward Anna's cleavage, which was being served on a stand-up buffet close beside him.


Helena sat down across from Louise and Louise pulled Caroline down next to her. Anna sat at the short end and Raoul noticed somewhat dissatisfied that he was forced to have Helena as a table companion. By turning the chair slightly he indicated that he intended to ignore her as best he could. But he could not keep from feeling her closeness and he hated the influence she had on him. So he was suddenly surprised by her warm breath by his ear.


“Can you pass me the aioli?” Her voice was clear and without the bitterness of their previous conversation. As soon as he thought he'd painted her into a corner a new angle suddenly opened up. It had always been that way with Helena. He admired her, even if unwillingly, and after all these years she still controlled his desire for her. Conscious or unconscious, he could not decide which. But he knew he would not manage to live with her, and for that reason he had never acknowledged their relationship and been careful not to give her any hope that they would ever become a real couple. The day he brought her over the threshold he would be forced to play second fiddle to a woman he could never dominate intellectually. His only weapon was to keep her at sufficient distance, so that she could not reveal his lack of self-confidence on that point. He knew that for over twenty years she had been tormented by her love for him, but the moment he lowered his guard she would realize what a shallow person he really was. And then she would stop loving him. Even though he really only longed to hold her, he steeled himself and exerted himself to push her out of his awareness.


Instead he turned toward Anna who was sitting to his left. Her light locks fell softly around her heart-shaped face. It was such a good face, so warm and reliable. Even if it was a long time now since they were together, he was always happy when he saw her. She was still a little bit his, like a reassuring teddy bear to hug against your chest now and then. She awakened no sexual interest in him any longer, yet he liked to take hold of her and feel her fleshy body, especially now when she had rounder hips and breasts. Now at all as sinewy and conditioned as Helena. It was as if the flesh de-eroticized Anna, although it should have been the other way around. Every curve on her steamed with invitation. But for Raoul what enticed him the most had always been what he had to struggle for. And Helena's body was so ascetically pruned by her razor-sharp control.


“God, this is good!” Louise exclaimed. “I was so hungry.”


Raoul agreed. “What master chefs you are.”


Now he met Caroline's eyes. For two seconds she held his gaze, then she turned away and continued poking at her food. “Thank Anna,” she said distractedly. “She's the one responsible for most of the cooking.”


Raoul nudged Anna, shoulder to shoulder. “You're a real missus, Anna. The kind who fills the kitchen with seductive aromas and whips butter into the sauces to force us into subjugation.”


“Spank, spank,” said Anna, poking him teasingly with her fork before she cracked a smile.


Caroline speared a piece of fish with her fork and let it slide between her teeth. “I've hardly done anything at all, just chopped herbs.” She turned her head toward Louise, only to wince at the next moment, as if she surprised herself.


“Oh! How scatterbrained can you be? I forgot to put in the herbs.” She jumped up from her chair, went over to the counter and scooped up the fresh herbs in her cupped hands. When she turned back to the table Louise caught her in flight and gently forced her down on her lap.


“Watch out, I'm dropping them!” Caroline shouted but Louise silenced her with a kiss on one shoulder so that her body was bent backward. The tendon stood up on her twisted neck and her chests were pressed forward so that she could reach Louise's mouth as she sat with her back against her. Her hands full of herbs were as if chained by invisible shackles. Tongues flashed between parted lips and Caroline closed her eyes with pleasure in the encounter.


When she let go of the kiss and opened her eyes she again met Raoul's gaze. He was staring as if enchanted at her. Then he came to and awkwardly turned his face to the side. A hand went up to his mouth to wipe away an imaginary drop of saliva. Caroline smiled with downturned eyes, embarrassed but still self-aware, and slid down to her chair from Louise's lap. Then she reached forward and let the herbs fall down into the large iron pot.


Anna stirred with the ladle. “Would you like more, Raoul?”


Without waiting for an answer she poured out another portion on his plate and continued serving the others.


Because Raoul did not hear a word she was saying. He no longer noticed that Anna was sitting beside him. Helena had ceased to exist. With resounding force he had been struck right in the heart. Like a melodramatic parody of love at first sight. Until now he could never imagine that this might really happen. As experienced as he was obviously he should have been able to laugh it off. But now he suddenly lacked all the tools he'd made his own over the years. His temples were pounding, every muscle was tensed, with exertion he managed to get down the food he had in his mouth. Dry-mouthed he reached for the wine glass and knocked back the entire contents in one swoop. The warmth from the wine flowed out into his body while his breathing accelerated. He had been completely unprepared. Completely. Sure, he had seen her before and noticed that she was unusually beautiful. He saw beautiful young women all the time and they were constantly lining up for him. It was only a matter of taking what you wanted for the moment and then moving on. Incalculable in number and equally anonymous to him once the conquest was over. But this he had never experienced. Not until he discovered her.


With a feigned mischievous expression Caroline snatched a shrimp for herself from Louise's plate. Louise laughed and dipped a piece of bread in aioli and put it in Caroline's mouth. A dab ended up on her upper lip and Caroline let the pink tip of her tongue glide out and lick it at the same time as she caught Raoul's gaze across the table. With nostrils flared he was coughing with concentration into his hand without releasing her eyes. Caroline swallowed and felt her cheeks get warm. Confused, she stared down, playing with the food on her plate. When she looked up again his gaze was gone; instead he was fumbling with his napkin and trying to concentrate on folding it. Caroline absent-mindedly broke off a piece of bread and rolled crumbs between her fingertips. Louise whispered something in her ear that made her giggle and toss her hair. And while Louise turned to talk with Helena, Caroline once again let her gaze wander toward Raoul. Now his eyes were a little lackluster from the wine, he swallowed with effort. Then his gaze sharpened in concentrated seriousness as it swept across her face. Systematically he viewed all of this revelation, the hair, eyes, nose, mouth, and continued with his gaze farther down along her neck toward her chest that was rising more and more intensely during his assessment.


They remained sitting and talking after dinner, the conversation going back and forth across the table. Between the chairs Louise captured Caroline's hand. After a while it started to get damp and warm, but Caroline held on a little longer, almost desperately. When Louise felt how her girlfriend finally worked herself gently loose and got up to go down to the studio as usual and practice, she did not sense that this was the last time they would sit so lovingly intertwined. With a carefree smile she nodded toward Caroline, who took pains to repay her devotion with sufficient conviction before Louise returned to the conversation with her friends.

She sat down with her cello between her knees and tightened the bow. Her hands fell weakly down to her sides again, the tip of the bow resting against the floor. She could not force herself to start playing. The shame crept into her, but gradually changed to irritation instead. And the irritation radiated energy. After a few minutes the bow slowly found its own way to the strings and she started phrasing Kodály's cello sonata. When her hands had somewhere to be, thoughts came. It had turned out so wrong. She understood that very well, but couldn't bear to see her own responsibility for it. She lied. She lied by not taking the initiative herself to speak the truth. On her own she had made a decision that also involved other people's happiness or unhappiness. Personally she could not feel anything other than relieved. The choice she had made closed one door, while it opened another. Awakened a new feeling, not new however, she had felt it many times but it portended a development she still didn't really dare admit to herself. She had really tried to suppress it, but every time it came back with increasing strength. It would be that way this time too. She could not resist and she would abandon herself totally. And then there would be tears and pleading.


Yet, the more she accepted her thoughts the less dangerous they appeared. What had frightened her at first now started to bring an expectant tingling. Expectation. Longing. Impatience. The hour right before it happens, where there is seemingly still a possibility of retreat. But for the expectation to appear also requires some certainty about the outlet, the release in all its blinding explosiveness.


Then there was a knock on the door and Caroline already knew who it was. There was a bubbling like soda pop in her skin and she realized then that she had decided. The ounce of hesitation that was still present was only a spice to add to her charge. The shame was dispatched to a little damp corner at the very bottom of her heart and no longer threatened to annihilate her plans. Now she only needed to lean backward and let it happen. Not a raised finger was required to get what she wanted, only her passive consent.


He did not even wait for permission to open the door and disturb her. With even steps he went down the stairs and sat on his chair with arms crossed and legs slightly parted, one knee bent. She continued playing, as if she were nonchalantly undisturbed. After a while she glanced up toward him, still running fingers and bow autonomously over the cello. Her gaze rested calmly in his eyes. Neither turned away. A growing attraction arose between them and remained hanging in the air when the last note rang out.


“I appreciated your feel for herbs this evening,” he said.


“I don't know how I could forget them at first. But then I realized there was something missing.”


“Yes, I didn't realize what it was until you opened my mind,” he said. “And that became the elixir that transformed hate.”


She laughed a little embarrassed. He was so to the point that she was not really following along in the turns to the mandatory foreplay. But she did not want to let him know how interested she was, so she steeled herself not to let out too much of herself.


“The elixir?”


“When Tristan and Isolde are deceived by the love potion, even though she is already engaged to King Marke.”


She started on a new melody, this time a sonata by Telemann, uncomplicated for a conversation that threatened to disturb her balance. No one had ever talked to her like this before. Elixir, Tristan... If it hadn't been just him who said it, she probably would have thought it a bit awkward. Now instead she felt grown up and chosen.


“Thyme and rosemary had to serve as elixir tonight.”


He observed her with pleasure, completely quiet.


“Dangerous things those are, strong and irrevocable.”


Caroline bit her lower lip and fluttered her eyelids involuntarily, but realized that she neither could nor wanted to worm her way out of the grip he had her in. However coolly relaxed she wanted to appear, she could not avoid noticing that he was playing in a completely different seduction league than herself. He was the wolf and she was the little lamb. He knew very well how you should reel in a prey, though the stakes were as senselessly high as this evening. But how could he be so convinced that she would let him conquer her? She was Louise's girlfriend after all. That ought to scare him off a little. Should she cool down their conversation? Was it wise to reject him a little longer? She wondered at how uncertain she felt and sensed that this was a sign she ought to be worried about.


“This was unexpected,” she whispered. And though this was a concession she saw that her exposed honesty had a strong effect on him.


He took a breath and let the air seep out through his nose. “Yes, it was,” he said with sudden seriousness. “But... not unwelcome in any way. On the contrary. More like unavoidable for both of us. Or what, Caroline?”


Without answering, but still with her eyes locked in his and her head lazily leaning against the scroll of the cello, Caroline let the bow caress the strings. Now her heart was pounding hard in her chest, the blood was streaming toward her belly. He thoughtfully stroked his lower lip with his index and middle fingers. The silence burned between them and he felt that the responsibility to carry them farther was on him. They could not simply throw themselves down on the floor, so it was a matter of finding a playful opening for the next step. Besides, the initial seduction was so movingly sincere you couldn't rush past all the levels, instead enjoy every moment.


“Do you like stars?” he asked with somewhat strained lightheartedness. The quivering voice almost betrayed his eagerness and he had to restrain himself to keep from rushing ahead.


“Real or fake?”


“Is there a difference?”


“You of all people ought to know that, I think.”


“Maybe we should investigate that. To be on the safe side.”


“How so?”


“Then you start by looking at the real stars.”


“Is there a good place to study them?”


“Farthest out on the north point is ideal for that type of activity.”


“You're sure of that?”


“Very sure.”


“I get the impression you've studied the stars there before.”


“Professional secrets. Besides, no star is like any other. You discover new ones and become completely enchanted by them and then the memory of all other stars fades until they disappear in a black sky.”


“That almost sounds like you discover the stars again, as if you'd never seen them before.”


“That's my hope.”


“Is there risk of falling stars?”


“Very likely. Although I prefer to see it as a fortunate bonus and not something to worry about too much.”


“Just enjoy the moment?”


“That's a good start.”


Slowly she drew the bow all the way to the tip, loosened the string and let the bow collapse in an arch. Then she expertly placed her cello on its side with the bow on top.


“That's what we'll do.”


They turned off the lights, carefully opened the terrace door and closed it just as soundlessly behind them. As always it took a while before their eyes adapted to the new light conditions. The house was dark behind them. No other lights competed with the sparkling starry sky. The whole arch was covered with thousands of stars, small and large. The splashing from the sea became stronger the closer they got to the rocks. Their breathing got heavier and was accompanied by the light rustling of overgrown grass against their legs as they walked in the dark landscape. The cold was raw and damp. Caroline linked her arms around her body and shivered.


“Are you cold?” he asked.


“A little.”


He took off his jacket and hung it over her shoulders, his hands continued along her arms and grazed her fingers. The fabric smelled of wool and after shave with warm, almost suffocating trails of jasmine, cinnamon and bergamot. She put her nose against the lapel and breathed in deeper and then felt another faint, somewhat sweet-and-sour odor. It was then for the first time she experienced the smell of him, Raoul.

Thursday, October 15

The coffeemaker was sputtering in the kitchen as Helena came down.


“There'll be no recording today,” she heard from over by the stove. The oven door closed and Louise stood up with a bread basket full of rolls.


“No?”


“Kjell had to buy some new cables and they won't make it out with the boat until this evening at the earliest. So we'll have to use the day to play through the work again. Just as well, then we'll save time at the recording.”


Helena slowly poured a cup of coffee for herself. A slight hangover from last night lingered in her head and she had slept badly besides. Twisted and turned, puffed up the pillow over and over again, and still couldn't sleep. When she opened the window to get some fresh air she thought she heard whispering voices outside, but she could not make out whose. So she quickly shut the window again to avoid hearing who it was.


“Slept well?” Raoul ducked behind her and she felt his hand discreetly stroke her neck and collar bone as he went past her to get coffee. She leaned her chin lightly against his hand without looking at him. His hand slipped away as soon as the kitchen door opened again and Caroline sauntered into the kitchen. Still drowsy and shivering slightly with cold she wound her arms around Louise's shoulders. Louise twisted around and kissed her lightly on the mouth.


“Forgive me for falling asleep early last night, but I was so tired.”


“No problem,” Caroline answered with a yawn. She lithely curled up on a chair with her knees drawn up under her chin and held her coffee cup with both hands as she brought it to her mouth. Through the steam she sensed Raoul's open face. He could not meet her direct gaze without his heart racing and turned away toward Helena.


“Are you the one who's been baking?” he asked, taking a roll.


“You know me,” Helena answered. “I've been up for two hours to surprise you all with fresh-baked rolls.”


Raoul divided the roll with his thumbs and put a piece of bread in his mouth. “You never know with you,” he said as he chewed meditatively, “you're a woman of surprises.”


“Ha! Helena never does anything unexpected!” Caroline blurted out. “Excuse me, Melkersson, but you don't. You live your suburban life so fucking predictably. Nothing wrong with that, but it's not particularly surprising.”


“So what's surprising about your life? You're extremely predictable in your constant need to surprise, Carro,” Helena replied coolly.


Raoul let his gaze wander between the sisters. “Isn't it strange that you have almost the same last name, Melkersson and af Melchior.”


“Mom simply upgraded in her second marriage. She went to a conference with the clinic as Mrs. Melkersson, met a baron at the bar and came home as the future Baroness af Melchior.” Helena raised her chin and continued, “Raoul, my married name has actually been Andermyr the past twelve years. I thought you knew that.”


Then she looked at her sister. “Caroline loves to dwell on our difference in lineage. It gives her childish behavior aristocratic legitimacy.” She got an acid smile in return.


The studio door opened and Anna took the stairs in three quick steps. A soft sweater fit tightly around her body and the neckline revealed a generous cleavage. Raoul blew a kiss to her and she smiled contentedly back with her large bright-red lips.


“Guess what music I found in the cupboard down there? Brahms' second string quartet. So we should play that today since we have a little extra time now. I've already decided.”


Anna went up and placed herself close beside Raoul, letting her forearm rest on his shoulder. “Because that was the first quartet I played with Raoul. A thousand years ago.” She tousled his hair. He leaned to the side. “Have to see if you've learned your part since then.”


“Brahms? Forget it!” Caroline blurted out before he had time to answer. She heaved back against the chair with arms swinging restlessly. Anna put on a feigned look of surprise and sought Raoul's affirmation.


“What? I don't have the energy,” Caroline stopped short when she saw his indulgent smile. She could not decide if it was aimed at her or at Anna.


“Why are you so tired today?” Louise took hold of Caroline's hand. At once she froze, not noticeable to the others, but Louise felt the impulse against her body. “What is it?” she whispered, more intimately to Caroline. “Have you been up practicing all night again? You have to take care of yourself. The body needs a lot--”


“Stop. Mothering. Me.” Caroline hissed sarcastically between her teeth. But it was only for the gallery, actually she was completely sincere.


“Never good to practice cello too much, Caroline. Watch out so you don't get sores between your legs,” Anna warned. And Caroline blushed immediately.


“My word, I was only joking! Don't you have a sense of humor?” Anna continued, waving away the tension. Raoul silently observed the play between the women. He felt a growing tenderness over Caroline's exposed position. And he suspected there was a deeper reason for her desperation, but did not dare draw any conclusions.


“What do you have against Brahms?” Helena asked. “Not soloistic enough for you?”


Suddenly Caroline became serious. “I... I've never played it. Can't we just pick a Haydn quartet if we really have to?”


“Ah,” Louise exclaimed, “you haven't played Brahms' second? I had no idea. You simply must experience it. And now when we have Raoul here. Play Brahms, darling. For my sake. Make me happy!”


“No! You don't want to hear me play Brahms today, I promise. Anything else, but not that!”


“But you love Brahms! What kind of whim is this? Let me pretend I'm playing along,” Louise pleaded. “Even if I can't be part of it, at least I want to observe your enjoyment from outside.” She took her coffee cup and hurried down to the studio so as not to be met by more protests from Caroline. Helena and Anna followed. Left in the kitchen were Raoul and Caroline.


She had never played any of the three Brahms quartets because she wanted to save them for a special occasion. Something to long for in the future, shrouded in loving expectation, like the best praline in a box of chocolates. Brahms she would play when she was ready for it and take pleasure in every note that rang out. She could not imagine a less suitable, painful debut than this. But when she heard the scrape of chairs and the exhilarated voices trailing up from the studio she realized she had no choice. Anna had already set out the scores on the music stands and was tuning her violin. Louise was leaning over the music, browsing dreamily in the first violin score. Next to her stood Helena, tightening up her bow.


“So are you coming?” Louise called from down in the studio.


On the way to the stairs Caroline met Raoul's teasing gaze and stopped him with a hand on his arm. They took a few steps back into the kitchen again.


“It won't work, not after last night.”


Her worry was moving. So innocent and stimulating that Raoul had a hard time holding back a smile.


“Of course it will. Relax. Safer sex doesn't exist.”


“You don't understand, I can't play Brahms with you in front of me. I'll get so... well, you know what I mean...”


The laughter simply gushed out of his throat, he couldn't control it. But he calmed himself at once so as not to alarm her. This youthful passion, marvelously pure and unaffected. He had almost forgotten how it felt when she reawakened the feeling.


“But dear Caroline, that's why you play Brahms.”


“It's not going to work and I've warned you,” Caroline insisted obstinately. She was just about to squeeze past him when he took hold of her upper arm and held her back a little longer. The grip was unexpectedly hard and she gave him a reproachful grimace of pain. Raoul bowed toward her face, she felt the heat of his breath.


“I'm going to stare at you in the sexiest passages and then you'll know what I'm thinking about, Caroline.” His lips touched hers as light as a feather. “And when I see you snort and strike with the bow and get those becoming red cheeks, then I know I've succeeded. Again.” Quickly he kissed her on the mouth one more time before he let go and disappeared down into the studio ahead of her.


With head lowered and cello wedged between her legs Caroline listened to Raoul's count. And there the ax fell. Raoul threw himself into the music and plowed ahead with his obvious authority. A pianissimo was always a mezzoforte and a forte filled the whole room. He was playing for Caroline and only for Caroline and she was spinning inside as if she would faint. Each and every note took firm hold of her body, every attempt to concentrate on what she should play went astray. She felt how her left hand moved as expected and the bow passed over the strings, somehow she managed to make her way through the notes although she was not conscious of how. She had already seen that Raoul was a world-class violinist when they were working on Stenhammar, but now when he was playing Brahms with his glowing passion for her she wanted to burst inside. Although she knew every note it felt as if he was discovering the music anew, as a gift of love. On the far edge of her field of vision she was aware of Louise, curled up in an armchair with a happy smile over her face and tear-filled eyes. The indignation surged and mixed with agitation in her chest. How could he be so cruel that he forced her to withstand such a flagrant act of seduction before the eyes of her unknowing girlfriend? It was so ruthlessly self-indulgent that she wondered if he wasn't doing it as a demonstration of power. No one could avoid noticing what his intentions were. No one. Caroline swallowed. Her mouth was rough, her breathing superficial and she was only waiting for Helena or Anna to interrupt the playing and leave the room in protest. But when her gaze fumbled toward them she noticed to her surprise that they were both playing with relaxed naturalness and frank enjoyment. Even Helena seemed unmoved by what was going on, though she had been unusually difficult since they came to Svalskär. Naturally both Anna and Helena had played the Brahms second lots of times and knew their parts automatically. Raoul obviously was playing by heart and in that way avoided obscuring his field of vision with the music stand. If she happened to meet Raoul's steel gaze she bit her lower lip and looked down at the music again.


Because she was hanging on tight to her score measure for measure she could not take in the interplay the way she usually did when she played chamber music. A few minutes into the first movement the synchronization was limping more than was permissible and at last it was Anna who stopped.


“Goodness, you really have to try to keep time now, Caroline.”


“Look up from the music, my friend,” said Louise as carefully as she could so that Caroline would not feel she was being attacked.


“I'm trying!” Caroline defended herself.


“But you have to have eye contact.”


“Pull yourself together now,” Raoul admonished in a slightly accusatory tone.


“Please, Raoul,” Louise intervened anxiously, “take it easy, I'm begging you.”


“Gentle and careful, that's what I always am with the young and inexperienced.” Raoul made himself consciously pompous, and Caroline shot off a furious glance, but broke off in a desperate laugh.


“Okay, let's get going again,” said Anna.


“Now comes a passage that requires total concentration and communication,” said Raoul, moistening his lips. “Then I want you to look at me, Caroline. Can you do that?”


She took a deep breath and fixed her gaze in his eyes.


“Satisfied?”


“So-so, yes. You can do it.”


“Lay off, you are really unbearably bossy!” Anna moaned.


“Ah,” Raoul defended himself. “A little rough stuff will do Caroline good. You've been too lax and let her become much too willful, Louise.”


He glanced with amusement at Louise and Louise laughed back and answered with exaggerated reproach, “Raoul! How dare you...”


But Raoul only leaned back with crossed legs and let one foot dangle loosely. Violin and bow melted into the movements of his hands in such a natural and apparently unconscious way, as if they were an extension of his body.


“Discipline, Caroline, discipline. That's what string quartet playing is based on,” he chanted as they played.


“You're not my teacher, damn it!” she muttered, staring at the music stand.


“Come on now, memorize the notes and then raise your eyes. You'll manage it too.”


“Stop!” Caroline wailed, stamping so hard with one foot that her bow slipped, but quickly found herself. Just as she was starting to get into the playing again she noticed how Raoul was raising one eyebrow almost imperceptibly. Then she broke down again. She threw her head back and laughed. “I'm going crazy!”


Helena lowered her shoulders, rested her bow hand on her knee and sighed audibly. “My word, give her a chance!”


“I'm doing that,” Raoul laughed, raising the bow to continue. “Hang on, Caroline.”


He glided lithely into the music again and deliberately held down the intensity a while to allow Caroline the opportunity to meld in and feel secure in the playing. Minimal concessions and empathetic guidance, support that no one but himself could understand, was all that was required for her to blossom in her part and at the same time enjoy being in the midst of the violently beautiful sound. He had the position as well as the power to encourage or destroy, that was implied the whole time and in his imagination nothing he thought could ever be questioned.


The music started flowing, getting depth and grounding in all of its marvelous beauty. Louise leaned back in the armchair. When the calmness of work began to settle in, her satisfaction at observing Raoul and Caroline's playfulness across the music stands grew. Finally they seemed to find one another and manage to disperse the unnecessary discord between them, she thought. Now they would all be the good friends she so badly wanted them to be.


Raoul tensed his upper body and let the bow sweep across the strings, like a sword. Caroline raised herself over her cello, manly as usual, as if she was about to mount it. Every time Raoul met Caroline's eyes he ironically raised one eyebrow and she could not keep from laughing. But now she was secure, now she no longer got lost. With aggressive focus she again flung the bow and pattered with her finger pads over the fingerboard. Intense breathing and percussive exhalations filled the dynamic low points that sometimes arose in the music before new attacks and heart-rending phrases. He had chosen the music for her and once she let it go inside her skin there was no longer any possibility of salvation. But hadn't she tried to refrain until the last? Wasn't it Louise's own fault in a way that it went the way it did, she who had insisted that they sit there and play Brahms together? At this point Caroline succeeded in convincing herself that she was almost without any fault of her own.

The lunch assignment was decided in advance. It was Caroline and Raoul's turn to cook pasta while the others waited out on the terrace. Even though there was a storm on the mainland the sun was shining from a clear blue sky on Svalskär. The autumn air was likewise chilly and they each wrapped a blanket around their shoulders. There they sat, three women in a row with big dark sunglasses.


Louise gazed out over the horizon and breathed in the sea air with enjoyment. “Ah, how I love being out here in the fall. It's so calm and peaceful. Sky and sea, gulls—”


“Do you think he seems a little low too?” Anna interrupted restlessly.


“Who?”


“Raoul, of course!” Anna took a deep breath to hold down her sensitivity. “You'll be talking to him and suddenly he's absent, as if he's filled with thoughts he can't let go of. There's something bothering him. I feel it. We've always had an almost unspoken understanding between us. And now when I see him I'm filled with such tenderness, he feels so vulnerable when he goes inside himself that way. I'm a little worried about him.”


“Vulnerable? That man is as fragile as an armored car,” Helena laughed and continued cynically. “I don't think you need to waste any worry on him.”


“Helena, excuse me but you don't know him nearly as well as I do,” Anna noted, a little offended. “And I don't think he's completely happy.”


“Maybe there is something tense about him,” Louise started hesitantly, “but that's probably that business with Joy.”


“Joy?” A spark flashed in Anna's eyes.


“They've been trying to have a child for a really long time. Now apparently the third in-vitro attempt has failed too. She's the one who calls every fifteen minutes. And Raoul has talked a lot about change recently. I almost wonder if he's having a midlife crisis.”


“Although I wonder. That thing with the child is probably more Joy's wish in any case. Raoul has never shown any such interest,” said Anna, squirming. “And what crisis? Shouldn't life have value without children?”


“It's a natural human desire to have children,” said Louise.


“But Louise, you of all... I mean, haven't you obviously chosen not to have a family?”


Louise lowered her eyes. “Why couldn't I long for a child?”


“Do you?” Helena examined her profile carefully.


Louise held onto the answer a while, uncertain how much she should reveal. “Well, I do actually.”


“And Caroline?” Helena fished carefully, but was run over by Anna who was completely in her own train of thought.


“I get so tired of this endless bombardment of family, family, family!” she moaned, lighting another cigarette. “Everywhere mothers going around with their bellies in the air, dressing in as skimpy blouses as possible, preferably something that opens over the belly so you see a little skin too. Is there something arousing about a pregnant belly, maybe? I don't get it.”


“You never regret your children,” said Helena. “However much time and energy they take from you. It's a new period in your life that feels obvious once you're there.”


“That's exactly what I mean,” Anna added, puffing excitedly on her cigarette. “It's so completely scary what you're saying. Because it means that once you have children you forget yourself. Then you completely forget who you really are and sacrifice yourself for purely biological reasons, like a caveman fighting for the survival of the species! Why should you have to shoulder that as a modern person?”


Helena laughed. “You really have to give in now, Anna. Do you really think you don't develop as a person after having children?”


“You admitted yourself that you don't have time left over for yourself. So you're only living for your children.”


Helena shook her head. “You're deliberately misunderstanding me, Anna. But I don't want to push this any farther.”


“Because you feel sorry for me? Is that it, or what? You, who has the perfect suburban life.”


Helena took a cigarette from Anna's pack and lit it with care, to gain time before she answered.


“Why do you compare yourself to me?” She blew smoke out in a long line. “We don't live the same sort of life at all. You've made your choices.”


“Is this about choices? Do you really think you choose your life?”


“Yes, why couldn't you?”


“So if I'd chosen to have a family and a fancy house I would have gotten that too?”


“Is that what you want?”


“It doesn't really matter in this case. The question is whether my desire could have led me there or whether fate did it.”


“You don't really believe in fate, Anna!”


“What else do you call something you can't influence?”


“Circumstances and chance. Good luck and bad luck.”


“So if you simply strive for happiness, you'll get it.”


“I guess that's the responsibility you have. Trying to live as happily as you can, influence your situation to the extent you can, and accept that you can't control everything. We all have our crosses to bear, don't we?”


“My word, please. What cross do you have to bear, Helena?”


Helena blew smoke out through her nose. “I have a Lacroix or two in my closet.”


Only Louise laughed and Helena immediately regretted her condescending little joke.


“How did the audition go?” she asked to change the subject. Anna sniffed pointedly and stretched.


“I got the job.” The answer came carelessly and uninvolved.


“And you're only telling us now!” Louise exclaimed. “You've accepted, haven't you?”


Anna nodded curtly and tried to take in the others' praise, but her smile was frozen. She couldn't help feeling patronized. Then she got up and folded up her blanket.


“Now I want lunch,” she declared and went in.

On her way to the kitchen Anna pulled her sunglasses like a comb through her hair and tousled it a little before she set them smartly pushed back on her forehead, well aware that Raoul was waiting inside. Out of habit she coaxed out two curls at her ears, moistened her lips and went up the stairs to the kitchen. The door was ajar. It was as if she could sense the tension in the kitchen even before she saw them. She stopped abruptly and remained standing two steps below the doorway.


Caroline was standing close beside Raoul at the Aga stove. Their bodies were molded against each other; they were the same height. Relaxed, she rested one arm around his neck and twirled a lock of hair between her fingers. The motion pulled his head backward at the same time as he opened his mouth to capture a strand of spaghetti she was circling over his face. She let it fall straight down into his open mouth. The spaghetti curled around his mouth before he sucked it in with a smacking sound. A drop of water remained on Raoul's lower lip. Caroline slowly stroked it away with her fingertips and then licked them, careful and concentrated.


Anna retreated soundlessly, pressed against the wall in the little passage between the studio and the kitchen so as not to be seen. The shock of what she saw made her so confused she did not know what she should do. Her heart was pounding with achingly raw beats.


“Yoohoo, is there anything to eat?” echoed from inside the studio and she heard Louise's and Helena's steps approaching. Anna jumped and quickly glanced behind her. Trapped in an impossible position, she had no choice other than to stumble on up the stairs. Now Caroline was standing at the oak table, nothing unusual, setting out plates and silverware. Anna staggered and was about to crash into her before she sank down on a chair. Embarrassed, she gave Caroline a little side glance that was repaid with a broad smile. Happily whistling, Raoul poured out the pasta water and mixed the spaghetti with pesto and cooked broccoli florets. The charge in the room had vanished.


“Sit down, il pranzo è servito!” Raoul dried his hands on a towel and set out the bowl of pasta. Caroline took the plates and ladled up food for each of them while Raoul went around the table and filled glasses with mineral water.


The host and the little hostess, thought Anna, clenching her teeth behind a closed mouth. Wonder what Louise would say if she found out?


She had a good mind to lean over and whisper in Louise's ear; she was sitting right next to her. But she would gain nothing from that.


“Come here, I could eat you up instead!” Louise laughed, placing her arm around Caroline's waist and pulling her toward her as she came close. Caroline swayed and fell down on the chair beside. Louise captured Caroline's face between her hands and gave her a long, loud kiss. The kiss kept on going and at last Caroline pulled herself free.


“I can't get any air!” she laughed, casting her head back.


Raoul had stopped in mid-motion with the bottle in his hand and observed them with a trace of worry.


“Yes, thanks. I want water too,” said Helena guardedly as he held the mouth of the bottle by her glass but did not pour. Raoul nonchalantly splashed in water and sat down beside her.


“Hello you,” he said, winking a little humorously.


“Hello you yourself,” Helena answered drily, tucking into the food without looking at him.


Raoul ate with great enthusiasm. Efficiently he twirled spaghetti on his fork and quickly drove ample rolls of pasta into his mouth. Caroline poked at her food coquettishly. She speared a piece of broccoli on her fork and bit off small pieces with sensual chews. Raoul had already devoured his food before she had barely started on hers. He leaned back and chewed contentedly on a toothpick while he observed Caroline across the table.


After lunch Caroline was alone in the kitchen doing dishes. She was humming a melody and running the steel wool around in the pot with unusual cheerfulness. Anna came up to her by the counter.


“What are you up to really?” She was standing so close that she could feel Caroline's faint perfume mixed with the sweet aroma from her skin.


“Doing dishes,” Caroline laughed and continued scrubbing the pot unconcerned. “You know, you take detergent and water and—”


“Knock if off, don't put on airs,” Anna hissed. “You know very well what I mean.”


Caroline immediately stopped in mid-motion and tossed her hair.


“What the hell are you talking about?” she said, looking Anna up and down. Anna felt the blood heating her cheeks. She always had a hard time dealing with the insecurity Caroline aroused in her. All that was needed was a glance, a look of superiority. And she had to take care so the accusations would not fly rudely out of her mouth.


“You'll hurt Louise if you carry on that way. And Raoul too for that matter. Do you know what he and his wife are going through right now? They've had a miscarriage for the third time.”


Caroline remained silent and lowered her eyes. With relief Anna felt her shoulders lowering. Now she could continue in a more controlled tone, which was always much more effective.


“You didn't know that, did you? That's why he's talking on the phone all the time. But you don't know anything. You think you can just barge into other people's lives and take what you want for yourself. Play on Louise's feelings and flirt with Raoul at the same time. My God, Caroline. That's really low.”


Caroline threw the pot and steel wool into the dishwater, pushed Anna aside and left. Anna supported herself with her hand against the counter and listened to the sound of furious heels disappearing into the house. With closed eyes she took a deep breath and forced out a trembling stream of air. The conflict was taking its toll. But she had dared confront Caroline.


“Did you get a cramp from washing dishes?” she heard Raoul's voice behind her. Anna turned around, ending up face to face with him.


“Bother,” she whispered, clearing her throat. They stood silent a moment facing each other.


“How nice to see you again, Raoul,” was the only thing she could think of to say.


“Yes, the same,” Raoul answered, leaning against the counter.


“How are you these days?”


“Well, it's going okay,” he started indecisively.


“Louise said you were trying to have a child.” Anne looked for his reaction.


“She did? Well... nothing came of that.”


“It must be hard,” said Anna, drawing her fingertips across her mouth.


“Joy's taking it very hard. She really thought it would work out this time. But she had a miscarriage in the twelfth week.”


“And you? How are you feeling?” She stroked him along his forearm and let her hand stay by his hand. But he withdrew his hand again and crossed his arms.


“We don't need to talk about that,” he answered evasively. Anna nervously fingered the edge of the counter.


“Are you hoping for a child now?” she said faintly.


Raoul took a deep breath before he answered.


“Yes, I am.” He paused and then continued. “I wish I had a family to come home to. A wife who loves me and children...” His voice suddenly failed him.


“Oh, Raoul,” said Anna, taking him in her arms. He returned the hug briefly and then released the hold. She held him behind a little and he braided his fingers in hers. That gave her strength again. And courage to say what was bothering her.


“Sometimes I think about us,” she continued in a weak voice, “before I went home again...”


“Anna, we were so young, it didn't work out.”


Anna fell silent and turned her head to the side. Then she looked at him again.


“It's not too late to start a family.”


Raoul smiled.


“No, maybe not. I'm starting to think there may be hope.”


“It doesn't need to end like this. You're worthy of the happiness you're longing for. And I'm sure you're going to experience it sooner than you think.”


Raoul laughed curtly and gave her a warm look.


“Really?”


“Just allow yourself to search for what you really want. Don't hesitate. Take a chance. Anything's possible.”


“Do you believe that?”


Anna's whole face was glowing.


“I'm convinced.”

The sun was shining over Svalskär. Louise was pruning the roses on the south side of the house. From the studio cello tones resounded and Louise hummed along while she let the shears attack the withered flowers. The paint on the wall of the house was flaking in a number of places, but she tried not to look at that. The whole house needed to be painted and the shingles also needed a thorough inspection. Last summer they had problems with rain getting into the attic. Sture Johansson had come and fixed the hole temporarily, but noticed that large portions of the roof were rotten and that a major renovation was unavoidable within the next year. Louise had repressed that for the moment; she had other things to think about. Being personally responsible for Svalskär was a heavy burden. Her aging mother was unable to get involved, but still expected the island to be cared for in the same style as always. Anything else was inconceivable.


Later, thought Louise, she would do that later. It was still a long time until winter and she counted on Sture finding laborers, maybe hire some Poles who would do it quickly and cheaply. They could stay in the Little Cabin a week or two.


The door opened and Raoul stepped out onto the stair.


“Thanks for calling me, Luss,” he said, breathing in air with enjoyment. “Right now I really needed a break from everything.”


“Have you thought about the future? Will you try again?”


“No, this will have to be it. I can't bear to continue. And Joy can't either.”


“Continue at all or with children? Haven't you thought about adoption?”


“Our marriage is completely over. This last attempt with in-vitro was hell, to put it plainly. It's enough now.”


“She must be completely crushed.”


Raoul gave her a reproachful smile. “Louise, you don't need to pretend any longer. You've never liked Joy, and she doesn't care for you. So. And now it's over. We're in agreement about a divorce too, so it will go quickly. I've already started the proceedings with Miles.”


“Will it be an expensive deal?”


“I can't imagine that. I'm starting to get the hang of it at this stage. I have only one rule: never get married without a solid pre-nup. Kathy earned a pretty penny on being married to me for two years. It paid for her music studies and a Steinway grand besides. I didn't make that mistake with Marcelline anyway. Wonder if that wasn't what made her so turned off. I was extremely clear with Joy from the very start.”


“You won't have to sell the Nightingale anyway.”


He only laughed drily. “Joy hardly has a penny and she's not worth it either, damn it. I could care less whether she has to stand in the subway and play for the rent.”


“Well, I don't see any risk of that.” Louise clipped off a few more dried blossoms and tore off a loose patch of paint from the wall. Then she sat down next to Raoul. He placed one arm around her shoulders and she leaned her head against his shoulders.


“I see, so it's over again, Raoul.”


He swallowed, his face tensed in a disappointed expression. “I don't get why it always goes down the toilet.”


“You fall for the wrong ladies.”


“I think I've used up all kinds, so I don't know which kind are left.” He tried to lighten it up as a joke, but the sorrow shone through.


“So what do you want?”


“I want a quiet family life. God, how I want that.”


“You're joking. How would you get that to work?”


“No, I'm not joking. I'm so tired of all the traveling and all the pressure. Aren't you? It's not fun any more. I'm starting to get nervous when I play. That never happened before. Last week I was playing Mozart's Violin Concerto No. 5. How many times have I done that? At least a hundred times in concert. I was completely shaky when I went out on stage. And I didn't understand what was happening. But when you wake up in an anonymous hotel room and don't remember if you're in South or North America, then it's time to think about what you're up to. It can't be worth the sacrifice any more. Now it's enough. I want an everyday life, routines. A life. And with Joy I thought it would be like that. But I was wrong.”


They sat silent a while before Raoul picked up the conversation again. “Joy already has someone else.”


Louise winced. “Do you mean that? Even though she was trying to get pregnant?”


“She's moving in with her new lover, a young director. Apparently they've had a relationship for six months. Completely unbelievable, he must be ten years younger than her. I found out when she called yesterday.”


“Oh, Raoul, you poor thing!” She pulled her arms around him and hugged hard. “You must be really sad. How can she go behind your back?”


Raoul did not reply. He leaned his head away and looked out over the sea. Louise released her arms.


“But why did she continue trying to have children with you, if she was already on her way out of the marriage?”


“That's a good question. And I don't even want to think about the answer.”


“What do you mean?”


“Oh, forget it. Forget everything. It's over and done with. Now I'm just grateful to avoid seeing her again.”


“You have all the time in the world to start a family. And as far as girlfriends are concerned you don't usually wait around very long if I know you.”


He laughed and avoided looking at her. “Maybe so. But I feel time ticking away. I don't want to be an old dad who gets a hernia from picking up his kid.”


“Anna is available,” said Louise.


“Anna, yes... No, I don't think so,” Raoul answered a little indulgently. “Anna, nice Anna. I really hope it works out for her.”


“You know she's had breast cancer?”


“Yes, she told me that.”


“The operation went well, but she's still going for treatment as far as I understand.”


“It can't be easy to bear that alone. If she could just manage to find a good guy. She deserves it.”


The outside door opened and Caroline's long body was seen on the threshold. Louise leaned backward and met her with a smile.


“Hi, darling. Are you done practicing now? Come out and sit down.”


Caroline hesitated, not really knowing where she should go. But Louise had already made room between Raoul and her and patted the stone slab they were sitting on encouragingly. Hesitantly Caroline took a step out and sat down on the indicated place. She saw Raoul in the corner of her eye and nodded slightly in greeting. Louise placed her right arm around her back and let her fingers play with her hair. Caroline's left thigh was touching Raoul's and her arm was next to his. She could not think of anything else.


“I'm trying to convince Raoul to go back to Anna,” Louise explained, leaning over to give Raoul a conspiratorial glance.


“I see,” Caroline answered tentatively.


“No, there's no point in that,” Raoul mumbled. “Old youthful sins. Anna deserves so much better.”


“Now, now, don't be putting your light under a bushel. You really are a catch, Raoul.” Louise leaned toward Caroline. “You should see what an amazing duplex apartment he has, right across from the Met, with a rooftop terrace. We should go there and visit him, the two of us.”


Caroline smiled politely, a tad embarrassed. “I really look forward to that,” she answered, wondering if she sounded as false as she felt.


“And you're freelancing I understand, and have a number of solo engagements?” Raoul continued, as eager as Caroline to change the subject.


Caroline hummed in reply and Louise nudged her. “Tell him now, Carro. Things are going really well for you. Your agent is completely flooded with calls with offers.” She turned toward Raoul again. “Everyone wants Caroline.”


Raoul took a deep breath. Caroline collapsed further.


“And so who's your agent?” Raoul asked to keep on safe ground.


“Yes... that is, it was Louise who...” Caroline began tentatively, nodding in her direction.


Louise rushed to fill in. “I fixed her up with my agency. Of course. It's just so practical that we have the same one. And I know they'll take good care of her there.”


Then she saw Caroline's lowered head and continued. “Although you could have had them anyway.” She nudged her familiarly. “Obviously! You're the one who does the job, no one can play for you.”


“Don't let them start too low in the negotiations just because you're a little green. Don't accept the first offer,” Raoul said, at first a little meditatively, then his voice became more efficient and insistent. “And choose carefully from the inquiries you get. Don't leap at everything just because you're tempted. Make sure instead to get the job done right by being properly prepared. No carelessness.”


Only now did he manage to give Caroline a slight smile. She froze when she looked him in the eyes and immediately lowered her eyes.


“Work on the down stroke,” he continued, to play down the situation. She awkwardly hit him with her knee. Louise laughed with effort.


“Be careful about following up your concerts and plan ahead,” Raoul continued. “You have to know what you want and not wear yourself out on the wrong things. Never forget that your manager is only out to earn money on you as long as he can. It's base economy that rules. But as long as you know the rules of the game you can make use of them instead to get where you want.”


Now he had piloted them onto his territory. Raoul was plowing in well-worn tracks while Caroline felt how she was growing as a person and an artist. There she sat, protected between two great soloists who were planning for her future. Her glistening eyes revealed the amazing future prospects that were playing out in her brain, as if he could fulfill her wishes simply by objectifying them in words.


It was almost not sporting. It was so easy to acknowledge hungry young musicians. Magic words opened their hearts and over the years surprisingly many girls had been willing to pay the most moving and titillating price for something they themselves could have figured out, if they only had enough self-confidence. Especially for him, Raoul Liebeskind. They hoped of course that he would choose them, help them to concerts, glory and renown. And sometimes he had. But now when he was running his worn-out flirt trick with Caroline he noticed how stale it was, almost as if it soiled her.


“And competitions? How many have you won?” Raoul asked, inspecting her profile. He got such an uncontrollable desire to kiss her all over her face and feel the taste of sun-warmed skin. On the outside he showed only professional interest and involvement.


“See, I've really only won the Swedish Soloist Prize two years ago,” Caroline murmured, well aware that it didn't sound particularly grand in his ears. And that was just what she wanted. That he would be impressed and view her with professional respect. Until now she had been so accustomed to getting attention for her virtuosity that she had shaken off praise as something almost confining and awkward. But the music circles she had moved in so far seemed purely provincial compared to his. Now she wanted to hear him say that she was not only beautiful, but above all amazingly gifted. Beauty would actually take second place for once if she could choose what he would be struck by.


“Aren't you going to apply to the Tchaikovsky competition in Moscow next summer?” he tossed out with that nonchalant, sexy self-assuredness that made her completely limp inside.


Louise leaned toward Caroline and whispered, “You know that Raoul brought home the gold medal in the violin class when he was twenty-two? I was already out after the first round.”


Caroline felt the excitement filling her chest, but she did not dare really look at him. And Raoul was enjoying her shy admiration. He made so bold as to pat her very quickly on the thigh.


“I can help you with the preparation for the program if you want.”


The excitement turned into pure nervousness. That was too much now. Both the Tchaikovsky competition and Raoul at one time. Could she really have both? The desires were dizzying for Caroline.


“Aren't you on the jury?” she panted.


He laughed out loud. “Here we have a shrewd little careerist!”


Louise joined in his laughter, but Caroline turned completely cold.


“That wasn't what I meant, I—”


“You don't stop at anything,” Raoul continued amused, smacking the tip of his tongue. He could not refrain from pushing the joke a little farther. “Apparently I've underestimated you. But unfortunately I must disappoint you, violinists are not usually on a cello jury.”


What had she done? How could she say something so stupid? She only wanted to scream out loud and take it back.


“Don't think about competitions too much right now. You need peace and quiet and above all rest,” Louise caught Caroline's hand and kissed it lightly, “don't you? You must take care of yourself, Carro.” She added mysteriously, “And not just you.”


“Please Luss, let's talk about something else now,” Caroline interrupted nervously.


“What do you mean? Can't I tell? I'm just so frightfully proud.”


“But I don't want to.”


“You know, Raoul knows me inside and out and he tells me everything. We have no secrets. It's always been like that.”


She sneaked a glance at his face. “I see, you do.” Dumbfounded, she saw that he sat quite relaxed next to her, and then she didn't know what to believe any longer.


She was saved by the door opening. Helena almost fell over them.


“Goodness. I didn't know you were sitting here,” she exclaimed. Caroline got up at once, took her sister by the hand and tugged on her.


“Come on, let's take a walk. I've been sitting here much too long,” she said, continuing a few steps out on the stone paving in front of the door. Helena stepped out between Raoul and Louise.


They sauntered down toward the pier next to each other. They were the same height, Helena somewhat more slender than Caroline, and they had the same way of walking. Raoul followed them with his gaze and felt how his stomach was knotting up as he watched them converse. At one point they both looked back toward the step before they continued. He pricked his ears and tried to hear what they were saying, but the distance was too great. He did not notice that Louise was observing him.


“I see that you're worried and I know what you're thinking. It's just as well we talk about it,” she said quietly.


Her words came like a cold shower, although he knew he should have been prepared for them. It was as if his emotions had run away with him. Without warning he had forgotten all morals and loyalty and simply let himself be carried away by passion. Was it passion? Could he really fall in love in this exposed way when he was approaching fifty? And with a woman half his age. Woman? Was she a woman or was she a girl, where was the boundary? She still had the round cheeks of a teenager and two small pimples on the left side of her forehead, but her body was curvy like the statue of a Greek goddess. Shamelessly he had seduced her though he knew she was Louise's. Did he imagine that love between women was really not as strong as between man and woman, and thus did not have the same justification? Louise. Of all people he had betrayed Louise. How could he behave so despicably toward his closest friend? It was completely unforgivable, so low that he couldn't even bear to think about his guilt. But how could he have refrained? When this exquisite creature looked at him across the dinner table it was as if her gaze drew him from good sense and reason. He had been so surprised when he realized that for the first time in his life he was experiencing the Great Love, the one that did not resemble anything he had been part of before. Quite unexpectedly he had lost his footing and was floating in another existence, a private space where only she existed. A memory was awakened, far back in his brain, it was something connected with her, but he could not place it. All he knew was that he had to have her. It was her, now she was in his heart and he never intended to let her out. Compliantly she had gone with him out to the north point when he asked her, let him kiss her under the starry sky and then lead her to the Atelier. It had been ice cold in the cottage and he had immediately lit the stove and pulled blankets onto the floor in front of the crackling fire. But it was more than compliance, there was a longing in her that met his on exactly the same level. Today she admitted that she could not bear to play Brahms with him. So charming. So lovely and unspoiled. Never before had he so enjoyed playing that quartet as when he watched how she struggled with her emotions and her trembling smile. Although his heart was blossoming and bleeding when he looked at her, she would be as tormented as he was. She would surrender all of her soul and body to their passion. It was overwhelming and he knew it. And he had never felt so alive. Here he stood at a crossroads in his life and could only imagine a single possible future. With her. With Caroline. His love was named Caroline. He hardly dared think the name, he was afraid it would be written all across his face.


“When you suddenly see things from outside, they look completely different. You get a new perspective,” Louise said.


She knew. Panic surged in his chest. There they had sat with Caroline between them, conversing quite calmly about career while she had known about it the whole time. On a few occasions he had seen that side of Louise, cold-hearted and calculating, and always felt a little uncomfortable. Now he was terrified. She had nerves of steel when the situation demanded it.


Raoul drew his hand through his hair to conceal his face with his forearm. “Louise, I understand if you're furious at me. What right do I have? But I wasn't prepared for it.”


Louise looked down at the ground and kicked at a stone. “I haven't talked with Helena yet,” she began, “but I also noticed that she was the weak link today. It's only when you can concentrate completely on listening that you take in the overall sound picture.”


The spell was lifted and he wanted to rejoice. But at once a new shadow appeared. And he cursed himself for failing to follow the most basic line of reasoning. He was that stricken. Now he had dispatched himself to an idiotic dead end. The thought that Caroline was actually Helena's half-sister had not struck him with its total import until now. He could glimpse them down by the pier where they sat on a bench and talked with their heads close together. Were they talking about him? Were they laughing at his pathetic yearning? Helena frightened him. She aroused him and he always managed to convince himself that his advantage was that she loved him while he was only superficially attracted. He had never wanted to admit anything else. He found an almost sadistic desire in forcing her to subjection and, without saying it out loud, having to beg for sex with him. He was heavy-handed with her in a way he never was with other women. But that was Helena's own fault. Why did she make him feel so shabby? She was sharp, so coolly intelligent. Couldn't she just be grateful like all the others? However he tried to break down her self-confidence, she always rose up in all her glory and instead he was the one who stood there empty-handed afterward. If she had only admitted her weakness to him he could have left her long ago. Banish her to the list. But that didn't work, his yearning for Helena was so elusive, so elusively slippery. Sometimes he found himself longing for her so that his whole body was pulsing on the most absurd occasions. Like now. Now he wanted her. He wanted to tease forth her enjoyment, see the half-closed eyes, feel her body gliding lithely around, molding into his embrace and then give her what she deserved. A devastating lesson, a blow right in the gut when he whispered in her ear that he loved Caroline. No blow would be harder for Helena than to see him choose her sister. A cool thrill of arousal and terror ran up his spine. At once he shook off the thought and felt ashamed. How could he be so cruel? Helena was innocent, it wasn't her fault that he had fallen in love with Caroline. It was clear that she would be crushed at the news. That was nothing he needed to feel triumphant about. And how could he admit to Caroline that he had had a sexual relationship with Helena ever since... well, my God, how old was the girl really? The relationship with Helena must have been going on since Caroline was born. Now his worry started spreading through his body in earnest. Cripplingly it clung to him and distorted all his ideas of right and wrong, truth and fantasy.


Raoul rubbed his forehead and tried to breathe evenly. He had to find his way back to some kind of equilibrium again. He had to regain control over his life and his actions and above all calm down. In the midst of all the confusion there was only one thing he was completely clear about and that calmed him for the moment. Nothing could obscure his love for Caroline. Because that was holy.


Louise was waiting for his reply, her brow slightly knitted with worry. She was expecting his unswerving loyalty and he knew that it was only a matter of time before he would be forced to throw the truth in her face. But it was still too soon.


He had to be certain first.


He had to get Caroline pregnant.


“Wait to kick Helena out,” he answered with a dry mouth. “It's not the time now. Think through a strategy first.”


“You sound so cold when you say that,” Louise answered. “I have to prepare her for the shock. Because it's going to be a shock. She knows deep down that she's not really good enough any more, I'm sure of that, but she's struggling and really wants to. I see how she enjoys playing with the quartet. It's her breathing room. Helena is one of my best friends and she's going to be extremely sad.”


“I know. Let it be for now. Do it later. There's no hurry. She has it tough enough as it is.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well... didn't you hear it? She has bow shake when she plays.”


“I noticed it. It's as if there's something else that's bothering her too. Although I wonder if it's not just that she has a hard time playing with you.”


Raoul froze. “With me?”


“I'm sure you realize that. Helena has such incredible respect for you, Raoul.”


“She does?” He laughed, dumbfounded. And flattered.


“Yes, yes, yes. But Caroline's not as easily impressed. You'll have to struggle with her. So far I haven't been able to rein her in, and maybe that's what makes me love her more than anything else in the world.”

He got the idea that a walk would help him think clearly. The sun was still shining when he put on his jacket and went down to the shoreline. A slight breeze was blowing from the mainland and soon the water started lapping against the flat rocks. The clouds were low. They moved in voluminous masses on the horizon. Out at sea a white layer of fog gathered and floated across the surface of the water. It looked almost unreal, like a Flying Dutchman. Soundlessly the fog approached the island. Raoul stood still, staring in fascination at a weather phenomenon he had never seen before. Nature was mysterious to him, an environment where he absolutely did not feel at home. For that reason he was also surprised when the bank of fog suddenly sailed in over the rocks. He was not prepared for the cold dampness that formed a milky-white space around him. The cold penetrated through his clothes and gave him goose bumps. But it was only when he turned around that he first started to feel worried. The view had disappeared, everything around him was white. He could not see the house, not the pier, no trees. Only the damp-saturated whiteness, a compact nothing. Instinctively he felt that he had to get away from there as quickly as possible. When he took a step out into the fog he stumbled on the bench and scraped his ankle against the coarse rock. He was forced to parry with his hand and felt his fingers sink down into the moss. He got up at once, knocked the dirt from his palms and continued carefully bent over toward what he thought was the house. Muted cello tones reached him from a vague direction. This caused his heart to beat harder. He was overwhelmed by a sudden longing to go toward the music and with his hands groping in front of him he quickened his pace in the direction of the faint sound. But in his eagerness he tripped again, stepped into hollows, fell forward down on his knee. The unease he felt when the fog first came in had now grown to a creeping fear. Where was he? Why didn't he know the way? When he noticed how his imagination was running away he stopped abruptly and forced down his shoulders with a deep breath. This was silly, getting worked up about a little fog! Running around blindly like this. He could seriously injure himself. The only wise thing was to stay where he was, completely quiet, and wait out the fog. To his relief he saw how the white veils around his legs had already started to dissolve. Only a few seconds later the fog moved off, up over the ground that emerged more and more clearly, to be dispersed in the air until only a faint haze rested over the island. Straight ahead of him was the house. To his left side, only a few meters away, was the Atelier with the precipitous cliffs. Then he realized to his horror how close he had been to falling into the water.


With determined steps he went toward the studio. Caroline's cello sounded clearer and clearer the closer he came. Now he saw her through the large glass wall. She was sitting with her back turned, playing the first movement of Bach's fourth cello suite. The vigorous leaps of the melody felt so welcoming, embracing and cheerful. She plays so marvelously, he thought, she should always play Bach. It suits her and brings out the play and youthfulness in music that is far too often played too grammatically precise, above all by young musicians. He stood a while and observed her through the window. And he smiled to himself when he felt how much he loved her. Scattered raindrops began falling on his head and shoulders. In a pause between the movements he knocked first carefully, then a little harder when he didn't get her attention. Didn't she hear him? He pressed his face against the glass and called her name. Either the sound didn't make it in, or else she didn't want to turn around. Caroline only continued playing, in deep concentration. The rain was starting to pick up. Soon his hair was soaked through. Thin streams of water sped down his face and were soaked up by his collar. At this point he felt so cold that his shoulders were shaking. Yet he had a hard time tearing himself from her. While he stood listening, with his arms clinging hard to his upper body, he thought she was starting to overdo it a little. The beautiful sound that had lured him out of the fog had something sharp in its outlines. Perhaps he was disturbing her.


If he had insisted a little longer, pounded and banged until she had opened, he could have convinced her to set down her instrument to meet his embrace. Perhaps it was the breaking point that was needed to avoid so much sorrow. Instead he turned around with a sinking heart and went around the house to the outside door.


When he came into the hall he was met by Louise who was rushing up and down between the attic and the cellar to check for possible water damage. In only a few minutes the cloudburst from the mainland had reached Svalskär and soon drenched the island with torrential floods. The rain pattered hard against the roof so that it echoed in the whole house. Raoul took off his wet jacket and pulled the shirt sleeve over his face to dry off the water. From the kitchen footsteps were heard and he thought at first it was Caroline until Helena showed up in the hall. When she caught sight of him she straightened up, apparently eager to have a conversation. Raoul blurted out a weak apology before he fled up the stairs to his room and threw himself on the bed. There he stayed, just staring at the ceiling. In the corner of his eye he saw the violin case and felt a heavy weight in his chest. Never had his violin reminded him of obligation and constraint like now. Everything that made his life boring. A sexless piece of wood.


For over twenty-five years he had lived with “L’uignolo,” the Nightingale, his valuable Guarneri del Gesù. The longest connection he had been able to maintain thus far. By now it was like part of his body. It accompanied him wherever he went, because he always lived and travelled in his profession. But what at the start of his career had been an indescribable source of joy felt more and more like a burden on his shoulders. The enchantment from renown and success had lost its attraction. He had done it all. Played on all the major stages, read all the glowing reviews, seduced more beautiful women than he could recall. What was left to conquer?


He had seen this development for a long time, but not dared admit the change. It had happened to so many of his colleagues who never got over it. What simply could not happen to a musician in his position. To be drained of feeling for the music. Ennui and indifference. For a moment he had opened the door slightly to that love when he had played a dusty old Brahms quartet that morning. It was like being healed. Quite unexpectedly Caroline had lured forth that marvelous sensuality again. But now when she closed him out the enjoyment disappeared and made the loss even greater.


Suddenly he had an impulse to open the window and throw his violin out into the rain. Get rid of the piece of shit. Five million dollars right to hell. The emperor lets the Nightingale free. What a relief that would be! Completely out of the question of course, how would it look if one of the world's leading violinists suddenly just quit? And what would he do if he didn't play the violin? There was nothing else he could do. He curled up in a fetal position and bit his knuckles. The solution, for there was only one, echoed in his head. She would breathe life into his soul again and give him the strength to continue.


And while he lay there on the bed desire slowly awakened within him. The thought of Caroline, holding Caroline's fair body, his craving for Caroline charged his body with energy. But why was she avoiding him? In his thoughts he went through everything he had said and done but could not understand what had gone wrong. Maybe she only wanted to practice in peace. Yes, that must be it. She was young and ambitious, she was where he had been so long ago. God forbid that she was already tired of him! He writhed in the bed and felt how the restlessness was boring ever deeper until his skin was crawling and he did not know where he could dispose of his longing. At last he was forced to get up and take out the violin anyway. In frenzy he sawed his way through Paganini's first Capriccio so that there was a cloud of resin over the strings. The notes cut and were sharpened against the hammering of the rain against the shingles. Once he had an outlet for the worst of his frustration he continued with number twenty-one, Amoroso e Presto, and felt calm returning.

Anna stood pressed against the door, listening. She had been lured there by the velvety tones of her favorite capriccio. But already halfway up to the topmost guest room the last notes had rung out. Now she was not sure if he was still inside. When he placed her ear by the door it was silent at first, but then she heard a rustling sound and realized he was in his room. The nervousness from the proximity to him upset her. She raised her hand to knock, stopped herself and brought her fingers against her mouth instead. Perhaps he would think she was pushy? Determined steps creaked from inside the room and she realized that perhaps he was about to open the door and then she could not be standing there, as if she was eavesdropping. Which she was. She hurried to knock and the door flew open at once.


“I see... hi,” he said, forcing a smile. Did his face show any surprise? Perhaps even a slight disappointment? Anna was suddenly regretful. She should not have sought him out. But then he backed up a bit and nodded in toward the room.


“Come in, I was just about to shave.”


He had unbuttoned his shirt and she imagined the dense dark hair on his chest. She entered the room with uncertain steps. She wanted to close the door behind her, but let it stay ajar. On the chair was his open violin case, so the only place to sit was on the bed. Carefully she sat down on the edge, her hand smoothing out the sheet to the side of her. When she turned toward Raoul she saw that he was pulling off his shirt. She met his gaze in the mirror and her belly became very warm. She had not seen his bare upper body since they shared a bed in the apartment in New York. Once again she was struck by how he had aged since then. The painful consequence of that was that she must have aged just as much, and that he thought exactly the same thing about her. With a forgiving and tender gaze she inspected his body. There were liver spots on his left shoulder blade. She had not thought about that during all these years. In her imagination she went up and placed herself behind him, let her lips brush across the unevenness and continue along the shoulder blade.


She sank down with her back across the bed and closed her eyes. In the background she heard how Raoul was shaking the can of shaving cream, spraying it out in his hand and lathering his chin and cheeks. Then followed the concentrated delicacy of drawing the razor across the beard stubble. The scraping, the splashing, the irregularly sprinkling water in the sink when he broke the stream to rinse off the razor now and then, all these familiar little sounds fooled her for a moment into thinking they were back in a completely ordinary everyday.


“What's for dinner tonight?” he asked. She opened her eyes and saw that he was peering at her in the mirror again.


“Chicken stew with lots of garlic and chili.”


“You know how to seduce me.”


Anna snorted a little through her nose. Raoul gave her a broad smile over his shoulder.


“Do tell! I want to know everything about your fiery lovers.”


She shook her head a little secretively.


“Are they much younger than me?”


“They're much fewer than you.”


He laughed off the comment and quickly splashed off the rest of the lather.


“Too bad. They don't know what they're missing.”


“You know what you're missing,” she murmured, gliding with both hands in a fan-shaped motion over the blanket.


Raoul picked up a towel and dried his face while he went over and sat down next to her on the bed. The mattress sagged from the weight of his body. He leaned at an angle over her with one arm on each side of her upper body. Their faces were so close to each other that she could feel the coolness from his damp skin. Now he'll do it, she thought, swallowing. She half-opened her mouth and smiled invitingly toward him.


“Are you as hungry as I am?” he asked, squinting at her.


“Hungry?” she panted. Her smile threatened to start to cramp.


“Famished!” He snarled like a beast of prey, making a gesture of wanting to eat her up. At the next moment he got up from the bed just as suddenly as he had sat down. “Come on, let's go down and eat.”


Anna remained prostrate, her expectations subsiding for the moment. But the absent climax made her body stiff. As she got up she saw that Raoul was putting on a fresh new shirt, completely unmoved. The long sleeves were loose around the cuffs and he was rooting in his toiletries bag until he found what he was looking for.


“Help me,” he said, pressing the cuff links into her hand. He held out his arms and let her put in the links, fold and adjust the cuffs. Anna drew out the procedure. She was enjoying every moment of being able to re-live memories. So many times she had helped him get ready before important concerts, supported and encouraged him, joked off his nervousness and then admired him among all the others in the audience.


“There now,” she said, fixing the collar too. She reached for his after shave, poured a few drops into her hand and patted them onto his smooth cheeks. Without thinking Raoul kissed her on the forehead and pointed to his cheek. She gave him a kiss and he gave her a little slap.


Happily whistling he trotted down the stairs behind her. In the hall he placed one arm over her shoulders and led her into the kitchen. The ceiling lamp was off and instead a dozen candles were flickering, set out on the table, on the counter and in the window, creating a warm atmosphere in the room.


“Come, come! Now let's celebrate your concertmaster position.” Louise took a bottle of champagne out of the fridge and handed it to Caroline. “You can open it, I can't.”


“Ask Helena,” Caroline answered sullenly, putting her hands in her pockets. “I don't feel like celebrating.”


“Goodness, what's with you?” Louise blurted out in surprise. “We should make a toast to Anna.”


Caroline turned her back and looked out through the window over the sea, agitated at seeing Raoul and Anna so close together, but above all terrified of the unexpected strength of the feelings flaring up inside her. Her hands were completely cold and her body was shaking with suppressed fury. She could not conceal her reddening cheeks, which all too often betrayed her at the most unwanted occasions. And the last thing she wanted was for Raoul to understand what power he had over her. So she took a few steps away from the others, looking for a reason to leave the room. But Louise followed and carefully slipped her arm around her waist and squeezed.


“You're in a rather strange mood today. What's going on really? What's worrying you?”


“Nothing,” Caroline lied, trying to smile back. In the corner of her eye she noticed how Raoul released his hold on Anna and went over to Louise to take the bottle. “Give me that,” he said, winking at Louise. He paid no attention to Caroline.


The cork flew off and Louise and Anna hurried to capture the foaming champagne. Raoul filled their glasses and then continued by pouring for Helena. He tried to catch her attention, but she was looking right through him.


Caroline stood by herself at the stove. When she became aware that Raoul was on his way up to her with a glass she stared down at the floor. Not until he was standing very close to her did she turn her gaze expectantly up toward his. He pressed the glass into her hand but did not meet her eyes. Her hands were shaking as he was about to pour so that it ran over her fingers. Without a word he turned around, set down the bottle, took his glass and went back to Anna. He braided his hand in hers, kissed it and kept holding it as he raised the glass to her.


Anna put her head to one side and smiled back.


“Cheers to our amazing concertmistress! Congratulations, Anna! You are going to be brilliant and play the pants off every conductor!”


“Yes, I really will,” Anna laughed, “and that's probably one of the few times you're glad there aren't that many female conductors.”


Louise chuckled and Anna hurried to add, “Sorry, sorry! I'll leave them to you, Louise.”


“Thanks for the consideration!” Louise laughed, “but I have my hands full as it is.” She sneaked a glance at Caroline. Caroline looked down at the floor.


“Congratulations, Anna,” said Helena, clinking Anna's glass.


Caroline knocked back her champagne and set the glass down audibly.


“Yep, now let's take care of the food.” Caroline went over to the stove where the pot was simmering, put her arm on the range hood and leaned her forehead on it. Behind her she heard the clinking of plates and silverware being set on the table. The voices floated together. Helena and Anna stood leaning against the table and talking, Louise and Raoul were discussing something she could not make out. She was only barely able to stay standing and stir the pot.


She had not exchanged a word with Raoul after the awkward incident on the stairs. In her desperation she had locked herself into the studio and played Bach suites, all six from beginning to end, as penance. He of course was thanking his lucky stars that he had seen through her in time. He surely believed she expected favors as a musician, that she imagined she could count on his vote on a jury as thanks for a lay. And when he was standing out there in the rain knocking on the window of the studio she panicked. She felt completely chained to her cello and did not dare leave it. Better to hold tight to what was accustomed, bow in right hand, left-hand fingers on the fretboard. She knew what she had and did not know what she might lose. As long as she didn't hear him say he had changed his mind, apologize politely and good-naturedly pat her on the shoulder to smooth over the little escapade, she could still imagine that there was a future. She had simply not dared open the glass door and risk having the truth thrown in her face.


At the same time her whole body was screaming for him, she could not think of anything other than how he had held her, how he smelled, how the skin on his lips was thin and soft and warm. And the more she longed for him, the stronger she convinced herself that he had only been out for an ordinary little adventure the night before.


Was there no love from his side? Was he so ruthless that he only exploited anyone at all for a moment's pleasure, so convinced of his own star status that he expected everyone to simply lie down prostrate before his will? With every question that hammered beat after beat in her head, the certainty increased that she had committed a frightful mistake. Several mistakes heaped up on each other. If she could only forget about her affair. Ignore Raoul, hate Raoul and continue the relationship with Louise. But she knew very well that she had already let her go. She could not go back, she didn't want to, no one else could entice her any more. She would be forced to bite the bullet until she had obliterated her longing. Only then would the humiliation subside.


This was so unfamiliar. And wrong. She had always been able to pick and choose. If she was interested she was always able to attract what she wanted, the easiest thing. At the least invitation they came crawling. She had made herself available yesterday and he had obediently understood all the signals according to the rules of the game. Now he hardly gave her a glance. And there was no boundary for how low she might humiliate herself to get him back. Yet she realized very well that her desperation was the surest way to turn him off. She had experienced that herself so many times, although from the other side, when she had the upper hand and heedlessly rejected all those admirers who with shining pleading eyes were forced to reveal their crushed hearts. Yesterday something unexpected and until now inconceivable had happened. Her own emotions had taken a hold on her with an intensity she did not believe she was capable of. The pain went right to her chest. She could not defend herself against the force he had awakened within her. Because this was not a superficial romance, no little diversion when the spirit moved her. This was what she had always waited for but had never realized would hurt so much. This was passion. Passion and suffering. And though she stood out as ungenerous and almost crazy when she refused to toast Anna, even though she realized how pathetic her behavior was, she could not act any other way. Jealousy was gnawing painful wounds in her when Raoul held onto Anna, when he snared his arm around her waist, when he kissed her hand.


“Everything okay?” Suddenly he was standing behind her. A jolt passed through her body.


“Raoul.” Her voice came out weakly. She did not dare turn around. Simply saying his name felt forbidden and compromising.


And that was enough. Raoul did not need more than that to figure out that he had her right where he wanted. The stress inside him immediately ebbed. Now he had control of the situation and could plan for the next step. Despite his foolhardy passion, he still mastered the technique of handling nervousness in the moment, as the seasoned soloist he was. The last thing he could do now was to lose his head in the very consummation of the seduction process.


“Try to control yourself, Caroline.” His exhortation was hard and without the least hint of the lovingness she had experienced when they were playing Brahms in the morning.


Anna strode through the kitchen with champagne glass in hand, contentedly inspecting the whole arrangement. There was joy and conversation around her, Raoul had made a toast to her, he had held her around the shoulders and kissed her hand. She could still feel the moistness from his lips. And Caroline was sulking at the stove, that was a good sign. It meant that Raoul was not interested. Caroline had imagined that she could conquer him. Now she stood there, suffering, disappointed that there was someone who did not fall into a trance over her. Not just anyone. Raoul. It didn't help to be beautiful and talented if you were so coldly egotistical. No, a rap on the nose would do Caroline good. The threat was averted. And why had Raoul been fishing about possible lovers if he didn't have the intention of taking that place himself?


Raoul approached her and Anna caught his outstretched hand and twirled around in a pirouette. She laughed and rolled into his embrace. With choreographic elegance he twirled her out again and placed himself next to her with his elbow leaning against her shoulder and sipped coquettishly from his champagne glass.


“So, do you have a nice general program in the Philharmonic next year?” Raoul asked.


“Not too bad,” she answered, “we have an exciting soloist coming in February.”


“Yes?” said Raoul, squinting inquisitively.


Anna took a sip of champagne and challenged him with a seductive look. “Although he's frightfully booked up and tours all over the world and barely managed to squeeze in the concert in Stockholm. In the afternoon he'll arrive direct from Berlin, do a rehearsal, concert in the evening and then off to Tokyo the next day.”


Now it occurred to Raoul who she was talking about and he broke into a broad smile.


“Oh, him! I know him far too well. To be honest, he's an arrogant bastard and doesn't play half as well as he imagines,” he said with a boisterous laugh.


“Too bad you're not staying longer. We'll hardly have time to see each other.” She shoved him with her wrist against his chest. Raoul pulled back at the touch. He captured a blonde lock of hair and twirled it around his finger until it came off and bounced back toward her face again.


“I'm sure we can fit in a cup of coffee during intermission.”


“Or supper after the concert.”


“Or supper after the concert,” he repeated somewhat drawling, shooting off a wink to round off the conversation. Anna drew a fingertip by his ear.


“You had a little shaving cream there,” she whispered and was forced to swallow once before she turned to the table to finish setting it.


Raoul's cell phone sounded. He opened it and looked through his SMS as he observed Caroline in the corner of his eye. She was standing at the stove stirring the pot. A wave of tenderness passed over him. He really only wanted to rush over and place his arms around her and hold her hard, hard in his embrace and never again let go. That was obviously out of the question considering how fresh everything was and how they were still caught in old relationships. From experience he knew that the wisest thing right now was to let her sweat and agonize. Keep her on tenterhooks, a seducer's classic. She suffered, oh yes, she truly suffered. But that was the most secure way to confirm her feelings. Far from the first time he had tried this strategy and it always worked. And although it was distasteful to torment her, he also knew he could offer both her and himself the tension-relieving consolation in just a short while. It was a matter of waiting for the exact right time, not too soon, not too long, to achieve the right effect. Everything was about calibration, just like in counterpoint. If there was anything he had learned as a musician it was patience, persistence and purposefulness. With seduction it was exactly the same. And in both arts at this point he was an unbeatable master.


Caroline closed her eyes to shut herself off. She could not restrain herself, could not pull herself together. If she could only divert her worry in some way, take the edge off the wildness inside her that blocked all her ability to think, with a fresh pain. She looked around the radius of a few decimeters that her gaze and attention allowed for the moment and saw the knives in the holder to the right of the stove. What a relief it would be to cut a little on her lower arm. Just a little stab with the tip of the knife on the fingertip would suffice, but that was completely out of the question because it would prevent her from playing the cello. No, the knives could stay where they were, she did not want the others to see her cut herself either, they would not believe she was in her right mind. Instead she bit her tongue. Wounds on the tongue heal fast. Slowly she pressed down the right molars on the flesh until the metallic taste of blood spread in her mouth. When she let up, she could let down her shoulders again. A momentary sense of calm gathered around her and thoughts again began flowing freely in her mind. And with thoughts the longing returned. Would she dare take the initiative to the next step? But what if he rejected her? She was so uncertain, so unaccustomed to thinking along these lines. The thought of perhaps never again feeling his body against hers made her beside herself with despair. Then she might as well die. She was startled by the thought and overcome by an unexpected relief. To be able to die now, maybe that was the best, actually. Know what you had experienced, realize that you would never feel anything like it again, be content with that and then opt out of the rest of your life, welcome death. Without fear and with pure joy.


Her hand was stiff as she stirred the pot and watched the small drops of fat on the surface, how they glistened and stretched out and then curled around the ladle again. She mixed well and concentrated.


“Come on, Carro,” she heard Louise from the table. Caroline awoke from her dream world and took a deep breath before she turned and melted down onto a chair beside her. At her right side Raoul was sitting. Anna at once placed an arm around his shoulders, whispered something amusing and both started laughing. Caroline only stared at her plate.


“What's going on, darling?” Louise's voice was worried and inquisitive. Tenderly she leaned against Caroline's head. “You haven't forgotten to take your pill, have you?” she whispered in her ear and Caroline felt a mean, scornful laugh growing in her throat. She shook her head in response and poked absent-mindedly at the avocado half that someone had served on her plate. Across the table the conversation was flowing but she could not make out a word. With an occasional smile, a nod or a shake of the head she tried to make a show of taking part.


Louise tried to get her into the conversation. “Carro is going to apply for the Tchaikovsky competition.”


Caroline felt her courage sink further.


“No, I'm not.” She shocked herself when she heard how her voice was shaking.


“Of course you will!” Louise persisted. “The way you practice you have every opportunity for a good showing. It's really an intensive period in your life when you're going to launch yourself. All this strain, you work and slave on technique and you're never satisfied. So it's not strange that you're a little absent, my friend. I realize your thoughts are elsewhere.”


Louise continued where Caroline was not able. She had always done that and Caroline was only grateful to let herself be shadowed by Louise's involvement.


But while Louise talked, Caroline felt a hand slowly stroking her thigh, long deliberate strokes along the inside, close as seamless bow exchanges. Her lower lip fell and she moaned faintly. In mid-sentence Louise turned toward her and caught Raoul's gaze on the other side. With a shifting glance she realized what was going on under the table. Raoul tensed his face and fixed his eyes on Louise's without turning away. Intensely they stared at each other while Caroline simply sat motionless between them. To take the edge off the tension Raoul slapped Caroline's thigh with an overly explicit humorous smack and smiled fraternally at Louise. The whole thing was over in a few seconds. Neither Anna nor Helena seemed to have noticed what was playing out under the table or interpret the reactions.


Louise got up without a word. She went over to the stove and was forced to use her healthy hand for support in order not to fall over. The shock locked her body. What was he doing? Had she really seen right? The idea was so absurd that she could not even take in the import of what she had just witnessed. But it was not by chance that he had let his hand slide up Caroline's thigh, very far up, he had almost grazed her crotch. If it had been a misunderstanding he would have released his hand as soon as she was onto him, explained and apologized. Instead he had let his hand remain on Caroline's leg even as he confirmed what he was up to in their mutual gaze. It was the idea that she should see. He wanted her to know. But what? What was there to know? And Caroline sat completely still between them. She, who didn't care for Raoul, ought to have stood up and told him off, thrown water in his face. That would have been like her. Instead she sat and moped and sighed, closed up inside herself.


For all these years she had always defended him and dismissed all the rumors as slander and jealousy. Could it really be true, what they said about Raoul, that he was really a true seducer, with lovers right and left? But not Caroline! Of all the women in the world, he should not allow himself to flirt with Caroline. Louise tried to laugh away the thought. But she did not dare turn around to confirm that all her fantasies were completely baseless. What if they weren't? What if she turned around now and saw Raoul touching Caroline again and she only let it happen. Or even worse, welcomed it. The suspicions took over her entire awareness and aroused a throbbing anger that frightened her.


“Shall we take away the appetizer?” said Anna, starting to gather up the plates. Raoul remained seated, Caroline likewise. The clatter of china rang in her ears.


Raoul leaned toward Caroline and said in a stage whisper, “I've been thinking about some strokes I would like you to change in the third movement. We can work on it after dinner.”


Without waiting for her reply he got up. On his way up as if by accident he glided past her face and whispered in her ear, “I want you, Caroline. I'm longing for you so that I'm about to go crazy.”


He went up to the stove to get the heavy iron pot and ended up face to face with Louise. A short while they looked each other in the eyes before she turned away.


With a pounding heart she sank down again on her chair, resolute and cold. At first she said nothing, only looked at Caroline's unmoving profile. Then she gathered energy and asked, “Carro, is there something I've missed?”


Caroline shook her head tensely. “What? What would that be?”


Louise leaned against the chair back again. “I don't know, but perhaps you can enlighten me.”


“I don't know what you're talking about,” Caroline snapped back.


New plates had been set out on the table. Raoul portioned out the stew. In the corner of his eye he observed Louise and Caroline. Both sat quietly and stared mournfully down at their plates. Anna and Helena finished their conversation and silence spread across the table as everyone started to eat.


Suddenly Raoul coughed. He threw his spoon down on the plate and pushed against the table with his palms.


“Get something in your throat?” Helena leaned forward to catch his eye.


“Maybe too much chili?” asked Anna, looking across the table. Raoul was gasping for air with wide-open eyes.


“Was it that disgusting?” she giggled nervously, nudging him. But the nudge met no resistance and he simply slid down from the chair.


Caroline let out a short hysterical scream and placed her hand over her mouth so the food wouldn't fly out. Then everyone fell silent at the same time. Silverware fell against the table with a clatter. They looked at each other briefly before they leaned over. Raoul was lying on his back on the floor, completely motionless and staring straight up.


“Oh, good Lord! He's had a heart attack!” Anna screamed, kicking away her chair to pull him out. Along with Caroline she dragged him out on the rug.


“Helena! Come! Do something!” Caroline panted, waving toward her sister. Leaping from her chair, Helena rushed over to Raoul. She pushed Anna aside, who glared back reproachfully. “What are you doing?”


“Move!” Helena commanded, throwing herself down on her knees next to Raoul. She pressed her fingers against his throat and slapped him lightly on the cheek. “Raoul!” Her voice was hard and strong. “Raoul, come on now!” He did not answer. The blood was running from his head and his face became ash-gray. Then his eyes started swelling.


“He's had an allergic reaction!”


“What?” Anna was sitting on the other side of Raoul, holding him by the hand. She stared accusingly at Helena. “How do you know that?”


“I'm a doctor, for Christ's sake. What is he allergic to?”


“I'll call the ambulance helicopter,” Louise called, tapping frantically on her cell phone. “Shit! No reception!”


“What is Raoul allergic to? Damn it! Quick now! Eggs? Nuts?” Helena roared.


“Peanuts!” Anna's voice cut shrilly. “I don't remember! Do you know, Louise? Can he eat peanuts? Could that be it? Good Lord!”


“But there weren't any peanuts in that dish, were there?” Caroline murmured. She stood as if riveted to the floor, her hands clinging to the table behind her back. Nervously she was scraping her nails on the tabletop.


“Listen!” Helena bellowed, fixing her eyes on Caroline. “You run up to his room and see if you find any medicine in his toiletries bag.”


Caroline rushed off. “There should be syringes!” Helena called after her. Soon her clattering steps were heard on their way down to the kitchen again.


“I can't find anything! There aren't any syringes!” she screamed with tears flowing down her cheeks. She was holding the toiletries bag in one hand and rooting wildly with the other. Toothbrush, deodorant, condoms and bandages flew around the room. Her hands went up to her terrified face and she simply stood, shaking her head, incapable of grasping the situation.


During this time Raoul's face had whitened and his lips started taking on a violet-blue color.


“Louise!” called Helena. “Do you have adrenalin? Syringes against snakebite! There are lots of vipers here in the summer. Medicine chest! Quick, quick!”


“I'll check right away!” Louise ran off and bumped into Caroline so that she fell against the cupboard and struck her elbow. She screamed from the electric shock that caused her arm to go numb. Anna was lying down next to Raoul, clinging tightly to his hand. Sobbing heatedly she leaned over his face to caress his cheek. Helena pulled her back with a firm hand and straddled Raoul.


“What are you doing, you monkey?” Anna hissed from the floor, getting a sharp look in return. With all her strength Helena let the blows hail across Raoul's face. She struck with such frenzy that his lifeless head swung along with the blows, side to side, as if in a caricature of a theatrical scolding.


“Are you out of your mind?” Anna howled, trying to tear Helena away from Raoul. “He's suffering enough!” She took hold of her upper arms from behind so that she couldn't reach his face.


“Let me go, damn it!” Helena managed to pull out her arms again and ran an elbow into Anna's ribs. “I'm trying to get his own adrenalin going.” Anna did not seem to hear, but instead continued to pound on Helena with her fists.


“Anna! Anna, lay off! She's helping Raoul!” Caroline caught Anna's one arm, but got a slap across the jaw in return. With a steady grip Caroline tore at Anna's hair so that her head was pulled back. She screamed out loud.


“Stop it! You're bonkers, you fucking brat!”


“You're the one who's fucking crazy!” Caroline spit back, tackling Anna. “Let Helena take care of Raoul. She's a doctor. She knows what she's doing.”


“Yes, yes, let go, Caroline! Let go, I said! You're hurting me!”


Caroline released her hold on the lock of hair and swallowed in horror when she discovered several strands of hair curled tightly around her fingers. She had torn loose a tuft of hair by the roots. Anna collapsed and crawled carefully up toward Raoul, taking his hand again while Helena's blows continued to rain.


Raoul's cheeks started to take on a light pink color, a sign that blood was rising up to his head again. A rattle gurgled from his half-open mouth and saliva was running in a thin stream out of one corner of his mouth. Then Louise came running in with two syringes in her hand.


Helena grabbed one, tore off the cap and stabbed the syringe right through Raoul's trouser leg into his left thigh. The effect was immediate. Raoul took a deep breath and opened his bloodshot eyes. You could see the swelling go down and his face regain its normal color.


The first thing he was aware of was Helena sitting straddled on top of him. She was breathing heavily and slowly let one hand glide from his forehead, down across his cheek and stop with two fingers at his neck pulse. She nodded seriously. Her little finger followed his clean-shaven jaw line; he could not decide if it was a caress. He caught her gaze and held it fast a few seconds. The reverse dominance felt so strange to them both. Helena swallowed and felt a thick saltiness in her throat. She moistened her lips and tried to say something, but could not get out a word. With effort she got up and left the kitchen with heavy steps.


Louise was leaning right over him so that he could not avoid her stern gaze.


“How are you doing?” she asked quickly. “I couldn't get a signal when I tried to call for help. Should I try again?”


Raoul shook his head and moved up to a half-sitting position, supporting himself on one elbow.


“I'm okay now...” He was still taking in each breath intensely.


“Is that certain?”


Raoul nodded seriously and rubbed his eyes.


“I think we should get you to a hospital and make sure you get properly examined.”


“Do you hear that, Raoul? We'll call for the ambulance helicopter,” Anna echoed. She was panting heavily, her hand on her forehead, to recover from the shock. “I thought you were having a heart attack.”


“No,” he answered feebly, waving off their concern. “Allergy.”


His strained breathing was the only sound heard in the room. “It's been so long, it... almost forgot how it felt.”


“But what kind of allergy was it?” asked Caroline.


“Peanuts!” Louise anticipated. “God, I remember that now. You are super allergic to peanuts.”


“Who was stupid enough to put in peanuts?” Anna stirred in the pot to see whether there were any in it. Accusingly she turned her gaze directly at Caroline. “Was it you?”


Caroline's eyes opened wide. “Me? No, did I do that? Why would I put in peanuts? We don't even have any peanuts, do we?”


Louise got up and opened the pantry. She went through shelf after shelf, moved cans and cartons.


“Peanut oil, then?” Raoul took in a breath to feel how the air filled his lungs again.


“Peanut oil?” Louise repeated, moving bottles around in the spice cabinet. Far in among the soy sauce and Worcestershire she found a greasy bottle that she held out. “Is it this?” she said sharply. “Who used it?”


Anna frowned.


“I don't remember...” she began. “Did I add a few drops of that? But good Lord, I don't really know. Did I?”


Caroline squirmed. “What if I was the one who poured it in without thinking? Damn, I'm so bad at cooking and if it's not working out I always pour in a little of everything. It might have been me. That's horrid!” Nervously she pressed her palms against her nose.


Raoul staggered up on his feet again and supported himself against the table. He was swaying precariously and let his chin fall against his chest.


“I think I need to lie down a while.” He slowly left the room but dismissed Louise's and Anna's attempts to help him.


Louise sank down on a chair.


“God... what a drama.”


Caroline went up to the table to get her plate. She sat down and nervously ate up what was left of the stew.


“You wonder if there's poison in it,” she said with a tense laugh.
